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Precious Mental
Robert Reed
 
1
The man came to Port Beta carrying an interesting life.
Or perhaps that life was carrying him.
Either way, he was a strong plain-faced human, exceptionally young yet already dragging heavy debt. Wanting honest, reliable employment, he wrestled with a series of aptitude tests, and while scoring poorly in most categories, the newcomer showed promise when it came to rigor and precision and the kinds of courage required by the mechanical arts. Port Beta seemed like a worthy home for him. That was where new passengers arrived at the Great Ship, cocooned inside streakships and star taxis, bomb-tugs and one-of-a-kind vehicles. Long journeys left most of those starships in poor condition. Many were torn apart as salvage, but the valuable and the healthiest were refurbished and then sent out again, chasing wealthy travelers of every species.
A local academy accepted the newcomer, and he soon rose to the most elite trade among technicians. Bottling up suns and antimatter was considered the highest art. Drive-mechanics worked on starship engines and dreamed about starship engines, and they were famous for jokes and foul curses understandable only to their own kind. Their work could be routine for years, even decades, but then inside the monotony something unexpected would happen. Miss one ghost of a detail and a lasting mistake would take hold, and then centuries later, far from Port Beta, a magnificent streakship would explode, and the onboard lives, ancient and important, were transformed into hard radiation and a breakneck rain of hot, anonymous dust.
That was why drive-mechanics commanded the highest wages.
And that was why new slots were constantly opening up in their ranks.
According to official records, the academy's new student was born on the Great Ship, inside a dead-end cavern called Where-Peace-Rains. Peculiar humans lived in that isolated realm, and they usually died there, and to the soul, they clung to preposterous beliefs, their society and entire existence woven around one linchpin idea:
The multiverse was infinite.
There was no denying that basic principle. Quantum endlessness was proven science, relentless and boundless and beautiful. Yet where most minds saw abstractions and eccentric mathematics, those living inside Where-Peace-Rains considered infinity to be a grand and demanding gift. Infinity meant that nothing could exist just once. Whatever was real, no matter how complicated or unlikely, had no choice but to persist forever.
In that way, souls were the same as snowflakes.
A person's circumstances could seem utterly, yet he was always surviving in limitless places and dying in limitless places, and he couldn't stop being born again in every suitable portion of the All.
Life had its perfect length. Most humans and almost every sentient creature believed in living happily for as long as possible. But the archaic souls inside that cave considered too much life to be a trap. One or two centuries of breathing and sleeping were plenty. Extend existence past its natural end, and the immortal soul was debased, impoverished, and eventually stripped of its grandeur. Only by knowing that you were temporary could life be stripped of illusion and the cloaks of false-godhood, and then the blessed man could touch the All, and he could love the All, and if his brief existence proved special, a tiny piece of his endless soul might earn one moment of serene clarity.
Where-Peace-Rains constantly needed babies. Like primitive humans, its citizens were built from water and frail bone and DNA full of primate instincts. The outside world called them Luddites—an inadequate word, part insult and part synonym for madness. But the young drive-mechanic was remarkable because he grew up among those people, becoming an important citizen before relinquishing their foolish ways.
Stepping alone into the universe, the man was made immortal.
But immortality was an expensive magic.
It had to be.
Archaic muscles and organs needed to be retrofitted. The body had to be indifferent to every disease, ready to heal any wound. Then the soggy soft and very fragile human brain was transformed into a tough bioceramic wonder, complex enough to guarantee enough memory and quick intelligence to thrive for eons.
But transformation wasn't the only expense. The boundless life never quit needing space and food and energy. Eternal, highly gifted minds relished exotic wonders, yet they also demanded safety and comfort—two qualities that were never cheap. That's why the Great Ship's captains demanded huge payments from immortals. Passengers who never died would never stop needing. And that was why the one-time Luddite was impressive: Fresh inside his new body, consumed by his many debts, he was using a new brain to learn how to repair and rebuild the most spectacular machines built by any hands.
Every student was soon hired as a low-wage trainee. The newcomer did small jobs well, but more importantly, he got out of the way when he wasn't needed. People noticed his plain, unimpressive face. It was a reasonable face; fanatics didn't need beauty. The man could be brusque when displeased, and maybe that quality didn't endear him with his superiors. But he proved to have an instinct for stardrives, and he knew when to buy drinks for his colleagues, and he was expert in telling dry old jokes, and sometimes, in a rare mood, he offered stories about Where-Peace-Rains. Audiences were curious the cavern and its odd folk, the left-behind family and their ludicrous faith. Years later, co-workers thought enough of their colleague to attend his graduation, and if the man didn't show enough pride with the new plasma-blue uniform, at least he seemed comfortable with the steady work that always finds those who know what they are doing.
Decades passed, and the reformed Luddite acquired responsibilities and then rank, becoming a dependable cog in the Tan-tan-5 crew.
Then the decades were centuries.
One millennium and forty-two years had steadily trickled past. Port Beta remained a vast and hectic facility, and the Great Ship pushed a little farther along its quarter-million year voyage around the galaxy, and this man that everybody knew seemed to have always been at his station. His abandoned family had died long ago. If he felt any interest in the generations still living inside Where-Peace-Rains, he kept it secret. Skill lifted him to the middle ranks, and he was respected by those that knew him, and the people who knew him best never bothered to imagine that this burly, plain-faced fellow might actually be someone of consequence.
 
2
His name used to be Pamir.
Wearing his own face and biography, Pamir had served as one of the Great Ship's captains. Nothing about that lost man was cog-like. In a vocation that rewarded charm and politics, he was an excellent captain who succeeded using nothing but stubborn competence. No matter how difficult the assignment, it was finished early and without fuss. Creativity was in his toolbox, but unlike too many high-gloss captains, Pamir used rough elegance before genius. Five projects wearing his name were still taught to novice captains. Yet the once-great officer had also lost his command, and that was another lesson shared with the arrogant shits who thought they deserved to wear the captains' mirrored uniform: For thousands of years, Pamir was a rising force in the ranks, and then he stupidly fell in love with an alien. That led to catastrophes and fat financial losses for the Ship, and although the situation ended favorably enough, passengers could have been endangered, and worse than that, secrets had been kept from his vengeful superiors.
Sitting out the voyage inside the brig was a likely consequence, but dissolving into the Ship's multitudes was Pamir's solution. The official story was that the runaway captain had slipped overboard thirty thousand years ago, joining colonists bound for a new world. As a matter of policy, nobody cared about one invisible felon. But captains forgot little, and that's why several AIs were still dedicated to Pamir's case—relentless superconductive minds endlessly sifting through census records and secret records, images dredged up from everywhere, and overheard conversations in ten thousand languages.
Every morning began with the question, "Is this the day they find me?"
And between every breath, some piece of that immortal mind was being relentlessly suspicious of everyone.
 
"Jon?"
Tools froze in mid-task, and the mechanic turned. "Over here."
"Do you have a moment?"
"Three moments," he said. "What do you want, G'lene?"
G'lene was human, short and rounded with fat—a cold-world adaptation worn for no reason but tradition. One of the newest trainees, she was barely six hundred years old, still hunting for her life's calling.
"I need advice," she said. "I asked around, and several people suggested that I come to you first."
The man said nothing, waiting.
"We haven't talked much before," she allowed.
"You work for a different crew," he said.
"And I don't think you like me."
The girl often acted flip and even spoiled, but those traits didn't matter. What mattered was that she was a careless technician. It was a common flaw worn by young immortals. Carelessness meant that the other mechanics had to keep watch over her work, and the only question seemed when she would be thrown out of the program.
"I don't know you much at all," said Pamir. "What I don't like is your work."
She heard him, took a quick breath, and then she pushed any embarrassment aside. "You're the Luddite, aren't you?"
There were various ways to react. Pamir told the nearest tool to pivot and aim, punching a narrow hole through the center of his palm.
Blood sprayed, and the hole began to heal instantly.
"Apparently not," he said.
G'lene laughed like a little girl, without seriousness, without pretense.
Pamir didn't fancy that kind of laugh.
"Jon is a popular name with Luddites," she said.
Pamir sucked at the torn flesh. He had worn "Jon" nearly as long as he had worn this face. Only in dreams was he anybody else.
"What kind of advice are you chasing?" he asked.
"I need a topic for my practicum."
"Ugly-eights," he said.
"That's what you're working on here, isn't it?"
He was rehabilitating the main drive of an old star-taxi. Ugly-eights were a standard, proven fusion engine. They had been pushing ships across the galaxy longer than most species were alive. This particular job was relentlessly routine and cheap, and while someone would eventually find some need for this old ship, it would likely sit inside a back berth for another few centuries.
"Ugly-eights are the heart of commerce in the galaxy," said Pamir.
"And they're ugly," she said.
"Build a new kind of ugly," he said. "Tweak a little function or prove that some bit or component can be yanked. Make this machine better, simpler or sexier, and a thousand mechanics will worship you as a goddess."
"Being worshipped," she said. "That would be fun."
She seemed to believe it was possible.
The two of them were standing in the middle of an expansive machine shop. Ships and parts of ships towered about them in close ranks. Port Beta was just ten kilometers past the main doors, and the rest of Pamir's crew and his boss were scattered, no other face in sight.
"I know what you did for your practicum," said G'lene. "You built a working Kajjas pulse engine."
"Nobody builds a working Kajjas pulse," he said. "Not even the Kajjas."
"You built it and then went up on the hull and fired the engine for ninety days."
"And then my luck felt spent, so I turned it off."
"I want to do something like that," she said. "I want something unusual."
"No," he said. "You do not, no."
She didn't seem to notice his words. "It's too bad that we don't have any Kajjas ships onboard. Wouldn't it be fun to refab one of those marvels?"
Kajjas space had been left behind long ago. Not one of their eccentric vessels was presently berthed inside Beta. But the Great Ship had five other ports, reserved for the captains and security forces. Did G'lene know facts that weren't public knowledge? Was the girl trying to coax him into some kind of borderline adventure?
"So you want to play with a real Kajjas ship," Pamir said.
"But only with your help. I'm not a fool."
Pamir had never given much thought to G'lene's mind. What he realized then, staring at that pretty ageless and almost perfectly spherical face, was that she didn't seem to be one thing or another. He couldn't pin any quality to his companion.
"The Kajjas are famous explorers," she said.
"They used to be, but the wandering urge left them long ago."
"What if I knew where to find an old Kajjas starship?"
"I'd have to ask where it's hiding."
"Not here," she said.
The way she spoke said a lot. "Not here." The "here" was drawn out, and the implications were suddenly obvious.
"Shit," said Pamir.
"Exactly," she said.
"It's not on the Great Ship, is it?"
The smile brightened, smug and ready for the next question.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"Exactly who I seem to be," she said.
"A lipid-rich girl who is going to fail at the academy," he said.
To her credit, she didn't bristle. Poise held her steady, and she let him stare at her face a little longer before saying, "Maybe I was lying."
"You aren't talking about your practicum, are you?"
"Not really," she said. "No, I have friends who need to hire a drive-mechanic."
"Friends," he said.
"Best friends," she said. "And like all best friends, they have quite a lot of money."
Pamir said, "No."
"Take a leave of absence," she said. "The bosses like your work. They'll let you go. Then in a little while … well, a long while … you can come back again with enough money to wipe away all of your debts."
"What do you know about my debts?"
The smile sharpened. "Everything," she said.
"No, I don't want this," he said.
Then a little meanness crept into her laugh. "Is it true what they say?"
"It often is."
"Luddite minds are better than others," she said. "They work harder because they have to start out soft and simple."
"We all start simple," he said.
"You need to go with me," she insisted.
There was a threat woven into the words, the tone. Pamir started to gauge his surroundings as well as this peculiar creature, but he never heard the killer's approach. One moment, the drive-mechanic was marshaling his tools for some ad hoc battle, but before he was ready, two impossibly strong hands were clasped around his neck, reaching from behind, calmly choking the life out of a thousand year-old body.
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The Kajjas home sun was a brilliant F-class star circled by living worlds, iron-fattened asteroids, and billions of lush comets. Like humans, the Kajjas evolved as bipeds hungry for oxygen and water, and like most citizens of the galaxy, biology gave them brief lifespans and problematic biochemistries. Independent of other species, they invented the usual sciences, and after learning the principles of the Creation, they looked at everything with new eyes. But their solar system happened to be far removed from the galactic plane. The nearest star was fifty light-years away. Isolated but deeply clever, the Kajjas devised their famous pulse engines—scorching, borderline-stable rockets built around collars of degenerate matter. Kajjas pulses were as good as the best drives once they reached full throttle, but stubborn physics still kept them from beating the relativistic walls. Every voyage took time, and worse still, those pulse engines had the irksome habit of bleeding radiation. Even the youngest crew would die of cancers and old age before the voyage was even half-finished.
Faced with the problem of spaceflight, every species realized that there were no perfect answers, at least so long as minds were mortal and the attached bodies were weak.
A consensus was built among the Kajjas. Alone, they began reengineering their basic nature. With time they might have invented solutions as radical as their relentless star-drives, but not long after the project began, a river of laser light swept out at them from the galaxy's core—a dazzling beacon carrying old knowledge, including the tools and high tricks necessary to build the bioceramic mind.
A similar beacon would eventually find the Earth, unleashing the potentials of one wild monkey.
But that event was a hundred million years in the future.
Human history was brief and complicated—a few hundred thousand years of competing, combustible civilizations. By comparison, the Kajjas built exactly one technological society. War and strife were unimaginable. Unity rode in their blue blood. Once armed with immortal minds and the infamous engines, their starships rained down across a wide portion of the galaxy, setting up colonies and trade routes while poking into ill-explored corners. The Kajjas were curious and adaptable explorers, and it was easy to believe that they would eventually rule some fat portion of local space. But the species reached its zenith while the dinosaurs still ran over one tiny world, and then their slow decline began. Colonies withered. Their starships began keeping to the easy, well-mapped routes. Some of the Kajjas never even went into space. And what always bothered Pamir, and what always intrigued him, was that these ancient creatures had no clear idea what had gone wrong.
 
A few Kajjas rode onboard the Great Ship. They were poorer than the typical passenger, but each had a love for brightly lit taverns, and in moderation, drinks made from hot spring waters and propanol salted liberally with cyanide.
Philosophers by nature and cranky philosophers at that, the Kajjas made interesting company. Pamir approved of their irritable moods. He liked cryptic voices and far-sighting reflections. This was a social species with clear senses of hierarchies. If you wanted respect, it was important to sit near your Kajjas friend, near enough to taste the poison on his breath, and to wring the best out of the experience, you had to act as if he was the master of the table and everyone sitting around it.
Pamir's favorite refugee was ageless to the eye, but eyes were easily fooled.
"We were courageous voyagers," said the raspy voice.
"You were," Pamir agreed.
His companion had various names, but in human company, he preferred to be called "Tailor."
"Do you realize how many worlds we visited?"
"No, Tailor, I don't."
"You do not know, and we can only guess numbers." The words were tumbling out of an elderly, often repaired translator. "Ten million planets? Twenty billion? I can't even count the places that I have walked with these good feet."
The Kajjas suddenly propped his legs on the tabletop.
Knowing what was proper, Pamir leaned between the toe-rich, faintly kangaroo-style feet. "I would tolerate your stories, if you could tolerate my boundless interest."
The alien's head was narrow and extremely deep, like the blade of a hatchet. Three eyes surrounded a mouth that chewed at the air, betraying suspicion. "Do I know you, young human?"
"No," Pamir lied. "We have never met."
He was wearing that new face and the name Jon, and he was cloaked in a fresh life story too.
"You seem familiar to me," said the Kajjas.
"Because you're ancient and full of faces, remembered and imagined too."
"That feels true."
"I beg to know your age," Pamir said.
The question had been asked before, and Tailor's answer was always enormous and never repeated. If the alien felt joyous, he claimed to be a youthful forty million years old. But if angry or despairing, he painted himself as being much, much older.
"I could have walked along your Cretaceous shoreline," said Tailor that evening, hinting at a very dark disposition.
"I wish you had," said Pamir.
"Yet I can do that just the same," the Kajjas said, two eyes turning to mist as the mind wove some private image.
Pamir knew to wait, sipping his rum.
The daydream ended, and the elderly creature leaked a high trilling sound that the translator turned into a despairing groan.
"My mind is full," Tailor declared.
"Should I envy you?"
Iron blades rubbed hard against one another—the Kajjas laugh. "Fill your mind with whatever you wish. Envy has its uses."
"Should my species envy yours?"
Every eye cleared. "Are you certain we haven't met?"
"Nothing is certain," said Pamir.
"Indeed. Indeed."
"Perhaps you know other humans," Pamir said.
"I have sipped drinks with a few," Tailor said. "Usually male humans, as it happens. One or two of them had your bearing exactly."
The focus needed to be shifted. "You haven't answered me, my master. Should humans envy your species' triumphs?"
A long sip of poison turned into a human-style nod. "You should envy every creature's success. And if you wish my opinion—"
"Yes."
"In my view, our greatest success is the quiet grace we have shown while making our plunge back to obscurity. Not every species vanishes so well as the Kajjas."
"Humans won't," said Pamir.
"On that, we agree."
"And why did your plunge begin?" the human asked. "What went wrong for you, or did something go right?"
Pamir had drunk with this entity many times over the millennia. Tailor gave various answers to this question, each delivered without much faith in the voice. Usually he claimed that living too long made an immortal cowardly and dull. Too many of his species were ancient, and that antediluvian nature brought on lethargy, and of course lethargy led to a multifaceted decline.
Wearing the Jon face, Pamir waited for that reliable excuse again.
But the alien said nothing, wiggling those finger-like toes. Then with an iron laugh, fresh words climbed free of his mouth.
"I think the secret is our minds," he began.
"Too old, are they?" asked Pamir.
"I am not talking about age. And while too many memories are jammed inside us, they are not critical either."
"What is wrong with your mind?"
"And yours too." Tailor leaned forward. A hand older than any ape touched Pamir's face, tracing the outlines of his forehead. "Your brain and mine are so similar. In its materials and the nanoscopic design, and in every critical detail that doesn't define our natures."
"True, true," said the worshipful Pamir.
"Does that bother you?"
"Not at all."
"Of course not, no," said the alien. "But have you ever asked yourself … has that smart young mind of yours ever wondered … why doesn't this sameness leave you just a little sick in your favorite stomach?"
 
4
Choke an immortal man, pulverize the trachea and neck bones and leave the body starved of oxygen, and he dives into a temporary coma. But the modern body is more sophisticated than machines, including star-drives, and within their realm, humans can be far more durable, more self-reliant. Choke the man and a nanoscopic army rises from the mayhem, knitting and soothing, patching and building. Excess calories are warehoused everywhere, including inside the bioceramic mind, and despite the coma and the limp frame, nothing about the victim is dead. Pamir wasn't simply conscious. He was lucid, thoughts roaring, outrage in full stride as he guessed about enemies and their motives and what he would do first when he could move again, and what he would do next, and depending on the enemies, what color his revenge would take.
But there were many states between full life and true death.
He was sprawled out on the shop floor, and standing over him, somebody said, "Done."
Then he felt himself being lifted.
A woman said, "Hurry."
G'lene?
His body was carried, but not far. There was a maze of storage hangers beneath the shop. Pamir assumed that he was taken into one of those rooms, and once set down again he found the strength to strike a careless face, once and then twice again before someone shoved a fat tube down his ruined throat.
Fiery chemicals cooked his flesh.
Too late, he tried to engage his nexuses. But their voices had been jammed, and all that came back to him was white noise and white deathly light.
In worse ways than strangling, his body was methodically killed.
Deafness took him, and his sense of smell was stripped away, and every bit of skin went numb. In the end, the only vision remaining was imagination. A body couldn't be left inside a storage hanger. Someone would notice. That's why he imagined himself being carried, probably bound head to toe to keep him from fighting again. But he didn't feel any motion, and nothing changed. Nothing happened. Lying inside blackness, his thoughts ran on warehoused power, and when no food was offered those same thoughts began to slow, softening the intensities of each idea, ensuring a working consciousness that could collapse quite a bit farther without running dry.
The streakship's launch was never noticed, and the long, fierce acceleration made no impression.
But Pamir reasoned something like that would happen. Clues and a captain's experience let him piece together a sobering, practical story. If any Kajjas ship was wandering near the Great Ship, it would have been noticed. That news would have found him. And since it wasn't close, and since the universe was built mostly from inconvenient trajectories, the streakship would probably have to burn massive amounts of fuel just to reach the very distant target—assuming it didn't smash into a comet while plunging through interstellar space.
This kind of mission demanded small crews and fat risks, and Pamir was going to remain lost for a very long time.
"Unless," he thought. "Unless I'm not lost at all."
Paranoia loves darkness. Perhaps this ugly situation was a ruse. Maybe the relentless AI hunters had finally found him, but nobody was quite sure if he was the runaway captain. So instead of having him arrested, the captains decided to throw the suspect inside a black box, trying to squeeze the secrets out of him.
Bioceramic minds were tiny and dense and utterly unreadable.
But a mind could be worn down. A guilty man or even an innocent man would confess to a thousand amazing crimes. Wondering if prison was better than dying on some bizarre deep-space quest, Pamir found the temptation to say his old name once, just to see if somebody had patched into his speech center. But as time stretched and the thoughts slowed even more, he kept his mind fixed on places and days that meant something to a man named Jon. He pictured Port Beta and the familiar machinery. He spoke to colleagues and drank with them, the routine, untroubled life of the mechanic lingering long past his death. Then when he was miserably bored, he imagined Where-Peace-Rains, spending the next years with a life and beliefs that before this were worn only as camouflage.
For the first time, he missed that life that he had never lived.
 
Decades passed.
Oxygen returned without warning, and flesh warmed, and new eyes opened as a first breath passed down his new throat.
A face was watching him.
"Hello, Jon," said the face, the hint of a smile showing.
Pamir said, "Hello," and breathed again, with relish.
G'lene appeared to be in fine health, drifting above the narrow packing crate where his mostly dead body had been stowed.
Pamir sat up slowly.
A thoroughly, wondrously alien ship surrounded them. Its interior was a cylinder two hundred meters in diameter and possibly ten kilometers long. Pamir couldn't see either end of this odd space. The walls were covered with soft glass threads, ruddy like the native Kajjas grass, intended to give the Kajjas good purchase for kicking when they were in zero gravity, like now. But when the ship's engines kicked on, the same threads would come alive, lacing themselves into platforms where the crew could work and rest, the weaves tightening as the gees increased. That was standard Kajjas technology. Kajjas machines were scattered about the curved, highly mobile landscape, each as broken as it was old. There were control panels and what looked like immersion chambers, none of them working, and various hyperfiber boxes were sealed against the universe. Every surface wore a vigorous coat of dust. Breathing brought scents only found in places that had been empty forever. Rooms onboard the Great Ship smelled this way. But the air and the bright lights felt human, implying that his abductors had been onboard long enough to reconfigure the environment.
G'lene kept her distance. "How do you feel, Jon?"
"Can you guess?" he asked.
She laughed quietly, apparently embarrassed.
In the distance, three entities were moving in their direction. Two of them were human.
"Our autodoc just spliced a fast-breaker pipe into your femoral," she said. "You'll be strong and ready in no time."
Pamir studied legs that didn't look like his legs, and he looked at a rib-rich chest and a stranger's spidery hands. Starvation and nothingness had left him eroded, brittle and remarkable.
"Our captain wants you to start repairing the pulse drive," G'lene said.
"And I imagine that our captain wants enthusiasm on my part."
She blinked. She said, "Hopefully."
"You know a little something about machines," he said. "How does the old engine look?"
"I'm no expert, as you like to tell me. But it looks like the last crew put everything to sleep in the best ways. Unfortunately there's no fuel onboard, and none of the maintenance equipment is functioning."
"I hope our captain considered these possibilities."
"We brought extra fuel and tools, yes."
"Enough?"
She stared at his skinny legs.
Pulse engines, like flesh, were adaptable when it came to nutrition. Any mass could be fed through the collars, transformed into plasma and light.
Pamir wiggled his bare toes.
The other crewmembers were kicking closer.
"I'm guessing that the Kajjas crew is also missing," he said.
"Oh, yes," she said.
"How long missing?"
The question made her uneasy.
"How long have we been here?" he asked.
That was another difficult topic, but she nodded when she said, "Nineteen days."
The autodoc beneath him was a small field model, serviceable but limited. Pamir studied it and then the girl, and then he flexed one leg while leaving the other perfectly still. Asked to work, the atrophied muscles took the largest share of the new food, and the leg grew warmer, sugars burning and lipids burning until the slippery blood began to glow.
"How about the sovereigns?" he asked.
"Sovereigns?"
"The ship's AIs." Most species patterned their automated systems after their social systems, and the Kajjas preferred noble-minded machines in charge of the automated functions.
"We've tried talking to the AIs," said G'lene. "They don't answer."
Tossing both legs out from the tiny growth chamber, Pamir dragged the fast-break pipe with them. "And what are we? A salvage operation?"
She said, "Yes."
"And at the end of the fun, am I paid? Or am I murdered for good?"
"Paid," she blurted. "The offer from me was genuine, Jon. There's a lot of money to be made here."
"For a badly depleted Kajjas ship," he said, sighing. "It's more than hopeful, believing this derelict can earn much on the open market."
She said nothing.
"But it is exceptionally old, isn't it?"
"That's what our captain says."
"Sure, the Kajjas sent missions everywhere," he said. "They were even happy to poke far outside the Milky Way."
"Which makes this a marvelous relic," she said.
"To a species inflicted with hard times. Nobody with a genuine purse would give a little shit about this lost wreck."
The two other humans were arriving—a woman and a man. They were closely related, or they loved to wear faces that implied some deep family bond.
"This is Maxx," G'lene said, referring to the man.
"And I'm Rondie," the woman offered.
Powerful people, each as muscular as G'lene was round, their every motion and the flash of their eyes proved they were youngsters.
Pamir wondered whose hands had strangled him.
"It's great to finally meet you," Maxx said, nothing but pure, undiluted happiness in his voice. "We keep hearing that you can make this ship healthy again."
"Who says that?" Pamir asked.
"The only one who matters," the fellow said, laughing amiably.
What was more disturbing: Being kidnapped for a mission that he didn't want to join, or being trapped in the company of three earnest, inexperienced near-children?
Next to the humans, the drive-mechanic was utterly ancient.
But compared to their captain, Pamir was a newborn.
"Hello to you, Jon," said the Kajjas.
"Why me?" Pamir asked. "You should know how to fix your own beast."
One last kick made the glass crinkle and flow, bringing the captain into the group. The sound of grinding iron preceded the words, "I have never mastered the peculiar genius to be a worthy engineer."
"Too bad," said Pamir.
Then Tailor touched his own head above the eyes. "And to learn the necessary talents now would require empty spaces inside my head, which means discarding some treasured memories. And how could I do such to pieces of my own self?"
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Pamir knew that nobody was clever enough or worthy enough, much less lucky enough to truly disappear.
The tiniest body still possessed mass and volume, shadow and energy.
And a brilliant mind was never as clever as three average minds sniffing after something of interest.
The wise fugitive always kept several new lives at the ready.
But every ready-made existence carried risks of its own, including the chance that someone would notice the locker jammed with money and clothes, the spare face and a respectable name never used.
Like real lives, each false life had its perfect length, and there was no way to be sure how long that was.
No matter how compromised the current face, transitions always brought the most perilous days.
Paranoia was a fugitive's first tool.
But panic could make the man break from cover at the worst possible moment.
Love meant trust, which meant that no face should be loved.
Most of all, the wanted man should be acutely suspicious of the face in the mirror.
Patterns defined each life, and old patterns were trouble.
Except acquiring the new walk and voice, pleasures and hates was the most cumbersome work possible. And even worse, fine old strategies could be left behind, and the best instincts were corroded by the blur of everything new.
In a crowd of ten million strangers, nobody cared about the human who used to be many things, including a captain. And among the millions were four exceptions, or perhaps one hundred and four, or just that one inquisitive soul standing very close.
Now look into that sea of faces, stare at humans and aliens, machines and the hybrids between. Look hard at everything while pointing one finger—a finger that has been worn for some little while—and now against some very long odds, pick out which of those souls should be feared.
 
Humans found the derelict machine drifting outside the Milky Way, and after claiming the Great Ship as their own, loyal robots proceeded to map the interior. Each cavern was named using elaborate codes. Even excluding small caves and holes, there were billions of caverns on the captains' maps. Positions and volumes were included in each name, but there was also quite a lot of AI free verse poetry. Then as the Great Ship entered the galaxy, one paronomasia-inspired AI savant was ordered to give a million caverns better designations—words that any human mouth could manage—and one unremarkable hole was named:
Where-Peace-Rains.
Peace ruled inside the dark emptiness, but there was no rain. Remote and unspectacular, the cavern remained silent for long millennia. Communities of archaic humans were established in other locations. Some failed, others found ways to prosper. Mortal passengers had one clear advantage; being sure to die, they paid relatively small sums to ride the Great Ship. And unlike their eternal neighbors, they could pay a minimal fee to have one child. Three trifling payments meant growth, and the captains soon had to control populations through laws and taxes as well as limiting the places where those very odd people could live.
Forty-five thousand years ago, human squatters claimed Where-Peace-Rains, setting up the first lights and a hundred rough little homes in the middle of the bare granite floor. They told themselves they were clever. They assured each other that they were invisible, stealing just a trickle of power from the Ship. But an AI watchdog noticed the theft, and once alerted to the crime, the Master Captain sent one of her more obstinate officers to deal with the ongoing mess.
Pamir was still a captain—an entity full of authority and the ready willingness to deploy his enormous powers.
Wearing a mirrored uniform, he walked every street inside the village, telling the strangers that they were criminals and he wasn't happy. He warned that he could order any punishment that could be imagined, short of genocide. Then he demanded that the Luddites meet him in the round at the village's heart, bags packed, and ready for the worst.
Three hundred people, grown and young, assembled on the polished red granite.
"Explain your selves," the captain demanded.
A leader stepped forward. "We require almost nothing," the old/young man began, his voice breaking at the margins. "We are simple and small, and we ask nothing from the captains or the sacred Ship."
"Shut up," said Pamir.
Those words came out hard, but what scared everyone was the captain's expression. Executions weren't possible, but a lot of grim misery lay between slaughter and salvation, and while these people believed in mortality, they weren't fanatics chasing martyrdom or some ill-drawn afterlife.
Nobody spoke.
Then once again, the captain's voice boomed.
"Before anything else, I want you to explain your minds to me. Do it now, in this place, before your arbitrary day comes to an end."
Nobody was allowed to leave and reset the sun. With little time left, a pretty young woman was pressed into service. Perhaps the other squatters thought she would look appealing to the glowering male officer. Or maybe she was the best, bravest voice available. Either way, she spoke about the limits of life and the magic of physics and the blessings of the eternal, boundless multiverse. Pamir appeared to pay attention, which heartened some. When she paused, he nodded. Could they have found an unlikely ally? But then with a low snort, he said, "I like numbers. Give me mathematics."
The woman responded with intricate, massive numbers wrapped around quantum wonders, invoking the many worlds as well as the ease with which fresh new universes sprang out of the old.
But the longer she spoke, the less impressed he seemed to be. Acting disgusted, then enraged, Pamir told the frightened community, "I know these theories. I can even believe the crazy-shit science. But if you want this to go anywhere good, you have to make me believe what you believe. You have to make me trust the madness that we aren't just here. There are an infinite number of caves exactly like this stone rectum, and infinite examples of you, and there is no measurable end of me. And all of us have assembled in these endless places, and this meeting is happening everywhere exactly as it is here.
"Convince me of that bullshit," he shouted.
The woman's infinite future depended on this single performance. Tears seemed like a worthy strategy. She wept and begged, dropping to her knees. Her skin split and the mortal blood flowed against the smooth stony ground, and every time she looked up she saw an ugly immortal dressed in that shiny garb, and every time she looked down again, the world seemed lost. No words could make this blunt, brute of a man accept her mind. No action or inaction would accomplish any good. Suddenly she was trying only to make herself worthy in the eyes of the other doomed souls, and that was the only reason she stood again, filling her body with pride, actively considering the merits of rushing the captain to see if she could bruise that awful face, if only for a moment or two.
Yet all that while, Pamir had a secret:
He had no intention of hurting anyone.
This was a tiny group. A captain of his rank had the clout to give each of them whatever he wished to give them. And later, if pressed by his superiors, Pamir could blame one or two colleagues for not adequately defending this useless wilderness. Really, the scope of this crime was laughably, pathetically tiny—a mild burden more than an epic mess, regardless what these bright terrified eyes believed.
Out of fear or born from wisdom, the woman didn't assault him.
Then the captain reached into a pocket on his uniform.
The object hadn't been brought by chance. Pamir came with a plan and options, and eons later, novice captains would stand in their classroom, examining all the aspects of the captain's scheme.
Out from the pocket came his big hand, holding what resembled a sphere.
He explained, "This is a one hundred-and-forty-four faced die, diamond construction, tear-shaped weights for a rapid settling, each number carrying its own unique odds."
Luddite faces stared at the object.
Nobody spoke.
"I'm going to toss it high," said Pamir. "And then you, baby lady … you call out any number. And no, I won't let you look at the die first. You'll make your guess, and you will almost certainly lose. But then again, as you understand full well, any fraction of the endless is endless. And regardless of my toss, an infinite number of you are going to win this game."
Swallowing, the woman discovered a thin smile.
"And if I am right?" she asked.
"You stay here. And your people stay here. The entire cavern is granted to you, under my authority. But you aren't allowed to steal power from our reactors, and your water has to be bought on the common markets, and you will be responsible for your food and your mouths, and if you overpopulate this space, the famines and plagues will rest on your little shoulders.
"Is that understood?" he asked.
Everybody nodded, and everybody had hope.
But when Pamir threw the die, the girl offered the most unlikely number.
"One," she shouted.
One was riding on the equator, opposite 144—the smallest facets on the diamond face.
Up went the die.
And then it was down, rattling softly as it struck, bouncing and rolling, slowing as sandals and boots and urgent voices pulled out of the way.
Looking at the number was a formality.
The cave would soon be empty and dark.
Yet odd as it seemed, Pamir wasn't particularly surprised to find the simplest number on top, in plain view: As inevitable as every result must be.
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Reaching with a nexus, Pamir discovered an elaborate star chart waiting for him. The galaxy was stuffed inside a digital bottle, the nearest million suns translated into human terms and human clocks. At the center was the Kajjas ship—a long dumbbell-shaped body with a severely battered shield at one end, the pulse engine and drained fuel tanks behind. Its hull was slathered with black veneers and stealth poxes and what looked like the remnants of scaffolding. The captains never spotted this relic; too many light-years lay between their telescopes and this cold wisp of nothing. Even the Great Ship was too distant to deserve any size—the core of a Jovian world rendered as a simple golden vector. Sixty years had been invested reaching the Kajjas vessel, and home was receding every moment. Hypothetical courses waited to be studied. Pamir gave them enough of a look to understand the timetables, and then he seasoned the quiet with a few rich curses.
A second nexus linked him to this ship's real-time schematics. Blue highlights showed areas of concern. An ocean's worth of blue was spread across the armored, badly splintered prow. High-velocity impacts had done their worst. Judging by ancient patches, smart hands had once competently fixed the troubles. But then those hands stopped working—a million years ago, or twenty million years ago. Since then the machine had faithfully chased a line that began in the deepest, emptiest space, only recently slicing its way across the Milky Way.
Pamir referred back at the star chart, discovering that it was far larger than he assumed. The blackness and the stars encompassed the Local Group of galaxies, and some patches were thoroughly charted.
A quiet, respectful curse seemed in order.
A small streakship was tethered to the dumbbell's middle. Pamir knew the vessel. It arrived at Port Beta in lousy shape, where it was rehabbed but never rechristened. Someone higher ranking than the mechanics decided that nothing would make the vessel safe, which was when the high-end wreck was dragged inside a back berth, waiting for an appropriately desperate buyer.
Tailor.
Pamir warmed the air with blasphemies and moved on to the manifests.
And all along, the Kajjas had been watching him.
"I remember a different boy," the alien said. "You aren't the polite, good-natured infant with whom I drank."
"That boy got strangled and packed up like cargo."
"Each of us flew in hibernation," said Tailor. "There was no extra space, no room for indulgences. I was very much like you."
Pamir cursed a fourth time, invoking Kajjas anatomy.
The alien reacted with silence, every eye fixed on the angry mechanic.
"Your streakship is tiny and spent," Pamir said. "Something half again better than this, and we could have strapped this artifact on its back and used those young engines to carry us home quickly."
"Except our financing was poor," said Tailor.
"No shit."
"We have rich options," said Tailor. "We will use our remaining fuel and then carve up the streakship like a sweet meat, dropping its pieces through the pulse engine."
"With a troop of robots, that's easy work," Pamir said.
Tailor remained silent.
"Only you neglected to bring any robots, didn't you?"
"Worthy reasons are in play."
"I doubt that."
The other humans were watching the conversation from a safe distance.
"So why?" asked Pamir. "Why is this fossil so important?"
Two eyes went pale.
"You're going to tell me," the human said.
"Unless I already have, Jon. I explained, but you chose not to hear me."
Scornful laughter chased away the quiet, and then Pamir turned his attentions elsewhere. The manifest was full of news, good and otherwise. "At least you spent big for tools and fuel."
"They were important," the alien said.
Pamir chewed his tongue, tasting blood.
"I am asking for your expert opinion," said Tailor. "Can we meet our goals and return to the Ship?"
"There is an answer, but I damn well don't know it."
"You aren't the boy with whom I drank."
Pamir said nothing.
"Perhaps I should have cultivated that boy's help at the outset," said Tailor. "He could have plotted my course and devised my methods too."
"That would have been smart."
Tailor showed his plate-like teeth, implying concern. "I cannot help but notice, sir. You have been studying our ships and vectors, but you have barely paid attention to either engine."
"Engines aren't the worst problem."
"But your specialty is the drive machinery," said Tailor. "That should be your first concern. Instinct alone should put your eyes and mind on those elements, not the state of a hull that has survived quite well on its own."
Pamir looked away. The other humans looked confident, relaxed, flashing little smiles when they whispered to one another. Maxx and Rondie did most of the whispering. G'lene floated apart from the others, and she smiled the most.
"Are they supposed to help me?" Pamir asked.
"Each will be useful, yes," said Taylor. "The twins are general starship mechanics, and they have other training too."
"I don't recognize them. They haven't worked near Beta."
Silence.
"So they must be from a different port, different background. Probably military. Soldiers love to be strong, even if their bulk gets in the way."
Tailor started to reply.
"Also, I see six thousand kilos that's blue-black on the manifest," Pamir continued. "You're not letting me see this. But since indulgences were left behind, the mass is important. So I'll guess that we're talking about weapons."
"I will admit one truth to you, Jon. About you, sir, I have a feeling."
"Is that feeling cold blue dread?"
Iron clawed against iron. "There never was a boy, it occurs to me. I think that you are somewhat older than your name claims, and maybe, just perhaps, we have met each other in the past."
"Who's the enemy?" Pamir asked.
"If only I knew that answer," the alien began.
Then Tailor said nothing more, turning and leaping far away.
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Forty-four thousand years was a sliver of time. The galaxy had moved only in little ways since people dared slip inside Where-Peace-Rains, and nothing inside but the least stubborn, most trivial details had changed within the cave. The same genetics and honored language were in play. Stock beliefs continued to prosper. And there was still a round expanse of cool red granite where the captain had once played one round of chance, the stone dished in at the middle by generations of worshippers and their mortal feet.
Of course there were many more faces, and there was far less peace. Following the terms of the ancient agreement, archaics produced their own power and clean water and rough, edible foodstuffs. Carefully invested funds had allowed them to purchase a scrap star-drive—an ugly-eight reconfigured to generate electricity, not thrust. The drive was set on the cavern floor, not a thousand meters from the holy place where a chunk of diamond determined the world. The machinery was designed to run forever without interruption, provided that it was maintained regularly. And the ugly-eight had run for thousands of years without trouble. But it was being used in an unusual capacity, and not all of its wastes were bottled up. Lead plates and hyperfiber offered shielding, but the occasional neutron and gamma blast found ways to escape, and the childless men working nearby were prone to murderous cancers.
One engineer had worked fifty years in the most critical job in the world. A bachelor named Jon, he was still holding out hope that the tumor in his liver could be cut out of him, and then smarter, friendlier radiations would have a fighting chance to kill the cancers that had broken loose.
Jon lived inside a small apartment within walking distance of the reactor.
Everyone in Where-Peace-Rains lived in a small apartment, and everyone lived close to their important places.
Jon arrived home early. The foreman told him that he looked especially tired and needed to sleep, and Jon had agreed with the prognosis. Nothing felt unusual when he arrived. A key worn smooth by his fingers went into the lock, and the lock gave way with a solid click. But as the door swung inwards, he smelled a stranger, and a strange voice spoke out of the darkness.
"Just be aware," it said. "You're not alone."
Robberies weren't uncommon in the world, and sometimes thieves turned violent. But this was no robbery. The intruder was sitting in Jon's best chair, the seat reserved for guests. The human was relaxed enough to appear lazy. That was the first quality Jon noticed as the room's single light came on. The second detail was the man's appearance, which was substantial, and the beautiful face, even and clean-shaven. His clothes looked like the garb worn by fancy hikers and novice explorers who occasionally passed through the local caverns. Some of those people asked to come inside the archaic community. A few of the immortal passengers were intrigued by archaics, and the best of the interlopers left behind money and little favors.
But there were bad immortals too. They came for one reason, to coax people out of their home, out into the true world—as if one place was truer than another, and as if a person could simply choose his life.
"I let myself in," the stranger said.
Jon took off the daily dosage badge. "You want something," he guessed.
"Yes, I do."
"From me."
"Absolutely, yes."
Nuclear engineers earned respectable salaries, but nobody in this world was wealthy. Jon's fanciest possession was an old ceramic teapot, precious to him because it had been in his family for three thousand years.
The stranger was surely older than the pot.
Stories came back to Jon, unlikely and probably crazy stories. He had never believed such things could involve him, but when he met the man's blue eyes, something passed between them. Suddenly they had an understanding, the beginnings of a relationship. Jon found himself nodding. He knew what this was. "You think that I am dying," he said.
"You are dying."
"But how could you know?"
The immortal shifted his weight, perhaps a little uncomfortable with the subject. Or maybe quite a lot was balanced on the next moments, and he was making his rump ready for whatever Fate saw fit to throw at them.
"I've seen your doctor's files," the man said. "She tells you that you might survive to the end of the year, but I know she's being generous."
Jon had sensed as much. Yet it hurt to hear the news. A new burden, massive and acidic, was burning through his frail, middle-aged body.
He dropped into his own chair.
"I'm sorry," said the man.
Maybe he was sorry, because he sounded earnest.
"You want my life," Jon said.
The pretty face watched him, and after a moment he said, "Maybe."
"Why maybe?"
"Or if you'd rather, I'll pay for your treatments elsewhere."
"I can't abandon Peace," said Jon. "And even if I did, your doctors and your autodocs can't legally cure me."
"Cancer is not the problem," the man said. "I am talking about full treatments. I'm ready to give you that gift, if you want it. Leave your realm and live forever anywhere you want inside the Great Ship, inside the endless universe … except for here…."
"No."
Did Jon think before answering? He wasn't sure.
But giving the offer serious consideration, he said, "Never, no."
"Good," the stranger said.
Jon leaned forward. The room was small and the chairs were close together, and now they were close enough to kiss. "Are you wearing a mask?"
"Not much of one, if you can see it," said the man, laughing.
"You want my life," Jon repeated.
"Apparently you don't want to hold onto it. Why shouldn't I ask the question?"
They sat and stared at one another. Next door, a newborn was starting to feel her empty stomach, and her cry quickly built until there was no other sound in the world.
Suddenly she fell silent, her mouth full of nipple.
Jon thought about that mother's fine brown nipple. Then he wasn't thinking about anything, waiting for whatever happened next.
Out from a hiker's pocket came a weapon—a sleek gun designed by alien hands. "Except it's not a gun," the man explained. "In my realm, this is a camper's torch and portable grill. For me, the worst burns would heal inside an hour. But the torch can transform ninety kilos of your flesh and bone into a fine white ash, and I can place your remains in whatever garden or sewage plant you want on my way out of town."
Jon stared at the alien machine.
The man dropped it into Jon's lap, and then he sat back.
Its weight was a surprise. The machine was more like a sketch of a weapon, lightweight to the brink of unreal.
"I won't use the tool on you," the stranger promised. "You'll have to use it on yourself."
"No."
Did he think that time?
Jon hadn't, and after hard deliberation, he said, "Maybe."
"And for your trouble," the man began.
He stopped talking.
"I would want something," Jon said.
Not only did his companion have an offer waiting, he knew everything about Jon's living family. Nuclear technicians didn't dare make babies, what with mutations and cancers and the genuine fear that their sons and sons-in-law would follow them into this grim business. But he had siblings and cousins and a dozen nephews, plus even more nieces. Accepting this illegal arrangement meant that each limb of his family would receive enough extra money, dressed up in various excuses, and their lives would noticeably improve.
Jon passed the fierce machine from one hand to the other.
What looked like a trigger was begging to be tugged.
"No, not like that," the man said, patiently but not patiently. Something in this business was bothering him. "And when you do it, if you do it," he said, "stand in the middle of the room. We don't want to set a wall on fire."
Jon considered standing and then didn't.
The man watched him, weighing him, probably using an outsider's magic as well as his eyes.
"It's not enough," Jon said at last.
"It probably isn't," the man agreed.
"If I do this, you walk out of here with my life. Is that what happens?"
"Yes."
"So this isn't nearly enough. Everybody that I know will think … they'll have no choice but believe … that I abandoned them and our cause…."
"That can't be helped," the man said. "It sucks, but what other way is there?"
Jon studied the machine once more.
"I picked you and just you," said the man. "Nobody else fits my needs. And sure, yes, the others will be free to tell themselves that you got weak and gave up. But you know that won't be true, and I'll live forever knowing that it wasn't true. And besides, when I give up this life of yours, I can send a confession back here. I'll tell them that you died in your home. Hell, if you want, I can tell the world that I murdered you, which will sure make everybody smile."
Jon started to hand back the alien hardware.
He paused.
The stranger reached up, and in one sloppy motion he tore off the mask, revealing a new face, a genuine face. It was Jon's face, rendered completely—the washed-out, hollow-eyed face already halfway to ash.
"Now I have one more gift, if you want it," said the man.
"What is that?"
"I'll tell you who I am."
Jon shrugged. "What do I care? Your real name doesn't matter."
Reaching into a pocket, his tormentor and salvation brought out a diamond with one hundred and forty-four faces.
Jon jumped up, and then he nearly keeled over, fainting. The alien machine hit the dirty carpet, humming for a moment, leaving an arc of charred fiber.
"Careful," said the one-time captain.
"Let me hold it," Jon said.
The man placed the diamond into his palm and closed the hand around it. The immortal's flesh was exactly as cool and sick as Jon's flesh, which was another wonderful detail.
"Is this the same die?" Jon asked.
"No, that trinket got left behind long ago," Pamir said.
Inspiration came to the dying man. Forcing the diamond into the fugitive's hand, he said, "Throw it. Or roll it. Pick your number either way, and if she stands on top, I will do whatever you want."
Pamir closed his hand.
He breathed once, deeply.
"No, I played that game once," the lost captain said, and with that he dropped the diamond back into his pocket. "I'm done letting chance run free."
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Three hours of sleep and the humans were sharing the day's first meal. Tailor wasn't with them. Since boarding on the fossil ship, the alien had spent most of his time cuddling with a distant control panel, trying to coax the sovereigns into saying one coherent word. But despite ample power and reassuring noise, the AIs remained lost, crazy or rotted and probably gone forever.
G'lene felt sorry for the old beast, chasing what wasn't there.
And that was where her empathy ended. Like most aliens, the Kajjas man was a mystery and always would be. She accepted that fact. Dwelling on what refused to make sense was senseless. What G'lene cared about, deeply and forever, were human beings. That was true onboard the Great Ship, and her desires were even more urgent here in the wilderness.
But her three human companions were burdens, odd and vexing, usually worse than useless. The twins never stopped whispering in each other's ears. They went so far as creating their own language, and deciphering their private words was a grave insult. Yet despite their vaunted closeness, they did nothing sexual. With a defiant tone, Rondie claimed that sex was an instinct best thrown aside. "That's what my brother did, and I did, and you should too." Preaching to a woman who couldn't imagine any day without some lustful fun, the muscle-bound creature said, "Each of us would be stronger and five times happier if we gave up every useless habit."
G'lene was entitled to feel sorry about her loneliness. That's why she kept smiling at Jon, the Luddite. She smiled at him one hundred times every day. Not that it helped, no. But he was the only possibility in a miserably poor field, and she reasoned that eventually, after another year or maybe a decade, she would wear some kind of hole in his cold resolve.
This was Jon's third breakfast as a living crewmember.
G'lene smiled as always, no hope in her heart. Yet this morning proved to be different. The odd homely conundrum of a man suddenly noticed her expression. At least he met her eyes, answering with what might have been the slyest grin that had ever been tossed her way.
She laughed, daring to ask, "Are you in a good mood, Jon?"
"I am," he said. "I'm in a lovely, spectacular mood."
"Why's that?"
"Last night, I realized something very important."
"Something good, I hope."
"It is. And do you want to know what my epiphany was?"
"Tell it," she said, one hand scratching between her breasts.
But then Jon said, "No," and his eyes wandered. "I don't think that you really do want to know."
G'lene knew thousands of people, but this Luddite was the most bizarre creature, human or otherwise.
The twins were sharing their breakfast from the same squeeze-bowl. They stopped eating to laugh with the same voice, and then Rondie said, "Give up the game, dear. That boy doesn't want you."
What a wicked chain of words to throw at anyone.
"But you can tell us your epiphany," Maxx said.
Jon glanced at the twins.
G'lene felt uneasy in so many ways, and she had no hope guessing why.
Tipping her head, Rondie said, "Whisper your insight inside my ear. I promise I won't share it with anyone."
Her brother gave a hard snort, underscoring her lie.
"No, I think I should tell everyone," said Jon. "But first, I want to hear a confession from you two. Which one of you strangled me?"
Maxx laughed, lifting a big hand.
But his sister grabbed his arm, bracing her feet inside the glass strands before flinging him aside. "No, I'm quieter, and I have the better grip. So I did it. I broke your little neck."
Jon nodded, and then he glanced at G'lene.
"All right, that's done," G'lene said. "What's the revelation?"
"Starting now," said Jon, "we are changing priorities."
"Priorities," Maxx repeated, as if his tongue wanted to play with the word.
"You've been spending your last few days assembling weapons," Jon said to the twins. "That crap has to stop."
Similar faces wore identical expressions, puzzled and amused but not yet angry.
"Our enemies won't arrive inside a starship," said Jon. "Unless I'm wrong, and then I doubt that we could offer much of a fight."
"Our enemies," Maxx repeated.
"Do you know who they are?" G'lene asked.
Jon shook his head. "I don't. Do any of you?"
Nobody spoke.
Jon teased a glob of meal-and-milk from his breakfast orb, spinning the treat before flicking it straight into his mouth.
The ordinary gesture was odd, though G'lene couldn't quite see why.
"Tailor claims that we have to be ready for an attack," said Jon. "Except our sovereign isn't particularly forthcoming about when and where that might happen. His orders tell us nothing specific, and that's why they tell us plenty. For instance, this crazy old wreck is worth nothing, which means that it's carrying something worth huge risks and lousy odds."
The twins didn't look at each other. Thinking the same thoughts, they glanced at G'lene, and she tried to offer a good worried smile. And because it sounded a little bit reasonable, she said, "That Kajjas is so old and so strange. I just assumed that he's just a little paranoid. Isn't that what happens after millions of years?"
"My experience," said Jon. "It doesn't take nearly that long."
"You want to change priorities," Rondie said, steering the subject.
"Change them how?" Maxx asked.
"Forget munitions and normal warfare," said the Luddite. "We have one clear job, and that's to finish loading the fuel and dismantling the streakship. Its entire mass has to be ready to burn, when the time comes."
"That would be crazy," said Maxx. "If you can't get the pulse engine firing, then the other ship becomes our lifeboat."
"Except we aren't going to fly any streakship," said Jon. "Streakships are brilliant and very steady and we love them because of it. But if we have enemies, then they'll spot us at a distance, and believe me, streakships are easy targets. On the other hand, the Kajjas pulse engine is a miserable mess full of surges and little failures. Teaching us will be a very difficult proposition. And that's why today, in another ten minutes, I want the two of you to start mapping the minimum cuts to make that other ship into a useable corpse."
"But you promised," said Maxx. "Our enemies aren't coming inside a warship."
"What I promised is that we can't beat them if they do come. We don't have the munitions or armor to offer any kind of fight. My little epiphany, for what It's worth, is that our foes, if they are real, will have one of two strategies: They don't want anybody to have this ship or its cargo, which means they destroy us out here, in deep space. In which case, boarding parties are a waste. Or they want to have whatever we have here, and that's why we have to make ourselves a lousy target."
Rondie scoffed. "Again, we know nothing."
"Or there's nothing worth knowing," G'lene added.
"Physics and tactics," Jon said. "I see our advantages as well as our weaknesses, which is why my plan is best."
"Impressive," said Maxx with a mocking tone, one leg kicking him a little closer to Jon.
G'lene didn't like anybody's face. Where was Tailor? In the distance, hands and long feet working at a bank of controls—controls that hadn't been used since she was a broth of scattered DNA running in the trees, waiting for mutations and the feeble tiny chance to become human.
Jon's gaze was fixed in the middle of the threesome.
"You know quite a lot for a simple drive-mechanic," Maxx said.
"Simple can be good." Jon winked at that empty spot of air. "Now ask yourselves this: Why did our captain hire children?"
"We're not children," Rondie said.
Maxx said.
But G'lene sighed, admitting, "I wondered that too."
"Real or imagined, Tailor's enemy is treacherous," said Jon. "Our Kajjas wants youth. He brought only humans, which is a very young species. And he wants humans that aren't more than a thousand years old, give or take. That way he could study our entire lives, proving to his satisfaction that we aren't more than we seem to be."
"I'm not a little girl," said Rondie.
"You're not," Maxx said.
But Jon was a thousand and the siblings weren't even five centuries old, making them the babies in this odd group.
G'lene watched the angry faces and Jon's face, alert but weirdly calm. Then she noticed the twins' sticky breakfast floating free of its orb. G'lene was born on the Great Ship. Everybody had been. This was their first genuine experience with zero-gee, and she hated it. Without weight, everything small got lost inside the same careless moment, and she didn't know how to move without thinking, and she wasn't moving now, remembering how the Luddite so easily, so deftly, made that bite of his breakfast spin and drift into his waiting mouth.
Jon had been in zero gravity before this.
When?
She nearly asked. But then Maxx said, "I'm going back to work. Plasma guns need to be secured and powered up."
"No, you're not," said Jon.
Rondie kicked closer to the Luddite, hands flexing. "Who put you in charge?" she asked.
"Life," Jon said.
Everybody laughed at him.
But then he asked, "Do you know what I did last night? While you slept, I changed the pass-codes on every gun. Nothing warms an egg without my blessing."
The twins cursed.
Jon shrugged and said, "By the way, I've convinced our human-built AIs that the only voice of reason here is me. Me."
The twins wrapped some brutal words around, "Luddite," and "mutiny."
The mysterious human showed them nothing. He didn't brace for war or smile at his victory. The milky water from a glacier was warmer and far more impatient. Then the twins' anger finally ebbed, and Jon looked at G'lene. Again, from somewhere, he found the sly grin that unsettled her once more. But it also had a way of making her confident, which she liked.
"You never were a Luddite," she blurted.
Jon didn't seem to notice. "Sleep is an indulgence," he told everyone. "We're working hard and smart from this instant, and we'll launch eighteen days earlier than you originally planned. Everybody can sleep, but only when we're roaring back to the Great Ship."
"You're somebody else entirely," she said. "Who are you?"
"I'm Jon, the drive-mechanic," he told them. "And I'm Jon, the temporary captain of this fossil ship.
"Everything else is electrons bouncing inside a box."
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The field kitchen had no trouble generating propanol and cyanide, and for that matter, spitting out passable rum—an archaic drink that Pamir had grown fond of. What was difficult was finding the moment when the ship's new captain and the Kajjas could drink without interruption. The streakship was being gutted and sliced up, each piece secured against the scaffolding on the old ship's hull. Pamir's three-body crew was working with an absence of passion, but they were working. When everything was going well enough, he offered some calibrated excuse about his lifesuit malfunctioning. Then alone, he slipped back inside the long interior room, grabbing the refreshments and joining Tailor, drifting before that bank of murmuring and glowing, deeply uncooperative machines.
"For you, my sovereign," said the human, handing over a bulb of poison.
The Kajjas was fondling the interfaces, using hands and bare toes, using touch and ears. But his eyes were mist and dream, and the long neck held the head back in a careless fashion that hinted at deep anguish.
The bulb drifted beside him, unnoticed.
Pamir cracked his bulb, sipping the liquor as he waited.
Then the eyes cleared, but Tailor continued to stare into the machinery.
"I have two questions," said the human.
"And I have many," the Kajjas said. "Too many."
"'The army is one body masquerading as many'," Pamir quoted. "'You are at war with one puzzle, and it just seems like a multitude'."
"Whose expression is that?"
"Harum-scarums use it," Pamir said.
"I know a few harum-scarums," said Tailor. "They are a spectacularly successful species."
"You should have hired them, not us."
"Perhaps I should have."
Pamir sipped the rum again.
"I'm not oblivious, blind or stupid," the alien said. "I understand that you have taken control of my ship and its future."
"Your plans were weak, and I did what was necessary. Do you approve?"
"Have I contested this change?"
"Here is your chance," said Pamir.
Tailor steered the conversation back where it began. "You wish to ask two questions."
"Yes."
Tailor claimed the other bulb, sipping deeply. "You wish to know if I am making progress."
"I don't care," Pamir said.
"You are lying."
"I have a talent in that realm."
Iron crashed against iron, leaving the air ringing. "Well, I am enjoying some small successes. According to the rough evidence, this is a cargo vessel transporting something precious. But the various boxes and likely cavities are empty, and the sovereigns' language began ancient and then changed over time, and meanwhile these machines have descended into codes or madness, or both."
"How old are you?" Pamir asked.
The Kajjas' three eyes were clear as gin, and each one reached deep inside the head, allowing light to pour into a shared cavity where images danced within a tangle of lenses and mirrors, modern neurons and tissues older than either species.
"You have posed that question before," Tailor said. "You've asked more than once, if my instincts are true."
Pamir confessed how many times they had met over drinks.
"Goodness." Laughter followed, and a sip. "I have noticed. You are suddenly acting and sounding like a captain. Maybe that was one of your disguises, long ago."
"There was no disguise," he said. "I was a fine captain."
"Or there was, and you were fooled as well."
Pamir liked the idea. He didn't believe it, but the meme found life inside him, cloying and frightening and sure to linger.
"I'm a few centuries older than ninety-three million years," Tailor said. "And while I can't claim to have walked your earth, I have known souls—Kajjas and other species—who saw your dinosaurs stomping about on your sandy beaches."
"Lucky souls."
The Kajjas preferred to say nothing.
"I'm waking our engine tomorrow," Pamir said.
"According to your own schedule, that's far too soon."
"It is. But I've decided that we can fly and cut apart the streakship at the same time. We'll use our hydrogen stocks until they're nine-tenths gone, and then we'll throw machine parts down the engine's mouth."
"Butchering the other ship will be hard work, under acceleration."
"Which brings me to my second question: Will you help my crew do the essential labor?"
"And give my important work its sleep," Tailor said.
"Unless you can do both at once."
The mouth opened to speak, but then it closed again, saying nothing as two eyes clouded over.
Pamir finished his drink, the bulb flattened in his hand.
Tailor spoke. Or rather, his translator absorbed the soft musical utterances, creating human words and human emotions that struggled to match what could never be duplicated. Honest translations were mythical beasts. On its best day, communication was a sloppy game, and Pamir was lucky to know what anyone meant, including himself.
"This starship," said the alien. "It is older than me."
"How do you know?"
"There are no markings, no designations. I have looked, but there is no trace of any name. Yet the ship is identical to vessels built while my sun was far outside the galaxy. Those ships were designed for the longest voyages that we could envision, and then they were improved beyond what was imaginable. They had one mission. They were to carry brave and very patient crews into the void, out beyond where anyone goes, in an effort to discover our galaxy's sovereigns."
"Our galaxy's sovereigns," Pamir repeated. "I don't understand."
"But the concept is obvious."
"Someone rules the galaxy?"
"Of course someone does."
"And how does leaving the galaxy prove anything?"
"That's a third question," Tailor pointed out.
"It's your query, not mine. Not once in my life have I ever thought that way."
"And which life is that?"
"Talk," said Pamir.
"Onboard your Great Ship, I once met a Vozzen historian of considerable age and endless learning. The two of us spent months discussing the oldest species of intelligent life, those bold first examples of technological civilizations, and what caused each to lose its grip on Forever and die away. The historian's mind was larger and far wiser than mine. I admit as much. But you can appreciate how the same principles are at work inside both of us, and inside you. The bioceramic mind is the standard for civilized worlds. It was devised early, and several founding worlds have been given credit, although none of them exist anymore. And since the mind's introduction into the galaxy, no one has managed more than incremental improvements on its near-perfection."
"The brain works," said Pamir.
"One basic design is shared by twenty million species. Of course intellect and souls and the colors of our emotions vary widely, even inside the human animal. At first look and after long thought, one might come to the conclusion that it is as you say: We have what's best, and there isn't any reason to look farther."
"We don't look farther," Pamir agreed.
"Humans don't. But the Kajjas once did. That is the point: Our nameless fleet was buried inside a great frozen dwarf world, every pulse engine blazing, driving that shrinking world toward our Second Eye, your Andromeda. The survivors of that epic were under orders to investigate what kind of minds those natives employed, and if another, perhaps worthier mind was found, the fleet would return home immediately.
"At the very most," said Tailor, "that mission would have demanded eight million years. I was born near the end of that period, and I spent my youth foolishly watching for those heroes to return and enlighten us. But they did not appear, even as an EM whisper. Ten and twenty and then fifty million years passed, yet just by their absence, much was learned. We assumed that they were dead and the ships were lost, or the explorers had pushed farther into the void, seeking more difficult answers.
"Few civilizations ever attempt such wonders. I have always believed that, and the Vozzen happily agreed with my assessment.
"Don't you find that puzzling? Intriguing? Wrong? The resources of a galaxy in hand, and few of us ever attempt such a voyage.
"But my brethren did. And afterward, living inside my galaxy, I have tried my best to answer the same questions. It is the burden and blessing of being Kajjas: Each of us knows that he rules only so much, and every ruler has worthy masters of his own, wherever they might hide."
"Sovereigns to the galaxy," said Pamir, his voice sharpening.
"You don't believe in them," Tailor said.
"Have you found them?"
"Everywhere, and nowhere. Yes." The laugh was brief, accompanied by a sad murmuring from the translator. "Everywhere that I travel, there are rumors of deeds that claim no father, legends of creatures that wear any face and any voice. There is even talk about invisible worlds and hidden realms, conspiracies and favored species and species that diminish and succumb to no good opponent.
"About our masters, I have little to say. Except that they terrify me, and because I am Kajjas, I wish that I could lie between their mighty feet and beg for some little place at their table."
Pamir had too many questions to ask or even care about. His crew was noticing his absence. One nexus rewarded him with a string of obscenities from the twins, and with those words, promises to turn him over to the Great Ship's captains as soon as they arrived home.
It was no secret that Pamir could hear them, and Rondie and Maxx didn't care.
And all that while, G'lene said nothing.
"Suddenly," said Tailor, almost shouting the word.
"What?"
"Just two million years ago, suddenly and with the barest of warnings, our old fleet began to return home."
Pamir nodded, and waited.
"The ships appeared as individuals. I won't explain how a person might know in advance where such a derelict will show itself, but there is a pattern and we have insights, and there have been some little successes in finding them before anyone else. The crews are always missing. Dead, we presume. But 'missing' is a larger, finer word. Empty ships return like raindrops, scattered and almost unnoticed, and their AIs are near death, and nothing is learned, and sometimes tragic events find the salvage teams that come out to meet these relics."
"Your enemies strike," Pamir said.
"Yet disaster isn't certain," the alien said. "That might imply that there are no masters of the galaxy. Or it means that they are the ultimate masters, and better than us, they know what is and is not a threat to their powers."
Pamir drifted closer, placing his body in a submissive pose.
Long feet pulled away from the display panel, surrounding the human head. "The old fleet had one additional command," Tailor said. "If no equal or at least different mind could be found in the wilderness, then the Kajjas had to assemble at some sunless world, preferably a large moon stirred by a brown dwarf sun, and there, free of interference and ordinary thoughts, our finest minds would build a colony. Then in that nameless place, they and their offspring would kill preconceptions and create something else.
"They were to build a different way of thinking, yes.
"And that is what they were to send home, however they could and in the safest way possible."
Approximating the Kajjas language, the human said, "Shit."
Tailor stroked the panel with one hand, watching a thousand shades of blue swirl into fancy shapes that collapsed as soon as the fingers lifted. "I don't know this language," he said. "It is older than me and full of odd terms, and maybe it has been corrupted. There are fine reasons to believe that there is no meaning inside these machines. But it is possible, weak as the chance seems, that the truth stands before me, and my ordinary mind, and yours, are simply unable to see what is."
The alien was insane, Pamir hoped.
The hand released the display, and Tailor said, "Yes."
"Yes what?"
"I will help make the ship ready for flight. Obviously, nothing I do here can be confused for good."
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A brick of metallic hydrogen plunged into the first collar, the widest collar, missing the perfect center by the width of a small cold atom. Compression accompanied the hard kick of acceleration, and then a second collar grabbed hold, flinging it through ten of its brothers. Neutronium wire wrapped inside high-grade hyperfiber made the choke points, each smaller and more massive than the ones before, and the cycle continued down to where the brick was burning like a sun—a searing finger of dense plasma that still needed one last inspiration to become useful, reliable fuel.
Pulse engines relied on that final collar of degenerate matter. From outside, the structure looked like a ceramic bottle shaped by artisan hands—a broad-mouthed bottle where it began and then tapering to a point that magically dispensed the ultimate wine. Plasma flowed into the bottle's interior, clinging to every surface while being squeezed. But what was smooth to the eye was vast and intricately shaped at the picometer scale—valleys and whorls, high peaks and sudden holes. Turbulence yielded eddies. The birth of the universe was replicated in tiny realms, and quantum madness took hold. Casimir fields and antiproton production triggered a lovely apocalypse that ended with the obliteration of mass and a majestic blast of light and focused neutrinos.
Then the next moment arrived, bringing another brick of hydrogen.
Twelve thousand and five bricks arrived in order. There were no disasters, but the yields proved fickle. Then the ship's captain killed the engine, invoking several wise reasons for recertifying a control system that was, despite millions of years of sleep, running astonishingly well.
But who knew what a healthy pulse engine could accomplish?
The human captain wasn't sure, and he confessed that loudly, often and without any fear of looking stupid.
Pamir had settled into a pattern. His nameless ship would accelerate hard, pushing at four gees for ten minutes or three days. Bodies ached. Muscles grew in response to the false weight. Then they would coast for a few minutes or for an hour, except the time they drifted for a week, every easy trajectory slipping out of reach.
The ship's sovereigns must have done this good work once, but they remained uncooperative. The streakship's AIs had been salvaged to serve as autopilots, but they weren't confident of their abilities. Pamir gave his crew reasons that wanted to be believed. He offered technical terms and faked various solutions that were intended to leave the children scared of this ancient, miserably unhappy contraption. Tailor required a bit more honesty, and that was why the captain invoked the Kajjas' faceless enemies. Pamir explained that he didn't want other eyes knowing where they would be tomorrow and thirty years from now. "The wounded bandelmoth is hunted by a flock of ravenous tangles," Pamir explained. "The moth flies a quick but utterly random course, letting chance help fend off the inevitable."
"Why not tell the others what you tell me?" the Kajjas asked. "Why invent noise about 'damned stuck valves' and 'damned chaotic flows'?"
"I don't trust my crew," he said flatly.
The Kajjas tapped one foot, agreeing with the sentiment.
"If our children thought they could fly home, they might try it."
"But what I wish to know: Do you have faith in our new captain?"
"More than I have in the rest of you," Pamir said. "I don't believe what you believe, old friend. Not about the galaxy's mysterious rulers. Not about the peculiar sameness of our brains. Not about mysterious foes diving out of the darkness to kill us."
"I believe quite a lot more than that," Tailor said.
"Of course our enemy could be more treacherous than you can imagine. For example, maybe toxic memes have taken control over me, and that's why I took charge of this primordial ship."
"I hope that isn't the case," said the Kajjas.
"And I'll share that wish, or I'll pretend to."
"And what's your impression of Tailor?"
Pamir shrugged. "The ancient boy dances with some bold thoughts. He sounds brave and a little wise, and on his best days profound. But really, I consider him to be the dodgiest suspect of all."
"Then we do agree," said Tailor. "I trust none of us."
They laughed for a moment, quietly, without pleasure.
"But again," Pamir concluded. "I don't accept your galactic sovereigns. Except when I make myself believe in them, and even then, I always fall back on the lesson that every drive-mechanic understands."
"Which lesson?"
"A reliable star-drive doesn't count every hydrogen atom. The machinery doesn't need to know the locations of every proton and electron. No engineer, sane or pretending to be, would design any engine that attempts to control every element inside its fire. And for all of their chaos and all of their precision, star-drives are far simpler than any corner of the galaxy.
"Maybe I'm wrong. You're right, and some grand game is being played with the Milky Way and all of us. But you and I, my friend: We are two atoms of hydrogen, if that. And no engine worth building cares about our tiny, tiny fates."
 
Robots could have been trusted with this work, if someone brought them and trained them and then insulated each of them from clever enemies. No, maybe it was better that the crew did everything. They worked through the boost phases, and they picked up their pace during the intervals of free fall. G'lene was the weakest: Clad in an armored lifesuit, suffering from the gees, she could do little more than secure herself to the hull's scaffolding, slicing away at the scrap parts set directly in front of her. Complaining was a crucial part of her days, and she spent a lot of air and imagination sharing her epic miseries. By comparison, the twins were stoic soldiers who reveled in their strength, finding excuses to race one another between workstations and back to the airlock at the end of the day. But Tailor proved to be the marvel, the prize. The Kajjas world was more massive than the earth, but his innate physical power didn't explain his dependability or the polish of his efforts. Pamir told him what needed to be cut and into what shapes and where the shards needed to be stored, and looking at the captain as his sovereign, he never grumbled, and every mistake was his own.
One day, Tailor's shop torch burped and burnt away his leg. He reacted with silence, sealing the wound with the same flame before dragging himself inside, stripping out of the lifesuit and eating one of the bottled feasts kept beside the airlock, waiting to supercharge any healings.
"Captains have a solemn duty," the twins joked afterwards. "They should sacrifice the same as their crew."
"Yeah, well, my leg stays on," said Pamir.
The laughter was nearly convincing.
Two years were spent slowly dismantling the streakship. Every shard of baryonic matter had been shaped and put away, waiting to be shoved down the engine's throat after the hydrogen was spent. The only task left was to carve up the streakship's armored prow. Better than hydrogen, better than any flavor of baryonic matter, a slender smooth blade of hyperfiber would ignore compression and heat, fighting death until its instantaneous collapse and a jolt of irresistible power. But hyperfiber was a better fuel in mathematics than it was in reality, subject to wildness and catastrophic failure—a measure waiting for desperate times.
Shop torches were too weak. Sculpting hyperfiber meant deploying one of their plasma guns. Pamir ordered his crew to remain indoors, the humans maintaining the lights and atmosphere while Tailor was free to return to his obsessions. For five months, Pamir began every day by passing through the airlock to wake a single gun. A block of armor was fixed into a vice, waiting to be carved into as many slips of fuel as possible. The work lasted until his nerves were shot. Then the gun had to be secured, and he crawled back inside the ship. G'lene always threw a smile at him. The twins pretended to ignore him, their curses still echoing in the bright air. Tailor was muttering to the sovereigns or searching for cargoes that didn't exist, or he did nothing but sit and think. Pamir needed to sit and think. But first he had to kick his way to the engine, attacking its inevitable troubles.
When the sixth month began, the twins stopped cursing him.
Even worse, they started to smile. They called him, "Sir," and without prompting, they did their duties. One evening Rondie was pleasant, almost charming, grinning when she said that she knew that his jobs were difficult and she was thankful, like everyone, for his help and good sense.
Pamir wasn't sure what to believe, and so he believed everything.
Tailor continued fighting with the sovereigns.
"I have a verdict," he said one day.
"And that is?" asked Pamir.
"These machines are not insane. They pretend madness to protect something from someone. And the problem is that they won't tell me what either might be."
"Can you break through?"
"If I was as wise as my ancestors, I would, yes." The Kajjas laughed. "So I am convinced and a little thankful that I never will be."
Three years and a month had passed since their launch, the voyage barely begun. Pamir shook himself out of a forty minute nap, ate a quick breakfast and then donned a lifesuit that needed repairs. But the hyperfiber harvest would end in another nine days, and the suit was still serviceable. So alone, he trudged through the airlock and onto a gangway. The plasma gun was locked where he had left it six hours ago. The gun welcomed him with a diagnostic feed, and while it was charging, Pamir used three nexuses to watch the interior. The twins were sleeping. G'lene was studying a mechanic's text, boredom driving her toward competency. And Tailor was staring into a display panel, trying to guess the minds of his ancestors.
Sensors were scattered around the huge cabin. Some were hidden, others obvious. And a few were self-guided, wandering in random pathways that would surprise everyone, including the captain who let them roam.
The peace had held for months.
But Pamir had been strangled and packed away with the luggage, and every day, without fail, he considered the smart clean solution to his worries. Three minutes, and the problem would be finished, with minimal fuss.
Kill the crew before they killed him.
Temporarily murder them, of course.
But those cold solutions had to be avoided. Despite temptations, he clung to the idea that kindness and compassion were the paths to prove your sanity.
Everybody seemed to hold that opinion. G'lene still flirted with the only available man. Maxx offered to drink heavily with his friend Jon, once his hard work was done. And just last week, his sister tried defining herself to this tyrannical captain: Rondie and her brother shared very weak but wealthy parents. They had wanted strong children. Genes were tweaked, giving both of them muscles and strong attitudes. Rondie said that she was beautiful even if nobody else thought so. She said that her parents had wisely kept their wealth away from their children, which was why they joined the military. And then in the next breath, the girl confessed to hating those two ageless shits for being so wise and looking out for their souls.
At that point she laughed. Pamir couldn't tell at whom.
He said, "In parts of the multiverse, both of you are weak and happy."
"A Luddite perspective," she said.
"It is," he agreed.
"Who are you really?" she asked.
"I'm you in some other realm."
"What does that mean?"
"Think," he said, liking the notion then and liking it more as he let it percolate inside his old mind.
That was a good day, and so far this day had proved ordinary.
The twins slept but that didn't keep them from conversing—secret words bouncing between each other's dreams. Tailor was on a high platform, muttering old words that his translator didn't understand. G'lene was the quiet one. She studied. She fell asleep. Then she was awake and reading again, and that was when the pulse engine fell silent.
Pamir lifted from the gangway. Then he caught himself and strapped his body down, focusing on the white-hot shard of hyperfiber before him.
The airlock opened.
He didn't notice.
Three average people, working in concert, could easily outthink the weary fugitive. Pamir saw nothing except what his eyes saw and what the compromised sensors fed to him. The twins slept, and while studying, G'lene played with herself. Pamir looked away, but not because of politeness. At this point, those other bodies were as familiar and forgettable as his. No, his eyes and focus returned to the brilliant slip of hyperfiber that had almost, almost achieved perfection.
From a distant part of the cabin, Tailor called out.
The shout was a warning, or he was giving orders. Or maybe this was just another old word trying to subvert the security system, and it didn't matter in the end.
The ex-soldiers had cobbled together several shop torches, creating two weak plasma guns. The first blast struck Pamir in his left arm, and then he had no arm. But Maxx had responsibility for the captain's right arm, and the boy tried too hard to save the plasma gun. Wounded, Pamir spun as the second blue-white blast peeled back the lifesuIt's skin, scorching his shoulder but leaving his right hand and elbow alive.
Quietly and deliberately, Pamir aimed with care and then fired.
Charged and capable, his weapon could have melted the ship's flank. But it was set for small jobs, and killing two muscular humans was a very small thing.
The first blast hit Rondie in her middle, legs separating from her arms and chest. Cooked blood exploded into the frigid vacuum while the big pieces scattered. Maxx dove into the blood cloud to hide, and he fired his gun before it could charge again, accomplishing nothing but showing the universe where he was hiding.
Pamir turned two arms into ash and a gold-white light.
But where was G'lene?
Pamir spun and called out, and then he foolishly tried to kick free of the gangway. But he forgot the tie-downs. Clumsier than any bouncing ball, he lurched in one direction and dropped again, and G'lene shot him with a series of kinetic charges. Lifesuits were built to withstand high-velocity impacts, but the homemade bullets had hyperfiber jackets tapering to needles that pierced the suIt's skin, bits of tungsten and iron diving inside the man's flailing sorry body.
The plasma gun left Pamir's grip, spinning as it fled the gangway.
A woman emerged from shadow, first leaping for the gun and securing it. She was crying, and she was laughing. The worst possibilities had been avoided, but she still had the grim duty of retrieving body parts. The plasmas hadn't touched the twins' heads, and they remained conscious, flinging out insults in their private language, even as their severed pieces turned calm, legs and organs and one lost hand saving their energies for an assortment of futures.
G'lene grabbed Maxx first, sobbing as she tied the severed legs to his chest.
Rondie said, "Leave," and then, "Him."
"You're next," G'lene promised.
"No no look," Rondie muttered.
Too late, the crying woman turned.
Every lifesuit glove was covered with high-grade hyperfiber. Pamir was holding his own dead limb with living fingers, using those dead fingers like a hot pad. That was how he could control the slip of hyperfiber that he had been carving on. A kiss from the radiant hyperfiber was enough to cut the tie-downs that secured him, and then he leaped at G'lene. The crude blade was hotter than any sun. He jabbed it at her belly, aiming for the biggest seam, missing once and then planting his boots while shoving harder, searing heat and his fine wild panic helping to punch the beginnings of a hole into the paper-thin armor.
G'lene begged for understanding, not mercy, and she let go of body parts, trying to recover her own weapon.
Pamir shoved again, and he screamed, and the blade vanished inside the woman.
Flesh cooked, and G'lene wailed.
He let her suffer. With his flesh roaring in misery, Pamir set to work tying down body parts and weapons. All the while the girl's round body was swelling, the fire inside turning flesh into gas, and then empathy stopped him. He finally removed her helmet, the last scream emerging as ice, the round face freezing just before a geyser of superheated vapor erupted out of her belly.
 
"You had some role," Pamir said.
They were sharing a small platform tucked just beneath the ship's prow. The alien had been crawling through an access portal where nothing had ever been stowed. The glass threads had pulled together, building the platform that looked like happy red grass. Pamir hated that color just now. The alien's eyes were clear, and he didn't pretend to look anywhere but at the battered, mostly-killed human.
"Each of us has a role," Tailor said.
"You helped them," said the captain.
"Never," he said.
"Or you carefully avoided helping, but you neglected to warn me."
"I could have done more," the creature admitted. "But why are you distressed? They intended a short death for you, just long enough for you to reconsider."
Every situation had options. The captain's first job was to sweep away the weakest options.
What remained was grim.
"I should kill you too," he said.
"Can you fly this ship alone?"
"It's an experiment that I am willing to run."
Tailor had fewer options, and only one was reasonable. "Secure me," he said. "Each day, please, you can tie me to one place. I'll work where you trap me. If I can go nowhere, what harm do I pose?"
"What if you talk to the sovereigns? You could turn them against me."
"Or you can separate their influences with the ship," the Kajjas said. "Feed them power, of course. But please, let this conundrum have its way with me."
"No."
The three eyes went opaque, blind.
"No," Pamir repeated.
"You once said something important," Tailor said.
"Once?"
"I overheard you. When you came back to life the last time, you were talking to the children. You claimed that there was a reason why youthful souls interested me."
"Young minds can't hide secrets," Pamir said.
"But that isn't their major benefit." Iron knives struck one another inside that long throat. "Just finding the treasure may not be enough. A young mind, unburnished and willing, often proves more receptive to mystery."
"And to madness," Pamir said.
Tailor let one eye clear. "Whoever you are, you hold a strong mind."
"Thank you," Pamir said.
"On the whole," said the Kajjas, "I believe that strength is our universe's most overprized trait."
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Of course there were sovereigns. Pamir always knew that. The sovereigns were vast and relentless, and they were immortal, and he knew their faces: The kings of vacuum and energy, and their invincible children, time and distance. Those were the masters of everything. Their stubborn uncharitable sense of the possible and the never-can-be was what ruled the Creation. All the rest of the players were little souls and grand thoughts, and that was the way it would always be.
The Great Ship was obeying the kings. It remained no better than a point, a conjecture, crossing one hundred thousand kilometers every second. Reaching the Ship was life's only purpose. Pamir thought of little else. The human-made AIs thought of nothing else. The hydrogen had been consumed until only a thin reserve remained, and then the streakship's corpse was thrown to oblivion, each bit unique in shape and composition. Calculations demanded to be made. Adjustments never ended. Slivers of a cabin wall exploded differently than the plumbing ripped out of a fuel pump, and while the Kajjas engine ate each gladly, there was sloppiness, and sometimes the magic would fail, leading to silence as the nameless ship once again began to drift.
Every day had its sick machines.
No week was finished without the engine dying unexpectedly, ruining the latest trajectory.
Anyone less competent than Pamir would have been defeated. Anyone more talented would have known better and given up in this idiot venture on the first day. A soul less proud or more clear-headed would have happily aimed for one of the solar systems on the Kajjas' charts—a living place that would accept the relic starship and two alien species of peculiar backgrounds. But Pamir clung to his stations, and the AIs found new solutions after every hiccup, while Tailor filled his lucid moments moving from platform to cubbyhole, talking to the madness.
Several decades of furious work brought them halfway home.
And then the engine was silenced on purpose, and their ship was given half a roll, preparing to slow its momentum before intercepting the Great Ship.
"You have to pay attention to me," said Tailor.
Pamir was in earshot, barely. But his companion was talking to himself, or nobody.
"I see your stares," the Kajjas said.
Pamir ignored him. From this point on, they had even less play in their trajectories and the remaining time. The Great Ship was swift, but the Kajjas ship had acquired nearly twice its velocity. Very few equations would gently drop them into the berth at Port Beta, while trillions of others shot them ahead of the Great Ship, or behind.
"Do you hear me?" Tailor asked.
Yes, but Pamir pressed on. His companion was another one of the thousand tasks that he could avoid for the time being, and maybe always. What the captain needed to do next was prepare a test-firing of the hyperfiber fuel, and the fuel feeds begged to be recalibrated, and one of his AIs had developed an aversion to an essential algorithm, and he hadn't eaten his fill in three days, and meanwhile the small, inadequate telescopes riding the prow had to be physically carried to the stern and fixed to new positions so that they could look ahead, eating the photons and neutrinos that never stopped raining and never told him enough.
Eating was the first priority.
Pamir was finishing a huge meal when the first note of a warning bell arrived, followed immediately by two others.
Those bells were announcing intruders.
Pamir made himself enjoy his dessert, a slab of buttery janusian baklava, and then, keeping his paranoia in check, he examined the data and first interpretations. The half-roll had revealed a different sky. The telescopes had spotted three distinct objects traversing local space. None were going to collide with Pamir, yet each could well have been aimed at this ship while it moved on an earlier tangent. Each was plainly artificial. The smaller two were the most distant, plunging from different directions, visible only because they were using their star-drives. Measuring masses and those fires, Pamir guessed about likely owners. An enormous coincidence was at hand, three strangers appearing at the perfect place for an attack. The roll-over left him predictable, exposed. It would be smart to conjure up a useful dose of fear. But the fear didn't come. Pamir wasn't calm, and he couldn't recall the last time when he was happy. But he wasn't properly worried either. A thousand ships could be lurking nearby, each with their engines off—invisible midges following his every possible course. But that possibility didn't scare him. His heartbeat refused to spike, right up until the nearest vessel suddenly unleashed a long burn.
Their neighbor was a huge, top-of-the-line streakship, and if Pamir followed the best available trajectory, that luxury ship and his own thumping heart would soon pass within twenty million kilometers of one another.
But the heart was quiet, and Pamir knew why: The universe did not care about him, or this relic, or even crazy old Tailor.
A loud transmission arrived thirteen hours later, straight from the streakship. In various languages and in data, its owners were named as well as the noble species onboard, both by number and their accumulated wealth. Then a synthetic voice asked for Pamir's identity, and with words designed to sound friendly to as many species as possible, it asked if the two of them were perhaps heading toward the same destination? "Are we joining on the Great Ship together, my lovely friend?"
Pamir invented new lies, but he didn't use them. Instead, he identified himself as Human Jon. With his own weary voice, he explained that this was a salvage operation and he was alone, and his ship was little better than a bomb. That's why he kept trying to maneuver out from the path of others. Invoking decency, he decided to delay his test firings, watching the interloper, wondering what it would do in response.
Devoted to its own course, the other voice wished him nothing but the best and soon blasted into the lead.
And three weeks later, the streakship's central engine went wrong. Containment failed or some piece of interstellar trash pierced the various armors. Either way, the universe was suddenly filled with one spectacular light, piercing and relentless, along with the wistful glow from a million distant suns.
 
Pamir knew a thousand sentient species well enough to gather with them, drinking and eating with them, absorbing natures and histories and the good jokes while sharing just enough of his blood and carefully crafted past. Bioceramic minds didn't merely absorb memories. They organized the past well enough that sixty thousand years later, a bored man doing routine work could hear the song from a right-talisman harp and the clink of heavy glasses kissing each other, and with the mind's eye he saw the face of the most peculiar creature sitting across from him: A withered face defined by crooked teeth and scars, fissures where the skin sagged and sharp bones where muscle had once lived.
That Pamir was younger than many captains, while his companion was a fraction his age and probably no more than ten years from death. She was as human as Pamir, though he had trouble seeing her that way. Archaics living on the stormy shore of the Holiday Seas had sent delegates to meet with this captain. These citizens were to come to terms on tiny matters of babies and fees paid for those babies, and where their people could travel, and where the other passengers could not.
Pamir already possessed the famous snarl.
"You're stranger to me than most aliens," said the novice captain, finishing his first Mist-of-Tears. "If I try, I understand an extraterrestrial's thought process. But if I look at you and try to figure you out, I get tangled. I end up wanting to scream."
The archaic was drinking rum. Maybe it was the taste in the old woman's mouth, or maybe it was his words. Or perhaps she enjoyed the music coming from an exotic instrument. Whatever the reason, she offered a smile, and then looking down at the swirling dark liquor, she told the glass, "Scream. You won't hurt my feelings."
"You're dying. Right in front of me, you are dying."
The grin lifted. "And you feel for me, how dear."
"A hundred years isn't enough time." Pamir wouldn't scream, but he couldn't sit comfortably either. "I know what you people believe, and it's crazy. Religious, scared, mad, foolish, shit-for-brains crazy."
"I'm one hundred and forty years-old," she said with her slow, careful voice. Then after a weirdly flirtatious wink, she added, "I personally believe in modest genetic engineering, ensuring good health and a swift decline at the end."
"Good for you," he said.
She sipped and said nothing.
The young captain ordered another round. Their bartender was a harum-scarum, gigantic, covered with scales and spines and a sour-temper, ready to battle any patron who gave her any excuse. Pamir felt closer and much warmer toward that creature than he did to the frail beast beside him.
"There is another way for you," he told her.
A little curious, the old woman looked at him.
"Employ limited bioceramic hardware. A single thread is all that you'd need. Thinner than a hair, planted deep inside that fatty organ of yours, and you could spend one hundred and forty years learning everything quickly and remembering all of it. Then you'd die, just like you want, and your family could have their funeral. A ceremony, an ornate spectacle, and your grandchildren could chop the implant out of your skull. Maybe they could pretend it was a treasure. Wouldn't that be nice? They can drop your intellect into a special bottle and set it on some noble high shelf, and if they ever needed your opinion, about anything, they could bring you down for a chat. That's the better way to live like a primitive."
Cheerfully, almost giggling, the old woman said "I am not a Luddite."
Pamir hadn't used the word, and he didn't intend to use it now.
"'Archaic' isn't an adequate word either," she said.
"What's the best word?" he asked.
"Human," she said instantly, without hesitation or doubt.
Pamir snorted and leaned forward, wondering if this unfriendly back-and-forth was going to help their negotiations. Probably not, he decided. Oh well, he decided. "If that's what you are, what am I?" he asked.
"A machine," she said.
He leaned back, hard. "Bullshit."
The old woman shrugged and smiled wistfully.
"Is that the word you use? When we're not present, do you call us cyborgs?"
With a constant, unnerving cheeriness, she said, "Cyborgs are partly human, and you are not. Your minds, and your flesh, and the basic nature of your bones and brains: Everything about you is an elaborate manifestation of gears and electrical currents with just enough masquerading in place to keep you ignorant of your own nature."
"I don't like you," said the young captain.
"Try the rum," she said.
He played with the mirrored hat on his head.
Then she said, "But as you helpfully pointed out, I shouldn't be around much longer. So really, what can my opinion weigh?"
 
Theory claimed that hyperfiber would make a potent fuel. But every theory involved modeling and various flavors of mathematics and usually a fair share of hope. Truth demanded tests, which was why Pamir dropped a single blade of fuel into the ship's mouth. And when the engine survived that experiment, he sent in three others, followed by a hundred more closely-packed slivers.
The old model proved wildly pessimistic.
Yields were at the high end of predictions, and more importantly, each explosion was set inside a tiny piece of time. Brutal kicks passed through the Kajjas ship. Plasmas were spewed ahead, velocities pushing against light-speed, and Pamir let himself breathe while the AIs celebrated with party paradoxes and new models of annihilation, plus fresh crops of trajectories that took into account this unexpected power.
Pamir began slowing the ship with high-gee burns, randomly spaced, and despite premonitions for the worst, the old engine never complained.
Was this how the vanished Kajjas explored the far galaxies? Building hyperfiber only to burn it again?
Three months into the deceleration, the ship was in a coasting phase. Glass strands were pulled to the round cabin walls while Pamir worked on another recalibration. Space appeared normal, benign and cold and vast, and then suddenly an adjacent portion of space became hot. Distant lasers were firing on wandering comets and dust, and the nameless grit responded by boiling, turning to gas and wild ions. Within minutes, a billion cubic kilometers had been engulfed by a bright cobalt glow that looked lovely to the scared human eye.
The Kajjas was wearing smart-manacles and three watchdog sensors. The nearest display panel was busy, gold and mauve wrapped around symbols that looked like a genuine language. But Tailor was standing apart from every machine, closely watching something in one hand, something quite small. Pamir had to call his name several times to be noticed.
The clear eyes rose, and the alien called out, "This is a wondrous day."
"But not especially pleasant," said Pamir. "Somebody is shooting at us, and now I'm starting to believe you."
"Then this day is even better," the creature proclaimed.
A single strand of red glass was dangling from his hand. At a distance and even up close, it looked like every other stalk of fake grass.
Pamir didn't ask about glass or symbols.
"I'm here to warn you," was all that he had time to say. "We're still aiming for the Great Ship. I'm not giving that up. But no sane predictable brain would ever try it this way."
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Modern bodies didn't easily rot.
Trillions of bacteria lived inside the guts and pores, but they weren't simple beasts waiting for easy meals. Every microbe was a sophisticated warrior tailored to serve its host. Service meant protecting the flesh in life, and if that life was cut to pieces by a plasma blast, then the surviving trillions worked as one, fending off wild bacteria while pulling out the excess moisture, rendering the temporarily dead man as a collection of perfectly mummified pieces.
Even broken, Maxx was a tough looking fellow. Pamir gave the autodoc every chunk, every burnt shred, and he kept close tabs on the progress. Dried tissues were rehydrated and then fed. Stem cells cultured themselves, and they built what was missing, and two days later the growth chamber was filled to overflowing with a naked man, hairless and massive. An earthly gorilla would be proud of that body. Leaving Maxx trapped inside the chamber seemed wise, but there was little choice. Pamir opened the lid before the boy was ready to move, and he stood over him, starting to explain what he wanted.
Maxx interrupted. "Where's my sister?"
"She'll be next," the captain promised. "But only after you make a promise, or you lie well enough to fool me."
Too soon, Maxx tried to sit up.
Two fingers and a quiet, "Stay," were enough to coax him back down again.
"I was awake," the boy said. "When I was dead, I was thinking."
"Thinking about Rondie," Pamir guessed.
"Not always, no."
The words carried implications.
Pamir quickly explained what had happened since their fight and what might happen if they held the same conventional course. He said that he had considered using Tailor, but the alien was useless. An insight had infected him, and he was even crazier than usual. As a precaution, Pamir had limited his tools and chained him nearby.
Maxx glanced at the Kajjas.
Then with a slower voice, the captain laid out the basics of his mad plan.
Some part of Maxx listening. Yet more compelling matters had to be considered. The boy's voice was uneasy, shrill at the edges when he asked, "When will my sister be back?"
Rondie's remains were more numerous and in worse condition, and the autodoc was limited. "Six days, or with luck, five," he said.
"Take your time," Maxx advised.
Pamir said, "I don't do sloppy work."
"That isn't what I mean." Then with a shy smile, Maxx said, "I rather liked it, being alone."
"Solitude has its pleasures," Pamir said.
"Yeah, I promise, I'll do whatever you want me to do," said the resurrected man. "Just please, don't tell my sister what I just confessed to you."
 
The ship had rolled again, and denying every commonsense vector, it was once more accelerating, hard.
Pamir and Maxx were out of sight, out of reach. Tailor wore manacles and tethers, and an ordinary tool kit was in easy reach. Standing took too much work. Against the thundering engine, it was better to sit deep in the grassy glass. The drill lay between his feet, recharging itself. Five times, the Kajjas had ordered the drill to cut a single precise hole, and then with his own trembling hands, he fed one of the treasures into the breach.
Momentous times, that's what these were. His species had labored for one hundred million years, searching for enlightenment. Tailor couldn't remember when he wasn't preparing for this day. And at long last, he broken every code and deciphered old, vanished technologies. No barriers remained. The magic had no choice but work, and that's what he was doing.
Five times he overrode the drill's safeties, coaxing a slender beam of high-UV light to evaporate his flesh and then his bone before eating slowly, carefully into the living template of his mind.
Each hole was perfect.
Into each hole went one of the rare treasures.
During the first four attempts, he emptied his mind of thought, making ready for lightning and epiphanies. Tailor was relaxed and rested, fortunate beyond all measure, thinking about nothing, ready to be seized by truth in whatever serene form it came. And something did happen. Four times, there were sensations, the painful roiling of electrons that became familiar and intense to a point where much more was promised … and then the intensity slackened and slipped, nothing remaining but the residues one endures when rising from a deep, perishable dream.
On the fifth attempt, Tailor changed tactics.
He purposefully thought about quite a lot. Perhaps engaging old memories would open the necessary gateway. Who knew? That's why he built lost rooms in his head, and why he spoke to family members who were dead or so distant that they might as well be. He recalled his first journey in space and his first new sun, and buried inside that flood of old, rarely-touched remembrance he discovered a nameless world, watery and deliciously warm but not available to colonize. Why was that? Because there were rules, yes. Supposedly the galaxy had no sovereigns, but the rising civilizations, young and otherwise, had carved laws and punishments out of the potential. This wet world was too promising to be claimed. The furry souls hiding inside their burrows and up on the high tree branches held promise—just enough of this and not too much of that—and their world was stable enough to survive comet blasts and the next half billion years. That was why the Kajjas scout team was just visiting. It had already been decided to move to another nearby solar system, harsher and far more promising.
Tailor couldn't remember when he last thought about that world.
It might have been the human homeland. Who would know? The galaxy never stopped moving, suns marching in every direction. Certainty would take work and patience, and he didn't have either to spare.
He considered calling to Jon. This memory would be a gift.
But the scorching laser had burrowed deep into his mind, much deeper than the others, and the fifth thread had to be eased into position and then sealed in place. Tailor accomplished both tasks with fingers and a torch. The thread only looked like the red glass. Years had been spent walking on the cargo, sleeping with it and ignoring it, and he never suspected: One strand in eight million was glass on the outside, mimicking their mates, but it was bioceramic at the core. Each core employed an architecture that was nothing like the standard mind. How it worked was just another mystery. Tailor had found six odd threads already, there were probably several hundred more, and this thread was inside him and talking to his soul, bringing nothing but pain, pure simple dumb pain, as the brain felt the grievous injury, more and more of his ancient memories thrown to oblivion.
Tailor dipped his head, and the translator transformed his noble sobs into sick human sobs.
All the while, the nameless ship was filled with motion, with purpose. The invincible engine was eating hyperfiber and shitting out the remnants. And Jon and Maxx were far away, making ready for the last portion of this desperate scheme.
Despair was a shroud, and through the shroud came a human voice.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Healing," the Kajjas said.
The new patient was lying inside the growth chamber. The autodoc had lifted its lid, allowing her flesh to grow while she breathed freely.
Rondie turned onto her side.
With a paternal voice, the autodoc told its patient to do nothing but rest.
"Shut up," she said.
Tailor laughed, but not because of her.
"Where's my brother?" she asked.
"Helping our insane captain," he said. "Jon has decided to harvest our own ship's armor and employ it as fuel."
"No," she said.
"It is a strange tactic, yes," he said.
"I mean, why isn't Maxx with me?"
Looking at any human, looking at the beast deeply and with all of his experience, it often occurred to Tailor that each of these creatures was a species onto herself. "Human" was just a convenience applied to a pack of disagreeable, dissimilar fur-bearers.
"You look strong," he said.
She said, "I'm feeling better."
"Wonderful," he said. "Can you climb out of that device now?"
Rondie was exceptionally powerful. Even unfinished, she sat up easily and the naked legs came out without much trouble. But death had made her cautious, and she moved slowly until an alarm sounded, the autodoc trying to coax her to behave with nothing but loud, brash sounds.
She jumped free and slapped the controls, earning silence.
"Come here," Tailor said.
Five slivers were inside him, and he had no idea what enlightenments they were carrying.
"When will my Maxx come back?" she asked.
Tailor said, "Come here and I will call your brother."
She took slow steps against the thundering of the engine. "So our bastard captain tied you down," she said, looking at the manacles and tethers.
"This is a verdict which I deserved and embraced." Then he reached with one hand and a foot, which was a blunder.
Rondie stopped, keeping out of his reach.
"You look as if you're hurting," she said.
"A few wounds, yes. But the mind is durable and profound, and I will heal soon enough."
"I'm going to get dressed," she said. "I want to find Maxx."
"But first," said Tailor.
She stared at him, waiting.
"G'lene is waiting inside the box, that packing crate lying just past the autodoc." The sixth thread felt light and cool in his palm and between his long fingers. "Would you unpack G'lene for me, please?"
"Let the bastard cure her."
"But I don't want you to feed her to the autodoc," he said. "No, I very much want the girl for myself. And I have a good reason, if that matters."
She shrugged, absolutely unmotivated.
"If you did this," he said, "the Luddite will be exceptionally angry with you. I promise."
"Okay," she allowed.
And as she walked toward the boxes, Tailor called out, "If it is easier, you may cut off the head. I desire nothing else."
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The mad plan was to burn up their original fuel stocks in order to bring them home on a short vector. All that while, they would carve away a portion of the ship's prow, holding back those shards for later. If they survived the boost phase, the ship would be rolled again at the last possible moment, and then the engine's muscle and endurance would be severely tested. Hyperfiber would be shoved into oblivion and expelled before them—a long spike of plasma and radiations slicing through the blackness. Every local eye would see their arrival, and that was part of Pamir's scheme: If someone tried to kill this ship, it would be a loud public act, a revealing act. If some secret power was at large, it would surely prefer to settle this matter in more private ways.
Pamir had explained his plan, and to one degree or another, the others accepted his rule if not his logic. Besides, everyone knew that they were far off course, and at this velocity and in this place, there was simply no other route home.
Every hand was needed. The original crew was at work, infuriating yet predictable. But now a second crew shared the ship with them. The twins could follow their usual script, sometimes for a full day or two. But then the boy suddenly begged to be left alone, please. Except his sister came out of death lonely, famished for more touches than ever and private words known only to her and maybe even the first stirrings of lust for the only object of value in her brief life.
The Kajjas remained the ancient puzzle. Freed of manacles and his studies, Tailor helped slice apart the least critical portions of the ship's armor. But without warning, he would suddenly turn fearless, risking millions of years of existence by stepping onto the open prow. Grains of dust would explode on all sides while he did nothing but sing, throwing old songs into the vacuum, eyes gazing up at the blue-shifted starlight that fell inside his joyous soul.
Even Pamir was two people. Long habit and the ingrained personality usually held him where he belonged—a blunt strong-willed soul that could sleep minutes every day and push three day's work into two. He ruled a minor realm inside the boundless universe governed by faceless, amoral laws. Those laws were too powerful and too perfect to give a shit about little him, and wasn't that the least awful existence imaginable?
But the other Pamir, the new man, was much less certain about everything.
Invisible, potent sovereigns held sway over the galaxy. Except in Pamir's mind, they weren't Kajjas sovereigns. They wore the faces and attitudes of captains. They were bold opinionated creatures looking splendid in their bright uniforms, each one ambitious, each a rival to all of the others, and somewhere there sat a world-sized Master Captain holding a godly feast every million years, just to prove to her nervous self that she was genuinely in charge.
The imagery had its charms, its humor.
Laughing, he could deny everything. One senile alien from a vanquished race was not much of an authority, and there were explanations waiting to be invoked. Their ship was nothing but a derelict, and its sovereigns were crazy, and nothing here was worth two drops of blood or any reputation. Those bits of glass that Tailor found were just that. They were glass. The alien had installed them, and what changed about him? The new boldness was nothing but Tailor's anguish for a thoroughly wasted life. The streakship following them was one mild coincidence, and its detonation was another. And that final attack—the wild flash of laser light—was just some local species running experiments in deep space, or a factory ionizing the dust to harvest it, or maybe someone was trying to kill them. But what did that mean? There were endless reasons to destroy another ship, and saving the universe for the sovereigns was far down on the list.
Wild thoughts kept running where they wanted inside the captain's exhausted mind. But he suppressed the worst of them, and he learned to ring the humor out of the paranoia and push on.
But whatever his burdens, G'lene's were immeasurably worse.
Through his nexuses, Pamir had watched Rondie cut the woman's head off of her boiled corpse. Then she handed the head to Tailor, and he watched what Tailor did with that gift. But the prow was far away and the high-gee acceleration had to be maintained. It took only minutes to carve a fresh hole into G'lene's mind, and then the final thread—one last piece of glass—was implanted.
Change the time or change the circumstances, and Pamir would not have brought her back to life. Better autodocs onboard the Great Ship would repair the damaged intellect first. But he needed G'lene's hands, her back. He fit the surviving pieces inside the growth chamber, and they remembered their original self, knitting together and building connections, swelling with water and fat until the girl emerged on schedule, seemingly unharmed.
Pamir didn't tell her about the rough surgery. As far as he could see, nobody else mentioned it either. The inserted glass had done nothing to change the girl's complaining attitude, and she still had bouts of laziness. But there was a quiet that had gotten inside her and wouldn't let her free. She stopped flirting, and more alarming, she stopped masturbating too.
Dreaming, she wept.
Awake, the girl used her nexuses for most peculiar functions. Everybody was near the prow, everybody carving hyperfiber, but her attentions were focused on textbooks and general how-to files. She used to fitfully study. Now she acted focused if not happy. She said that she was the same, by feeling and by thought, except she had a sudden passion for stardrives and the ships that surrounded those engines. Pamir asked why. Everyone asked. Explaining herself, G'lene claimed that she had to think about something while she was dead. Contemplating her life seemed reasonable. And in the darkness, she told herself: "Quit making a mess of your existence and do your damned work."
It was easy to accept the girl's reasoning. Pamir took the role of tutor, if only to keep close tabs on her progress. Each month, G'lene researched a different drive, exhausting its basics before trying to master some subsystem that other drive-mechanics found cumbersome or boring. She wasn't notably smarter than before, and her memory was no sharper. She would still be one of the weakest students in any class. But G'lene was focusing her skills on rockets and power sources, and the months became several years, and then suddenly, without comment, she quit accessing the texts and manuals.
Pamir mentioned the change.
The girl shrugged and finished polishing the latest slip of hyperfiber. Then she stepped away, saying, "I realized. I'll never be good doing your job."
"No?"
With a slow, untroubled voice, she said, "If we survive this, I will quit the program."
Her captain had never seen her make any smart choice, until now.
During those intense years, their ship ate the last of its hydrogen stocks and the final bits of the streakship guts, and then most of the streakship's hyperfiber was tossed into oblivion. No invisible hand tried to murder them. No truly vital system failed. The ship's huge prow was degraded, pierced with tunnels and little caverns, and several lumps of comet ice managed to punch deep. But the frame remained sound, and the engine was in fair shape when they gave it one fast rest, and as the slow final roll-over began, the captain decided that this was the moment when their ship deserved to finally wear some kind of name.
He let Tailor master the honor.
A moment of consideration led to a Kajjas phrase—an honored term meaning wisdom and deep, profound sanity. Then with a most respectful voice, the translator said, "Precious Mental."
They wrote that name on various bare surfaces, in a thousand distinct languages.
"I don't know this tongue," G'lene said.
She was reading over Pamir's shoulder. "The language is mine," he said. "It's the dialect we use inside Where-Peace-Rains."
She touched the lettering, and a painful murmur came out of her.
"I've been watching you," he said.
"All of you keep staring at me."
"Do you know why?"
"Because you're worried."
"There's a lot to worry about," he said.
She tried to leave.
"Stay here," he said.
"Is that an order?"
"If it keeps you here, it is." Pamir didn't want to touch her, but a hand to the shoulder seemed important. Then he forgot that he was holding her, saying, "I know what you're studying now."
"You know everything," she said, bristling slightly.
"Mathematics," he said.
"Yes."
"But not just any numbers, "Pamir said. "You're dabbling with the big, scary conundrums, the old problems about existence and the shape of the universe."
"Yes," she said.
He kept quiet, waiting.
"What's wrong with that?" she asked.
"Why are you?" he asked.
She shrugged. "I've also developed a taste for poetry."
"Bleak poems about death," he said. "Yeah, I'm eavesdropping. Each of us is worried about you, G'lene."
"Including me."
He waited for a long moment. Then he quietly asked, "What happened? When you were dead in the box, what happened?"
"I thought about you," she said calmly. "I could have killed you on the gangway, and you could have killed me. Again and again, I relived all of that. And then at the end, just before you put me inside the autodoc—just before the darkness broke—this idea came to me. From the middle of my regrets and stupidity, it came."
"What idea?"
She shook her head.
"Tell me," Pamir insisted.
She looked at her captain and then at the archaic words—white lines smoothly drawn across a coal-black housing. "Have you ever noticed, sir? There are so many ways to push a ship across space. Dozens of engines are popular, and thousands have been tried at least once. But most of us wear the same basic brain. And shouldn't thought be more important than action?"
"Is that your epiphany?" he asked.
"No," she said. "That's me wishing that my brain was smarter."
He nodded, weighing his next words.
But then she pushed aside her doubts. "I was alive but only barely, trapped inside a room without light or ends," she said. "I was thinking about you, Jon. You're not the person that you pretend to be. You're no Luddite or drive-mechanic, but you're doing a very fine job of pretending.
"And then all of the sudden, out of nowhere, I thought: 'What if everyone is the same as Jon?
"'What if everything is that way?
"'Not just people, but the universe?' I thought. 'What if everything we see and everything we know is one grand lie, an extraordinary mask, and waiting behind the mask is something else entirely?'"
 
14
The Great Ship was close enough to see and close enough to fear.
Approaching from behind, the Kajjas ship was tracing a rigorous line, a very peculiar line, and if nothing changed their tiny vessel would miss every Port and the emergency landing sites on the hull. If the pulse engine never fired, the five of them would pass in front of their home and continue onwards, eventually leaving the galaxy for places that not even Tailor's charts would show.
But if their engine ignited, a collision was possible. That's why they were studied, and that's why various voices called out to them. Captains demanded to know the ship's history and intentions. The Great Ship's best weapons were directed forwards, fending off lost moons and the like. But there was ample firepower on the backside, ready to eviscerate their little craft. Pamir assured his crew that crosshairs were locked on them, probably for some time. He also confessed that ignoring the first pleas was his strategy. Those captains needed to feel ignored, which made them worry. There was a tradition to command and rank and the corrosive strategies of those who wore the mirrored uniforms. Worry was what helped the five of them. A captain's responsibilities grew heavier when nobody was listening. And then at the ripe moment, Pamir told their audience a story—a sweet balance of truth and lie, pieces of it practiced for a thousand years.
Early on, Pamir had considered making a full confession.
But what would that help? A nervous captain might believe him too well, and smelling commendations, sprinkle the space between them with arrest warrants and nuclear mines.
No, he was still Jon. He was the drive-mechanic hired to bring home one lost ship. Playing to every bias held by those mirrored uniforms, he admitted that he was an idiot far from his native habitat. Taking no credit for himself, he thanked his AIs for finding this odd route home. Captains would always accept genius in machines before genius in a tool-bearing grunt. Then as the pivotal moment approached, Pamir added a long, faintly sentimental message aimed at his descendants wearing his blood and his name. And for no reason but that it felt true, he told Where-Peace-Rains that he was miserably sorry for his crime of living far too long.
The rest of Pamir's crew was in place, waiting. Each wore the best available lifesuit, and each suit was set on a tall bed of shock absorbers. Those beds would do almost nothing, and the glassy grass heaped around them was mostly for show. Gee-forces of this magnitude would kill most machines. Hyperfiber and bioceramics would survive, if barely. There was only the slenderest of room for error, but then again, as experienced showed, some guesses were pessimistic, and if you took a risk, sometimes the results were golden.
Pamir was inside his suit, securing himself to his bed.
Nearby, Rondie said private words to Maxx.
Her brother responded with silence.
Injured, she said his name twice, and then Maxx spoke out, but not to her. "So Jon," he said with a loud, clear voice. "For the record, what's your real name?"
He said it. For the first time in decades, he said, "Pamir," aloud, and then added, "If you survive and I survive, turn me in. There's going to be an ample reward."
The man laughed. "If I survive, that's the reward."
Mournfully, Rondie said, "Maxx."
"If we live, I mean," he said.
Then the twins were talking again, dancing with words devised in just the last few hours.
Tailor was closer to him, and G'lene was the closest.
"Thank you," said the Kajjas. "Without you, nothing ends properly."
Pamir made polite noise about helping hands and interesting conversations.
G'lene said nothing.
Pamir said her name.
Nothing.
He repeated the word, but with a captain's tone behind it.
She sniffed once, and then very quietly, almost sweetly, she admitted, "I can't get comfortable yet. How much longer will this be?"
 
Quite a lot occurred, most of it happening slowly.
And seven months later, a famous man returned to his childhood home.
Every citizen wanted to see him, but of course that was impossible. A lottery identified the luckiest few, and certain people of power bought slots or invented places for themselves, and of course there were cameras in position, feeding views to every apartment and tavern and even the hospital beds. The energy demands were enormous. The old stardrive was laboring at ninety percent capacity. But if anything should go wrong, some joked, at least they had an expert on hand who could fix the machine, probably with his eyes closed.
Yet despite fame and warm feelings, Jon sensed the doubts that came with the crowd. They were staring at a creature that had left their ranks long ago. Every face resembled his face, except he was something else. He was a machine. He was a monster and a traitor to the most suspicious ones, and Pamir was ready to admit as much to anyone who wanted to start a brawl.
"I'm not like you," he began. "And anymore, after everything, I don't know who I resemble."
The story they wanted was spectacular, and like most good stories, it was already known to everyone, here and throughout the Great Ship. So that's where Pamir began: He was a lump of tissue and fear inside a lifesuit, and following preprogrammed instructions, the Kajjas ship let loose with its one old engine. But unlike every other firing, there were no millisecond breaks between each sliver of fuel. Tons and tons of hyperfiber passed through the collars and out the magic wine bottle, and a blaze that rivaled the Great Ship's engines slowed their descent, twisting their motion into a course that could be adjusted only in the tiniest, most fractional ways.
The storyteller remembered nothing after the first damning jerk of the engine.
Encased inside hyperfiber, his body turned to mush and then split apart, dividing according to density. Teeth settled at the bottom of the suit, pulverized bits of bone laid over them. And floating on top was the water that began inside his body, inside his cells—a dirty brew distinctly unlike the stuff that ran out of pipes and that fell as rain, denser and stranger in a realm where gravity was thousands of times stronger than was right.
In the end, good wise captains were debating what to do about this unwelcomed piece of museum trash. Do they shoot it apart to be careful, or shoot it apart as a warning to whoever tried to repeat this maneuver? But Pamir had been very careful about his aim, and once his destination was assured, the argument ended. A few moments later, Precious Mental rode down on the last gasps of its engine, entering the centermost nozzle of the ship's own rockets.
Each nozzle was impervious to these whiffs of heat and raw light.
Three kilometers off target, the old ship touched down and split wide, the debris field larger than the floor of this old cavern.
Jon was pulled from the rubble, his lifesuit cracked but intact.
Four more suits were found, but only two other survivors.
"My friend Tailor died," he told his audience. "And my very good friend G'lene was killed too. Their minds had recently undergone surgery. The nanofractures spread and grew, and everything shattered. Bioceramic is a wonderful substance, right up until it breaks. And nothing brings anyone back from that kind of damage."
His sadness was theirs. His grief and anguish made every face hurt. At that point, Pamir could have ended this chore. His plan was to walk out of this place and invent his death, using a stand-in body and fake damage from the crash landing. But the earnest smart watchful faces didn't want him to leave, and he didn't want solitude just now.
He was standing in the middle of the red granite round.
At the edge of the crowd was one young woman. She was Jon's relative. This many generations after his leaving, everybody was part of his family. And in her hand was a teapot that someone had remembered. Careful hands had taken it off its shelf and cleaned it up, and there was even cold tea inside, ready to be given in some little ceremony devised for this very peculiar occasion.
Pamir smelled the tea, and at that moment, for endless good reasons, he confessed.
No, he didn't name himself. Nor did he mention that his namesake died more than ten centuries ago. What he told them was the story that he had revealed only in pieces to the investigators and the overseeing captains. He told about Tailor's quest for enlightenment, and he described a fleet of exploratory ships racing out to neighboring galaxies. With minimal detail and words, he explained how the Kajjas was afraid of invisible sovereigns, and Jon admitted that he was temporarily sick with that fear, but then at the end, waiting for the engine to fire once more, he decided that there was no ground or heart to any of these wild speculations.
It took weeks for his pulverized body to be made into something living, and then into a man's shape, and finally into his old body.
After months of care, he was finally awake again. He was eating again. His attendant was a harum-scarum. The alien told him that two of his companions were sharing a room nearby, each a little farther in the healing than he was, and when the human asked about the other two, a grave sound emerged from the attendant's eating mouth. Then she explained that both had died instantly, and they had felt nothing, which was a sorry way to die, oblivious to the moment.
But his two wonderful friends had not died, of course.
In that bed, restrained by lousy health and the watchful eyes of doctors, Jon could suddenly see everything clearly. G'lene's own words came back to him. Why would the galaxy have a thousand stardrives but only one basic mind? And how can the thousand or ten thousand original civilizations all vanish together in the remote past? Why can't there be forces at work and different minds at work, hidden in myriad ways?
Jon paused.
Where-Peace-Rains listened to his silence.
He coughed weakly into a shaking fist, and the girl, urged by others, started forward with her offering of cold water infused with ordinary tea.
He stopped her.
"It's like this," he said. "If there are hidden captains, and in one measure or another they are steering our galaxy, then how can I deny the possibility—the distinct probability—that they would be naturally curious about some one hundred million year-old vessel that was getting washed up on our shore? Tailor believed that this mission was his, but that doesn't make it so. Maybe it never was. And in the end, our masters got exactly what they wanted, which was a viable sample of novel technologies, and with G'lene, a creature with whom they could talk to and perhaps learn from."
When did the man begin to cry?
Jon wasn't certain, but he was definitely crying now.
Encouragement was offered, and once again, the girl and the tea came forward. She had a nice smile. He had seen that same smile before, more than forty millennia ago. He was crying and then he had stopped crying, wiping his face dry with a sleeve, and he said to the girl, "Give me the pot. I want to hold, like old times."
She was happy to relinquish the chore.
But as she pulled back, she saw what was in her hands now. She felt the glass threads squirming of their own volition. Laughing nervously, she said, "What are these things?"
He offered his best guess.
Everybody wanted to see, including the cameras.
But he waved the others off, and then just to her, he muttered, "They could be a danger. G'lene had one inside her, and it made her halfway crazy. Tailor found several hundred more before we crashed, but on my own, on the sly, I found a few. I never told anybody, and that's five of them. You keep them. Put them somewhere safe, and give them to your next thousand generations. Please."
The girl nodded solemnly, putting the threads into her best pocket.
"What if?" he said.
"What if what, Jon?" she asked.
He sighed and nodded
"What if this brain of mine is designed to be stupid?" he asked. "What if the obvious and important can't be seen by me, or by anyone else?"
A sorrowful face made her prettier. She wasn't yet twenty, which was nothing. It was barely even born by the man's count. But after struggling for something to say—something kind or at least comforting—she touched the man with her cool little hand. "Maybe you're right," she said. "But when you talk about that poor friend of yours, the girl and her suffering…. I wonder if perhaps there is no treachery, no conspiracy. Maybe it is a kindness, making all of you a little foolish.
"Letting you forget the awful truth about the universe.
"Isn't that what you do with children, lending them the peace that lets them sleep through their nights…?"



Success
Michael Blumlein
 
Dr. Jim lost his job at the University at the unripe age of 36. As brilliant as he was (and this was one brilliant man), his eccentricity had mushroomed during his tenure, and in the end this made him a liability. In his early years at the U he had published extensively, dozens of papers, all of them notable and a few truly groundbreaking. Then, abruptly, he stopped. Not for lack of results or new ideas (or, for that matter, requests from eminent journals for a submission—any submission—he might deign to send their way), but because, in his words, he had better things to do with his time.
"Better? Meaning what, exactly?" the chairman of his department had asked. "Meaning I can't be bothered with publishing papers. Meaning the answer is bigger. Meaning I have an idea how it all fits together. All of it. Molecule, cell, person. There's a Unifying Theory of Life, and I get a glimpse of it sometimes, and I feel it sometimes, too, in my body, a tingling, a premonition, but I can't feel it, or see it, for long. Holding on to it is like balancing a pin on my forehead. I need practice. I need time. I can't be interrupted. Grant applications are an interruption. Bench work is an interruption. Thinking up one new experiment after another gets in the way. I'm not interested in data collection anymore. I need to do research of a different kind."
These were not the words of a man who valued his professional career, and certainly not of a man who lived to please his employers. Still, the University indulged him. His work was too respected and important not to. But after several years of escalating complaints from colleagues and students—he was rude; he was unprofessional; he was unapproachable; he was monstrous; he was grandiose—they cut him loose.
Over the next year reports trickled in of continued erratic and unpredictable behavior (spending sprees, e-mail rants, public and professional diatribes), and at length he was admitted to a psychiatric hospital. All such admissions require a diagnosis, and his, provisionally, was Mania, of the sub-type Accelerando, of the sub-sub-type Non Fugax. Mania Accelerando Non Fugax, known commonly as Flaming Man Disease. By this point he had been flaming for quite some time and had burned many bridges: he'd spent all his money, lost his home, his professional standing, his friends, and, finally, his wife.
There was some disagreement among the psychiatrists as to his diagnosis. There were features that didn't fit the classic definition of FMD, one being that he had no history of mental illness. Another: there was no family history of it, either. Most troublesome of all (and most problematic, diagnosis-wise), he didn't respond to medication. And FMD did, reliably. If not one drug, then another. And if not a single drug, then a combination of drugs: two, three, sometimes four of the bad boys, what they liked to call a cocktail.
But two, three, four had no effect on Dr. Jim. No matter what he took or was forced to take, he remained the man who first was wheeled down the corridor: wild-eyed, wacky, savage at times, brilliant at other times, hyperactive, insomniac, volatile, and unreachable, as detached from his caregivers as a hinge torn free of its door.
A meeting was held regarding what to do next. When a treatment that is known to succeed one-hundred percent of the time does not, there are basically two choices, as his panel of clinicians well knew:
1. Question the diagnosis.
2. Question the treatment.
In the best of all worlds, the questioning should proceed in that order, but time was short, the budget was tight, and there were other meetings to attend and other patients to cure. And while diagnosing a tricky illness was always satisfying, discovering a new treatment, for those impatient to get on with things, was an order of magnitude more satisfying: it was the difference between building a rocket and flying a rocket, between Sherlock and Santa.
A combination of electric, magnetic and sonic shock, both extra-corporeal (at a distance) and intra-corporeal (by means of a cranial stimulator, linked wirelessly with esophageal and anal emitters), delivered in asynchronous "swan-neck" pulses over a period of hours, was settled on. (The idea, basically, was to shock the bejesus out of him and hope for the best.) The night before he was to enter the pantheon of brave and nameless medical pioneers (in this case, as the first to receive a treatment that would later, God help us, become the standard of care), he was shaved, showered, and dutifully prepared.
At nine o'clock he was seen nervously pacing his room. He looked agitated. His eyes were as wild as ever and he appeared to have no idea who or where he was.
At ten o'clock he was seen lying on his bed.
At eleven o'clock he was still lying on his bed, but this time his eyes, thank God, were closed.
At midnight the room was empty. It was as if he'd vanished into thin air.
The alarm was raised. Patients were roused from sleep. Every inch of the hospital was searched. Eventually, the police were called in, but they had no better luck than the hospital staff in finding him. A day went by, then another. His disappearance fueled rumors among the patients of alien abduction, interdimensional travel, suicide, homicide, and your basic institutional foul play. A meeting was scheduled to squelch these rumors, but the night before, the third night of his disappearance, an orderly and a nurse slipped into his now vacant room for a quick one.
It was dark, and they didn't see the shape stretched out on the bed. Didn't know there was a shape, much less a human one, until the nurse, straddling the orderly's hips, arching back and uttering a crescendoing series of deep-throated moans as he acrobatically and prestidigitationally multitasked her voluptuous external and internal parts, felt the touch of flesh on her shoulder blade. She let out a yelp.
The orderly, fully aroused, delivered his package, then eased her down to the floor. Hurriedly, they reassembled themselves, then flicked on the light. Lying on the bed, freshly shaved and in a natty new set of threads, was Dr. Jim. His eyes were closed, as though to spare them the embarrassment of having been seen. Neither of them believed he was asleep.
The nurse smoothed her blouse, cleared her throat and said his name. His eyelids fluttered open and he turned his head. He looked surprised to see them, or at least he acted surprised, along the lines of "what a nice surprise," as though theirs were an unexpected but welcome visit. Pointedly, he didn't act crazy.
He sat up in bed, and he and the nurse had a conversation. It was lively, amicable, comprehensible, and sane. In short, nothing like previous conversations he had had. What it wasn't was informative. Dr. Jim offered no explanation for where he'd gone or what had happened. When asked, first by the nurse and later, repeatedly, by a procession of psychiatrists, he professed ignorance. But clearly something had.
He was changed in nearly every way, from his appearance, which was no longer slovenly, to his manner, which was no longer like a relationship gone bad. His voice was calm and composed. His speech was clear, his reasoning logical and precise. He looked his interlocutors in the eye when he spoke. His facial expressions were appropriate accompaniments to what he said. He smiled when a smile was called for, knit his brows when a difficult question was asked. His behavior, which, at best, had been bizarre, and at worst, menacing and provocative, could have been lifted from Emily Post.
He was, in short, an exemplary patient. A civilized, approachable man and a credit to his—the human—race.
 They observed him for a week, tested him, retested him, then let him go. With no job, no house, and no wife, he pretty much had to start from scratch.
 
Fast-forward five years. Dr. Jim has a new wife. He has a new house, a modest two story post-and-beamer with a basement and a fenced-in backyard. His dream of finding and elucidating the Unifying Theory of Life on Earth is very much alive, as is his faith that the answer lies in the biological sphere, and further, in the molecular biological sphere, to wit, the gene, the epigene, and the perigene, the so-called holy trinity of creation and life. There are, of course, other spheres, non-biological ones, along with non-biological answers, and these, he assumes, will make themselves known when the time is right.
For now his hands are full. There's the house to take care of. There are his daily visits to the basement. There's his wife, Carol, a stellar woman of unparalleled beauty and intelligence. And of course there's the dream, which occupies center stage.
For the past four years, Dr. Jim has been working feverishly to put his dream into words, to make it concrete, comprehensible, and readable, so that others can know it, too. He no longer uses a lab of his own, has no need of a lab—his mind is a lab, and it pullulates with thought experiments. In addition, he culls through the work of others. He has learned the rudiments of half a dozen languages, reads extensively, and keeps in touch with researchers around the globe. His name can still open doors (though with roughly equal frequency it closes them); to avoid awkwardness or misunderstanding he mostly uses a pseudonym: Dr. Jean Marckine, a play on the great Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, unjustly disdained and discredited in his own time and for many years thereafter, and presently in the process of being rehabilitated. And soon, if Dr. Jean Marckine has anything to say about it, to be raised to the pedestal upon which he belongs.
Dr. Jim is writing a book. Already it's more than five hundred pages long. The first three hundred pages describe, in the briefest possible terms, the gene, a hopeless but necessary task. The next two hundred concern the epigene, and he is far from done. The complex of histone, protein, and DNA, the shifting chimera of amino and nucleic acids, forming and breaking covalent and ionic bonds like on-again, off-again lovers, deserves a book of its own. For if the gene is the key, the code of life, the epigene is the hand that turns the key, the force behind the code. The epigene cradles the gene, it gives structure and organization and flexibility to the genome. Elucidating it has been his life's work, up to now.
Of late the going has been slow. Some days he sees clearly and writes up a storm; other days his vision is clouded, cataracted, and he produces little of worth. The epigene will not give up its secrets lightly, and the closer he gets, the more it seems to resist his efforts. Now and then he feels as if he's in a dogfight, much as he feels when he goes downstairs. But it will yield to him: in time it will yield completely. Of this he has no doubt.
The perigene, he hopes, will also yield, though the when and the how are less certain. The task confronting him is so much greater and will therefore require commensurately greater, deeper, and more profound levels of imagination and thought. For as the epigene is to the gene, so the perigene is to the epigene: more complex by far, cryptic, Delphic, cosmic, grand, and elusive. It will be the final section of the book and its crowning achievement, the centerpiece of the Unifying Theory of Life.
He can't wait to get started on it and at the same time is almost afraid to begin, a paradox common to all great endeavors and forays into the unknown, and the perigene most certainly is this. Its existence, far from being the subject of a healthy debate, is on nobody's radar, nobody's tongue. It's a mystery of the most mysterious sort—one that is never mentioned, never acknowledged, never discussed. One might say it's his own conceit and creation.
To which he would respond: not a creation but a prediction, along the lines of gravity, relativity, and the Higgs boson. The perigene is a fact of life and law of nature, merely waiting for the proper experiment to be observed firsthand.
But that's in the future. His present task is to do justice to the epigene, which is taking all his considerable mental muscle and then some. In periods, like now, when the going is slow, frustratingly so at times, calculated, or so it feels, to bleed a man of his confidence, he gives thanks for the two pillars of his life, without whom he would almost certainly crumble:
 
***First and foremost, his wife Carol, an impeccable woman of energy, stability, self-discipline, and mental prowess. She heard him lecture once when she was in graduate school, was duly impressed, ran into him years later as a post-doc, and from there things evolved. Like him, she values the life of the mind, but she's not apt to go overboard and lose her mind—to impulse, say, or whim, or folly. She's as balanced as a judge, as organized and orderly as a statistician. She's driven, but not to distraction, has a clear vision of her future and feet that are planted firmly on the ground.
***Second and also foremost, the creature downstairs, who is nameless. He gives himself no name, and Dr. Jim is not about to give him one either. Providing him a name would be like bestowing on him a quality he lacks, legitimizing and at the same time compromising him, robbing him in a sense, like offering a man a suit of clothes in exchange for the man himself.
 
From Dr. Jim's Diary:
 
Wednesday, October 14th. Wake up, roll out of bed, throw on some clothes, go downstairs. He's waiting for me, as usual.
We fight.
I win.
Hunker down with Chapter Seventeen (Epigenetic Control of Transcription). Progress slow, then sudden. Inch inch inch along, then leap ahead.
Very much like evolution.
Which had a middling good day.
 
Thursday, October 15th. Wake up, stagger out of bed, take a leak, stop in the kitchen for a mini-bowl of Mini-Wheats, then down to the frigid basement. There's a twisted hairline crack developing in the concrete floor. Resembles a helix, smashed and flattened like a bug on a windshield. The bars of the cage are icy cold.
He looks sleepy. I'm unimpressed. He has a million looks.
We fight.
I win.
Get stuck on the idea of the histone as a spool of thread. Perseverate. Get nowhere. Rescued by Carol, who takes me to lunch.
 
Tuesday, October 20th. Get downstairs later than usual on account of last night, when Carol came to bed after I was half-asleep and made it known by lying absolutely and unnaturally still and quiet that she was not about to fall asleep anytime soon but was determined not to make me pay the price for that, bless her heart, although if I, of my own free will, chose to wake up in order to find out what was bothering her, not that I need to know everything, or that she even wants me to, but it's a relief to talk and have someone listen, or even pretend to listen as long as it's convincing (and why that is I don't think anybody knows for sure … question: does talking upregulate genes, leading to more talking, and is this Lamarckian, i.e., inheritable? Will future generations of upregulated talkers increase their affinity for oxygen so they don't turn blue in the face, or talk themselves to death? Will listeners similarly upregulate their listening genes? Crazy people often talk—and listen—to no one, and no one wants to be like that, but I digress), then that would be a mark in my favor. It's the little sacrifices that keep the marriage ship on course.
So we talked, and after that we made love. Carol was a hellcat, which talk can do to a woman. She tore off my clothes, then pushed me down, sat on my chest, and raked my sides with her nails. While she was doing that, she bent over and poured her tongue into my mouth, soft and sweet as honey, then hardened it and rammed it at my throat, like I was ramming her. She bit my neck, then moved south and had a go at my nipples. I wasn't complaining through any of this, except when she got carried away and took the poor little nubs between her canines. I yelped then and she stopped, no blood drawn.
Woke in the morning with the sun on my face. Still wiped out from the previous night, but do what I have to. He's standing on the other side of the cage when I stumble down, big and tall and hairy, puffed out in the chest like a bag of Cheetos. He smiles that toothy smile of his, looking smug, and sensing an advantage, takes a step forward. The punk. Trying to get me to make a false move. That, and pull me down to his level. That low-ass level of his. Daring me to dirty my hands.
Thing is, I got no problem with that level. I like that level. He of all people should know.
We fight. Boom boom. It's over in an instant.
I'm buzzing with energy when I get upstairs, but for some reason it doesn't translate into progress on the book. This is becoming more and more of a daily occurrence, and I can't begin to describe how frustrating it is. It's not like the epigene isn't known. It's been studied and characterized in a fair amount of detail, and while it's true that I'm breaking new ground, it shouldn't be this hard. The damn thing should be there for me, but I keep hitting a wall, and I know it's a wall of my own making. Can't see over it and can't quite punch through it. As if something besides the epigene is at work, raising and thickening the wall, making it impervious to me. This, I'm convinced, can only be one thing: the perigene, its commander-in-chief.
So elusive. So potent. Taunting, humbling, and, so far, defeating me.
Carol's in the kitchen when I come downstairs from a wasted morning in my study.
"How's it going?" she asks.
I grunt my displeasure.
She motions toward the basement. "How about down there?"
I shouldn't have to tell her that conversation's off-limits.
There's an awkward moment, then she hands me a king-size box. "I bought you something yesterday."
Inside is a brand-new shirt with a matching tie and a crisp new pair of pants. The woman is devious.
"A little pick-me-up," she says. "That's all."
"Dress for success" is one of her mottoes. Meaning, do something for yourself, and your self will thank you. She's very Lamarckian that way.
"You might want to shave, too."
It's been a few days. I see where she's going with this.
"Don't worry," I tell her.
"I'll wait," she says.
I end up doing the whole works—shave, shower, shampoo, new duds. Half an hour later I return to showcase the updated product.
"How do the pants fit?" she asks.
"Perfectly."
"You look good."
"I feel good."
She nods, as though this were obvious. "I'm going to be gone for a couple of days. There's a conference I need to attend. It's a last-minute thing."
"I'll miss you."
"I'll call."
She's standing by the window that overlooks our weedy and neglected yard. Usually she keeps the curtains drawn because she hates how it looks. She hates clutter and chaos of all sorts, whether natural or man-made. You'd think we'd get out there and do something about it, but neither of us has had time.
Today, for whatever reason, the curtains are open. I find myself staring.
"See something?" she asks.
"I don't know. I had a thought."
"Which was?"
"The weeds. Look at how they grow—higher and higher, as though reaching for something."
"The sun."
"In their case, yes. But something else could reach for something else."
"Such as what?"
"I'm not sure."
"You going to cut them down?"
"The weeds? I might."
"Do you know how happy that would make me?"
"Put something else in their place."
"Anything would be better."
"Not just anything."
She gives me a look. Her eyes like diamonds. Her short blonde hair (which is how she wears it, having no use for the long and messy curls nature gave her) rimming her perfect face like a nimbus.
"You had a glimpse of something," she says. "What?"
I shrug.
"C'mon. You did. What was it?"
"It's gone."
She comes up and punches me on the arm. "It's not gone, bozo."
She tightens the knot on my tie, straightens my collar and smoothes my shirt. Making me neat and tidy, folding me—like the stuff she brought in the box—into the right shape, bringing order to chaos, bringing me, that is, into her own special universe, accepting no less. In response, I throw back my shoulders and straighten my neck, as if rising to her expectations, and in a flash it comes to me, like a bolt from above: the epigene is a marriage. It's the union of two separate and complementary entities, two lovers—gene and protein—in an ever-changing dance. And if all goes as it should, an ever-changing harmony. It's a piece of work that's never finished, like a building under continual construction and remodeling. One small alteration—to the histone, say, the protein scaffold—and the entire complex changes. If one were to build the epigene, represent it visually, in space, it would be a structure of constant self-adjustment and shifting shape, with a default of perfect balance. It would be mobile and highly internally interactive. A thing of perfect logic and supreme beauty.
A ballroom of coupling and uncoupling molecules.
A church, wedding form and function. A reflection, however pale, and a conduit, however hidden at this point, to the Highest Power, The Unifying Principle of Life.
This is the epigene, and I can demonstrate it.
And the perigene? The Highest Power itself?
That comes next.
All this occurs to me in the blink of an eye. Carol, my delivering angel, smiles a knowing smile, takes me by the shoulders, turns me around and gives me a gentle shove in the back.
"Go get 'em, champ."
 
It's a huge relief to use his body instead of his head. He spends a good week clearing out the yard. Gets rid of junk, pulls weeds, digs up roots, cuts down shrubs and the one small, disease-ridden tree. When he's done, there's a clearing about half the size of the house's footprint.
For the next stage, he's jotted down some notes and drawn up a preliminary design. The idea is that the structure will be a bridge to the book. When completed, it will loosen his tongue, unblocking whatever it is that has him at such a standstill, and the rest of the epigene section will write itself. That's the plan, and why the hell not? Man had hands long before books, and he used them quite nicely to express himself. Caves were painted long before the Dead Sea Scrolls were inscribed. Pots were thrown. Figurines were sculpted. Cairns and henges were built to communicate complex ideas, only much later transcribed with ink and pen. All of which merely goes to show what every monkey knows: the spatial brain underlies the speaking brain, just as the roots and trunk of a tree prefigure its crown. Dreams and wordless visions traffic between the two, and Dr. Jim intends to take advantage of this by writing his dream and his vision in space.
He's no Michelangelo. But what he lacks in expertise, he makes up for in panache. He uses bought, found, and scavenged materials—from copper pipes to plastic tubes, from lengths of wood to auto parts (axels, shafts, and rods), from moving gears to strips of sheet metal, from circuit boards to computer screens—basically anything he can get his hands on. These he attaches and assembles in whatever way seems most suitable and appropriate: by bolt, nail, glue, duct tape (naturally), wire, rivet, weld. A fat extension cord snakes from the house to power the electronics as well as the small motors that move the various ball joints, winches, chains and gears. The years he spent in his uncle's machine shop, daydreaming and slaving away, are finally rewarded. In a month, his creation stands five feet tall and ten feet wide. It moves with a ceaseless, jerky, rickety-rackety energy, somehow managing not to tip over. It resembles a spastic, multi-limbed robot that can't make up its mind what to do with itself. That, or a primitive, possibly alien, probe. It also resembles what it is: a junkyard raised by its bootstraps. To Dr. Jim, however, who knows that the epigene is comprised of molecules at least as odd-looking and diverse, it's just the beginning of his life-sized model of reality.
He works nonstop, from dawn to dusk, breaking only when Carol happens to come out. He loves her visits, which never fail to take him by surprise, so absorbed is he in his project. He loves her fearless eye and supple intelligence. He loves how she keeps her distance, allowing him his freedom, and at the same time finds ways to encourage him. He loves her face and her body, and how, on occasion, usually at his instigation, that face and that body attach themselves to him.
She, in turn, loves to see him being productive again. She loves to watch him from the kitchen window, half-hidden, before she leaves for work. His boundless energy. His brain. His hair, which is lengthening, and the way he tosses his head to get it out of his face. His shirt (she makes sure he wears a clean one every day) stained with sweat. His facility with tools. His creative bursts. It's as though, through this new, sideways endeavor, this temporary substitution of one form of expression for another, he's been unchained.
Like Hercules, she thinks proudly.
Like Samson.
Like that animal … what's its name? The one with three heads. The dog, straining at its leash. Cerberus.
But no. That would not be her Dr. Jim. Dr. Jim has freed himself of his leash.
Cerberus would be someone else.
Carol's Diary:
Carol's diary is blank.
 
Carol, née Schneeman, now James, took her degree in anthropology, with a minor in biology, and parlayed these into a doctorate in one of late-century academia's favorite inventions, the hybrid career. Hers is called ethnobiology, and her particular area of interest is inheritance, specifically the interplay between individual inheritance and group inheritance, between genetic and non-genetic modes of transmission of human information and behavior. The dance, as she likes to say, between molecules and memes. She teaches and does research at the local university, and unlike her formidable husband has no trouble fitting in and getting along.
On the contrary, the job is nearly a perfect match. She likes being part of an institution, likes the stability, the structure, the hierarchy, the clear expectations and tiered chain of command. Having rules frees her from having to waste time ruling herself, and knowing her role frees her to inhabit that role fully. She's a star on the rise and has been steadily climbing the academic ladder. Her sights are set on tenure, and a decision on whether or not she receives it will be made before the year is out.
The chances are good, but there's no guarantee. The field is small and highly competitive, and budgets everywhere are tight. What she needs is another publication. And not just any publication, but something exceptional, to put her name squarely on the map.
She has no dearth of ideas and has made a list of the seven that excite her most. She has put in countless hours of preliminary research, drawn up detailed outlines, including a meticulous inventory of the pros and cons of each. She is nothing if not conscientious, which for her is merely another word for doing the job.
She has set herself a deadline of December 1st, so she'll have the winter break to get a jump start. By the end of November she has whittled the list to three topics. She saves then e-mails the list to herself, intending to have a final look at it that night. If necessary, she'll sleep on it and come to a decision in the morning.
Arriving home, she finds her husband hard at work, and she takes a moment to watch him unobserved. The piece is growing, in both size and strangeness. No surprise there. Nor is she surprised by her reaction to it: amazement and indigestion. The thing has not yet reached above the fence, and they have an agreement that he will stop before it does. The question is, will he honor the agreement? And how far is she willing to go to enforce it if he doesn't? A clash seems inevitable, which she'd prefer to avoid, not for fear of conflict so much as for the chaos of emotion that is sure to follow in its wake. As a preemptive measure, a sort of prophylactic antidote, she goes inside and straightens up the house. Afterwards, she feels better, and better still after swigging down a healthy helping of antacid, its viscousy chalkiness dulling the burn like a protective coat of paint.
Fortified, she's able to turn a calmer and less partisan eye on the mad chimera of her husband's fevered brain. She asks herself if good science can truly come of bad, or at least undisciplined, art. She herself could never work this way, but she herself is not the subject.
The man who is has his own trippy way of thinking when he's doing science (conceiving and designing experiments, for example), or when, like now, he's doing science once removed. He appears to work at random, but she knows this isn't the case. He has a plan, even if he can't articulate it. He'll execute it, and once it's done, he'll know what it was to begin with. (This would be like working backwards for her.) His eccentricity looks eruptive, even slapdash, but it bears the stamp of an interior design.
She can kind of see what he's getting at, the spiraling core of pipes and tubes, which must represent strands of DNA, the chunkier lattice of wood and metal surrounding it, like a supporting structure, each section moving and bending through hinge and ball-and-socket joints and rotating gears, smoothly at times but mostly not. Herky-jerky and spastic, like a newborn's twitchy limbs, but less every day, also like a newborn. Self-corrective and decidedly interactive. It's his vision of the epigene, which they've talked about, and which, in fact, is on her final list of topics. Not his vision of it, but hers.
The epigene, so her thinking goes, is not simply a biological phenomenon, it's a model for how change of any sort—on an individual level and on a larger scale, a societal scale—occurs. And how the different levels of change influence one another and interact. It can be used to describe and predict political, cultural, biological, psychological, anthropological and sociological transformations (any and all of which, she suspects, can be given eigenvalues). Potentially, a powerful tool. And it hasn't been written about, not in the ethnobiology literature, which means the field is wide open.
She sleeps a dreamless night, which is how she likes them, wakes early, and intercepts her husband before he disappears downstairs. This is critical, because once he does that, any meaningful conversation is pretty much a lost cause.
"Can we talk for a minute?" she asks.
He steals a glance at the basement door, gives a curt nod.
"It's about me," she adds in the interest of full disclosure.
What he wants most is to get to work. Second-most is for his Carol to be happy.
"You know what I was before a scientist?" he asks.
It's not the best beginning, but she plays along. "What's that?"
"I collected beetles. Studied them, labeled them. Like Darwin. Raised some, too. Left the collection to my science teacher when I graduated high school."
"And you tell me this because…."
"There're three skills you need to be a successful collector. One, you need to be curious. Two, you need to be patient. Three, you need to be able to pay attention."
She gives him a look, like "are you kidding me?" Then one of her eyebrows rises, just the one, which she can do only if she doesn't try. If she does try … nothing. It's controlled from somewhere beyond her control, like a tic but with a beautiful, arching purpose, and it happens once in a blue moon, when curiosity, skepticism, and annoyance intersect.
"So this is what? Yes, you'll listen to me? Or yes, you'll observe me and take notes?"
"I'll give you my thorough and undivided attention."
She knows he's capable of this. For how long is always the question.
"Thank you. I could use your help."
She leads him to the living room, which has a pair of windows, one facing the street; the other, the yard. The latter is a potential distraction for him, but less of one than the door and stairway to the basement, which are like the siren's call. He can only resist them for a certain amount of time, mainly, she assumes, because he doesn't want to resist. If he did want to but couldn't, she would worry that something was seriously wrong.
He takes the sofa, placing his back to the window overlooking the yard, and makes eye contact with her.
It's a gesture of sincerity on his part, and feeling bullish—provisionally—about the upcoming conversation, she lowers herself into an armchair. "I'm coming up for tenure soon." Pauses, can't tell if his look is expectant or blank. "You know that, right?"
"Yes. Of course."
"I've decided to write a paper on the epigene. My side of it, my version. A view through the ethnobiological lens."
"Interesting."
"I'd like to pick your brain."
He half-turns his head toward the window and makes a flourish with his hand. "There it is."
"Will it bother you? My writing about it?" She means before he does.
"Not at all. Pick away."
She summarizes what she's read: the epigene is a dynamic system. It's in a state of continual flux, but every so often something gets fixed in place. A molecule is attached at a certain spot, and this causes a permanent change.
"Correct," he says. "Relatively permanent."
"And this is different and distinct from a change—a mutation, say—in the DNA. Which is what people usually think of when they think of permanent genetic change."
"Not molecular biologists."
"Normal people," she says.
"A benighted bunch."
She pushes on. "And the reason this molecule is formed, then attached, can be due to a number of factors. Hormones, for example. The environment. Stress."
"Yes. The engine of progress, fortunately, has many triggers."
"And this change can be inherited."
"For a generation or two. In certain cases more."
"So evolution can be fast, not slow. It doesn't need eons to manifest itself." The idea is as exciting now as when she first heard of it.
"It's always fast, when it happens."
"What I mean is, it doesn't have to be random. It can be responsive and even purposeful."
Purpose, he would say, is a human concept. Evolution of whatever stripe conforms to the laws of chemistry and physics, not the laws and needs of man. But that's a discussion for a different time and place. Fundamentally—biologically, that is—she is right.
"Expression is the key," he says. "Everything else is just wishful thinking. A change in the epigene or even the DNA sequence does nothing if it doesn't result in other changes: transcriptional or translational changes, in RNA expression and protein synthesis. Otherwise it just sits there, like a train in the station. Only when the train starts moving does it actually become what it is. Only then does it deserve the name train."
"I like this," she says. "Random mutation is so … so … random. So passive. So gloomy. It cheers me up to know we can do something. We can adjust. We do adjust."
"Constantly."
"I like the idea that we're in active conversation with everyone and everything, whether we know it or not. We're participants, not bystanders. We can control who we are and who we become."
"To a degree," he says, then adds, "Control appeals to you."
"Self-control, yes. And I like that we're not complete pawns in the game. That we have something to say about our destiny. I like it because I like it, and I like it even more because it's true."
"You're an idealist."
"I'm an optimist," she offers as an alternative.
"I'm one, too. But realistically, there's only so much we can do."
"Of course. We're only human."
He grins. "Will you mention Lamarck?"
"I will. How could I not? Epigenetics should have a footnote with his name attached."
On this they agree. It wasn't called epigenetics back in those explosive eighteenth and nineteenth century days of observational science, but rather the inheritance of acquired traits, a controversial theory, the most famous example of which was the progressive lengthening of a giraffe's neck so that it could reach higher leaves and thus out-compete its fellow giraffes. Such a trait, so the thinking went, was passed on to its progeny. A fair number of scientists held this opinion in an often heated and partisan debate, but it was only one arrow Lamarck's remarkable quiver. His observations and conclusions about the natural sphere were seminal. He was among the first to believe—and demonstrate—that the world was an orderly place, built and governed according to immutable natural laws. This was before Darwin, who later paid homage to him.
As Dr. Jim does now. "A towering figure, Jean-Baptiste. A gifted scientist."
"He deserved better than he got."
"He bore the cross, it's true. You'll point this out?"
"I'll state the case. It's not total chaos down here. We're not doomed to some predetermined fate. If people want to believe otherwise, there's not much I can do. But if it was me, I'd take heart."
"Lamarck did. It pleased him to know there was structure. Structure and purpose. He liked a world like that."
To Carol it seems the most human of desires and beliefs. How could anyone live with the inevitable highs and lows of life, the swings and shifts of fortune, not to mention mood, without stable ground to stand on and without purpose?
"Who wouldn't?" she says.
"He liked his giraffes getting taller to reach those leaves. His waterbirds developing webbed feet to improve their swimming. These were useful adaptations, and usefulness was rewarded."
"In Heaven and on Earth," she replies, a reference to the world in which he and everyone else of his time lived, the world of religion and the tug-of-war between religion and science.
"Heaven? Is there such a place?"
"He was Catholic. I'm sure it was useful not to antagonize the Church."
"Antagonism is who we are. Rise and fall, push and pull, positive and negative feedback. Contradiction defines us." His eyes drift toward the kitchen, and his attention shifts. "We'd be nothing without it," he adds under his breath.
It's a reference, she assumes, to his visits downstairs, and it's as close as he'll come to mentioning them. Although, when she thinks about it, it could be a reference to almost anything, and in fact, his attention has veered again, this time back to the yard, where his gaze is now fixed. In profile the changes in his face are more pronounced, the thickening of the muscles along his jaw, the roughening of his cheeks with their now ubiquitous stubble, the deepening of his eye sockets and paradoxical prominence of his eyes. He looks, oxymoronically, both nourished and underfed, replete and hollowed out, a man of wealth and of hunger, sybarite and victim of his own fanaticism, at this particular moment in intense communion with what he's built.
The look is not deceiving. He's enchanted by what he sees, especially his latest addition: a tetrad of pulleys fused together, a kind of block and tackle, which represents the four-pronged histone unit of the epigene. Through one of the pulleys he's threaded a cable, which represents a chromosome. The histone both protects and holds the chromosome firmly in place, but below it, between it and a second tetrad of pulleys, the cable is more open and exposed, more accessible and also freer to move, like a running loop of rope. Chromosome-wise, this is where the action is. Where genes transcribe themselves, communicate with other genes, make RNA and proteins.
He's built, in short, an epigene within the epigene, a microcosm of the whole, a kind of fractal. His paltry skills as an engineer and sculptor don't come close to capturing what the real McCoy represents and does, what it's capable of. Such a cunning design, the epigene. Such a beautiful, pliant system. But what next? What next?
The question casts a shadow on his sunny state of mind. He doesn't have the answer, and his love affair with what he's done is pierced by doubt. He feels a heaving in his chest, and all at once he's drowning in a sea of negativity and dismay. It happens like that: full of himself one moment, fighting for air the next. Presto chango. Snappety-snap. It's a cold, dark place he's fallen into. A bottomless, watery prison if he doesn't get out. It takes every ounce of will to resist the descent. He has to get downstairs, throws a glace towards the kitchen, struggles to his feet.
A hand stops him.
"Stay," says Carol. "Please. Just a few minutes more. Then I'll let you go. This is really helpful."
Her hand is manacled around his wrist, and he glances at it, then bares his teeth. Immediately, she lets go and quickly threads her fingers through his. He's trembling, and she steadies him with a firm, reassuring grip. She's iron to his quicksilver, ground to his jagged downward burst. At the moment she's also a force greater than the siren call. But not for long.
A minute or two. Max.
"What were we talking about?" he asks in a gravelly voice.
"Lamarck."
He nods, waits, searches her face.
"Will you sit?" she asks.
He sits.
"You said he was a gifted scientist," she prompts.
"A true scientist," he replies after a lengthy silence.
"True? In what way?"
"Not everything he did or said was right. But his effort was right. His passion. I count him as a colleague."
The similarities between Lamarck and her husband have not escaped her. She has certain concerns about this, which must be handled delicately, and she asks herself if now is the time.
"He had a passion for truth. Is that what you mean?"
"For reason, I would say."
She accepts his correction, though it makes her just a tad uneasy. Passion can submarine reason, just as certainty can masquerade as truth.
"Do you know he had no money when he died? His family had to beg for the funds to bury him. Couldn't afford a private grave and had to put him in a rented one."
"He was dead."
"Still."
"Private. Rented. What's the difference?"
"I'm sure it felt different to his survivors. Especially when he was kicked out after the lease expired."
"Great men suffer. It's the same old story. He was brilliant but ahead of his time. His views were not accepted."
"Are yours?"
He doesn't miss a beat. "They will be, when I make them known."
She doesn't doubt it, though she does wonder how long this might take. Two hundred years, as it took for Lamarck, would be on the long side for her.
Not that she's impatient, though she does worry a little about money, because her husband at the moment is making absolutely none. Her income supports them both. A non-issue if she gains tenure. If she fails, they will have to cut their expenses drastically, maybe even sell the house. Live in a trailer, not the worst thing. Revert further and live in the woods.
She could make it. That said, she'd rather have money than not. She likes what it does. Likes having what she needs when she needs it. Likes being able to support Dr. Jim in his quest. She'd prefer not having less of the stuff, though if it came to that, she'd survive.
She's been poor before. She grew up poor. Nothing was ever handed to her on a platter. All that she's gained has been the result of her own hard work and dedication.
It's because of this that she values hard work, and it's one of the reasons she values and respects her husband. No one could work harder than he does. And if it comes to pass that he finishes what he's building and goes on to publish his epic book, and it makes no money, she'll be disappointed because he will be, but otherwise she'll be okay. She understands that poverty for some men and for many women is the price of eccentricity. It's the cost of being different, the joy and sorrow of being ahead of one's time. It's not financial poverty that concerns her. It's not poverty of spirit: her husband has spirit to burn.
"Did Lamarck have friends?"
"I have no idea," he replies.
"He had a family."
"Yes."
"A wife. Children. They lived together in a house."
"I assume. You know as much about this as I do."
"I wonder how he felt when he couldn't provide for them. I wonder if he doubted himself. I wonder if he got depressed."
He drums his fingers on his knee, glances toward the kitchen. He really needs to get to work.
"Your point?"
"You've never talked to me about what happened before we met. After you were fired by the university."
"I was never depressed."
"You were hospitalized."
"That was a different man. That wasn't me."
She takes a moment to process this claim. Her husband is many things, and he operates according to his own set of rules and values, but dishonesty has never been one of them. And from the look in his eyes, he's not being dishonest now.
 "Aren't there sometimes recurrences?"
Her questions are driving him further from where he needs to be, which right now is down in the basement. He fidgets, shifts, drums, then gets to his feet.
"Is that what this is about?"
Is it? She isn't sure. She began the conversation talking about herself.
"I may not get it."
"Get it?"
"Tenure."
"You don't need tenure."
"I want it."
"Lamarck had it, and look where he ended up."
"You had it, too, and look at you."
He doesn't answer, as if to say what possible difference does it make, and instead begins to pace. He has a powerful urge to flee, when something out the window catches his eye and stops him. The epigene-in-miniature atop his creation is glowing like an ember, as though the rising sun has singled it out and set it on fire. It goes from liquid red to liquid gold, then all at once the light appears to gather and condense. He can barely look, it's so intense.
He hears a hum, then feels a vibration.
"It's powering up," he mutters.
"What?"
He points, spellbound.
She follows his finger.
"It's opening," he whispers.
"What's opening?"
"The door. The path."
"Look at me," she says.
He doesn't respond, forcing her to repeat herself. "I said look at me. I'm talking to you."
Of anything on Earth, her voice, at that moment and in that way, is perhaps the only thing that could reach him. It combines concern with authority, solicitude with resolve, the verbal equivalent of a one-two punch, and the woman, make no mistake, is a force to reckon with. With a shudder he wrenches himself free of his vision, as free as he can be, and makes eye contact with her. Knows that he needs to re-establish a connection. Desperately tries to recall what they were talking about.
"You would have liked him," he says.
"What?"
"You would have liked him."
"Who? Lamarck?"
He nods.
For a moment she's bewildered, as if he's pulled a fast one on her, a rope-a-dope trick. She can't believe the man, but of course she can. He's done his best to give her his undivided attention. It's been heroic, really, how well he's done. But there are some things a man like Dr. Jim cannot resist. Some things a woman like Carol, née Schneeman, now James, cannot resist, either.
Pedagogy, for example. That, and a parting shot.
"Did she?" she asks.
"Did who?"
"Did Mrs. Lamarck?"
 
Energized by the conversation and her husband's interest and support, Carol dives headlong into her subject, tentatively titling her paper "Toward an Epigenetic Future: Beyond Randomness." To her the epigene represents hope: for the future of her species (possibly for all species, though this is beyond the scope of her piece) and for the future of the planet. People change in response to what's going on around them. That's the message and the fact. They change not merely on the surface but inside, intrinsically: as the environment changes, as the culture changes, as the world changes. This has always been the case, but the new idea (or not so new but new to her) is that this doesn't have to rely on random chance. It doesn't have to be glacially slow. It doesn't have to be passive. Quite the opposite: it's an interactive and highly participatory act.
Most exciting of all, the change can be passed on to future generations and built upon. Little by little or quickly, in great bold leaps. It's the answer, if not the antidote, to cynicism, complacency, and helplessness, which infest and plague so many. Another nail in the coffin of the Luddites and the fatalists who fear and despise progress. People adapt, adapt positively, adapt swiftly. This is what the epigene means to her. It's a metaphor, of course, but it's more than a metaphor, too. She can feel this in herself. She's changing—on the deepest levels—and it seems to be happening, in part, in response to her grasping and grappling with this new idea, working it, following its threads, making intuitive leaps, doubling back, finding ways around apparent dead ends. She feels as if she's tussling with some wild and beautiful animal, making it more beautiful and useful by taming and disciplining it.
She is changing in other ways, too. In response to her environment, for example, her work environment, where the pressure is mounting to get tenure and get it now, while it's within her grasp, and while she's at it, do all the ancillary stuff: publish, teach, administer, procure grants, be exceptional, be more than exceptional, be a star, and if not a star then a pretty damn bright planet. Pressure translates to stress, which has well-known biological effects. Some are epigenetic, and not all of these by any means are deleterious. Being the optimist she is, she has every reason to believe that the positive changes she's undergoing will benefit any future offspring she may choose to produce (currently an open question). It's not just optimism: there's growing evidence that the stress responses of the current generation of children in the nation are blunted, a splendid adaptation, given the exponential growth of sensory and immunologic assaults on their beleaguered defense systems, and proof once again that you can only pound the tip of a nail so much before it becomes dull.
Her home environment is affecting her as well. Being with her husband, listening to what he has to say, watching him change physically and emotionally as his strange—and strangely compelling—sculpture takes shape, wondering where it will all lead and who or what is doing the leading. Is he in control, or is this, as she sometimes fears, a wild-goose chase? How she thinks and feels about him is changing, and this, of course, is changing how she thinks and feels about herself. If she had to guess, she'd say the same is true of him. Change begets change.
A marriage, she decides (independently of him), is epigenetic. Structured, orderly, fluid at times, unpredictable at other times, and at all times interactive: it's like the very thing that's growing in their yard.
Which, by the way, has risen above the fence line. Not by a lot, but enough to get her attention. She's been so absorbed in her paper that it's been weeks since she's given it more than a cursory look. She and her husband have been immersed in their respective projects to the exclusion of all else, like two children at parallel play, the difference, of course, being that these two children are married. How perfect, she thinks, to be as childishly self-absorbed as her husband. How much this helps her understand him. And how much this understanding will help him, in turn, to see the light when she reminds him of their pact.
From Dr. Jim's Diary:
 
Friday, November 27th. Wake up, head hurts. Take a leak, catch a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. Can that be me? Is this Halloween? A circus? Who let that guy in the house?
The effort of trying to figure that one out only makes my head hurt worse, and I throw a couple of aspirin down my throat, then take one of those other, blue-green, pills, which I shouldn't, but who's going to stop me? Down in the basement the cage door is unlocked. No worry about his escaping: a beaten animal knows its place.
He's sitting on the bench when I enter. I don't have to tell him to get up.
We face each other. We're the same height now. I've grown (success adds inches) and he's shrunk. You could say I've cut him down to size.
We fight. I beat his pathetic self. Afterwards he seems even smaller than before. He also appears more naked, which is odd, because he doesn't wear clothes, hasn't from the get-go. Maybe it's his hair, which used to cover every inch of his body. Now it's patchy and thinned out, like a sick and mangy dog's.
Carol's in the kitchen when I come up, a cup of steaming coffee in her hand. She smiles when she sees me, but then a shadow crosses her face.
 "Something wrong?" I ask.
"You look like hell."
"I feel great."
"Is that right?" She wrinkles her nose.
"Got a problem?"
She fans the air in front of her face. "You smell."
"Of course I smell. It's the smell of human. You no like?"
"The human, yes. The smell, no."
"Too bad."
She compresses her lips. "What you mean is, 'You'll get used to it,' delivered in a helpful and encouraging, which is to say, a warm and affectionate voice. 'Too bad' is so cold and antagonistic."
"I'm sorry you're not happy."
She considers this, first with an inward look, then an outward one at me, as if trying to see past some particularly ugly packaging to the gift underneath.
"You're changing," she says at length. "Sometimes I'm happy about it. Sometimes not."
"Be happy."
"Like you."
"Like me. That's right."
"Until you're not."
It may be the truth, but it feels like an accusation. "I don't see that happening. I'm not a guy that gets depressed. What's to be depressed about?"
"You make it sound like it's a choice."
"Why would anyone choose to be depressed?"
"The point, I think, is why wouldn't they choose not to be?"
Talk talk talk. Choice is overrated. Things exist or they don't. I have a smell? Damn right I have a smell. It's called the smell of success.
"I couldn't be happier. You know why? I'm firing on all cylinders. In here," I pound my chest. "Upstairs," I pound my head.
"I'm glad to hear it."
"You should be glad. It's a beautiful thing. We live in a beautiful time. Beautiful minds, beautiful ideas, beautiful place. It's a miracle to be alive. I'm more than happy. I'm ecstatic."
"You're in a zone."
A zone, is it? As in something with limits? That ends? I shake my shaggy head.
"I'm not. The zone is me. It's not going away. Like the smell. It's who I am. Same goes for what I'm building and discovering, and all the good that's going to come of it, how much it's going to change how people think, how much smarter and better they'll become, how much better off and happier, and how it's going to usher in a new age, a golden age, new, improved, and constantly improving—"
"The Golden Age of Dr. Jim?"
"Why not?"
She's checking out my hands, which are down at my sides and, strangely, still bunched into fists, like the residue of something, an indelible mark, perhaps. She's got a curious look on her face, as though puzzling through what this means, which is one of the reasons I love her. She's interested in the what and the why of things, she's observant, and she doesn't jump to conclusions.
Not that any conclusion she or anyone might draw would have an effect on me. I'm above and beyond—immune to, you could say—the tyranny of opinion.
"The sky's the limit," I tell her.
"In the Age of Dr. Jim."
"That's right."
"Where fists rule."
"Fists are good."
She makes a pair of her own, turns them one way then another, regarding them with the same curious and observant expression. After a while she unfurls her fingers, then clenches them into claws. She studies these as well, then pulls them back as far as they'll go, fingertips and nails slightly raised, tendons on the backs of her hands in sharp and tense relief, as though readying for action.
"Grrrr," she says.
"That's the spirit."
She swipes at the air, left-right-left, makes a hissing sound, bares her teeth. Her eyes flash, then settle on my face.
"Got a sec?" she asks.
"Got a lifetime. What's up?"
She turns to the window and points with her chin. "That."
"You like?"
"We had an agreement."
"It's nearly done."
"I'm willing to talk. I can be flexible. I'll listen to reason."
"Do you like it?" I repeat.
The question hangs in the air like a coin toss suspended in glass.
"Does it matter?" she answers at length.
"Of course it does."
"Why? Are you building it for me?"
"I wouldn't be building it without you, that's for sure."
She looks shocked. Then skeptical.
This wounds me, as it should. Skepticism is a dagger to the pure of heart. The innocent, for some reason, are always the first to be accused.
"Why are you looking at me that way?" I ask. "Have I done something wrong? Without knowing? Again?"
Rhetorical questions, of course, and we both know she'd be better off not answering. She could change the subject—to the weather, the neighbors, the news—to anything else, but she's smarter than that.
She apologizes.
Then she rubs it in by kissing me. "That's so nice to hear. You know I wouldn't be writing what I'm writing without you, so it goes both ways. And the answer's yes—I do like it."
Being immune to opinion does not, apparently, mean being immune to praise. I feel a wave of happiness, then pride, and I take her in my arms, pressing her hard against me. I want to crush her, I love her so much.
"Easy," she says. And then, "I have a favor to ask."
"Don't tell me. You want to be there when I finish. On the day. The hour. You want to be part of it. You want to celebrate my victory."
"Okay," she drawls, as though taken up short and trying her best not to disappoint me. "Now you want to hear the one I was going to ask? Don't go up any higher. Go out if you want to, fill the whole yard if you like, just don't go up."
"You're saying size doesn't matter. It's not what's important."
"I'm saying control yourself."
"You're right. It's not. I don't have to go up. I can go out. I can go in. In is up." The meaning of this—the full, ecstatic meaning—explodes on me with the force of revelation. "Up is up, too. Up and up. And up. And away. Up and away." What a hoot! What a miracle! Another explosion, this time of laughter. "Grab your hat, there's a storm coming, it's going to blow us to smithereens, but the coast is clear. Clear sailing ahead if you don't go up. Go out. Go in. In is up, and up is in—"
"Stop."
I hoist her in my arms and twirl her around.
"I said stop!"
Her voice is like the crack of a whip, and I comply.
Once she's down, feet planted firmly on the floor, she crosses her arms over her chest and squares herself to me. "I need you to promise."
"Your will is my command."
"I also need you to be serious."
I raise my hand and pledge to her. "Not an inch higher. Not an angstrom. Not a snowflake. I swear to you. I promise."
 
Carol has her work cut out for her, trusting him to keep his word. She'll believe it when she sees it, or rather when she doesn't see it, doesn't see the piece get higher, and she learns how much harder it is and how much longer it takes to be convinced by the absence of something than by its presence, in this case the absence of something happening rather than by its occurrence. It's the difference between not and not not, similar to the task of carving out and then maintaining silence in a world defined by noise. But as the weeks go by and he's true to his word, she begins to relax. This, in turn, allows her to devote her full energy to her paper, a good thing, seeing as how she's scheduled to deliver a preview of it at an important conference in two weeks.
She has it well mapped out, all save one new idea she's been wrestling with. It's a bit beyond what's known and established on the subject, right on the cusp of the plausible. It's sure to be controversial, which is precisely what she's aiming for. Academics love a good debate, and an aspiring academic could hope for nothing better than to be the center of one.
What she doesn't want is to be laughed off the floor. She needs to run it by someone first, and the someone she has in mind is her husband. Who knows more than he does about the subject? Who, when he chooses, can listen with more intelligence? Who won't pull any punches and be sure to speak his mind? When it comes down to it, there's no one she trusts more.
Rising early one morning, she whips up a batch of pancakes, which will slow if not stop him, and has them ready when he comes downstairs.
He's barely awake. His hair is matted and snarled, as it has been for weeks. His beard is becoming a bush. He half-shuffles, half-lurches into the kitchen, where he stops, raises his head, and sniffs.
"Pancakes," she announces.
Half a minute passes before he eyes the basement door. It's a record. The power of scent.
She pulls out a chair. "Have a seat."
He doesn't move, and she doesn't insist.
"I'm going away next week," she reminds him. "For my conference. To deliver my paper."
He shifts on his feet.
"I've been toying with something. Can I run it by you?"
"Can it wait?" He edges toward the door.
She opens her mouth to say no, but his hand is already turning the knob. The door opens, then he disappears, as if falling into a dream, she thinks.
From Dr. Jim's Diary:
 
Wednesday, Jan 4th. The darkness at first is thick, but my eyes like darkness, they're at home in it, and they adjust quick. The smell of the cellar is abrasive and sharp, and in seconds I'm fully alert. I take the last stairs in a single leap, land like a cat, straighten, look. He's cowering in a corner. What a pitiful excuse for a man. No threat to me or to anyone, and yet at the sight of him my blood boils. Why this is I can't say. But I can say this: he won't fight anymore, not unless I make him.
Which I do.
Boom boom, and it's over.
I almost feel sorry for him.
But I don't. Why should I? Does the cherry feel sorry for the pit?
Fact is, as he crumples to the floor, I'm elated.
 
"I'm going out on a limb," says Carol, after her husband has surfaced. He's sucking down the cakes as if he hasn't eaten in weeks. "I'm speculating that an identical epigenetic change can happen to many individuals in a narrow window of time, possibly simultaneously. And this can cause a recognizable change in culture and society in their lifetimes. It doesn't have to wait for the next generation to manifest itself. It can happen now, as we speak. In real time. Real-time evolution. Not engineered, but natural."
He gulps down a mouthful, goes for another. "Why are you saying that?"
"I believe it, that's why. Or I'd like to."
It's part instinct, part intuition, part hope. It's also part giving her esteemed colleagues something to chew on, and part poking said colleagues in the ribs. "The question is, am I going to sound ridiculous?"
He doesn't answer, leading her to suspect the worst.
"I could leave it out. Stick to what we know."
"And what is that?"
"The epigene is a blueprint for change. It's a paradigm for both stability and adaptation, most notably for individuals, possibly for larger groups. It's biologically based, but it has much broader implications. One of the best and most powerful is that it's future-oriented."
She stops, fearing from his wandering expression that she's lost him. Or lost his support. So she brings it back home, using his own words so there can be no doubt or misunderstanding.
"The epigene is key."
More seconds pass without his responding, enough of them for her to realize how important this is to her, how much his opinion matters. At the moment, however, he's focused on what's in front of him, a fine thick cake from the pan, which he folds in half, then in quarters, smothering it in syrup, then stuffing the fat, dripping wedge in his mouth, chewing and swallowing it, it seems, in a single act, then wiping his chin and lips with the back of his hand, then licking the hand clean. With a belch he settles back in his chair, and finally, at long last, turns his attention to her.
Their eyes meet. She feels a jolt, then a quiver. He gets it. Yes. He understands what she's saying. He understands, and he agrees. She couldn't be happier.
But then he speaks.
"The epigene is nothing. It's dogmeat. It's yesterday's news. The perigene is everything. It's all-encompassing. All change that has or will occur derives from and is contained in it. All being and all possibility. It and it alone is key."
She gapes at him. "The epigene is dogmeat?"
"Don't talk to me about the epigene. It pollutes my ears. All eyes should be on the perigene. It's the source, the nexus, and the crux of existence. It's Heaven's Guiding Hand. Heaven's Crucible. Heaven's Heaven."
"You don't believe in Heaven."
"I'm building Heaven."
His eyes gleam, demonically one might think, and she feels what can only be described as an epigenetic shift, which pricks her like a pin as she glimpses a future that may not include the man she adores.
She's too shaken at first to reply, but then she gathers herself and finds her voice. It's not the steadiest, but it's steady enough.
"Fine then. Be my guest. Build it."
 
Easy to say, he thinks as he hurries into the yard, and not, in fact, that hard to achieve, not when the fire is raging. It helps that he's had more than a mere glimpse of his celestial wonder, that he knows, for example, that the perigene occupies another plane of existence. Another dimension? Another universe? The jury's still out on exactly what and where, but here on Earth, in his representation of it, it exists above and beyond what he's already built. Obviously, then, to depict it properly requires that he build more, and to this end he's constructed an ingenious internal ladder that spirals as it rises, nicely echoing the spiraling DNA portrayed by his cables, pipes, and ropes. The ladder projects well above the current peak of the project, which means it is well above the fence. From the top rung, were he so inclined, he could enjoy a fine view of the neighborhood, not to mention the neighbors, all of whom have fenced-in yards of their own. But he has no interest in them. All his attention is focused on the task at hand. Currently this involves welding ten-foot lengths of copper pipe on end and in parallel to a steel plate base, then welding the base to the quartet of pulleys at the top of the structure … in effect, projecting the parallel pipes into space. At the topmost end of each pipe he's bolted a swiveling, laptop-sized screen, remotely programmed and controlled. Rising together, the pipes resemble a line of stout reeds and also a cross-section of the Golgi apparatus, which is to say, a system of transport tubes. Two way transport in Dr. Jim's fervid and frothy imagination: from the epigene upwards, carrying information to the perigene, which is yet to be built, and to the epigene downwards from the heavenly p, which lies somewhere in the ether above, and from which vantage it conceives, conducts, and conveys its divine and masterful plan to its genetic and epigenetic underlings. The screens have been partially covered with duct tape (the stickum and glue of impatient inventors and freethinkers) in the shape of an ellipse, leaving a narrow slit exposed. When they light up, they look like eyes, and once the program starts, they're always going on and off, always blinking, for what self-respecting perigene would ever sleep? What man, for that matter, who every day is drawing closer to the realization of his dream, every day inhabiting it more, would sleep? Not Dr. Jim. Sleep is the furthest thing from his mind. Not that he could if he wanted to: the need, it appears, has been blasted from his brain. And thank goodness for that. To close his eyes now, on the cusp of his epiphany, with his perigene a heartbeat away, would be insane.
 
For altogether different reasons, Carol isn't sleeping either. Her husband is unraveling, and their marriage is hanging by a thread. Couldn't he have waited? she asks herself. Couldn't he have chosen his words with more care? Her confidence is shaken, and the conference is now less than a week away.
She moves to a separate room, which helps. This suggests to her that distance is a good thing, and she takes a room in a motel, which helps more. During the day she's in her office, honing and polishing her presentation, defending it against attack, both expected and outrageous, such as his, so that by the time of the conference she feels prepared for just about anything.
The hour arrives. Her paper is met warmly enough, and in one quarter—the activist, anti-social Darwinism bunch—she brings down the house. That evening, at one of the myriad parties spawned by such conferences, she's approached by a colleague who had the pleasure of hearing her speak. A good-looking guy with all the right moves and a tongue that could charm a dead fish, it's clear within minutes what he's after.
And why not? She's a prize. She's a catch. It's the biological imperative at work.
Her pants feel suddenly too tight around her hips: biology.
The heat rises to her face: biology.
Riot and rebellion lift their lecherous heads. There's a creature that wants out.
Law and order respond.
It's a bad career move for her.
She has a husband.
That husband is a jerk.
Infidelity is no sin, but recklessness, in her book, is. Not so much because it hurts people, which it does, but because it makes a mess of things. That's the heart of the crime. It opens the door to chaos, mayhem, and unnecessary complications. Not to mention uncertainty, which is never a good thing.
So she tells the guy thanks, but no thanks, and excuses herself.
Later, in her room as she's readying for bed, still buzzing from what might have been, she takes a moment to study her face in the bathroom mirror. She's a natural blonde and has never thought to be anything but. Blonde and short-haired—for her entire adult life has always worn it short. She likes the compact, helmeted look, likes being tidy and meticulous, likes knowing that not one hair will stray from its place from the time she wakes up to the time she lies down at night. Not a hair or a thought. So the idea that she could grow her hair out, that she should grow it out, and not only that, she should dye it, comes as something of a shock.
She has a glimpse of how she might look. Suppresses a giggle. Stretches her arms. Arches her back. Thinks of her mother. Husbandless and as poor as Mrs. Lamarck. What traits did Mom acquire in her life? What traits did she pass on? Can an inherited trait be gotten rid of, short of being engineered out or waiting for eons until it rids itself on its own? Is she right when she postulates, as she has, that its expression can be willfully, mindfully, purposefully controlled?
It's the subject for more than a single paper. A book, perhaps, but it won't be written tonight. Her bed is waiting, neatly made, and she slides in, appreciating the starched, crisp covers. She's a neat, crisp package herself, no loose ends, nothing wasted, and she's had a productive and rewarding day. And there's more to come.
She, too, keeps a diary, of a different sort from her husband's, a kind of counterpoint to her language-heavy, idea-dominated, scrupulously governed life. She doesn't use pencil or pen. Her entries, you could say, are more like dances, storms, music, free-form collages. Her current volume (and there's a box full of others) is sitting on her bedside table. Propping herself on a pillow and pulling her knees to her chest, she rests it against her thighs and opens it to a fresh page. She stares at the pure white rectangle, letting her mind empty, waiting for the moment of inspiration to make itself known. Tonight it comes quicker than usual, primed, perhaps, by the evening's events, but it's no less delicious for that, no less ecstatic, revealing, or fun. Nor is she less herself as she utters a deep-throated moan, then rakes the page with her nails and rips it to shreds.
 
The conference is in every way a success for her. By week's end, after being wined, dined, and courted by no fewer than three eminent deans, followed by a hastily arranged meeting with her own departmental chair, who had not failed to notice the roosters circling what he considers his own personal hen, she feels high as the moon, confident that her dream of tenure is all but assured. Her thoughts turn homeward, to her husband. After a week of separation, her feelings toward him have softened. She can live with their intellectual disagreements. The question is, can she live with him?
She recalls what attracted her to him in the beginning, the very eccentricity, self-absorption, and independence of thought that feels so petty and selfish to her now. But she doesn't have to feel this way. As far as self-absorption goes, he's no worse than she is. Or not much worse. He's only being himself, just himself, and when all is said and done, who else could he be?
He's a man, and men are meant to build … how many times has she heard this said? How many times has she written it off as myth, nonsense, bromide, self-aggrandizing, self-perpetuating, male chauvinist, testosterone-induced, delusional crap? But why? There are lines of distinction. She can personally attest to this. Women are meant to bear children, tell stories and, if all goes according to plan, get tenure. (Although the child-bearing part, she's been told, appears to be changing. This, according to a fellow ethnobiologist she met at the conference. There seems to be an uptick in the number of women worldwide who no longer have an interest in bearing young, or whose interest is muted by other, stronger desires and plans. This, in response to environmental pressures, demographic changes, and a rising tide of prosperity and feminism. From Europe to Japan to Singapore to Taiwan, the birthrate has fallen below the death rate for the first time in a century. Not a bad thing, necessarily, and certainly not bad for her thesis.)
She decides she can live with his precious perigene. More precisely, she decides she would rather live with it than not live with him. The decision relieves her of a great weight, and she returns home on a wave of optimism, eager to see him, only to find that his creation has grown substantially in her absence and is now visible a block away.
Not only has it grown in size, there are now pieces of paper attached to it in a variety of shapes, colors and sizes, some of them quite large. There must be thirty in all, and he's attached them in such a way that they move freely in the breeze, fluttering like flags. But ridiculous-looking flags, stiff and slapdash, like something coughed up by a demented Betsy Ross, making the whole thing, which once had a certain integrity, if not beauty, look ludicrous.
She pulls into the driveway, climbs out, and as she nears the front door, she gets her first hint, not of the meaning of this new addition of his, which would be too much to expect, but of its effect. Nailed to the door is a rather large piece of butcher paper with a rather explicit message to her and her husband signed by a neighbor.
The idea that someone, without her permission, would drive a nail into her house is offensive. The idea that the message is directed at both her and her husband, i.e., that there's no distinction made between the two of them, is embarrassing. The idea that her husband is provoking such an attack is a test.
She tears the paper from the nail and enters the house. The place is a mess, which only reinforces what she already knows, that her husband is besieged by the forces of chaos and needs help. Order needs to be restored, and who better to restore it than herself?
From Dr. Jim's Diary:
 
Sunday, January 15th. He's standing when I enter, head up, shoulders thrown back, a steady light of intelligence in his eyes. The cage door is open, but he's making no attempt to escape.
"Going somewhere?" I ask.
He smiles, then opens his arms as if to invite me in and embrace what we both know comes next.
Trying to disarm me, the little shit. And for a second he does. Then I get a grip on myself, and we fight, although to call it that is a joke. I punch and he receives, not bothering to punch back or defend himself. Afterwards, though, I feel like I've gone twenty rounds. My legs and arms are heavy, as if I've been leeched of my vital fluids. It's all I can do to drag my sorry ass upstairs.
Carol's in the kitchen. The shock of seeing her revives me. "Where did you come from?"
"I live here."
"You left."
"That's right. For my conference." She frowns. "You didn't think I'd walked out on you, did you?"
The truth—that I haven't thought about her at all—would doubtlessly upset her. To tell the truth, she already looks upset.
"I'm glad you're back," I tell her honestly.
"I'm glad, too."
"I've been busy."
"So I see. Too busy to shower. Too busy to shave. Too busy to change your clothes. Too busy to clean up after yourself."
"I've been working."
"I see that, too." She glances out the window. "It's getting bigger."
"Bigger and better."
"No. Not better. Not even close to better. It's an eyesore. This has to stop."
Her voice is like a cage; her expression, the day of judgment.
"Take it down," she says. "Do what you intended to do. Write the damn book. Or don't. Just stop."
"What book?"
"We had an agreement. Nothing above the fence."
"I'll raise the fence. I'll levitate it."
"You're offending people." She thrusts a ragged piece of paper in my face. It's from the guy next door.
What he has to say makes me laugh. "He's a moron."
"He's our neighbor."
"Fuck him."
"That's one way to handle it."
"It's none of his business."
"I disagree."
"It's none of your business, either."
She gives me a long look, then nods, as if this settles something. "I was afraid you'd say that."
 
They start the night in the same bed, but once Carol's asleep, Dr. Jim slips out and heads to the patch of grass in the yard beside the ladder at the center of his creation. This has been his bed for several days. It's where he feels most himself, which is not to say most at ease, because he's far from that. He's too driven and excited to be at ease, as if someone has a foot on the gas, and not only that, they're doing the steering. It's a high-octane, exhilarating ride, and even though there's a cliff ahead, and after the cliff a field of razor-sharp rocks, and after the rocks a team of horses just dying to tear him limb from limb, he wouldn't trade it for anything. A few more days, a few more visits to the basement, and the mighty perigene will be his. Besides, cliffs and rocks are for mortals, and horses, especially wild ones, are kin.
Needless to say, this is no time for sleep. All systems are on full alert, antennae tuned to maximum reception, and he spends the night conversing with the moon and stars, absorbing all he can and channeling what he learns to the task at hand. When not in conversation, he's pacing the yard like an expectant father. Carol's reappearance couldn't have come at a better time: she has stuck with him for the long gestation and now she'll be present for the birth. He faces east, exhorting the night to end so that he can get to work.
Daylight comes at last and he rushes inside, only to find a lock on the door to the basement. A shiny new hasp, mocking him like a smiley face with its rictus of false goodwill. He's sickened, wounded even, but hardly deterred. The only real question is how to remove it: slowly and carefully with a screwdriver, sparing the door and the trim, or instantly, with a hammer and crowbar, using brute force? It's another one of those questions that answers itself.
Carol's waiting when he emerges from his lair. It's no time to talk. His business is outside. But when he attempts to brush past her, she blocks his way.
"You going to clean that up?"
Islands and splinters of wood litter the floor. He could care less, but to avoid a quarrel he kicks them downstairs.
"That's not cleaning," she says.
He locates the lock on the floor, hanging limply from its hasp, picks it up, and thrusts it in her face. "Since when did the Nazis arrive?"
Her face curdles.
"The Enemy is here," he spits.
"No. The Enemy is not here. Reason, however, is."
It's sad almost. How little she understands and how out of touch she is. With him and with reality.
"Reason? You want reason?" He hurls the lock at the window, somehow missing it and hitting the wall instead.
She won't be intimidated. "Having a tantrum, are we?"
"I won't be squelched."
"And I won't live like this. I can't. Enough is enough."
This, he feels, couldn't be less true. Enough is never enough.
"I'll leave," she adds.
"You did leave."
"For good."
For good? What could this possibly mean? he wonders. His good? Hers? Fleetingly, he feels as if he can breathe freely again. The next moment, though, he's consumed with rage at being dictated to. He wants to grab her, shake her, teach her, make her one with him and his just fury, until she understands and retracts what she said. He so wants her to understand. He loves her that much, he aches with love, and she loves him, and lovers don't leave each other, they don't, lovers are inseparable.
The rising sun catches his eye, interrupting his train of thought. A shaft of light shatters the pale morning sky like a bell ending the round. He hears a call, and instantly, the quarrel is forgotten. He's being summoned, and his terrible rage at his wife becomes an ecstatic rage to get outside. He can no more resist it than the flimsy lock could resist him. He has no reason to resist and every reason to consent, every possible reason to surrender and embrace the promise that lies ahead.
 
The sun circles.
The sun sets.
The sun rises.
The sun sets.
The slippery moon appears.
From his grassy bed, Dr. Jim gazes upward through the lattice of his creation. Beyond the winking eyes and eye stalks, the spiraling tubes and strands of metal, the phalanxes of pipes, and the knobby, nodal block and tackle, he spies a tufted, popcorn cloud, drifting past the moon like an exploded ribosome. The speed of its drift is a fraction of the speed of his minnow mind, which darts about restlessly. He senses the approach of something vast, not a predator but a storm of some sort, and leaping to his feet, he races to his ladder. He climbs quickly, through the forest of copper Golgi tubes and their caps of cyclopic screens, swiveling like searchlights on their mounts. As he passes, one points at him, seemingly at random, then another points, and another, until all ten are fixed on his face, ten eyes trained on him, ten adoring, hungry, acolytic eyes, urging him higher. He hurries upward, until he's standing on the topmost rung, which coincides with the topmost addition, the sum and crown of his creation. Another burnished coil of pipe, shoulder-wide, speaking for all three elements of the grand design: the spiraling gene, the resilient, spring-like epigene, and the angelic perigene, rising and expanding like a whorling halo.
He thrusts his head and shoulders through it. The nighttime sky is dazzling and takes his breath away. The air is charged. The stars feel it and chatter in excitement. The moon feels it and grins. Ribbons of energy burst and sizzle across the sky.
He raises his arms in delight. Laughing, he welcomes the storm, invites it to channel itself through him. As he fills with it and as the force of it grows, he realizes something new. He's not merely channeling, he's the channel, too. The linker and the link. There is no distinction between creator and creation, between do and is.
From nowhere and from everywhere he hears a crack, then a splintering sound. The air above him quivers, then rips in half. A slit appears, like the pupil of a cat's eye, but a cosmic cat. He has a glimpse of what lies beyond, and his mind soars.
The glimpse lasts a mere fraction of a second. But a fraction of a second, a fraction of a fraction, is more than enough time to know the perigene in all its splendor. More than enough time to feel the glory and perceive the universal web connecting all things. More than enough for absolute and total bliss.
For one life-affirming fraction of a second, Dr. Jim is fully informed, and then reality sets in. The force sustaining him, suspending him, as it were, on a cloud, cannot, it seems, overcome an insistent downward pull. This, he dimly understands, is the pull of gravity, to which, had he been asked just moments before, he would have said he was immune. As he accelerates past the broken rung of the ladder on which he was standing, he has no time to be disappointed in its failure to do its job. If he's going down, which he certainly appears to be—down, as in free-falling—he should make the most of the time he has left. Why fear the ground that's hurtling like a rocket towards him? Why fear injury, pain, death, the unknown? He's just had a glimpse of the unknown, and with the speed of light he has another, and suddenly he's in hysterics. His throat and mouth are like brass. He could be a trumpeter, splitting the air with raucous noise, braying and shrieking the final, wild, delirious notes of his last and greatest song.
From Dr. Jim's Diary:
 
Thursday, January 19th. Sleep, or something like it. Wake to gray light, shivering and wet. Head pounds like a drum. Stumble through maze of pillar, pipe, and post to a door. Door leads to another door, which leads downstairs. Gate of bars at the bottom, open as a trap. A man inside, waiting. We face each other. No fight left.
He helps me sit.
"You've had a tumble," he says gently. "I'm Dr. Jim. You are…. " He hesitates. "My guest."
He strokes my head, then retreats beyond the swinging gate, shutting it behind him. The clang and clank of the bolt are like a wake-up call, a helping hand of a sort.
He gazes at me through the bars. His eyes are misty. His expression is raw with pity, gratitude, and relief.
If I could speak, I would, but I'm hollow inside. The days ahead are dark. I churn no more.
 
The first order of business is to get his feet back under him; next, to survey and explore. Damage has been done, but then there's always damage. The question is what to do about it.
This depends, principally, on how bad it is and whether or not it can be fixed. Some things are too broken to be fixed. Some broken things, once fixed, are as good as new. Or nearly as good. Some, depending on what material you started with, are better.
Dr. Jim has never been what anyone would call a fixer. He's more a slash and burn, leave the past behind, the best is yet to come kind of guy. So it's no surprise, as he stands beside his midden heap of a masterpiece, his tour de force of bric-a-brac and dream, that he decides, with scarcely a moment's hesitation, to tear it down. The surprise is why. He misses Carol, and when something is broken—a plate, say—and one half not only needs the other half for completion but fits it perfectly, it's senseless not to glue them together, a disservice to both halves not to recreate the whole.
The decision made, he throws himself into the task like a man possessed. In a week the thing is lying in a pile on the ground. The last bolt is barely out of its socket when he calls Carol with the good news.
Her reply to him is short and sweet. She meant what she said. She's not coming back. She wishes him the best. Case closed.
He waits a few days, then calls again. And again in a month. In so many of life's pursuits—from research to weight loss to treasure hunts—doggedness is rewarded, but in this—his pursuit of Carol—it is not. She doesn't answer his calls and doesn't reply to his messages. Undiscouraged, he continues to reach out, if for no other reason than to hear her voice. It's a beautiful voice, and while the recording never changes, each time he calls he hears something new and special in it. Up until the day there's a different voice, informing him with cold proficiency that the number has been disconnected.
So much for fixing.
 
Time plods on. At length he has the debris in the yard hauled away. Then he brings a chair outside and sits. It's early spring, and then, seemingly overnight, it's summer. The outline of his sculpture has disappeared: the grass that was crushed by it has regrown and filled in, joined by the stalks and heads of dandelions and other weeds. Ants troop along the ground. He identifies two species, as well as several kinds of beetles, including old friends Polyphylla decemlineata, Stictotarsus eximius, and Loricaster rotundus. He remembers his collection, idly wonders if it has survived, and if so, if its spirit has survived with it, the spirit of observing and collecting, and by doing so, honoring the greatness and the miracle of life's diversity on Earth.
He sits and he sits, watching, listening, observing himself as the emptiness slowly but surely fills, until the day finally comes when he's sat long enough, and that's the day he begins.
 
A year later he puts the final touches on his opus, the crowning achievement (so far) of his career. On a whim he googles Carol, thinking what the hell, she might want to know. He finds her at a nearby university, a place known far and wide for its hallowed halls, distinguished faculty, and otherworldly endowment, and shoots her an e-mail with a tracer attached.
She deletes it within the hour, probably the minute she saw it. At noon a week later he sends her another, which she deletes at 4 P.M. Probably after coming back from an afternoon lecture. Probably—once again—as soon as she laid eyes on it.
Still. Four hours compared to one.
He knows he's a fool. The question is, how much of a fool, to consider this progress?
 
Carol's Diary:
Carol thumbs through her diary, surveying the torn, slashed, shredded, mangled, hanging-by-a-thread, pages. What a pleasure, after a long day like today, to make a new entry. Afterwards, though, she feels an unexpected emptiness, as though something is missing that shouldn't be. She can't quite put her finger on it, other than to call it "peace of mind," which is far too vague to be helpful.
This happens on a succession of nights, and on each of them she falls asleep, fully expecting she'll wake in the morning with a workable answer. But she doesn't, and finally, after a particularly restless night, she wakes with a new feeling. Or rather the same feeling, subtly amended: it's not, to be precise, that she's missing something she had, but rather that she's missing something that, prior to getting those stupid e-mails from her ex, she didn't have. Something, in other words, that previously didn't exist and now does.
How fascinating, she thinks … to an ontologist. How infuriating to her.
It's the news of his book and his offer to give her a sneak preview. Dangling the bait. She wouldn't be much of a scientist, not to mention an epigeneticist, if she weren't curious. Say what you will about the man, he's always been an exceptionally deep and original thinker. It would be a feather in her cap, professionally speaking, to get a first peek. Who knows—if he's true to his word about her being an inspiration (she remembers this clearly), she might find her name in the list of acknowledgements.
The more she considers, the more she thinks, Why not? It's not as if he's asking for anything. It's no slight on her character, no affront to her dignity, no encroachment on her sovereignty or disrespect to her person that he wants to share the news. If anything, it's an opportunity.
From irritation to interest. From annoyance to cautious optimism. How the mind enlarges. Some say it's a pendulum that swings equally forward and back. Rubbish, says Carol. The mind either shrinks or grows, regresses or advances.
Only a fool would not consider this progress.
 
As the day of their meeting approaches and finally arrives, Dr. Jim is beside himself with excitement. A normal excitement, he feels. He checks himself in the mirror, checks the time, the mirror, the time, a non-sustainable activity that he interrupts with nervous glances out the window. She said two o'clock, and it's ten minutes past. So many possible reasons for this, but unlike her. Her voice sounded different, too, throatier, more muscular, as if fashioned by a hitherto unknown and unplumbed equation. After hanging up, he found himself wondering if there was a new man in her life. He searched the Internet, which didn't have the answer but did have an alternate one. Two separate papers described anatomic changes to the female larynx (and a subsequent deepening of speech) as said females ascended various corporate and non-corporate ladders. So the voice thing could be due to that and not some guy, which relieved him somewhat.
At eighteen past the hour, an SUV pulls into the driveway. He rushes to the front hall, and when the doorbell rings, flings the door open.
Perched on the threshold is a woman who, at first glance, he barely recognizes. She has long black hair that flies from her head in an explosion of curls. Deep-red lipstick and deep-red, miter-shaped nails. A long-sleeved black knit dress. Bracelets on both wrists. A silver barbell eyebrow ring. Eye shadow the color of smoke.
She's grown, it appears, both in size and in stature. An imposing package.
He invites her in and escorts her to the living room, which he has swept, vacuumed, dusted, and straightened within an inch of its life. Thinking this will please her, as it used to.
Without comment, she sits.
"You look well," he says.
"Different, you mean."
"Different, yes. But also well."
She inclines her head. "I am. Very."
"Your work agrees with you."
She assumes he knows what it is from having reached her on-line and seen her various postings. "I love my work. I love being tenured. I love being able to do what I choose. Within limits, of course."
"Limits agree with you, too."
"If you say so." She pushes a bracelet up until it's tight on her forearm, like a bridle choking a snake. "I love being able to call the shots. Not all of them, obviously. There're plenty of hungry fish above me in the chain, but in my little school, my fiefdom, I'm boss."
"As you should be."
"I completely agree."
"You're secure."
"I've always been secure. Now I have security."
He wants to ask if she's happy, knows it would be a mistake. "Have you been writing?"
"I have. It's what I was hired to do. Among other things."
"About what?"
"You don't know?"
"I saw you've written a book."
It sounds like he hasn't read it. She didn't expect that he would and in fact has prepared herself not to be bothered by this. Which is not to say she isn't.
"Yes. It's the one I was working on when you were…." She stops, rephrases. "Before you started on yours."
"How has it done?"
"It's gotten some play in the press. Mostly the academic press, but not exclusively."
"Has it been well received?"
"Very well. I've become something of a celebrity. The high priestess of cultural epigenetics. A lightning rod for visionaries, idealists, crackpots, and the suppressed."
"The suppressed?"
"Yes. I tell them to express themselves. That's something I learned from you."
"Do they listen?"
"Actually, I tell them they're expressing themselves all the time, whether they know it or not. The epigene, it turns out, is key. That's where expression begins. I know you don't agree, but there it is."
She's right: he doesn't. Her statement is not only true but prescient. His own book contains a long and detailed argument against this very point of view. It stops short of being a diatribe, though she might not agree, especially given what he's titled the epigene section—"High Hopes, Diminishing Returns"—which she won't possibly miss if she has even a cursory look. Now has to be the worst conceivable time to give her the opportunity. A quarrel is the last thing he wants.
So what is it with him? Pride? Boastfulness? Ingenuousness? The desire to share something precious with her? His natural and troublesome impulsivity, aka the uncanny ability to shoot himself in the foot? What is it that makes him blurt, "I've written a book, too."
"Yes. You said."
"Would you like to see it?"
"Now?"
"Why not?"
He leaves and returns with a tome as thick and heavy as a brick. It's got a clear plastic cover, beneath which is the title page. She reads it aloud:
"The Halo, Not the Helix: The Science and Promise of Perigenetics." She raises an eyebrow. "It's a science, is it?"
"An evolving science. Feel free to have a look."
She riffles through the pages, pausing every now and then—at section and chapter titles, or at one of his winsome little hand-drawings that are sprinkled throughout the work.
"Take it home if you'd like."
"You're not serious."
"I'd welcome your opinion."
"You want me to read it?"
"I insist. I'd love to hear what you think."
She hides her pleasure at this. "I'm extremely busy these days—you know how it is. I may not get to it for a while." She pauses. "Quite a while. I'm really up to my ears with work."
This is payback, pure and simple, for his not reading hers. In truth, she'd like nothing better than to dive into it at once. She can't wait to see where his prodigious intelligence has taken him. Knows there'll be plenty to chew on. Expects to be inspired, challenged, irritated, and galvanized.
"Take your time," he replies with equanimity. "It's good to have a full plate. I'm always happiest when I'm busy."
He's so different from how she remembers. Patient, attentive, engaging.
"What's up next for you?" she asks, warming to him.
"Next?"
"Yes. What's your next project? I assume you have a next project. Actually, I assume you've already begun."
He smiles.
She laughs. "I'm right, aren't I? Want to tell me what it is?"
He won't meet her eyes.
"C'mon. Tell."
"It's hard to put into words."
"Shall I guess?"
"If you like."
She rattles off a series of ideas and projects, each one a little more provocative and outrageous than the next. When she's done, he shakes his head.
"None of those."
She leans forward to study him more closely, as though to read his mind. The light from the street catches his face in such a way as to make him look young, boyish even. All the boys she's ever known have had double, or triple, lives. It feels pointless to continue guessing.
"I give up."
"It's not an easy thing for me to say."
She gets a tightness in her chest, as though something hurtful is on the way. This infuriates her, to fall prey like this, and she rises quickly, weight on the balls of her feet, prepared in an instant to walk out. At the same time, unconsciously, she claws her hands at her sides.
"Spit it out," she says.
He nods decisively. But as the seconds tick away without his uttering so much as a peep, the tension mounts.
Finally, he summons his courage and breaks the silence. "Would you ever think of trying again?"
Her eyes widen. Her ears, she decides, are playing tricks on her.
"Trying again?"
"Coming back."
"And doing what? Getting remarried?"
They've been divorced a year. Swiftly, he calculates what to say next.
"Not necessarily that. Just trying again. Trying to do better."
Shock gives way to a peal of laughter. "You want me to come back? To you? To a man who works every minute of every day? Yet somehow, at the same time, defines the word unsteady? A man with more moods than a mood ring. A man not merely divided in his attention but divided against himself."
She's spoken the unspeakable. He would never have allowed this before, but he's hardly in a position to tell her to shut up.
And now that the gates are open, she's not about to hold back. "Do you know what it's like? I'll tell you. It's like living with three people in the house. Someone is always the odd person out. Always. If you live alone, you get lonely sometimes. If you're a couple, you fight and make up. If there're three of you, there's always a third wheel. Someone's always out in the cold. Three is the absolute worst."
"I take it that's a no."
She begins to reply, pauses, purses her lips. "To a threesome, yes."
At first he doesn't understand. Then it hits him. It's an impossible request. Yet she's such a commanding presence. Maybe he can do it. Maybe, with her help.
"I can't promise," he says.
"Can't promise what?"
He makes a gesture to include the two of them. "You and me. Just us."
She frowns, then pulls out her phone and types in a message. Moments later, the side door of the van slides open and a woman steps out. She has short blonde hair, a pale complexion, and a stiffish, self-conscious gait, as though balancing something breakable on her head that could, with the slightest misstep, fall and shatter.
"Recognize her?" Carol asks.
She does look familiar. The hair at the back of his neck must think so, too, because it stands at attention.
"A friend of yours?" he asks.
"More than a friend."
"Should I be jealous?"
"I can't answer that. I will say it's not why she's here."
"Are you trying to teach me a lesson? Is that it?"
"Why don't you meet her and then decide."
"Decide?"
Is he that obtuse? She has the urge to order the woman back into the van and slap Dr. Jim across the face. Not without affection. She would never slap a man she didn't like or respect.
She glances around the room, then up towards the ceiling, imagining the upper floor. In her mind she's measuring the house. She has to decide, too.
She turns her eye on Dr. Jim. "We're not that different, you know."
"Decide what?" he asks.
Measuring him, measuring herself. "If there's room."



The Weight of the Sunrise
Vylar Kaftan
 
1.
The Disfigured God
So you ask for the story of your origin, beautiful boy, and why you and your father are different from those around you. You are fourteen and nearly a man. Before you choose your name, you should know yourself—and I, your grandfather, will tell you the story of you. The tale is written in the scars of my hands, and told in the blood of the Incan people.
You must imagine me younger, child—much the age that your father is now. Picture a warm December day, just before midsummer. It was 1806, though back then we did not count the years as Europeans do. Smallpox raged through the southern Land of the Four Quarters. You've seen your grandmother's pitted face; once she was considered a beauty for those telltale scars. I worked in the fields near Cusco, because I enjoyed farming. I had never liked the city. The cool soil on my hands reminded me of childhood, and of home in the northern mountains.
When the gods summoned me, I was planting late-spring tomatoes—the ones that would blossom shortly before June frost. I knelt on the terraced slopes south of Cusco, on land owned by your grandmother's clan—since as you know, I myself came from a poor potato-farming family. Each seed entered the ground lovingly; I thanked Pachimama that I could enjoy the planting and not fear the harvest. The noon sun blessed my bare head. My water jug rested nearby, with my flintlock rifle leaning against it.
The sunlight faded—but no cloud marked the sky. I looked up. Two men approached, noble in dress and bearing. They wore macaw feathers at their throats, so I knew they outranked any noble I'd ever met. Although society did not require me to bow, I stood and did so anyway.
The taller one, who wore the brighter feathers, said, "Lanchi Ronpa?"
"I am Lanchi," I said, leaving off the honorific as I often did. I disliked claiming noble status simply because my family survived smallpox, even though it was my right. I was traveling at the time and never exposed. For all I knew, smallpox would kill me if I ever caught it. Even the great physician Ronpa himself had admitted that while Inti marked certain families with the sacred scars, he would still take their children as he pleased.
The shorter man looked disdainfully at my dirty tunic and hands. I guessed he was subordinate, because he didn't speak. The first man said, "I am Amaru Aroynapa, and this is my cousin Paucar Aroynapa. We come on behalf of the Sapa Inca himself, Coniraya the Condor, Emperor of the Four Quarters. A matter of great importance has arisen. You are summoned into his presence."
My knees trembled. The Aroynapa family? Not just any nobles, but cousins to the god-emperor himself! It was only three years ago that the former Sapa Inca joined the Court of the Dead. The ruler now called Coniraya was barely a man, yet had proved his godhood through skillful combat against his brother. And now the god's mortal cousins summoned me into his presence?
"What honor could the Sapa Inca possibly wish to grant me?" I asked, my mouth dry.
"Your grandfather was British, was he not?"
"Yes," I said, "born Smith in the land of Britain, but he came here as a trader and learned our ways. He took the name—"
"And do you speak English?"
I hadn't spoken it since I was ten. My grandfather had lived in isolation on our farm, and we had always feared an edict ordering his death. He had died of digestive ills twenty years ago. "I have spoken English," I said cautiously, worried that I had forgotten it. "But the foreigners were expelled from our land forty years ago. What possible need has the Sapa Inca for that language?"
"Things have changed," said the shorter man abruptly. "Do not question the need."
"His question is intelligent, Paucar," said Amaru gently. "He will want to understand why the Sapa Inca summons him." He addressed me. "There are visitors from the northern lands. They bear a British flag, but call themselves Americans. They brought their own translator, a poor fisherman from a distant village with heritage like yours. But such a man cannot appear before a god."
I understood instantly. "And there are no true nobles who speak this language anymore."
"Exactly. There are several families with English heritage, particularly among the farmers and fishermen in the distant north. There are also several families elevated to nobility as the Ronpa, because one parent and two children proved resilient to smallpox. However, there is only one man in Cusco who has both qualities."
I put down my hoe as my palms sweated. I had never felt like I belonged in Cusco, despite my rank. It was only at manhood that my family earned a place in the capital—and that, only by chance, as smallpox swept our village. I was no more elegant than the fisherman I would replace. But I had learned some manners in the city, and of course the Sapa Inca would not speak with a fisherman. Perhaps if I went, I might spare this man the pressures I had felt since arriving—the burden I could only share with my wife, who understood my fears.
I said calmly, "If the Sapa Inca calls, then I answer gladly."
Amaru nodded. "Prepare yourself and inform your wife. Come to the palace at nightfall, where we will begin your quarantine."
I paused, concerned for my coarse appearance. "I have an embroidered tunic, perhaps—"
Paucar snorted, but Amaru gave a tiny smile. "Your clothes will be burned, Lanchi. You may as well wear what you have on now."
My face grew hot. "Of course." The Sapa Inca would shower me with clothes and jewelry, as casually as a dog sheds its hair. And that was only the beginning. No matter what came of the meeting, my life would be different forever. No man could meet a god and remain unchanged.
 
I shouldered my musket and water jug and headed home. I had a long walk. There were few fields near Cusco itself, since few commoners lived in the capital. In those days it was quite strange to be of Ronpa class; we existed in a world halfway between the established families and the workers. My home lay across the city. It would have been shorter to cut through, but I preferred the scenic route on the beautiful fitted stone roads, which had remained strong for four centuries. I'd heard that the roads in Europe were full of holes. It amazed me that the inventors of muskets could not build a road.
As I neared home, I recognized the scent of llama stew, which my beloved Yma had promised me for supper. I hurried toward the familiar stone house, which still felt too lavish. We had a traditional blanket door rather than the newfangled European doors, because we preferred the fresh breeze.
I pushed the blanket aside. "Yma, darling. I'm home early with news."
She looked up from her cookpot. My heart filled with contentment at the sight. My wife was as lovely as the day I gave her mother coca leaves; still sweetly shaped, like a goddess, with cornsilk hair falling to her hips. The pockmarks dotting her face proved her health and strength; no partial scarring to ruin her symmetry! My Yma had survived the pox at fifteen, which made her a good mate for a Ronpa like myself. With Inti's blessing, our children might escape death by pox.
Yma smiled, but her expression faded. "You look troubled. Is the news bad?"
"Not bad," I told her, "but unexpected."
With a peal of laughter, my little Chaska raced through the doorway, covered in cornmeal. "Papa!" she cried, hugging and kissing my arm with flour-covered lips. The joy of my life! She would be nine at Midsummer. Bright stars, her nickname meant—or planets, as we now called them, after sharing knowledge with European astronomers in the past century.
"Hello, sweet child," I said affectionately, patting her head so as not to spoil her. I pushed her away and went to my son, who crawled in his baked-earth playpen. I picked him up and swung him around once before setting him down. My heart ached to give this boy his nickname, but I didn't dare tempt the spirits to steal him. He must simply be "the baby" until his second birthday.
My wife said, "Chaska, get back to grinding." My daughter bounded out the door. Work seemed to brighten her spirits, which we thought was positive. We took great care with our daughter, as she was considered one of the prettiest girls in Cusco, and we hoped she might be chosen as a priestess someday.
"What has happened?" asked Yma, setting down her spoon.
When I told her, her eyes widened and her face grew pensive. Yma was a youngest daughter of the lower nobility, and she knew what an imperial summons meant. It could mean our family's great fortune—or the execution of us all, should I displease our ruler.
Finally she said only, "I must cut your bangs before you go. I don't want locks of your hair in the palace's power."
I nodded, even though she had cut my hair only last week. She called Chaska to stir the stew. Yma trimmed my hair neatly to eyebrow length in front and chin on the sides. She wielded the knife carefully, as if her haircut would protect me when she herself could not. Ah, my child—how I loved that woman, your honored grandmother! I miss her every day, now that she has gone to the Empire of the Sun. She was the moon to my sun, the silver to my gold—the lesser but equally important half of our pairing, as all things in this world are matched. Without her, I would have been nothing. Someday, my child, you will choose a woman yourself, and you will understand why family is the world's true gold. The greatest joy imaginable is to love another person as I did my Yma.
But that evening, I kissed my wife goodbye fearing that I might lose all happiness. I embraced both my children lovingly, regardless of what others might say about spoiling them.
 
I saw my city with new eyes as I crossed it that evening. I admired the square at Huacaypata, where workers prepared the vast stone tables for the Midsummer feast. I watched the lesser nobles bustle through the streets on evening calls, clad in bright wool tunics and shining feathers from the Amazon. A few even wore hats, which the Europeans had popularized, though many Incas now scorned that tradition as foreign. Yet none could argue that bright-feathered hats were practical, and thus the custom persisted in noble circles.
Cusco seemed newly fragile to me. Even as servants bathed me in the Coricancha's stone chambers, scouring away dirt and hard work, I could not appreciate the palace's beauty. The Americans! What could they want from us? They were a British splinter group, ruled from overseas—much the way we ruled tribes across three thousand miles of desert, rainforest, and mountains. Yet they called themselves both British subjects, and Americans.
No Incan ruler would tolerate such a thing. The leaders of conquered peoples were granted nobility in Cusco, and imperial loyalists were sent to the new lands as rulers. In this way all became Incan. I could not understand why the British did not do likewise.
And so I waited, naked and solitary, for my turn to see the god-emperor. Twelve days must pass before contact, per Ronpa's guidance. The ruler had singlehandedly saved the Incan Empire, or what was left after millions died in the 1500s. I was comfortable enough; the waiting chambers held heated bricks and fascinating mosaics. I was not allowed to touch anything, and so I sat and thought. It was hard not to think through my history lessons, to remember foolish Pizarro who attacked 80,000 Incas with only 168 Spaniards; mere horses, cannons, and armor could not daunt so many Incan warriors! The brave Atahualpa slew most of Pizarro's men, keeping seven to teach him how cannons worked.
I thought of these men, as my attendants dressed me in the finest tunic I had ever touched. But even those Spaniards, who had lived with smallpox since anyone could remember, did not know how to manage it. It was Incan science that figured out how to quarantine and sanitize. I found courage here. The gods may have tested us, but my people triumphed—and eventually took back our lost lands, until our empire was as glorious as before. This time, Incas and outsiders would meet on equal ground.
But one thing nagged me, as the servants pressed thick gold earplugs through my ears. I would be held responsible for these Americans' words. Surely they came to bargain. If they threatened the Sapa Inca, I would have to alter their tone—or the ruler might blame me for their sacrilege. Yet if the Sapa Inca knew I translated imperfectly, I might be killed for that offense too. I held an unwinnable position.
The attendants strapped a heavy gold block to my back, for no man could meet the Sapa Inca unburdened. I staggered under the weight. Unless the barbarians were perfect nobles—gentle and respectful in all ways—my fate was tied to theirs. And I had little hope that they would respect our god-emperor enough to avoid offense.
A servant led me from the waiting room. I stumbled barefoot on the tiled floor, nearly blind to my surroundings. Massive stone pillars and golden trim marked my route. I passed lines of nobles, each clad more finely than the last, wearing gold sun-masks that marked their ranks. It was like a strange dream that might vanish on waking. I waited behind three different doors, each grander than the previous, until finally the imperial crier summoned me forth.
I steeled myself. If the Sapa Inca received the Americans, then surely he must hear their request. He would want my honest translation. With aching back and pounding heart, I stumbled into the throne room. I walked what seemed like the entire length of Cusco to reach the Sapa Inca's pedestal. I pressed my body to the floor and did not lift myself until called. Even then I rose slowly and kept my eyes downcast.
Before me stood the great gold screen, carved with pumas and condors and flowers, which hid the man my eyes were unworthy to see.
 
2.
The Sapa Inca Speaks
You, my grandson, have seen the throne room yourself, because of your father's accomplishments. Perhaps my story seems mundane. You must remember—I never dreamed of meeting the Sapa Inca. When I was fourteen, I still lived in the village Pitahaya, where I farmed and hunted and studied my British grandfather's Bible. I had only two dreams: to farm my own land, and to have a brother. You will not appreciate how difficult a boy's life is with two elder and two younger sisters!
So you must picture this day as if you were me, my child. When smallpox struck Pitahaya, my elder sisters had already married into other villages. I was away on my first solo hunt, preparing to become a man. My parents and younger sisters stayed home.
Imagine yourself on a hunt today—yes, I know you prefer sailing, but bear with me. You're alone, with your musket and your senses. You stalk a raptor or wildcat, and think yourself clever. You might kill a condor, as I did, and declare yourself a man. You mark your face with its blood. You walk home, proud and triumphant, after your five-day hunt.
Then you reach the village hill and find you cannot walk further. Imperial soldiers block your way. Smallpox has struck your home. Houses burn, to kill the disease, and you don't know who's inside. The soldiers tell you three-fourths of your village has died. They cannot tell you of your family. You must look to the sickly clusters, sleeping in the open air, quarantined by scarred pox survivors. You cannot join them, so you squint from a distance, wishing your eyes were those of the condor you killed.
But no. My child, you cannot imagine such madness. You no longer fear smallpox the way we did. Three days passed before I learned my family's fate. My mother recovered, but my sisters went blind. My father died moaning my name. My grandson, you will never come home to a deeply scarred family—to learn that overnight your family is newly valued as Ronpa. Your fortune is made. But at what cost! Look at your wrecked village, where women weep, where possessions burn. See your friends and neighbors, drowned by the dozens in pestilence.
Try to understand, dear boy. Because the story of you depends on this fear.
 
My burning village haunted me as I met the Sapa Inca, who sat unapproachable behind his solid screen. I knew he had never seen such a thing.
"You are Lanchi Ronpa," stated an imperious voice from behind the golden wall.
"Yes, Your Divinity," I answered, and flushed hot as the nobles tittered behind their masks. I was supposed to address him as Greatness; that other title meant his brother the High Priest.
Luckily, the voice sounded amused. "Lanchi Ronpa, you will translate for the Americans when they are granted entrance. Keep yourself firm at all times. Speak in your most imperial tone when you convey our words, as if you were the greatest of men. When you interpret their words, use a vulnerable tone. We command you to translate as accurately as possible."
Those words relieved me somewhat, but not entirely. The Sapa Inca might announce one thing, and do another if sufficiently angered. No one would question his fickleness. So I simply said, "I hear and obey, Your Greatness."
"Stand beside this screen to speak."
Nervously I approached the screen, which extended sideways to shield the god-emperor completely. I heard nobles whispering. No matter what else happened this day, I would be remembered as the Ronpa who stood on the highest step. My knees shook. I could not have borne seeing the Sapa Inca's face.
A woman's voice spoke softly next to me. "Lanchi Ronpa, you will also ask any question I have of these Americans when the time comes."
The Coya Inca! She was here as well. Most ruling women kept to their domestics, but this one had always been ambitious. Wife to the Sapa, she was the moon who shone beneath his daylight. I had no idea how to address her. I murmured, "I hear and obey, star of the purest sky."
The compliment seemed acceptable, as no words came from behind the screen. Thus I waited for the Americans.
Soon the imperial guards appeared, armed with every weapon known to us, from traditional bolas to modern flintlock rifles—the best our scientists had developed. We had not stumbled through centuries of poverty and war; only plagues interrupted our science. Ever since Atahualpa's reign, imperial guards remained armed at all times. One never knew when a diplomat might attack. So many warriors arrived that I could see nothing else. Then the procession parted like grain in the wind, and I saw the Americans.
My child, I tell you—I feared disappointment that they were only men, but in fact I was astonished. The Americans were five in number. All wore heavy stones on their backs. First I noticed their leader—who, at that time, I thought might be king. He had deep-set eyes like my grandfather, with ghostly irises and rust-colored eyebrows. His hair amazed me, for it was curled throughout, and aged white despite his young face. It looked like he had rolled it on sticks and slept on it while damp. I wondered why this man would arrange his hair so strangely.
But these thoughts vanished quickly—for among the Americans stood the strangest man I'd ever seen. His skin was dark as fertile soil, with hair like the black llamas that honor the creator god. Like the others, he wore strange clothing: a fine white shirt, with excess fabric gathered at his throat. His shirt was far too short, only falling to his waist, and fine wool fitted the shape of his legs. I saw no point in this; it seemed confining, but I recalled that Europeans had long dressed in this fashion. He looked younger than the leader, though perhaps that was because of the leader's white hair.
I met the dark man's gaze, though he quickly looked down. The pale man addressed me in English. I thanked Inti that he spoke slowly, which helped me. He said, "Praise God that we have arrived here to meet you, and that you have welcomed us. We are Americans, and currently subjects of the British Empire. In the name of the thirteen American colonies, I greet you and request that we negotiate."
I paused before translating "God"—did he mean Inti or did he mean the character from British mythology? I finally translated as "divinity," and I think the Sapa Inca took it as meaning the true gods.
The court scribe said, "State your name, title, and rank for the records."
"I am Ambassador John Fernando Loddington de Godoy. As you request my rank, I will state that my father owns an enormous farm in Virginia, which is the most proud and courageous of the American lands. My mother was Spanish-born of noble blood, and thus my titling is to Catalan lands. In America my nobility comes from the amount of land I own. You must forgive my slow response. American ranks are understood very differently."
I wondered how Americans recognized their nobles, but it was not my role to ask. I translated his words. The scribe took notes and said, "You may address the Sapa Inca. He will respond only if he pleases. When you are finished, you must leave, whether or not he has spoken."
Loddington looked at the screen. I saw his distrust; he clearly lacked confidence that any man sat there at all, let alone the Sapa Inca. Yet he recognized his place, and his words showed his cleverness.
He said, "I am pleased that the Sapa Inca considered our proposal worthy, and that he would bring his most honored presence to this meeting so that he might hear with his own ears and respond with his own voice. Though we had chosen our translator and prepared ourselves accordingly, his great wisdom moved him to choose his own man. Indeed, what effective ruler could trust a translator who was not self-selected and aligned with his interests?"
By this, I learned not to underestimate this man. I felt uncomfortable translating the last part, because it might inspire the Sapa Inca to ensure that I was in fact perfectly aligned. I worried that this might force the marriage of my daughter to an imperial cousin, perhaps within the week. You may think this an overreaction—but that is precisely the power the ruler held, and he might on a whim raise my fortune and deprive my daughter of her free choice. At any rate, I saw Loddington's intent. He had both complimented and condemned the man in the same words—and ensured that the Sapa Inca would prove his presence with his own voice.
Our ruler did precisely as Loddington intended. The voice from the screen spoke with the strength of a mountain storm. "We are most curious about your intent. Why have you come to this land? What could your impoverished people offer us?"
"We bring relief from the smallpox which devastates your empire."
"A cure?" I blurted out, forgetting myself.
"Better than a cure. We bring something that will make you—" and here he spoke a word I did not know.
I meant to clarify, but the scribe interrupted me and said, "Translate immediately for the Sapa Inca."
"I am trying," I said in Quechua, "but I must understand properly first." I addressed Loddington in English. "What does this word mean? Say it again?"
"Immune," he said clearly. "Smallpox will never affect you. This is what happens after a person receives the vaccine."
That last word was also unfamiliar, but I didn't need a definition. This vaccine was a brilliant device that could save my people. My heart lifted at the thought. What was a vaccine? Perhaps a gift, or an item? My imagination suggested a suit of golden armor, with gaps too small for a pustule to cross. I wondered how many men could wear it.
But of course I must translate, and so I said in Quechua, "He offers something called vaccine, which he says will prevent smallpox from affecting a person. They will not sicken."
"Not sicken?" repeated the Sapa Inca, clearly surprised. All the nobles whispered at once. Words swelled among the crowd and flowed outward from the lower palace, like water cascading down a hillside.
"That is his claim, Your Greatness," I said.
"Convey neither surprise nor interest. Ask how this vaccine works."
I did so, and Loddington smiled in a familiar way. A man smiles like that when he knows he will win the coming battle. But, my grandson: remember that an unseen battle has no certain victor, for time and terrain will vary the outcome.
Loddington said, "Surely Your Greatness will understand that the precise method of conveying the vaccine cannot be shared without guaranteed payment."
At my translation, the Sapa Inca said, "Explain how the vaccine works. We cannot believe anything known to science would stop the illness."
Loddington's response surprised me greatly. He said, "Bring twenty healthy men to my camp outside Cusco, and let them stay five days. I will give them the vaccine. Then send them to a village where smallpox rages. Have them share drinks with the infected. Your men will remain whole."
I couldn't believe what I heard. All men knew that sharing a drink with an infected person meant exposure; even breathing air might contaminate a man. Before I translated, I asked Loddington, "What is this vaccine? The Sapa Inca will be more tolerant if he has some idea of its nature. Is it a mask, or … a charm perhaps? Or maybe a kind of healing earth? How do you know it will work on our people?"
Loddington chuckled and said, "It's like teaching a boy to shoot a bird. When the boy grows up, he can shoot a lion. I could not show you the vaccine even if I wished to; it is so small that a beetle wearing spectacles could not see it."
I blew my breath out my cheek, thinking perhaps the man was mad—but I translated these words for my audience. I knew what lions were from the Bible, but I used the word puma for simplicity. At my speech, even more murmurs rose from the nobles. Cusco would discuss this day for years to come.
The Sapa Inca remained silent for a long time. I heard the Coya Inca whispering, but I couldn't make out her words. Finally the Sapa Inca said, "Lanchi Ronpa, are you sure you understand this man?"
"Yes, Your Greatness."
"Ask him—if this vaccine proves effective, how many men could we protect?"
Upon hearing this request, Loddington replied boldly, "Your Greatness, I will teach your doctors how to protect every man, woman, and child in the Four Quarters. With the vaccine, your doctors can save your great Empire from this terrible scourge."
As I considered this, he added, "Think of what you might become, if you cast off the Spanish plague. Your empire even now surpasses those of Britain and Spain, including their New World holdings. France is a distant contender—and believe me, I have patrolled our western border and dealt with many Frenchmen. The world could lie at your feet. The Inca could expand northwards and expel Spain from the California Territory and Mexico. We offer you the chance to seize these rich lands from their overseas masters, that they may serve Incan glory instead."
As soon as I dared, I translated so I would not miss any nuance. It was difficult to keep it all together. I was thinking about how, after the worst of the 16th century plagues, we Incas had needed two hundred years just to recover our former size. The reconquest of the southern lands had required huge expense and effort—slowed by smallpox. We'd lost time in quarantining victims and performing medical experiments. We'd grown skilled at limiting the disease's reach, but made no progress on understanding its cause. If those great minds researching smallpox could be transferred to the project of Incan expansion—!
It seemed the Sapa Inca thought as I did, for his next question was, "If this vaccine proves effective, what is its price?"
Most diplomats would have hedged their answer, but Loddington proved a bolder man. He said, "Four thousand times my own weight in gold, and a peace treaty between our nations."
I was certain I'd misheard that, so I clarified the number with him. But I had indeed heard correctly. I conveyed the request to the Sapa Inca, thinking he'd laugh the American out of the room. Gold belonged to Inti; we valued it for spiritual power and not as a bargaining tool. But the Sapa Inca said nothing, even though the nobles shouted their outrage.
After some time, the Sapa Inca replied, "That is the weight of the sunrise itself."
"That is our price," said Loddington firmly.
"As a mere subject, you have no right to speak for Britain and thus cannot offer any such bargain. Furthermore, if you truly possess such a scientific miracle, any man with humanitarian values would offer it for only the cost of his voyage and supplies, plus some incidental reward."
"To your second point—if I acted on my own free will, then a humanitarian mission might happen, which would assure me the richest seat in Heaven. But I represent the thirteen American Colonies under British rule, and in their name, I ask such an enormous price. For you see, we wish our nation free of British rule. We desire a land of free men who decide their own affairs, rather than suffer rule from afar. And the price of this vaccine would fund our war against Britain—who taxes us unfairly and strips our resources, while giving nothing in return. You must understand—our overseas tyrants are nothing like what you've seen in your Empire's history. Here in the Four Quarters, the government cares for its people. Tales abound in our history books of how the Sapa Inca provides new clothing for every bride and groom in the land. Surely you understand why men must pursue fair treatment from their leaders."
I prayed for him to fall silent so I could catch up. Even a polite wave of my hand had not cued him to stop. I tried my best, although I stumbled on the part about rebelling against rulers. I thought surely the Sapa Inca would find this man and his ideas threatening, but once again, the ruler remained silent for a long time.
As we waited, Loddington spoke again. "It is a most reasonable price for—"
The Sapa Inca interrupted with, "What if we killed you and took this vaccine?"
I translated uncomfortably, but Loddington didn't blink. "You don't even know what it looks like, much less how to use it. If we thought you did, we would destroy it before you came close. I do not fear your empty threat."
More silence, and then the Sapa Inca said, "State the full terms of the agreement."
"We ask four thousand times my weight in gold, plus a permanent peace treaty between our nations. We intend to claim all land west of us, up to a river called the Mississippi."
The Sapa Inca did not respond, so Loddington said, "I can show Your Greatness this river on a map if necessary."
"We know where it is," said the Sapa Inca.
Before I could translate that response, Loddington continued smoothly, perhaps understanding the Sapa Inca's tone. "You may claim all land west of the Mississippi, though Spain might challenge you. But Spain is chaotic and impoverished right now, as is Britain. I'm sure you've followed the troubles in their lands."
Even I saw the true nature of this game. If we distracted Spain in the northern lands, they couldn't help Britain defend against the American rebellion. Both wars would more likely succeed. I translated this proposal for the Sapa Inca, and Loddington continued, "Surely you of all people would—"
The Sapa Inca interrupted with, "Silence. We are thinking."
The room fell silent for some time, aside from nobles whispering. I watched Loddington's llama-haired companion. Although he was taller, and bore himself like a man, I thought after a close look that perhaps he was yet a boy. He was certainly no older than seventeen, and I thought he might be as young as fourteen—just on the threshold of manhood. I wondered why he accompanied Loddington. Perhaps he was a servant? His stance indicated deference, as did his positioning. The boy fascinated me, even then. I suppose that Inti himself signaled how my fate lay entwined with this almost-grown boy, in a way that none could foresee. At the time I thought to myself he was the lesser of the pair with Loddington, for all great things were paired, and perhaps that included Americans.
Loddington shifted on his feet. He was impatient—a fact that my people might use against him, if necessary. I wondered how expensive the Sapa Inca found this proposal. Our ruler was wealthy beyond any earthly standard—but four thousand times the weight of a man? And to insist on payment in gold, which should be too holy for common transaction! I thought that even if the Sapa Inca considered the sum astronomical, he wouldn't dare show it.
After what seemed like hours, the living god-emperor of the Incan people pronounced his decision.
"We will provide these twenty men as requested. You will give them this vaccine and we will expose them to smallpox. When you have proven your claim, you will receive half the amount you request, paid in silver."
"Half!" shouted Loddington, then regained himself. "Half is simply not enough," he said. "And our payment must be in gold. Our creditors will not accept silver. If you do not want this vaccine, then I will go home."
"You are a fool to throw away so much wealth," said the Sapa Inca.
"We will find resources through other means," said Loddington.
"You would kill innocent men, women, and children for the sake of greed?"
Loddington's face darkened, and he said, "I would save each and every citizen under threat. It is you who would kill them by refusing this deal."
I cringed as I translated this, carefully specifying that he said these things, not I. After a long silence, the Sapa Inca said, "One-fourth your requested price in gold when you prove your claim, and another one-fourth half a year after this vaccine continues to be effective."
Ah, the wisdom of the gods indeed! Loddington countered with, "One-fourth when the vaccine proves effective, and the remaining three-fourths at the half-year mark."
"You are dismissed," said the Sapa Inca coldly.
To my surprise, Loddington shrugged and smiled. He bowed deeply and turned to his dark-skinned companion. "Come, Marco," he said. "We have a long voyage ahead of us."
Loddington strode down the long hallway, chin lifted like an emperor. His party followed. Every noble's head turned to follow them. I heard loud whispering behind the screen—this time an unknown man's voice, along with the two rulers. Loddington had nearly left when the Sapa Inca commanded, "Call out for him to stop."
"Stop!" I shouted. Loddington paused near the door, tilting his head. But he didn't turn around. He gave no indication he would hear any more. I realized that I had met a rare creature: a man to whom the living god himself must submit.
The Sapa Inca said, "One-half when the vaccine proves effective, and the other half a year from that day. The full amount that you request, paid in gold."
Loddington turned on the threshold, and smiled. His face reminded me of a raptor diving toward prey. "And the peace treaty?"
"As requested, provided it cover aggression by either nation."
"Agreed," said Loddington smoothly, "by power vested in me from the Governor of Virginia and the General of the American Revolutionary Army. Shall we formalize in writing?"
The rest of the day—and then the week—fell to writing endless documents. The scribes took care of the Quechua versions, and Loddington wrote the English ones. I had to catch discrepancies, which twisted my stomach. Too many papers and not enough time! Luckily English and Quechua shared an alphabet, as we'd taken the Spanish letters—but still I felt overwhelmed. No one could help me; even another English-speaker offered little help, as those few men were illiterate peasants.
I was not called to further meetings, as they mostly consisted of Coniraya with his chief advisors. I did hear about the changing plans, though. The first plan was to test the vaccine on criminals, in case the American intended to attack us with poison. Because we do not keep prisons, this required bringing in criminals who'd committed two crimes and would normally be killed outright. They were kept under strict guard, until someone realized that of course the guards could not accompany the criminals so closely to an infected village and ensure proper exposure.
Attention turned to those loyal men who would volunteer for this task, and to my surprise, twenty were found. I suspected that the Sapa Inca had ordered compliance, and they dared not disobey, but I was not privy to these discussions. Most likely many llamas died as the High Priest examined their entrails, and runners wore themselves out relaying messages between the Sapa Inca and his spiritual advisor. I was notified that the village chosen for the test was Sayacmarca, and that several pox survivors would accompany these men, in order to assist should they fall ill.
Thus I learned that my wife Yma would go with these volunteers, as one volunteer was a widow who required a female companion. I supposed this was the Coya Inca's doing; it made sense to ensure the vaccine worked on women too, but I wished anyone other than my wife might go. My family was already entangled too far above our station. Great harm came to those who mingled with too-powerful people. Yma would go, and endure a twelve-day quarantine before her return. I was assured that my children would be cared for in her absence, as I was needed at the palace—and in particular that my lovely Chaska would join the priestesses, as a reward from the Sapa Inca. Yes, I was assured.
So you will understand, dear child, my dead panic when I heard of the Sapa Inca's plans to appease the gods. You see, Amaru and Paucar—his cousins who had come to me earlier—paid me a visit, shortly into this time of paperwork. I drowned in scrolls, with aching eyes and head. The windowless room was stuffy and hot, and all I could think of was seeing my wife and children again. But then Amaru told me of my next task as translator.
"The Sapa Inca awaits the results from Sayacmarca. Meanwhile, he instructs us to take the American leader and his servant to Machu Picchu and show them that palace's glory. Their entourage will remain in the palace as honored guests, under guard."
"Machu Picchu!" I exclaimed, setting down my papers. "No one sees Machu Picchu except the most—"
"Even I have not seen it," interrupted Paucar, "and I believe the American does not belong there. But this is the order and so we shall obey."
"I believe," said Amaru quietly, "that the intent is to impress the man. But yes, the fact that our cousin would allow such savage eyes into a holy place—I think that Coniraya already believes this vaccine will work, and he wants nothing to stop this deal. Perhaps he hopes that an impressed American will show mercy in his dealings."
I shook my head. "This is all amazing to me," I said. "I have never dreamed of visiting Machu Picchu."
Amaru said, "We will meet the High Priest there. I believe Ahuapauti wishes to talk to the Americans without his brother present."
I knew he meant the Sapa Inca, for then as now, the Sapa and Coya and High Priest were all siblings or at least cousins—and those three were full siblings, which was most unusual. I asked, "What do you suppose the High Priest thinks of Loddington?"
Paucar snorted. "You know as much as we do. You translated his every word."
I blinked, startled. The High Priest had been speaking in the throne room, as if he ruled the land? I had heard two different male voices behind the screen, along with the female. It was said that Ahuapauti as the elder brother always coveted the throne, despite losing to Coniraya in combat. Perhaps there had been an arrangement between them that they might share governance, and their sister would be wife to both.
"Does Ahuapauti rule this land then?" I asked, feeling like an ignorant villager.
Amaru said, "The rumor around court is that the Sapa Inca defers to the High Priest in all complex and unusual matters. He spends his time listening, rather than speaking, so he can accurately assess the situation. There are some who feel that this encourages the High Priest to desire too much power, but others think the brothers found an effective balance."
Paucar added, "Some say the Coya Inca prefers her elder brother, but no one says this unless he wants to be thrown off a mountaintop."
Amaru narrowed his eyes at his cousin, then continued, "However, the Sapa Inca makes all the decisions, including the plan for a hundredfold sacrifice on Atun Cusqui."
"A hundredfold!" I exclaimed, for normally only six boys and six girls were married at the festival.
"Yes. Six hundred boys and six hundred girls, aged nine to thirteen, will be married and then given to the gods near Lake Titicaca. The Sapa Inca believes we must increase our sacrifice as penance for spending our gold, which is Inti's sweat that we have earned."
I hardly heard his words, for my world collapsed around me. My family was being discussed in every noble household by now. Any hope of obscurity was gone. My beautiful Chaska—my darling daughter, admired by all around me, would surely be targeted for those marriages. She could hardly escape such a huge gathering of children. My daughter would be crowned with flowers—and then killed by a penitent priest.
I had never liked the festival sacrifices, but Inti demanded them, and who could question a god's will? And now the sacrifices seemed nightmarish. What god would ask this of a father? I turned away, that these men would not see my pain. I was trapped between two terrible outcomes. If the Sapa Inca consummated this trade, it would cost me my daughter—and hundreds of other daughters and sons. Yet if he rejected it, how many children would die from smallpox? Perhaps twelve hundred lives was a bargain indeed.
I had no answer then, and no answer now. At that moment, I desperately wished for my child's sweet face and her arms thrown about me.
 
3.
Machu Picchu
Let me tell you, child, of how smallpox strikes. This is the tale told to me by your grandmother Yma, from when she was fifteen.
Put yourself here, with your grandmother. You're lying on your reed mat in your house's loft. It's summer and you're far too warm. You hear your parents talking below, of how smallpox has swept through villages too close to Cusco. They talk of rumors, how a man escaped quarantine. This man, you think, may be in Cusco now, infecting the millions gathered here.
The thought makes your forehead sweat. You shiver. And you think, I am scaring myself, but you know you can't sicken yourself with a thought. Still, your stomach twists and your back hurts, which could be from weaving wool today. And there's a lump in your cheek, which you run your tongue over, which might be where you burned yourself on supper. Perhaps you should show your father this lump, or not—why worry over nothing?—but you decide you should. You try to stand up, but the world spins. So you crawl, and fall against your hand—and where did you get those two blisters on your cheek? You're sure they're new, those two dots like the sun and the moon. You call for your parents, but your voice is weak.
And your parents come, and wrap you in blankets, but you hear soldiers surrounding your house. This must be quarantine—it happened once before, in childhood. But that was other children, not you who lay here, sweating and shaking, your tongue swollen like boiled squash. A hot red rash blisters all your skin. A scarred stranger brings you water, and you drink, and the stranger is gone and back again. You call for your parents, but they do not come. All around you the city of Cusco is silent, except for cries of pain and death. You do not know what happens next.
In time you come to your senses, not knowing the day or week, and the stranger is someone else. You're feeble as a newborn pup and your face is scarred like baked earth. You ask for your parents, but the stranger shakes his head. You wail as grief consumes you. And this house is yours now, empty and cold.
And that house is this house, where now we sit and I tell you the story of you. That plague was in 1793, when one-fifth of Cusco perished by smallpox—and still that toll was better than 16th-century plagues, where nine of ten might die. It's a miracle that we survived at all, Inti's blessing that the physician Ronpa discovered quarantine. Even the Europeans who brought this horror could not destroy the Incan Empire at its height. Though had the Spanish fully assaulted us in the earliest years, it might have been different, child—so very different.
So you see the choice we faced in 1806, my dear grandson, and why it mattered. Smallpox crippled us. It forced a twelve-day quarantine for all travelers. Without smallpox, our Empire could explode northward, taking the Spanish lands and all their wealth. We could replenish any funds we'd spent to get this vaccine. But everything relied on the vaccine doing what the Americans promised.
We went to Machu Picchu on litters carried by imperial runners, and we had scarcely begun our journey before Amaru ordered his runners to carry him close to me. The Americans were far behind us; I had no doubt they were being reminded of their place.
Amaru said, "I'm told that when the twenty volunteers reported to Loddington's camp, he blindfolded them and separated them from their sighted companions. He brought them into a tent and promised that the vaccine would hurt only briefly, and they would sicken slightly but recover within three days. Then they would journey to Sayacmarca. Five volunteers quit at this point. I believe they preferred to risk the Sapa Inca's wrath over sickness."
Intrigued, I asked, "What did he do to them?"
"None are sure," said Amaru. "All reported a stab in the arm, as with a cactus. The woman declared it was a sewing needle she felt. Several heard labored breathing and coughs—small coughs, like a child. One man reported the stench of stale urine and feces, as if someone had perhaps lain in them for some time."
I considered the mystery and had no ideas. "And did they sicken?"
"Yes," said my companion, as if thinking aloud to himself. "They became ill, though not with smallpox. All had to wait in these tents for three days. The smallpox survivors who had come with them were forbidden to enter the tents, and witnessed nothing. But these volunteers all emerged with slight scars, mostly on their hands."
"As with smallpox."
"No, nothing like. The scars were so mild they might have been caused by childhood injury. They reported feeling feverish, and blistering a bit—but with larger blisters, they said, based on talking with the smallpox survivors."
I glanced backward where the Americans rode. "And now they will not get smallpox?"
"So he claims. They are traveling to Sayacmarca now. I am sure that word will come from that village before the volunteers return; the Emperor has of course assigned smallpox survivors as runners."
And their clothes would be burned before they met the next runner, and their hair shaved off. No chances could be taken. With a start, I realized my wife would lose her beautiful hair, and this was only the beginning of changes for my family.
I realized Amaru had addressed me while I was lost in thought, and I asked his pardon. "Again, please?"
"I said—befriend this American. Get him to trust you. I must play the arrogant noble, but he will relax around a man of more ordinary rank. Find out what this vaccine is, if you can. If nothing else, learn what moves him, so that we might leverage it against him if needed."
"I will try," I murmured, feeling pressured.
Shortly we crossed the holy bridge over the Urubamba, and stopped to let our carriers rest. Amaru and Paucar offered coca leaves to the river, since this site lay on the sacred lines. Amaru gave me two small leaves and I understood his intent.
I took the leaves to Loddington and his companion. Loddington looked quite pale from his travels, though his servant appeared wide-eyed and excited. Up close, I saw that Loddington's coiled white hair was actually a fitted item that sat atop his head, like a hat. Small tufts of red-brown locks peeked out underneath. How peculiar, to wear hair as a hat. I wondered if the boy's llama hair was also a hat, but it looked natural.
Bowing slightly, I offered the two leaves on an outstretched palm.
"What are these?" asked Loddington.
"Coca leaves," I told him. "They will help you adjust to the mountain air."
Loddington grabbed both leaves and stuffed them in his mouth. Surprised, I looked at his companion, but the boy seemed to expect this behavior. I had meant one for each man, but indeed the boy seemed healthier. I knew from my grandfather that some men found our air easier than others.
"I am called Lanchi Ronpa," I told them. "Lanchi is my name, and Ronpa is where my father's name should be—but because some of my family survived smallpox, we are children of Ronpa, the great physician who became Sapa Inca. He is the disfigured god of our people."
"I know Ronpa," said Loddington. "Without him, Incan civilization would have collapsed. You owe him a great debt. Actually, some of our modern science is based on his work. For a man who didn't know what a germ was, he did an amazing job protecting your people."
I didn't know what a germ was either, but felt reluctant to ask. "We will meet Ronpa at Machu Picchu. He lives there along with all other past rulers."
Loddington gave me a strange look. I figured he might not understand that our god-emperors were immortal, but he didn't question me further. Personally, I was excited beyond belief that I would see the mummies of Ronpa and Atahualpa and our other great leaders. Loddington's color improved greatly with the coca leaves, and he asked me, "How is it that you speak English?"
"My grandfather was a British merchant. He came to these lands before the Expulsion and married here."
"Oh, he went native. I see. Our previous translator had a similar story, but his English was better. I'm sorry, that was rude of me. I prefer to speak my mind. Diplomacy tires me."
The boy smiled at this, but didn't say anything. He picked up a fan and created a small breeze for Loddington. I liked the way this boy kept his own counsel and never spoke out of turn. Suddenly I wondered if he was mute. I asked him, "What's your name?"
He looked away shyly. Loddington said, "Go on, boy. Answer the man."
"Marco," he said, quietly but clearly. I noticed that his jawline was nearly as square as Loddington's, and both Americans had hooked noses. They bore a certain barbaric look; they resembled coarse peasants rather than elegant nobles. Despite their oddness, I felt more comfortable with them than the wealthiest of Incan society.
Loddington said, "Named him for the famous explorer who opened China. His mama still cooks for my family back in Virginia. He's here to help me carry out my work. And he helped sail the ship here. Smart boy, he is. Natural on the water. Shame he's a mulatto, or he'd be a captain by now!"
"What is a mulatto?" I asked.
Loddington grinned at me. "Dark enough for a houseboy, but white enough you won't lose him at night!"
I didn't understand his riddle, so I asked, "And his family works for you?"
"Close enough," Loddington replied. "He was born into our household. Marco was always special to Father."
"Ah!" I said, understanding. I looked at their faces again and saw proof. "You are brothers!"
Marco's eyes widened like a startled cat's. Loddington's face grew tight. "We are not brothers," he said stiffly. "My mother is a Spanish-born lady of the noble house of de Godoy, who gave up her privilege to marry my father in the New World. Her bloodline traces back to cousins of Queen Isabella three centuries ago. Marco is my manservant and his mother is from Africa."
My heart pounded. Clearly I had offended Loddington in some major way. Marco ducked his head and busied himself with a strange leather bag, as if the contents needed immediate inspection. I quickly said, "Please forgive any offense I have caused. You must understand, my knowledge of English is limited to reading my grandfather's Bible and speaking with him, and my knowledge of America is almost nothing. I do not have the education that Incan nobles receive, for I was raised on a farm and I achieved my status through luck. I regret the insult and ask only that you let me learn from you. I may not be born into privilege as you are, but I have worked hard to improve myself."
I felt I hadn't said any magic words. But perhaps Loddington regained control of himself, because he said, "Please forgive my temper. I am very proud of my father and I'm sure you can understand that."
"What man should feel less for his father?" I asked, smiling at Marco to show I meant no harm. "I have a baby son myself, along with an older daughter, and I pray myself worthy of my boy's respect."
"Please do join us in our carrier," said Loddington. "I would like to learn more of the Incan people. I read widely before I came here, but naturally our histories are sparse after the Expulsion. How is it that your grandfather stayed here through the wrath of the Sapa Inca?"
Gratefully, I joined him and Marco, where we passed the remaining ride in pleasant talk. I told them of how my grandfather had become so Incan in his ways that the villagers accepted him, and the soldiers from Cusco had never forced him out. A handful of men had escaped the Expulsion in this way. I improved my accent by copying Loddington's speech—a longer sound than I was used to, deeper in the throat, with r's that carried longer than seemed necessary. I thought then that I must be out of practice with English, though later I learned that Americans speak differently.
I told him how I farmed some land with my wife's family. He seemed very interested in our terraced landscapes, and I was able to point out several well-built ones on our journey, where peasants farmed food for the magnificent imperial palace at Machu Picchu. I learned that his two loves were farming and sailing; his crop was tobacco, which was a luxury in my land, and his waters were the sea called Atlantic. I asked how he managed both enterprises, and he said, "My wife manages the plantation and my men work the fields," by which I concluded American families must be as broad and complex as our own.
At one point on our journey, we crossed a thick stone bridge over a narrow stream. I noticed Marco eyeing the water hungrily, as if he wished to explore where its merry waters led. I leaned over and said, "We have reed rafts, if you wish at some point to travel the land with Imperial companions."
Marco grinned and glanced at Loddington, who shrugged. Marco said, "I don't think I'll have time for an adventure."
Loddington said, "We'll be here a while, Marco, and traveling great distances to vaccinate the people. It's possible you'll get your wish."
"You're that sure of your vaccine?" I asked.
"Positive. It works. I have no fear as we head to your famed palace—although I note how easily we might mysteriously disappear on our way there, or back. Your ruler is no fool."
I couldn't think of a diplomatic answer, so I just said, "You're wise to see it."
By afternoon we'd reached a narrow path, from which Machu Picchu rose in the distance. A leafy canopy shaded us from the sun's rays. On our left rose a vast stone wall; on the right the cliff dropped away to sheer rock and a distant crevice. Though I was used to the mountain heights, the sight floored me; no man could look down and forget his place in Viracocha's creation. Loddington gave it the barest glance before settling back into comfort. Marco stared downwards, his eyes dancing like wild men. Slowly our carriers marched, step by step, toward this most sacred palace. It felt like the trees sank as we climbed.
As the palace drew into view, Marco's jaw dropped. Energy rushed through me, as if the gods themselves spoke in my body and declared me worthy. Never in my life had I dreamed of seeing this miracle, this beautiful jewel on the mask of the Incan people—me, from humble origins, whom fate had vaulted into this place. Even Loddington's eyebrows went up at the sun-drenched stones, shaped into perfection over three centuries ago and faultless ever since.
Now my child, let me tell you: though you have seen Machu Picchu before, you have not seen it through my eyes—on that day shortly before Midsummer, when the sun honored this incredible creation. You have run through its corridors with the sons of the Sapa Inca himself. To you perhaps Machu Picchu is a happy childhood memory, a place where noble cousins might play hide and seek with you. You have run your hands along the stones' fitted edges, feeling no gap—yes, the palace proves the Incan mastery of stonework, before we'd ever heard of Europe or smallpox. Can you believe, child, that even today the Americans spread plaster on their stones, like thick llama guts, to glue their walls together?
Ah, our Incan engineers, they surpassed even the modern European artisan! They built seventeen channels to splash water through the palace and siphon away the rainy season, so that the palace would never flood or erode. They reshaped the ground under this palace into graveled terraces, that the water might restore the earth. All of this, done in a few decades—solely because the Sapa Inca Pachacuti demanded it, and a god's bidding must be done without question. Men gave their lives to ensure Machu Picchu would merit its holy location—for why else build a magnificent palace in the most unreachable mountains, other than to prove that one can?
And those were my thoughts as we arrived—that Machu Picchu represented the peak accomplishment for the early Empire, before the European diseases wasted us so deeply that we spent a century regaining our lands. But Cusco and Machu Picchu had remained ours always, their glory crowning our legacy.
I remained silent until our carriers reached the palace entrance, for I did not wish to disturb anyone's thoughts. Marco drank in the sights like woolen yarn with dye; he looked as if he were memorizing everything he saw, as if it could sustain him through a lean period surrounded by white walls. Loddington's eyes swept the plaza, from the gold-leaf pumas and carved birds to the massive stone pillars that marked the first step. Terraces rose above us like earthen warriors. Water splashed through the channels, and I knelt to refresh myself with a drink. I did not fear tainting the water, for this was the lowest point. Only the Sapa Inca could drink from the heights.
Amaru and Paucar drew near, and Amaru addressed Loddington. "This is the imperial palace of Machu Picchu, summer home of the Sapa Inca himself. He has instructed us to show you the palace in all its glory."
"I thank you for the privilege," said Loddington, but I detected a note of humor in his voice. I couldn't understand it.
Amaru and Paucar led our little processional, with Loddington following, and Marco and myself in back. Eight armed guards accompanied us, stone-faced and attentive; we Incas held a long memory after the treacherous Pizarro. Personally, I felt no danger that the Americans might harm us, but caution was wise.
We toured endless terraces and plazas, each more glorious than the last, lined with so many gold-leaf cornstalks I went cross-eyed. So much glamor overwhelmed me. I appreciated the beauty of isolated fountains, and the occasional secluded passage—but I thanked Inti for not making me Sapa Inca, for I think I would have perished of richness.
Amaru discussed the palace's history, and Paucar commented on its architecture. I learned much as I translated for the Americans, but mostly I spoke to Marco. He listened with shining eyes, as if I narrated legends rather than history. Loddington listened too, but his eyes were distant, and in time he drifted away to study the delicate gold sculptures lining the pools and archways.
Amaru said, "We understand that gold is valuable in every known nation. Europeans—and Americans, it seems—trade it for earthly goods and services. But we consider it spiritual currency. Gold buys honor in Inti's eyes; it is created by the sun itself, and is holy. Thus why Machu Picchu is laden with the sun's sweat; it marks the hard work done to honor our Sapa Inca and the god Inti himself."
When I had translated this, Marco asked, "What do you use for money?"
Amaru answered, "We have bartered since the early days of the Empire. When Europeans arrived, they nearly destroyed us—but our Empire survived, and eventually welcomed the Europeans. We quickly saw the value of a single tradable item, useful in any context. So the Sapa Inca—this was Ronpa's reign, in 1543—declared silver as our currency. Gold is reserved for religious and imperial use. Of course some nobles buy and sell gold, but it is not demeaned with everyday economic use."
"So if you pay us in gold," said Marco thoughtfully, "it's like selling us a piece of heaven."
"Marco!" exclaimed Loddington. "Come here. I need you immediately."
The boy went to his leader, and Amaru asked me quietly, "Have you learned anything of interest yet?"
"No," I said, worrying that I'd been given a too-difficult task. I couldn't see why Loddington might tell me anything surprising. He seemed too smart a man to reveal any clues to his thinking.
"Unless I miss my guess, he will open to you," said Amaru, smiling. "Keep translating for me, please."
I bowed slightly, still bothered by Marco's words. It was true—if we paid in gold, we were selling our gods for the people's health. No wonder the Sapa Inca felt we should make a hundredfold child sacrifice. Without that additional gift, the gods would be angry at our heathen choice—and a new illness might strike us down.
We headed next to the great Temple of the Three Windows, where all the former Sapa Incas lived. Their lovingly-wrapped mummies once lived in the Coricancha to advise the Sapa Inca, but they had been moved here in 1766 for peace and privacy. Now I felt Macchu Picchu's true power, and my knees grew weak. Amaru led us through winding passages towards the rulers' alcoves, and he chose Ronpa's nook first.
I admired Ronpa's clean wrappings, and I imagined the living god standing before us. Amaru droned on and on, describing the complex family relationships among the various rulers—most were cousins of some fashion—and stressing the importance of good imperial heritage. I translated mindlessly; family terms and names were easy, without nuance, and could vanish from my head once spoken. Loddington looked exceptionally bored during this part, and even Marco's eyes dulled a bit. As I explained how the Sapa Inca and the High Priest were often brothers, and the current Coya Inca was their sister, Loddington snapped to attention.
"Do you mean to tell me that your rulers are siblings?" he asked.
"Yes," I said, taken aback. "It's always been this way."
Loddington looked like he wanted to say something angry, but he controlled himself with tight lips and narrow eyes. Marco just looked confused, as if he couldn't understand how such a thing were possible. Amaru asked, "Is there a problem?"
"They wished to clarify my translation," I said.
"Ah," he said. "We will tour the upper fountains and the plaza next, and then we can rest. I suspect our guests need it."
Indeed, Loddington looked exhausted, and even Marco looked worn down. But Amaru spent the entire afternoon lecturing on the sights at Machu Picchu. I thought my eyes couldn't handle any more gold. As the sun dropped lower, Amaru stopped in a room with a lovely window, which framed a dropaway landscape of the valley and the setting sun. I couldn't even appreciate it anymore; I was numb with awe.
"You may rest here," he told the Americans. "Lanchi will stay in case you need anything. Paucar and I will attend to the High Priest." He handed me two more coca leaves and departed.
When we were alone, Loddington sat on a bench and took a deep breath, looking pale. Marco sat next to him and leaned against the wall. Marco had carried all of Loddington's bundles up hundreds of flights of stairs, so I offered him the coca leaves. He took them and offered both to Loddington, who glanced at me and chose only one leaf.
He chewed it roughly, like it angered him. "Royalty is the same anywhere you look," he said.
I wasn't sure if he addressed Marco or me. When the boy didn't answer, I said, "How do the royals act in the colonies where you live?"
"Uppity. They think they own us. Nobles think it's all about the family you're born into. Did you hear him going on about the lineage of each ruler? It's like that heritage mattered more than what the man actually did."
I thought this odd from a man so proud of his noble Spanish mother, but didn't say so. "According to legend, we Incas appeared on earth at the end of a golden rod," I told him. "The nobles ensure that our rulers always connect back to Manco Inca and the other seven original people."
"What does it matter, though? A man's worth is in his deeds. It doesn't matter if he was born a king or a shoemaker. A good man proves his worth regardless of his station."
"That much is true," I agreed. "I have known peasants who were kinder than I deserved, and nobles who angered at nothing."
"That's what I mean," said Loddington. "Do you think these nobles deserve all this wealth? Look at the gold in this place. Every man in your nation could be rich. Yet your people toil in the fields to support the Sapa Inca, and they have no say in their future. Do you think that's fair?"
"The Sapa Inca deserves the best of everything," I told him. "The gods choose him to rule us, and he must lack for nothing."
"But why should an ordinary man suffer to offer him such tremendous wealth? When there is no chance of that man becoming noble himself, unless disease should spare his family, as happened to you?"
"It's an interesting question," I said cautiously, as Amaru's wisdom dawned on me. "It is true that a man can find great strength by doing things for himself. Many nobles don't understand this."
"Exactly," said Loddington. "Marco, fetch me some water from that fountain, will you? I've developed enough great strength for a week after those stairs."
"Most nobles are born with everything—all that they might want, and they never question that. I have more humble origins, and I still feel awkward among them."
"Really?" asked Loddington, sounding interested. Marco slipped a cup out of his pack and filled it with water. "How did you arrive at court?"
"I'm not really part of court," I said. I told him of the day I left for a hunt, and came back a man. When I reached the part about my younger sisters contracting smallpox, he listened very acutely. A bird flew in the window and he barely noticed; he listened as I described the horror of finding my sisters maimed and my father dead.
"That must have been a nightmare," he said quietly, sipping water. "You're lucky you were never exposed to the disease. It might have killed you. God willing, your Sapa Inca will make this deal, and spare your people such suffering. Smallpox has always been cruel, but particularly so to your people. No one knows why."
"I sincerely hope the vaccine will work for us," I said, "though my heart aches at my personal grief, should that be true."
"How so?"
I was torn by uncertainty. I wanted to tell him about the Sapa Inca's plan to sacrifice twelve hundred children at Atun Cusqui, and that my Chaska was likely to be chosen for this honor. On one hand, Amaru had instructed me to befriend the man and learn his secrets, and what better way to open a man than to open oneself? Yet on the other, perhaps in discussing the true cost of his demand, I would harm future negotiations.
I'm not sure what decided me. I think something in Marco's face moved me to share my fears, something about his innocence mixed with excitement. Somewhere, I thought, this boy's mother has released him into the world to become a man, and she must miss him terribly. Besides, perhaps if Loddington knew the full consequences, he might lower his price. Surely a mere thousand times his own weight in gold would buy a whole kingdom.
So I told Loddington and Marco of their vaccine's ultimate cost, and Loddington's face turned solid white. He stood and paced the room, then leaned against the window looking at the view.
"That's horrible," whispered Marco. "Those poor kids—they're killed? For what purpose?"
"To appease the gods," I said. "Because if we pay the price requested, we are spending divinity itself. Gold is not money to us."
"Barbarians," said Loddington, almost inaudibly.
Now I feared I had done terrible damage. I said, "Perhaps there is another way that my nation could pay, with silver? Or a smaller amount, or—"
"Silver would be too heavy in the amount I need," he said. "I can't transport it. Besides, it's useless for backing our money. Military service wouldn't help either; you don't know our terrain the way we do, and— Ugh! Child sacrifice and incestuous marriage. Jesus protect us."
Greatly worried, I said, "Perhaps the Sapa Inca will change his plan, or—"
"It's not my business," he said sharply. "My job is to make this deal and fund our war. There's more than twelve hundred American children praying for me to succeed. They're praying for an independent land, free of unfair tax policies and royal meddling—a land of brotherhood and equality. And in my homeland, each of those children has value for who they are. Any boy can work hard and be a landowner, like my father did to earn his plantation. And that's a cause worth fighting for, even if the price is far too high. Every life has value—even if the Sapa Inca cannot understand that. But you understand, I think."
His speech moved me, despite my fears. I thought then that despite his rough manners, this kind of man made history—and if indeed he planned to free his home from British oppressors, this he would do at whatever cost. His word "brotherhood" rang through my ears. I had always wished for a brother, squeezed as I was between sisters. A man like Loddington would make a fine brother, so self-possessed and strong in his convictions.
"It sounds like a marvelous land," I told him. "I would like to see what would happen if the worthy were allowed to be wealthy."
"So would I," said Loddington, staring out into the valley. "I would like to see that very much."
Something in his manner troubled me, like I'd glimpsed a cat's yellow eyes in the night.
 
4.
The Condor's Brother
My grandson, today you should reflect on what it means to be a man. The story of you includes several great men, and several who failed to achieve such greatness. Your story also describes men with mixed motives—both good and evil, as many men are in the end. Most men who have walked the earth since time began appear in this tale, in one form or another, and I leave you to judge their hearts.
That evening, we were summoned to the Temple of the Three Windows, where we learned that the High Priest would consult the gods. Loddington and Marco had rested well by this point. So we headed to the temple, our steps light upon the stone. Since the summer solstice would occur in only three days, the sun hovered well into the evening, and it felt like darkness would never touch this glorious place.
In the temple, hundreds of priestesses washed and scented us. This was the role I hoped my little Chaska might play someday, if she lived to see adulthood, and I prayed quietly as the women combed my hair. One offered me a mug of chicha, the sacred wine brewed from spit and corn, and I drank deeply. Loddington submitted to their care without much reaction. Marco seemed very interested in admiring the lovely priestesses, who represented the best of Incan beauty.
During the preparations, Amaru pulled me aside and said, "It is said that tonight the High Priest determines whether the bargain offered is satisfactory, and whether a great sacrifice is required at Atun Cusqui."
"I hope the omens are good," I said.
"So do we all," he said. "Some are troubled, including myself. It is unwise that the High Priest should openly question the Sapa Inca's will. It's one thing to speak from his chair sometimes, but another entirely to consult the gods about another god's decision."
Astonished at Amaru's openness, I looked at his hands, which folded and unfolded in front of him. I decided he must be nervous, and perhaps even looking to someone as unimportant as myself for guidance. Perhaps he could talk to me without worrying which nobles might hear of his concerns. I said, "Maybe the gods will confirm the Sapa Inca's decision."
"I hope so," he said distractedly, and left for another room. Meanwhile, I hoped with all my heart that the entrails would say otherwise, that I might not worry about my daughter's fate, entangled with the fates of other children in the Four Quarters.
We gathered outside the Temple, and Amaru deferred to his cousin Paucar, who apparently held higher religious education and experience. Paucar instructed me, "The High Priest will consult a llama's entrails about the American proposal. The Americans must stand quietly near the consultation and not disrupt it. Translate some basics for them, but don't give too much detail. They are not allowed to understand too well. The ceremony will be held on the outside altar so that the barbarians do not see this most sacred place."
I had no idea how to combine that instruction with Amaru's direction to be forthright with the Americans, so I decided to pretend I understood little of what happened. It turned out that I did not need to pretend; in fact the ceremony was nothing like the public festivals I had attended.
A row of priests wearing speckled gold masks stood next to the golden altar. They chanted low words I couldn't understand, though I heard the names of Inti and Viracocha and many others. I glanced at Paucar, who stood on the far side of Loddington and Marco. His head remained bowed and he chanted along with the priests.
A priest brought in a hooded condor; its wings were clipped, so it could not fly away. They chained its foot to a perch over the altar. I guessed they meant it to represent the Condor, as the Sapa Inca Coniraya had been known in his younger days, fighting for the rule of our land. I thought it odd that the bird would be chained to the post, symbolically, but I was no priest and I supposed it necessary for the ritual.
Another priest led a young llama to the altar. He pushed her down on the stained gold slits that lined the cutting surface. She bleated loudly. Strong men strapped her down on her back, tying her forelegs together, and then her hind legs. I glanced over at Loddington, who watched with mild distaste, and at Marco beyond him, who looked worried.
"Marco," I said quietly, "you may wish to look away for a while."
"I can handle it," he said stubbornly—and he did, for when a priest slashed her belly, and the intestines sprung forth like writhing maggots, it was Marco who remained stoic, and Loddington who blanched. The smell of rotten vegetation and llama manure curled my nose hairs, and even though I'd slaughtered my share of animals in the fields, I had always disliked the task.
The High Priest stepped out from the shadows, wearing a fancy gold mask with rays scattering from his face, so large that two priests mirrored his every move just to support the sides. He plunged a fist into the llama's guts and lifted forth a bloody mass. He examined it from all sides like a jeweler examining turquoise, and then shoved it back into the body. Other intestines bulged as he smoothed down the belly.
"What does it say?" whispered the ever-curious Marco.
"I have no idea," I said honestly. I glanced up at the roof's edge, looking at the stars. The roof here stood high above us, with irregularly-shaped stones carved in interesting patterns. Something felt wrong to me, but I couldn't place it. By now, the night fell blackly over us. I saw only hundreds of torches circling the altar, and the stars beyond the rooftop. I thought of Chaska then, my bright-star planet, and looked towards the sight that had inspired her nickname. The light blinked into view, vanished, then blinked back. Mystified, I stared at the sky. How could a planet vanish?
Too late I realized what I was seeing. "Look out!" I shouted, heedless of the ceremony. I leaped forward and pushed Loddington as the boulder tumbled off the roof towards us.
My grandson, picture these events happening now. Imagine time moves like water, and air hardens to rock. I cannot speak; my lungs are full of stones. Loddington leaps away like me—but says nothing. His silence is an accusation. Time itself slows to witness the crime. Loddington stands idle, not reaching for this boy who shares his father—his brother, whose face speaks the truth. The boulder is falling, and I cannot save Marco. But one man can help—does help. To this day I bless him, and trust Inti to warm his spirit in the brightest sunlight.
Time restored itself. Marco lay face down, thrown from the boulder with mere scrapes, but Paucar's legs lay crushed beneath the rock. Paucar still lived—though later I learned not for long. Priests rushed him away for treatment. He said nothing to me as he passed, nor I to him. How I wish I could speak now, to thank him for his courage! I don't know what moved him—but Paucar was a great man, worthy of his birth. And thus you know a man's measure: how he dies is how he lived. Loddington's empty claims of brotherhood echoed in my mind. This was how he treated a brother: by ignoring a threat to his brother's welfare, since it bothered him not at all. He was no brother, but a snake.
The rest of the night blurred. We were whisked away to sleep on reed mats, all in one room. I slept fitfully, dreaming of Paucar's crushed legs, and of llama entrails spilling the fate of my people and my child. In my dreams the entrails snarled my wrists and ankles. I tried to run a long road through the Empire, but I slipped on blood and fell nonstop through the night.
Near midnight, someone shook my shoulder. I woke quickly and saw Marco's face, silhouetted by moonlight through the window. I sat up and he lifted a finger to his lips. He pointed at Loddington, who slept soundly.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Thank you for saving our lives," he said simply. "I wanted to tell you myself. I'm sorry about the man who was so gravely injured."
"Marco," I said, worried, "why did your companion not save you when he could have?"
"He surely meant to," said the boy defensively. "He was startled and not thinking."
I looked at him, realizing that some part of him needed to preserve this lie. "You are half-brothers, are you not? Is it so different in America that half-brothers are not kin?"
"His father lay with my mother," the boy said, with great shame, "and surely here too that is a crime, if a man and woman are not married."
Ah, illegitimacy! Finally I understood why Loddington did not acknowledge his brother. Or so I thought, at the time. "So then you will leave once you are fully a man, and build your own life away from the accusations written on your face."
Marco said, "I must stay with John Fernando, unless he sells me elsewhere. I am surprised he did not do so upon his father's death, but perhaps he humors his sister who cherishes me. He is decent to me; he never beats me nor insults me."
"Sells you?" I asked, wondering if this word held a modern meaning I did not know.
Marco's eyes flickered. "John Fernando may sell me to another man as he pleases, and I would serve that man as I do him."
Oh my child, so much of the world I did not understand then! I thought merely of brotherhood, and America as Loddington claimed it: a land where any man might fight for his freedom to live as he pleased. In my mind I reconciled this image with Marco's words by thinking that servants might change lords for better pay—but the cracks in the mirror already glimmered. I knew even then that Loddington's brotherhood was as shoddy in spirit as he.
So I said to Marco, "Dear boy, I would be proud to know you as servant, or free man, or brother—whichever role Inti would give you in the Land of the Four Quarters, for I admire your spirit. I am delighted that you were uninjured today."
Marco smiled at that, and clasped my hand. "Someday, Lanchi, I would like to name a ship for you." He lay down to sleep again, and I did the same, resting uneasily through the night.
In the morning Amaru came, his face lined with grief and pain. He beckoned me out of the room, and I hastened to follow. He said, "I trust you are well and whole."
"By Inti's grace, I am," I said. "I am sorry for your hardship. But Paucar saved Marco's life."
"If my cousin lives, he will be crippled," said Amaru. "I pray that the boy proves worthwhile."
I attributed the unkindness to lack of sleep and his deep suffering. "All lives have value, and Paucar is a hero to that child," I told him.
I wasn't sure my words would help. We Incas loved our children so much that it hurt. In their eyes, we saw the wise adults they would become. This is why we sacrificed so many children in those days—we were returning their potential to the gods. But any doubts on this practice are a modern anachronism; in those days, we gave children to the gods, and none questioned it.
Amaru smiled sadly. "I also like the boy's spirit, but I would rather have my cousin," he said. "But I come bearing news. The vaccine works and the Sapa Inca is pleased with the results. All the volunteers remained in Sayacmarca, shared drinks with the victims, and walked out unscathed."
"By the sunrise, a true miracle," I whispered. Indeed, I had not believed it until that very moment! With such treatment, I could keep my children and myself safe from the dread disease—and every father in Cusco could do likewise. My heart surged with desire to see my family, but fell again as I remembered what this news meant. A working vaccine meant the Sapa Inca would surely consummate this deal with the American delegation. And that meant my Chaska's future would likely see her lying in a snowy mountain pit, dead in her flower crown.
Amaru continued, "We are to return immediately and undergo another quarantine. At that point the Sapa Inca will require translation to continue negotiations."
"And of this assassination attempt?" I asked. "Surely anyone can see what it was. I suppose a gun could not look so much like an accident."
"All the workers on the wall that day were killed," said Amaru matter-of-factly. "Rumors say that some very high-level priests may be implicated in scandal. Do not trouble yourself with such matters. Leave them to my investigation. Do not befriend the Americans any further; it would complicate matters at this point. Leave them to their business as you attend to your own."
And thus our processional wound away from Machu Picchu, and its tall pillars like teeth in the sky, as we returned to Cusco. Per Amaru's instructions, I conveyed the information, and then stayed distant from the Americans. Thus I trapped them in a silent cloud through which they could not communicate. Upon arrival in Cusco, they were taken to one area for quarantine, and I to another.
I expected that twelve days from our arrival, we would all appear once more before the Sapa Inca, or perhaps the Condor's brother speaking in his place. But on the fifth day, I heard rumor from the attendants of great unrest in the palace, and on the eighth day I smelled burning flesh in the courtyards. I could see nothing from my barren waiting room, but an attendant told me that those loyal to the High Priest were burning alive for treason. On the ninth day I heard of the execution of the High Priest Ahuapauti for treason against the gods. No one would tell me precise details—perhaps they did not know—but I deduced that it involved the attempt on the Americans' lives. The only thing I felt sure of was that my daughter's fate was sealed. The Sapa Inca Coniraya now held sole power—and he had insisted we increase the festival sacrifice.
My dear grandson, I am no priest, but it seems to me that a man who kills those who disagree with him—especially his spiritual guide—cannot then argue that his way is righteous.
I expected a quick conclusion to the business at hand, but instead I was kept a thirteenth day, then a fourteenth. On the fifteenth day of my quarantine, an unfamiliar noble came to my chambers and told me to go home until I was summoned back. I had heard that morning that the Coya Inca was permanently exiled to a remote mountain palace. If only we had known then of the complex web of treachery against the Sapa Inca and the Incan people, woven by those two high-profile lovers and siblings to our ruler! But we owe the traitors a great debt. Had they delayed their conspiracy to steal the throne, the Sapa Inca might have paid the Americans' steep price. The siblings' crimes saved the Incan people from sacrilege.
But I digress. I was surprised, but delighted about returning home. I wondered of the Americans, but knew not where they might be. When I returned to my house, there I found my wife Yma—head shaven, dressed in new clothing, but more beautiful than ever. I kissed her deeply and traced her cheekbones with my finger, the familiar bumps of her scarred skin like a blessing. Scarcely had I finished embracing her than Chaska leaped into my arms, and I hugged her as if it might be the last time. Sternly I ordered her back to chores, ignoring my own aching heart, and she obeyed without even a childish glance backward. I stroked my son's head, and he giggled as I placed him back in his pit.
The room smelled like boiled greenery; Yma was preparing yucca to ease aching joints, which she sold at the medicine market. We reconnected as man and woman will, and then lay in each other's arms, savoring each other. Then of course the daily tasks of the household called, and my son squalled for feeding, which my wife obliged.
She listened to my tale with fascination, asking many questions about the Americans. She gasped at Loddington's price, and felt even more horror than I.
"They demand money like blood," she said. "How could they steal our spirit itself? Do they not see how entire families—whole clans—are wiped by this dread disease?"
"They see," I said, "but they desire their nation of brotherhood—or so they call it."
I told her of Machu Picchu and Loddington's careless disregard for his brother, and her face crinkled with disgust. When I told her of the Sapa Inca's likely decision to sacrifice twelve hundred children, she immediately formed the same conclusion I had about Chaska. My heart sank, for she proved to me that I was not wrong.
"We could leave Cusco," she said. "Travel to the distant southern lands, and raise our family there."
"Impossible," I said. "I am now in the Sapa Inca's service as translator, and thus our family is bound to him. He would not let me leave, and we cannot run from the Imperial guards. They would find us no matter where we were."
My wife grieved here, for we had lost another daughter at birth shortly after Chaska, and she knew the pain of losing a child. I held her, and stroked her shorn hair. When she had cried, I said, "Tell me of what you witnessed in Sayacmarca."
She straightened and said, "Truly, I wish I had more to report! I saw death and torment in the stricken village, as always, and I wish I could banish those memories. But the volunteers all survived, and bear only the strange scars on their hands that marked them after their illness."
"What illness?"
"The American took them into a dwelling at his camp and made them somewhat sick for a few days. It was like a lesser version of smallpox—a kind which did not ravage their bodies, but rippled them like a pond."
"And did you see how this was done?"
"No, though I did hear a child's cry at one point."
"A child's cry?" I asked, remembering Amaru's tale of strange noises and the smell of urine. "Are you certain?"
"I am a mother," she said pointedly, and I acknowledged her talent. As I have stated, the husband is not complete without the wife; he may be the greater of the pairing, but he cannot stand alone.
I said, "It is all very strange. I cannot help but think that the Americans are being unfair in this debate. They would kill millions of Incan men, women, and children—for the sake of their rebellion against England, which is supposed to be about brotherhood. Yet they do not demonstrate this brotherhood even when the stakes are smaller. Why should I think they will behave differently on a larger scale?"
My wife nodded, saying, "It is wrong to hold us hostage against such a deadly enemy."
My dear grandson, I must tell you something. A moment comes where an idea visits your mind, straight from the gods themselves. An idea is a guest, worthy of the best hospitality. It taps on the door, or simply walks in like it lives there, and you must handle it wisely or it may depart forever. The gods had given me an idea, and let it linger for some time before I noticed it. By this point the idea had so firmly lodged into my being that it seemed part of my family, which I must protect at all costs.
"Yma," I said to my wife, "if I were to ask you where the American camp was located, how close could you bring me to that place?"
"Within arm's reach," she said, "for I paid close attention to our direction as we went, in case I became separated."
"Wise woman," I said. I did not mean to tell her my plan, because if it went poorly for me, there was a chance she could beg for mercy and claim she had no knowledge. A slim chance, for a man's family was held accountable for his misdeeds—but given her noble family, I thought her cousins might protect her from Imperial wrath.
But my precautions proved needless, for my wife asked with narrow eyes, "Lanchi Ronpa, what is it that you mean to do?"
I did not dare answer her, but stood and inspected my musket where it hung over the door. Let her think I wished to shoot the American, for that might be more honorable than what I intended. But I underestimated her—ah, how often I did that!—for she said, "My husband, in our land, medicine is available for any man who requires it."
"This is true," I said.
"If a thief can prove that an official should have provided him with an item, and did not do so, it is the official who is executed for failing to serve."
"It is so," I admitted.
She kissed me and said, "My darling, you are on an errand of mercy. Steal this vaccine, if you can, and provide it to our people! I would consider this moral and right, and the Sapa Inca himself could not convince me otherwise."
"I fear for you, if you know what I do," I said.
She laughed. "Perhaps I shall tell you precisely where that camp was, in case you happened to want to visit that place tonight."
You see, I loved my wife with all my heart, and in that moment I loved her a hundredfold. Someday, child, I pray that you will be equally fortunate.
 
5.
Ronpa's Blessing
I followed Yma's directions and approached a grove outside Cusco—an area I had not visited often. I expected Loddington's men would guard the camp that stored his precious vaccine. I did not know what I sought. I only knew it was small, and perhaps involved a sewing needle—or so Amaru had surmised, from the volunteers' reports. I feared the vaccine might be something that Loddington kept on his person, in which case I had no idea how to obtain it. Would I kill a man for this vaccine, if I felt sure it were necessary? I debated in my mind and decided that yes, I would if I must—but then I could have no argument with the gods if Chaska were chosen for sacrifice. I steeled myself for the possibility, but prayed that it would be otherwise.
And so you see, I was on a fool's errand—seeking a vaccine of unknown shape, size, and location. I pictured something like thread through a needle's eye, but knew no definitive answer. It was easy to move through the area alone; guards surrounded the camp, but they were protecting against an army encroachment, or a violent war party. The Americans likely thought that a single man like me could not possibly find and identify their vaccine. They failed to understand that a determined man—one responsible for his family's fate—possesses a fox's cunning and a raptor's strength.
I crept closer, using shady trees and leafy ferns for cover. One American started, as if he saw me; he aimed his musket briefly. A squirrel darted out, and the man relaxed, presumably thinking the animal had startled him. I thanked the squirrel, vowing to honor them later if I survived. I prayed quickly to Mama-Quilla the moon goddess to shadow my way, and then darted through a glade to my next target.
In this manner I found a path to the closest tents, and then wondered where to look first. I would not have long before someone spotted me. I knew the outside tents would hold only supplies, nothing critical—and thus I sauntered towards the central tents, hoping for some divine sign of approval to hint me in the right direction.
And there! A small cough. Despite lacking a woman's intuition, I knew that sound was a young child. I hoped not to startle the child, but a youth might be persuaded to tell me of the vaccine, if indeed they knew. And a child's declaration of an invader, if it came to that, might be tossed off as fancy and nothing more.
It was risky, but so was this whole attempt. I folded the cloth away from a tent and peeked inside.
The tent was dark, but moonlight crept in as my silent assistant. As my eyes adjusted, I saw two sleeping boys, perhaps five or six years old. Their heads pointed toward me and their feet away. Even through the forest air, they smelled of human waste. The wind rustled the leafy trees behind me, granting a moment of brighter moonlight. To my shock, I saw that these children were darker even than Marco—how was that possible?—and had the same llama-hair as he. Cousins perhaps? Iron chains with solid-looking locks wrapped their bodies. I did not know what it meant. The tent darkened again as the trees settled back. A child coughed, and I hastily withdrew.
I turned around and faced the muzzle of a musket, pointed directly at me. Behind that gun stood Marco, his eyes masked and unreadable.
I held perfectly still. The boy and I looked at each other. I had no doubt that he knew well how to use the gun, and I had no urge to test his reflexes. What I didn't know was why he had not shot me already, nor what he intended for me.
We stood that way for what seemed like a whole night, though I am sure it was only moments. After a while, I murmured, "It would be better for both of us if you made a decision."
Marco's lip quivered, but the gun stayed firm. "I'm supposed to protect the camp," he said.
"Where is Loddington?"
"He stayed in Cusco at the palace. He's refusing to leave until the Sapa Inca agrees to speak with him again, through our original translator."
We held still a bit longer, looking at each other. Finally I said, "I'm sorry you will have to think of a new name for your ship."
"Step inside that tent," ordered Marco, keeping the gun on me.
We entered the tent where the boys lay. I said, "What happens now, Marco?"
"I—I don't know," he admitted, sounding more like a child than ever before. "John Fernando said someone would probably sneak in and try to steal the vaccine, but I never expected it would be you, Lanchi. How—how could you be a thief?"
"In this land…." I said, preparing to tell him what my wife had told me, but the boy lowered his gun and looked at the ground. Of course I could have jumped him and overpowered him there, without alerting anyone, but I had no intention of doing so.
I studied him, slumped against the tent wall, and simply said, "There are so many lives at stake. I cannot see how I could stand by and watch my people die, for the sake of a foreign war with no sensible grounds."
"No grounds!" he exclaimed. "John Fernando fights for the freedom of Americans, to live their lives as they choose."
"So he says," I said as gently as possible, "but his actions show the lie."
"That's not true!"
"Does he fight for your freedom?"
"It's different for me," he admitted, "and these other slaves."
I knew what slaves were, of course; even my grandfather's Bible mentioned them. I had always felt sorry for them in the stories. And many things made sense to me now, about Marco and the way Loddington treated him. "Who are these boys?" I asked.
"They are the carriers of the vaccine," he told me. "I help John Fernando with his medical work. We brought with us five dozen slave boys from the auction. We have kept the vaccine alive by transmitting it through them, two boys at a time. This is why John Fernando so urgently insists on seeing the Sapa Inca; it has taken far longer for him to negotiate the deal than he thought possible. If the last boy heals before the vaccine is transferred, then all is lost to us."
"What is the vaccine?" I asked. "Each boy carries it separately?"
At this Marco smiled, and said, "It is very clever indeed. It is a disease called cowpox, which comes from Britain and infects some farmers and milkmaids who work with the animals. A person with cowpox sickens, but heals again—and once the body has witnessed cowpox, it guards well against smallpox! The terrible germ cannot touch the man, for the body now understands the threat and will not let it take hold."
So simple! So marvelous! You see, the principle of vaccination had been known to the Incan people since the beginning of time. It was written in our pairings of greater and lesser, of sun and moon, of husband and wife. There was the greater disease and the lesser, and neither was complete without the other.
I said to Marco, "So how does one pass the disease? Will I contract it, having been here?"
"No," said Marco, "I must vaccinate a person, or John Fernando does, by extracting pus from a cowpox blister and injecting it into a new person."
"Then if this is not done before those blisters heal…." I said, understanding finally.
Marco blurted out, "Lanchi, why did you come here? I wish you hadn't. I don't want to kill you, but I cannot let you leave. What can I do?"
"You can vaccinate me," I said, "and let me leave. Speak no word to Loddington, or just say you never saw me."
"I can't," protested Marco. "He will know. He always knows. I cannot be free of him."
"Then you can come with me," I said, "for I admire your courage and honesty. I see the fine man you are becoming—and nearly are."
His eyes brightened, and I knew he was intrigued. Still, I saw he was unconvinced. He said, "John Fernando has been kind to me…."
"I expect he treats you like gold. He is most careful with his possessions," I remarked. "Though a lump of gold cannot withstand a falling boulder."
Anger flashed through Marco's eyes, and I thought he might shoot me after all. Then he said, "I have nowhere to go and I don't know this land. I would do no better in your service."
"Then come with me as a son," I told him. "I would welcome you into my family. Here you are considered a man at fifteen, when you take a new name. I will teach you the Quechua language. And I will trade goods until I can give you an adventure such as you desire. You will be your own master."
Marco cried silently, and his body shook. I knelt to embrace him, and said, "We don't have much time. Quickly—give me the vaccine. I will carry it in my own body."
"I can't leave the boys," he said. "There's nearly sixty of them, lying in their own filth and chained to beds. They cry at night, and I can't soothe them. Some are as young as three. They call for their mothers but none are here."
My heart ached for these poor children, who could not understand their role here. "Where did they all come from?"
"They are field boys, chosen for sturdiness. I believe John Fernando plans to sell them back to the auction when he returns home—whichever ones survive. Three children died on our voyage here."
"I don't see how we can free them all," I said slowly.
"I cannot leave them here," insisted Marco. "I could not walk away knowing their future. If I stay, I might at least persuade John Fernando to sell them to known houses, who might care for these boys."
"We must find a way," I said. "There are many childless families who would be grateful to adopt a son—even one not from the Four Quarters. In the older days of the empire we commonly adopted children from conquered regions. These boys cannot go back with him." But I was thinking—how could we possibly get them all out? Marco could have crept away with me unnoticed, but not five dozen children.
I considered for some time, and then asked Marco, "Have you ever de-fanged a snake?"
 
We implemented our plan quickly. Marco infected me with cowpox and gave me ten needles to transfer the disease. I promised him that we would meet again soon, and he must remain quiet until that time. He distracted a guard so I could slip away unnoticed.
I returned to my wife and told her the whole story. Concerned, she sent me to bed, and insisted I rest so as not to worsen my fever. Within days I developed a rash on my hands and arms, and yellow blisters that ached to touch. My wife said it was indeed the same illness that she had seen on her visit to the camp, and at my direction, she carefully extracted the pus and injected both our children.
Oh, how hard it was to infect them, even knowing the benefits! As they sickened, I started healing; the hardest part was disguising our efforts from our neighbors, for I feared that if they discovered our illness, soldiers would quarantine the house and alert Loddington to my plan. Our daughter we persuaded to be as silent as possible, but our son did not understand, and he wailed with pain. I thought of the boys in Loddington's camp, not much older than he. I did not know what would happen to Marco—and just as bad, I feared that someone would notice us. An official quarantine would lose us precious time. We could not afford to let the last blister heal before we had transferred the precious disease to other people.
Though I was not entirely well, I decided it was critical to accelerate my plan. I asked my wife to beg favor at the palace, using any rank or pleas she could think of, to get a message to the wise Amaru—on whom all my hopes rested. With all the political chaos, I was unsure that she would succeed. But my good wife persisted, and after spending a day and a sleepless night pleading for audience, she found a servant willing to bear her message.
And so on that next night, as my body healed and my children lay ill—Amaru came alone, and at night. He was plainly dressed and wore no mask, which might call attention to himself.
When I told him my tale, his face darkened with anger. For a moment I wondered if it might be directed at myself, for thievery, but that was mere anxiety. Amaru finally said, "So this vaccine is now in the possession of the Incan people. We have no more need for this greedy bargainer."
"I do not wish to see him killed," I said hesitantly, wondering if that was his thought.
"Nor I," he said, "for the Americans might not take kindly to that. Yet I also do not wish to see him profit on the suffering of others, even if they are mere children."
"We can refuse his deal now, provided we keep the vaccine alive in our people."
"Refuse his deal, certainly. He has negotiated in bad faith. There are worse punishments for a man such as he," said Amaru.
And with that, we discussed a plan.
The next day, Amaru and I visited Loddington, where he had encamped in the palace's waiting chambers. He was speaking in broken Spanish to anyone who understood and would listen, begging for audience with the Sapa Inca. I kept my hands clasped behind my back. When he saw me, his face brightened with a generous smile.
"Lanchi Ronpa!" he exclaimed. "I asked for you, but no one would bring you."
Amaru said, "The Sapa Inca is unavailable, but he has authorized me to finalize our bargain. Here is a measure of faith." He opened his purse and poured out golden beads, more than I had ever owned myself, which tumbled into Loddington's hands and scattered across the floor. He crawled around after them, scooping up handfuls like a monkey gathering food.
Amaru said, "I have gathered more, and my warriors will bring it to your camp. Let us go there, and we will bring you—as promised—at least a tenth of what you requested, with the remainder to follow tomorrow. We would bring the entire amount today, but it is simply too much gold; the warriors must return tomorrow with it."
At my translation, Loddington's eyes narrowed. "This is a sudden change of direction for the Sapa Inca."
"He is busy," said Amaru smoothly. "He deals with matters of state and cannot attend directly to this business. He does desire the vaccine, now that it's been proven."
Loddington looked directly at me and said, "Lanchi, tell me the truth. Is the Sapa Inca really ready for the vaccine?"
"I assure you," I said, choosing my words carefully, "that the Sapa Inca will be delighted to know the secret of this vaccine."
Loddington smiled and got to his feet. "Then we shall do business together," he said. "Come, let us go to my camp."
And so we went, a processional of warriors led by the American, who did not know he was already defeated. Loddington led the parade on an imperial riding-llama, his head held high, as if he ruled all the land. I kept to the middle, not wanting him to see my hands, to know his ruin was already upon him.
When we arrived at the camp, Amaru murmured to me, "Here we go. Good luck." He assumed a haughty expression and said, "An emissary of the Sapa Inca requires all people in the visited realm to present themselves and stand forth for viewing."
I translated these words for Loddington and added, "All men may of course retain their weapons; we know you are not a fool."
Marco stepped out, carrying his musket. "What's going on?" he asked me.
I addressed him directly. "The Sapa Inca's representative asks that all persons be visible as he enters."
Marco glanced at Loddington, who said, "Humor them, Marco. They bring gold in exchange for our vaccine."
Marco looked at me, but to his credit did not show surprise. Around twenty American men appeared from the woods, all heavily armed, ready to shoot us. Amaru subtly dug his knee into his llama, and the beast reared back and spat.
"There are more," he said calmly, which I translated.
I added, "You had best bring forth all persons here, since the llama smells the presence of many who remain unseen."
Loddington frowned, then signaled with his hand. Ten more American men slid into view. Clever man. But Marco had caught on, and said, "John Fernando, shall I bring all the—"
"No!" exclaimed Loddington. "This is my encampment. Now let us close this deal."
Amaru said, "You have not been honest with us. I can smell the children as clearly as this llama can."
At these words, Loddington paled, and Marco ran off to open several tents. He flung aside canvas to show the children huddled together like clustered pebbles, staring at us with enormous eyes. Amaru frowned at the sight. He said, "Who are these children?"
"They help me with the vaccine," said Loddington angrily. "They are my property."
I counted our warriors. We had nearly a hundred men. Amaru had enough wealth to command an army. "Come here, Marco," I said. The boy came, and I grasped his shoulders firmly like a father.
Amaru waved his hand commandingly, and I addressed Loddington. "The Sapa Inca has changed his mind," I said. "He wishes to buy your children instead of the vaccine. That purse which his emissary gave you is more than the amount you paid for them. These children will now be the Sapa Inca's subjects in the Land of the Four Quarters."
"But…." Loddington sputtered, "but—why?"
"The Sapa Inca's word is law, and his representative merely implements it. We do not question his decisions and neither can you."
"But they are mine!"
"These children were free the moment they stepped onto our soil," I told him. "Any damage to your finances is repaid with gold. A few beads in exchange for a few children, clearly neglected. How could that not satisfy you?"
"You will never get the vaccine," said Loddington, his face red with anger. I could tell he wished to order an attack, but didn't dare, in the face of so many armed Incan warriors.
Marco spoke up defiantly. "They already have it," he said. "Look at Lanchi's hands."
I held them up. Loddington stared in disbelief. I feared he might order me shot, regardless of consequence, but Marco added, "By now he has transferred the vaccine to others, and those others can be used for vaccines. Most likely they already have been."
"You may leave this land," said Amaru. "Our deal is done."
"You—you thieves," Loddington screamed. "You have stolen what is mine!"
"You have tried to sell what should be any man's," I said. "It is not a crime to take it."
Loddington suddenly went white. He raised his gun and aimed at Marco. Before anyone could react, he shot. Marco reeled back, collapsing against the llama. Four Incan warriors shot Loddington where he stood, but I held Marco, pressing his shoulder where blood poured out. I hardly noticed Loddington fall, nor his men staring in shock. We are all lucky they did not shoot back; perhaps they too had some doubts about the circumstances. Or perhaps the gods guided our hands that day. I cannot say, nor can any man.
"Marco!" I shouted.
"It is—" he gasped for breath— "It is not so bad. Bind the wound tightly."
I ripped my tunic and obeyed. Oh my grandson, my heart broke—I thought I would lose Marco. But I crushed his hand in mine, and said, "Marco—stay strong. Let my hand keep you in this world. My hand, which you have marked with a blessing—stay here with your gift, and with me."
Marco smiled through his pain, and I thought that this boy had much left to do. He would not leave this world—not yet.
And he did not, for you know who Marco became.
 
So my child, that is the story of you, which I tell you on your fifteenth birthday that you might know yourself. And you know the rest of the tale—how the Americans fought their war without our funding and achieved their freedom anyway, though they still suffer the schism of slavery in a so-called free land. The boys we freed from Loddington were adopted into the Empire; the childless Amaru and his wife adopted three boys themselves, and rewarded me richly. I built a school with those funds, so that all boys might attend and learn.
Marco stayed in the Land of the Four Quarters and became my son. He took my name, and then traveled the seas to foreign lands as the great explorer Marco Ronpa. Your father opened the prosperous trade we now share with China, by sailing the Lanchi across the vast ocean. All this shortly after marrying my darling Chaska, now a beautiful woman in her own right, who had honorably left the temple for love's sake. Your father gave you his features and his voice, and blessed you with your proud strong face—the face I love as much as my wife's and my children's and my own, for you belong to the Incan people with all your soul. Someday I expect you will explore further than your father, in our faster modern ships, and visit your grandmother's homelands in Africa. But that day is not here, and you, my grandson, must find your own destiny.
And my child—the interesting thing about China is that they'd already solved the smallpox problem with a technique called variolation, which they'd learned from India. But our vaccination was safer and more effective, and Marco found that technology vital in opening China to trade. But that is another story, child, and not the story of you. Sleep now, and in the morning you must tell me your new name, the one that marks you a man in the Land of the Four Quarters.



Feral Moon
Alexander Jablokov
 
The corpses fell from the interior of the moon like drops of water from an icicle. The body repatriation team that hung in the open space just outside the blast crater maneuvered back and forth and caught them in a grid of storage modules, one by one. Behind them, the stars moved slowly past.
To Kingsman, the module grid looked disturbingly like an ice cube tray. The repat team filled it in strict order, from one end to the other, then sealed and marked each module.
One body brushed against a twisted length of structural beam and spun slightly as it came down, making the team scramble. If they missed it, the body would float out of the crater and into open space, requiring an embarrassing, and expensive, recovery effort.
Preceptor Dakila Uy muttered in exasperation. "Clumsy. Looks like crap."
Kingsman thought that was a beamed signal, for him alone, but maybe a member of Uy's staff was noting it down, for later discipline. They were all hidden somewhere, out of Kingsman's sight, leaving only Kingsman and Uy on the shelf in the crater torn out of the side of Phobos. From the look of the stretch of tile still left on the wall nearby, it had probably once been part of someone's bathroom.
The team caught the body and flipped it into its module. These were the bodies of enemy combatants, of course. Defenders of Phobos. Their faces were displayed on the black shrinkwrap that protected the bodies. These were mostly file photos from their dogchips, sometimes cleaned up and reprocessed versions of the dead faces beneath, when no file could be found. Other identifying information appeared on their chests. Kingsman hadn't been issued the proper codes, so they appeared to him as generic scribbles.
The lack of code access was just another annoyance for Kingsman to work through. More serious was the three days he had been stranded in orbit, within sight of Phobos but without access. The official story had been "safety concerns."
Kingsman had a specific sort of power. Strictly speaking, he could only exercise it once. After that, he would be a hollow shell, without power to further influence events. He would need to use the weight of his single authority to gain cooperation in other areas. It was going to be a delicate game.
"Technically, you outrank me," Uy said.
"I suppose all ranks are merely 'technical,' Preceptor." Kingsman had expected his encounter with Uy to start with a fight. He supposed he should be glad it was over something so petty. "I have the same rank as you, with three years' seniority. But I'm not here to—"
"That's ridiculous. What, they count time in prison as 'seniority'? You lost all right to anything like that when you were convicted and sentenced."
"I don't want to argue about legal details. That's not my area of expertise. Yours either, I suspect. My seniority might come into play if we're fighting for spots on a ceremonial dais. Otherwise, it's pretty much meaningless. I have no rights of command here. I do have the right to demand treatment appropriate to my rank and role. Which does not include being left in the hull of a transport vessel for three days after my mission has already started."
"Oh," Uy said. "My apologies. We were preparing for a major push. Working every minute, preparing. You remember how that is, don't you, Tony? Combat? Everything else takes second place. Everything else is pretty much irrelevant."
The body modules were sealed and marked for chain of custody. Eventually, they would be returned to their families. Some diplomatic relations were still maintained with forces deeper within Phobos, though the political structure had fragmented, and it was sometimes unclear as to the authority of the counterparties.
This crater had been blown out of the side of Phobos during the surprise attack by the Alliance ship. It widened out beneath Uy and Kingsman's feet, dangling lengths of pipe, shattered transport corridor, and strips of the reinforcing rings that kept the welded-together outer layer of the moon's regolith stable. Phobos' rotation was slow, creating just enough gravity for orientation. Every few minutes, the vast face of Mars would scrape past, filling virtually their entire field of view.
No one in the busy crater paid attention to it, any more than they paid attention to the parade of enemy bodies. Instead, Kingsman felt himself the focus of interest from everyone working in the busy crater space, which was the ingress point for supplies to the Alliance forces fighting to conquer the moon. Some things could not be kept secret, and who he was was one of them.
"Are you at liberty to reveal the results of your push?" Kingsman said.
"It fully achieved its tactical objectives. Two more levels taken, and a significant pumping node. The Phobs can fight, but they're doomed. There is no reason for your mission here … Preceptor."
Kingsman had expected a desperate effort preceding his arrival. If a rapid success could be achieved, Kingsman's mission might become irrelevant. Uy was showing off its fruits now: a parade of enemy dead. Alliance corpses would be moved more discreetly, with dark ceremonial. Three dead, five wounded, two seriously enough to be rotated out. They hadn't been able to hide that from him. A reasonable cost, if you had a good basis for your mission.
Unsupported hope was not a good basis for anything, least of all military operations. Kingsman was more relevant than ever.
Anthony Kingsman was a tall man with big joints pushing out against his skin, and he knew that his spacesuit emphasized his boiled-and-mounted appearance. He wore his graying hair long, pulled back from his high forehead and tied back in a queue. Both the receding hairline and the gray hair were signs of his time in the prison asteroid, where aesthetic treatments weren't part of the routine.
Dakila Uy was shorter and stockier, with dark skin and black hair he brushed straight up. He'd even made that hair an element of how his suit displayed him. He had a practiced way of staying absolutely still, as if he was the center around which all else revolved. He was the commander of a five-thousand-troop invading force, a challenging role at this point in a long war, and one that he had to play without a break. He did his best.
Kingsman knew Uy of old, from before his own disgrace, even from before the Rim War had become the disaster it now was. Uy was both brave and smart. More importantly, he was increasingly listened to in higher political circles. So he had maneuvered himself into command of the Phobos Expedition. Victory there would secure his reputation.
But some operations required more than bravery and intelligence. They needed a level of understanding beyond rationality. They needed a kind of twisted genius. They needed what looked a lot like luck. Instead of an easy victory, Phobos had turned out to be a desperate vortex that sucked down soldiers, resources … and reputations.
Surely Uy had to see that Kingsman was the only way he could salvage his.
"I'll need access to all of your tactical records," Kingsman said. "All pre-op intel as well."
Uy snorted. "You can't possibly live long enough to get through all that."
"I'll skim."
"That's more than I can give you," Uy said. "At least for an operation that's still forging toward victory. But I have something better. I've assigned a unit commander to put you in touch with what's going on, right at the face. Full access, Tony. Just like you like. I think you'll understand things a bit better once you've actually seen it. It'll do you good to get back in combat. Though you probably got more than your share of action in the prison hulk. I hear the place wasn't well managed for a while."
Kingsman had seen more than he would ever want to share with anyone. Least of all Uy. "I could cancel this operation right now. You know that."
Uy was silent for a long moment. "You could. But would it stick? Not with the troops, I can tell you that. And not with your controllers, either. They need you to at least give the appearance of looking things over. All you'd get from a snap recommendation is chaos. Lessened effectiveness. Defeat. Is that really how you want to play it?"
The hell of it was, Uy was right. An order to pull out that could be argued with was worse than no order at all. In addition, Uy knew Kingsman of old too. He knew Kingsman would compel himself to understand everything he could before making a decision. He knew he had a handle on Kingsman's pride.
It was hard to bluff when you hadn't been dealt any cards yet.
"She's my best commander, Tony," Uy said. "You'll be in good hands."
A figure detached itself from some overhead strutwork and dropped slowly down. For a moment, it looked to Kingsman like she would miss. But he had misgauged the Coriolis curve. While the path was straight with reference to the stars, the rotation of the moon made it seem curved relative to where they stood. The officer landed on the ledge next to Kingsman. He saw dark eyes, cheeks with decorative metal implants.
"Preceptor Anthony Kingsman," Uy said, with forced heartiness. "Sub-Commander Leila Ferhat. SC Ferhat will serve as your guide to the Phobos Expedition."
The last of the Phob bodies floated past and was packaged up. Kingsman noted that Ferhat kept her eyes averted. She hated this corpse parade. That would have been a possible way to bond with her, if she hadn't clearly hated Kingsman even more.
 
Ferhat didn't talk to him. Instead, she shot him a set of instructional and safety icons: click into the air supply on this reaction sled, make sure the partial pressure of oxygen is between these two bars, at least two of these five points must be secure for you to be considered attached to the sled, keep your hands to yourself.
Kingsman did as he was instructed. The sled dropped out of the crater and into open space. Kingsman felt the pressure as Ferhat activated the drive and they moved away from the spinning potato of Phobos.
The space around was crowded with Alliance vessels, dwelling units, and other gear. A spacecraft vectoring in from a long transfer orbit flared a reaction rocket and readied itself for docking.
None of this was visible to the naked eye, but of course no one used a naked eye in space, any more than anyone had a transparent face plate. Everything that Kingsman saw was intensively processed and information enhanced to interact optimally with his clunky evolved perception modules. The approaching spacecraft was clear in his vision, with its fuel pods gleaming in the light of the distant Sun, its list of combat medals streaming out behind it. Its reaction drive hissed as it slowed.
Every bump in the surface of Phobos was clear. The moon's surface had once been a loose layer of regolith, which over the centuries had been welded into a thick radiation shield bound with stabilizer hoops, and then honeycombed with support tunnels. Stickney, the disproportionately large crater that had always been its biggest visual feature, was still there, like a beauty mark. The Alliance assault crater was some distance closer to the hub. The Phobs had expected any assault to come at that hub, since the surface was too thick for quick penetration, and so they had armored and reinforced it.
But the supposed tourist vessel had injected itself into the moon's side, and detonated. Its shielded contents had ripped deep into the regolith, including its encapsulated Alliance troops, who had hatched and dug further in, until they came up through the floors of the lowest inhabited corridors and started their assault.
Even with processing, Mars looked like a plate of corroded metal, broken and crudely rewelded. Phobos had an absurdly low orbit, and moved faster than Mars rotated, so that they seemed to scud above the planet's rusted surface, pursuing something that would never be caught.
Kingsman gloried in the information access. He now had full clearance, the same as Uy and his staff. He would have to watch carefully, to make sure that he wasn't subtly cut off from something crucial. But for now, it was like being let out of a box.
Ferhat's goal out here became clear: a battered vessel that was mostly heavy thrusters pointed in various directions. It was some kind of salvage tug. She maneuvered neatly and linked up to it.
"They really should get this reactivated and operating," Ferhat said. "If we're here much longer, neglecting cleanup is going to come around and bite us on the ass."
She was challenging him. His job was to make sure they weren't there much longer, no matter what.
His mission was supposedly confidential. Obviously, there was no way to keep a secret like that for long.
"That's not why you've hauled us out here," he said.
"Oh?" Her suit displayed a lean woman with a burn scar on her ribs. On leave she let her dark hair grow long, while on duty she kept it bristled. Her high cheekbones were made even higher by the metal implants, which she kept buffed to a high gloss. She kept her face display expressive so that her thoughts and moods could be read, as was standard intra-unit practice. What it expressed now was irritation. "Why, then?"
"You need intel," Kingsman said. "You think you're missing something. But why would you come out here to find it?"
The question was half to himself. He could see her considering how much was aimed at her. But if she was as smart as she seemed, she knew something: Kingsman might not have been her favorite court-marshaled ex-officer responsible for the unnecessary deaths of fellow soldiers, but he was still a useful resource for her. Would she use him wisely while she had him?
"Look." She gestured toward Phobos, and it turned semitransparent, revealing a maze of tunnels and open spaces. "Settlement, two hundred years ago." The tunnels receded to a cup around the north pole. She stepped the display forward by decades. The inhabited volume expanded slowly, going out past the equator just under the regolith, but much less than that along the axis. Then, in three major jumps, it excavated significant portions of the interior, opening out internal seas, high-pressure vacuoles, and dense residential matrices. Kingsman noticed that a lot of the corridors glowed a red that marked them as "dubious intelligence." Those were Ferhat's own markings. The general-access map—he called it up and overlaid it on hers—had no error bars around those regions.
"That's a huge volume of stuff they needed to toss," Ferhat said. "All asteroid colonies have high-entropic junk to get rid of. But the gravity of Mars and Deimos makes it tricky to really get rid of here, given the cost of reaction mass. Some always seems to come back to become a navigational hazard. They bought this thing from some shipyard. It puts out magnetic filaments hundreds of miles long. They form a field, and herd the debris into sturdier nets that haul it in."
"But most of the debris must be non-magnetic," Kingsman said.
"That's why they hacked up this add-on." Ferhat pointed and red dots appeared on two massive cylinders. "Seemed to work well enough. Those axial cylinders fire microscopic iron flechettes. No shortage of iron, after all. Radar detects all the debris. Anything that doesn't respond to the magnetic mesh gets a flechette shot. If it vaporizes, problem solved. If not—now you've got a magnetic hook, and the mesh can catch it and drag it in."
"Are you considering recycling those flechette guns for antipersonnel purposes?"
"You try hauling one of those barrels through the corridors. Might be a hell of a surprise for someone, if you managed to do it. No. Just let me take a look here, and I'll get you down to the face. Clip in over here."
She was suddenly brisk. Kingsman figured she felt he'd tricked her into treating him like a regular human being. That was inevitable, though tiresome.
The tug clutched two debris-filled meshes like a cartoon miser with moneybags. It must have just come back from a salvage expedition when the Alliance assault hit. Ferhat loosened one and started going through the chunks of rock it held, scanning each one quickly with several beam generators and sensors she pulled off the sled.
Kingsman allowed himself a few minutes of just letting the stars wash around him. It had been a long time since he'd been able to focus on something farther than ten or fifteen feet away from him. Prison asteroids weren't much for long vistas.
But now it was time to be useful. She wasn't sharing the data overlay she was using, mildly rude, though not a clear insult. What she was doing was really a job for half a dozen people with automated equipment. The debris ranged in size from tiny pebbles to head-sized chunks. Some was hundreds of years en route, others might have been excavated the day before the Alliance arrived. And there was several tons of it.
Here and there, amid the rough chondrites and phyllosilicates, bits of inlay glimmered, and a trace of carving caught his eye like a doomed hand reaching from quicksand. He grabbed it. It was part of a human face, the cheekbone and the eye, with just a swirl of hair.
"Please," she said. "Don't make this take longer. I'm away from my command too long as it is."
"Look at this. You think it's from one of the transverse connecting corridors? Down in the Kloen District, maybe."
"I really can't rely on details like that." Still, she took the bit of carving from him, and examined it with her scanner. "Isotopes match. Could be Kloen. Or nearby."
"They must really have torn that area apart if they destroyed those reliefs to make defensive lines. They sacrificed a lot. Those reliefs were beautiful. At least, I've heard they were."
She spoke to him reluctantly. "Kloen is just beyond our face. It looks like it will be a problem when we get to it. Plus, it's kind of an independent collective now. Not even part of the same government as other parts of Phobos. Things are different out there."
She finally shared her overlay. The debris she had checked over already glimmered with information. Each piece had a distinct isotopic signature that marked it as coming from a specific location within Phobos. If he called up a 3D image of the moon, he could see where they originated. She had particularly focused on those that came from the volumes marked in red on her own map.
"How long do you think they were preparing for our attack?" he said.
She shrugged, her suit's body language amplification making it an elaborate gesture. "All I know is, we're pressing into a volume that doesn't match our intel, facing political organizations with their own agendas, and taking casualties doing it. I'm no longer sure that our objective is even valid."
Uy had given him her tactical objective: a water node that supplied a good chunk of that volume of Phobos. Capturing it would change the balance of combat. But if she was looking for evidence to disconfirm her assumptions, she was a rare commander indeed.
"Could you use help going through this stuff?" Kingsman said.
He could see her struggle with an automatic refusal. Then: "Yes. It would make things go faster. And I think the Preceptor thinks I already have you upstairs, with my unit. I just took advantage of the opportunity to come out here."
It took another hour, even with his assistance.
There were a couple of pieces of debris that weren't excavated rock: a ring from a pressurized air pipe that must have blown off a malfunctioning airlock, and a length of shredded safety line marking a rescue attempt that failed at least two centuries before. But amid everything else were pieces newly sliced out of the moon. Given the unlikeliness of any given piece ending up here, they could extrapolate, and see that vast volumes must have been reorganized within Phobos.
"You have thoughts about this," she said. "You know more than you're telling me."
"I don't have a tactical job," he said. "I just have—"
"If you have information or understanding, I need it. No matter what it is."
If the dispositions were a disaster, he should leave them the way they were and order a pull-out. He was supposed to judge the situation and make an up or down decision. It wasn't his job to fix anything.
"It's possible your mission is the victim of a fairly extensive deception operation," Kingsman said. "The main water line may no longer be any such thing."
"They've been defending it fiercely," she said.
"Well, now. They would, wouldn't they?"
"That last assault was meaningless," she said, mostly to herself. "Schorsky and Pandit died—"
"We kill them all the time," Kingsman said.
"Well," she said, as if realizing she had been getting too friendly with him, "you would know, wouldn't you?"
 
The occupied interior of Phobos was a tangled mass of corridors. You couldn't see anywhere more than a few hundred meters away. Here gigantic doorways swelled out into the path of traffic, there pits opened beneath your feet, to reveal family compounds with children chasing each other.
Ferhat pushed Kingsman from one security zone to another.
They passed a team of Phobs restoring a string of overhead lights, while groups of their relatives sat on stacks of household possessions and waited for their corridor to be habitable again. Phobs shared no particular physical look, except for the jointless way they moved through their spaces and the long hair and loose clothing both sexes favored. No one looked at Ferhat and Kingsman.
Walls were cracked by small-arms fire. An Alliance casualty memorial glowed at a wider area, where a fountain trickled water. Ferhat gave the three dead marked there a discreet salute. The memorial was virtual, coded to their suits, and was tactfully invisible to the natives, though it was clear from the savage graffiti tattooed on the wall behind it that the Phobs knew it was there.
Past the memorial was another Alliance checkpoint, where a cold-eyed soldier examined Kingsman's record, exactly as if he had not passed through three such points already. Behind the checkpoint was an encampment of occupation troops, installed in a couple of large apartments with open verandas on the corridor. They had their own power, and kept their spaces much more brightly lit than Phobs generally would. Every captured level of Phobos required a detachment of troops to keep it pacified. Discipline looked good, so far. But they had already been here longer than expected.
The soldier had been looking at Kingsman's records, not at him. "My cousin died at Kalatra."
Kingsman waited for the soldier to say something else, but the bare fact was apparently enough. So he nodded, as if the man had mentioned they had gone to the same high school, but in different years.
"Not relevant, soldier." Ferhat suddenly crowded up.
"Sorry, ma'am. Not relevant."
"We have a job to do here. I do, you do. He does."
"You're good to go." The soldier stepped back, trying to get out of the range of her rage.
"What was your cousin's name?" Kingsman said.
"You wouldn't have known her."
Kingsman waited.
"Murnau. Cassie Murnau."
"Seventeenth engineers. She was power, running cabling up Big Cliff when it came apart."
"That's what we were told. Sir."
They stared at each other for a moment, then Kingsman moved past. Ferhat followed him onto the elevator to the next level.
"Surely you don't know everyone who died," she said.
"In the first months of my imprisonment, my only reading was the personnel records of the casualties at Kalatra. They gave it to me as an additional punishment, not knowing that I would have requested it anyway. I couldn't go meet their families, so that was the best I could do. So, yes, I do know everyone who died, or was wounded."
She thought for a moment. "Wait."
"Yes?"
"If she died during the Big Cliff operation … she died in combat."
"Almost all of them died in combat."
"You know what I mean! During the assault, before the junta's surrender. Straight combat. Part of the victory. Not during the … repacification."
"Well, I guess he didn't see the difference. Most people don't."
"You should have explained it to him."
"Most people don't like to have me explain things like that to them. It's really not worth it, Sub-Commander."
The area above actually had a view, opening out to a high wall. Phobs slid up and down it on cables, passing through big stone doorways that led to yet more corridors. This area was well cleaned up. Plants grow up and down the big wall. People were gathered at tables, eating. One group looked like it was celebrating the wedding anniversary of an older couple. At least, a man and a woman sat together under a kind of canopy. If the Phobs had a family resemblance, it came from the fact that they appeared in Kingsman's display just as their physical selves, without the extra information all Alliance troops provided. Their eyes were blank, and kept everything deep inside. The flowing gowns that concealed their bodies and the hair that swirled around their faces were just extra.
Two Alliance soldiers stood on top of a dividing wall, crowd hosers held lightly in their hands, and kept an eye on things.
Kingsman couldn't help but see things tactically, and from that point of view this place was nothing but a trap. Dead-end corridors, sudden level changes, sight lines blocked by a shop selling flatbreads grabbed from rotating platters or an emergency health center that was also a neighborhood social spot: Phobos was nothing but places to be slowed down, stopped, killed.
Anything a tourist found attractive, a soldier found a threat.
But now the moon had fragmented, feralized. The top-level political organization hadn't survived the first demand for surrender. That had to have been planned along with the rest of their subtle defenses. Uy now had to deal with dozens of separate organizations that controlled power generators, transportation centers … and water supplies. Each had to be attacked or negotiated with separately.
Phobos was a trap. That was why it had always been the touristic center of the inner Solar System.
Another two checkpoints and Ferhat and Kingsman finally came to the Lower Concourse, one of the biggest open areas in the moon.
The high ceiling hid in mist and light. The open surface was folded up into rocky hills and stable sand dunes, each one placed to conceal how the Concourse curved. Small shops and restaurants nestled in odd nooks.
Most of the owners had just had time to seal up and remove most of their equipment when the Alliance assault broke through. Rubble covered the mosaic dining floors. Multicolored glass bottles lay on the rocks, unbreakable and gleaming. What had once been decorative pools had cracked and drained through into lower levels, leaving dry sockets.
The Lower Concourse had been known for its beauty. People had traveled from all over the Solar System to see it.
Kingsman himself had once looked into taking a vacation here with his wife. He remembered flipping through the images: the steaming turquoise pools, the people tucked into the hot sand baths, the quiet spots where two people could be alone, at last, and figure things out.
It had proved impossible on a sub-Preceptor's salary, no matter how he worked the numbers. He had never even mentioned that he was thinking about it. A few months after he gave up on the idea, Elise asked him for a divorce, and disappeared on a refugee relief effort among the asteroids.
A nice vacation somewhere other than her parents' summer house wouldn't have kept them married. It would just have saddled him with debts.
Still, it would have been something nice to have in his memories, to contrast to the years of combat followed by the years of imprisonment which were now most of the memories he had to work with.
Even in ruins, the Concourse was a comfortable space for surface dwellers, and most of the Alliance troops were from Earth. They'd set up their privacy units, waste recyclers, and mess facilities among the ridges and dunes. No one paid obvious attention as Ferhat led him into the encampment. That showed discipline.
Ferhat was good. Uy had made the wrong choice, putting his smartest subordinate in charge of Kingsman. Elise had understood him, even as she didn't want to be married to him. She told him that the best weapon against him was stupidity. If Uy had had the sense to see that, he would have put Kingsman into the hands of a bland dullard who did things by the numbers. Kingsman would have been dragged around like a piece of luggage, unable to achieve anything.
Instead, with Ferhat, Uy had put a potential tool into Kingsman's hands. He just had to figure out how to use it.
 
… Don't expect sentiment from an inhabitant of Phobos. To them, practicality is all. Any position can be traded at any time, if the difference in value is greater than the cost of making the transaction. The difficulty for someone who did not grow up running the corridors of Phobos is figuring out what they value, and what they regard as a transaction cost, rather than entertainment. They hold the value of friendship high, and so are unlikely to trade you. But they seem to be capable of living with a structure or work of art for a century, and then, when there is a chance of improving traffic circulation or providing a convenient storage area, of removing it without sentiment. We had come to Gravad to relax in the Ang, a well-known steam meditation cocoon, but found that it had been excavated, and the entire space around it was under some kind of repair. A cheerful old man offered to sell us bits and pieces of the famous curved walls, with their fine intaglio carvings, but we felt that was a bit like coming to see a famous palace, only to be offered a brick as an example of what it had once looked like. He remembered many happy visits there himself, but the fact that it no longer existed seemed of no concern to him.
… we stayed on in Gravad, a zone not much liked even by other citizens of Phobos. It was excavated early in the settlement of the moon, and its vacuole-spoke pattern, once in fashion, is now regarded as hideous. Such distinctions are, of course, invisible to the visitor. After some search, we found a small, uncomfortable room, one that was both hot and noisy. Given our situation, the host didn't even want to show it to us. He had purchased cubic from some defunct competitor and added it to his volume. He had not yet brought it up to the standards of his establishment, he said. But its location was just what we wanted, and he was persuaded. So we spent the night, sleepless, sweating, feeling the deep vibration of secret excavation in our bones, like a deep fever….
… when people heard that were in the process of an initial investigation of the consequences of our wedding, we were recommended Breen Gardens, as appropriate to romance. Its trees grow across the hollow and bury their tops in the opposite wall, where some perverse manipulation of tissue turns them into roots again. It is necessary to bribe the monkeys to leave you in peace. That was not to her taste, she said. Too obvious, perhaps, or unnecessary to our own situation. Instead we visited a spot where romances are best ended. After all, the beginning of anything is inevitably the end of something else. The best spot for ending a relationship is one of the tiny restaurants at the top of Farnum's Wall, with its eternal waterfall, either Left Phleb or Noricum. We visited both, and, if you are in the final stages of a once-passionate relationship that is now congealing around you, there are some features that may be of interest. Noricum's pastries, delicious but stimulating a host of mysterious allergies, put you in the mood to do some serious damage to your once loved enemy. Left Phleb specializes in random blasts of air, sometimes freezing, sometimes smelling of decaying flesh. As it happened, some kind of repairs deep in the water system had left the famous waterfall a mere trickle. That was a disappointment. We could hear the well-rehearsed arguments of the couples at the other tables. For a couple in trouble, that might have been a balm: the absurdities of others' romantic squabbles might lead one to question the significance of your own. As it was, the arguments seemed to indicate the pettiness of the reasons that brought them together in the first place, never an appropriate lesson for a couple who were, after all, on their honeymoon….
… we were told to stay away from Demavend. That advice was well meant. Actually, it was the best advice we received on our trip. The reasons to stay away turned out to be legion: sullen shopkeepers, packed restaurants that felt like emergency pods carrying refugees from some great disaster, children who hid under the heavy corridor furniture and jabbed at our behinds with sharpened wires. And most of the reasons for going to Demavend turned out to be less than compelling: a tomb with no body in it; a famous view down a widening corridor that was blocked by netting as some useless cross tunnel was constructed; a concert hall so poorly designed that all we heard were echoes of the performance, echoes that seemed to last long after the performers had left the stage. But Demavend turned out to be the highlight of our trip. In it the sense of secret negotiation, of grim planning, of determination to remain neutral between two great forces, one controlling the resources of the Solar System, the other desperate to use them, seemed clearest and most manifest. It was in Demavend that we realized that we were married for a reason, and that reason might well keep us both alive….
 
"Who the hell wrote this?" Ferhat said. "I don't think this showed up in the intel stream anywhere. Maybe that's because no one could stand to read it. How did you get it?"
"Personal communication," Kingsman said.
"In prison? They would have read it and incorporated it into the stream."
"No. From before. Just before I went to Kalatra, in fact."
That dread name gave her pause. "Don't be coy, Preceptor. Who was it from?"
She'd picked up on his one area of reluctance. "A smart guy. One I respect. He's married to … he's now married to my ex-wife. He wrote these notes on their honeymoon."
"He spent his honeymoon writing reports on water supplies and excavations?"
"Nam Lo is the kind of man who gets a lot done every day."
"All I can say is, if that's the guy who beat your ass in the husband sweepstakes, you must have been a real prize."
"I probably could have stood some improvement."
Ferhat and Kingsman sat together on the floor, leaning against a wall. Business went on all around them, and Ferhat occasionally had to answer a question or approve something. She would always let Kingsman know she was doing that, so he wouldn't speak while she wasn't listening. He appreciated the courtesy.
She turned back to him after making some decisions about resupply. "All right. Some of this guy's observations match what I've suspected. But I don't like my own conclusion."
"Of course you don't," Kingsman said. "No one likes giving up a good working hypothesis. But deceptions do happen. And, if I'm right, this is a particularly good one. But this is just another hypothesis. I could be wrong."
"Do you think that covers you?"
"What?"
"Saying 'I could be wrong.'"
No one ever liked his method. When it worked, it seemed as if he had succeeded by accident, and when it didn't, they blamed Kingsman for the failure.
"Let me put it this way," he said. "I could be wrong. But I'm probably not."
She examined the exploded diagram of her team's tactical target, even though she had taken it apart a dozen different ways already. "What if you're right? What if we're aiming at a false target? Will you immediately cancel the Phobos expedition?"
"I can't swear that it won't," Kingsman said, after thinking it over. "Will that affect whether you order the recon?"
"Don't push it." After looking it over one more time, she closed the image. They were left alone with each other. "I don't really have a choice. I can't risk chasing an illusion and losing anyone else. I'll give you two guys to check it out: Landor and Tutun. Good guys, maybe not quite nailed down around the edges."
Kingsman checked their records as they flickered past his vision. Exactly as she said: brave men, fast, who exploited ambiguity in orders when it suited them.
"And you picked them because…?"
"Because they'll listen to the main thing I have to say to them, and act on it. And that's this: if you get in trouble and saving you puts them at risk, any risk at all, they're to abandon you. They'll do that."
"They might even enjoy following that order," Kingsman said.
"Don't worry, Kingsman. They'll play it straight. If they can get you out, they will. Let me ask you something."
"Sure."
"Were you surprised when they came to you in prison and offered you freedom in exchange for coming here and making this particular decision?"
Kingsman thought it over. "I don't know about 'surprised.' I calculated the odds as a bit less than one in two that someone would come for me within three years of my incarceration. I figured that after any longer my skill set would be outdated, making me significantly less valuable. It was two years and eight months. That meant things were bad."
Ferhat pushed herself to her feet. "Were you surprised when your wife asked you for a divorce?"
That Kingsman didn't need to think about. "Yes."
 
… I have seen asteroids with wet inner walls and dry heights, their interiors tangled with pipes, lifting buckets, rising columns of humid air condensing on cold sheets in the low-gravity zones, modified tree trunks with swollen xylem and phloem, high-surface-tension globules curving like balls in a some invisible game. At the gravity of a spinning asteroid even crude pumping schemes can lift water a great height. After generations of post-collapse life in such a space, cultural adaptations make it seem like a sensible, even noble proceeding, using muscle and improvisation to build an integrated life. But no one would ever have chosen it freely.
Water brings life, and it brings collapse. The two are linked. The sequence is inescapable. Human life requires water. And water inevitably destroys.
Water dissolves, it erodes, it corrodes, it decays. It is patient and it never stops its work. With it come microbes and other creatures that change pHs, secrete their own solvents, push tiny fibers into supposedly resistant walls, and swell their own fecundity into the cracks.
Water freezes. When it does, its pressure is irresistible. If a water-filled vacuole in rock is allowed to get too cold, its phase transition can split an asteroid wide open.
No matter how careful the inhabitants are, over time, all falls apart, water works its way through the inertial wall, and spurts, freezing, into vacuum. The result is a dead, hollow rock with an oddly high albedo from the ice crystals coating its surface.
Phobos has its secret inner seas. So far they have managed to keep them under control, as servants. That requires constant maintenance and a sophisticated social organization. Social failure would result in environmental failure. In a moon, there is no "state of nature."
Near New South Corridor lies one of the more interesting attempts to unite water supply with spiritual entertainment….
 
Nam Lo probably didn't even know that his personal notes had made their way to Kingsman. Elise's biggest flaw might have been her belief that she had the right to keep or violate secrets based on whether she thought the goal was important enough
Not too long after her divorce from Kingsman, Elise had actually gone to the Concourse, sat down at a table—and sent a message to her ex-husband.
He had never known Elise to be cruel, but if sending your ex-husband a message from your honeymoon with your new husband wasn't cruel, what was?
Kingsman had been en route to what seemed a routine military operation at Kalatra when he got the message. He tried to delete it without opening it. Then he stored it for a long time. Then, after his gamble had failed, and a lot of people had died, he had wondered how bad the message could be by comparison, and had opened it.
She had sent him an image of herself sitting at a table in the Lower Concourse of Phobos. Her thick dark hair was pulled back from her high forehead. Her protruding eyes, which showed white all around the iris when she was emotional, seemed even larger than he remembered. The fashion that month was for wind, and she was dressed for it, in a dress that seemed to be made entirely of velvet ribbons, and streamed out to the side, clinging to the well-remembered curves of her body. On the table in front of her were two plates, one with a smear of butter. But the chair next to her was empty.
Presumably Nam Lo had been off making some kind of observation, and hadn't known what she was doing. That would explain how she had managed to code all of Nam Lo's notes into the image. Despite clues, it had taken Kingsman a while to find them, and then he was just puzzled by them.
Now that he was here in Phobos, they seemed like the most important gift anyone had ever given him.
 
"This is crazy shit," Landor muttered. "I ain't going to lie about that."
"I appreciate honesty," Kingsman said. "In situation reports. Personal opinions you can keep to yourself."
"Jesus!" Tutun's tone was vicious. "I can't believe she's sending us off to get killed like this. I didn't do anything. You do something?"
"Like what?" Landor rechecked his gear. He was a big man, with pale, pimply skin. His suit displayed his tattoos, and was festooned with way more than the regulation kit. "What could I have done?"
"I don't know," Tutun said."Like not take care of that stupid ventilator, maybe. Did you screw up on the vent again?" Despite his visible irritation, Tutun kept doing his job, scanning forward as the three men scrabbled down the dark hallway, knee-deep in swirling trash. He wasn't tall, but he was wide, with dark skin and oddly delicate features, like a doll.
"That vent's just not working right," Landor said. "Took a hit on the first day, been flapping like it's dying ever since. That's not my fault, Tutun. Not my fault at all."
"You're supposed to keep that vent working. So we can breathe. That's kind of fundamental here. Breathing. Not like the Phobs are going to be sending oxygen down our way."
"It's not my fault!" Landor was sounding nervous. "Jesus, you think she'd send us out here with the Angle of Death because of a busted ventilator?"
"Commander Ferhat hates stuff that doesn't work right. Like busted ventilators. Or the people who can't get off their ass to get them to work. She'll rip stuff out and rewire if she has to. No sentiment. That's what I like about her."
"'Angle of Death'?" Kingsman said.
"But what about you?" Landor said. "Why would she want to kill you?"
"Come on, Landor, you serious? Me? She'd as soon kill me as assign me latrine duty. Of course, those things wouldn't smell half so bad if that vent was working right…."
"But why, man?" Landor was almost in tears. "What she got against you so bad?"
Tutun slapped Landor on the shoulder. If Landor's suit was at the regulation setting, he felt it on his skin. "Because I'm friends with you, hump. That's pretty much the story. She sees that it unfits me for command. Makes me untrustworthy. Poor taste in shithole bros. But you know what? I'm sticking with you. To the end."
"Screw you, man!" Landor stepped away, as if ready to throw a punch.
"This 'Angle' thing is still bugging me," Kingsman said.
"Typo, for crissakes." Landor directed his rage at Kingsman. "How else? That's the first report we got, after Kalatra. So that's what we stuck with. Like a prophecy, or something. That's what most prophesies are, right? Typos and 'what did you say?' and shit. Like that. So you're the Angler. We know you."
"Mistakes can be intel too," Tutun said. "Are we at the shit face yet?"
"We're not looking for combat," Kingsman said. "This is recon. You've done recon?"
"Not with you. Never with you. And I didn't put getting killed on my list of things to do before I die."
"Good one, Tun!" Landor chortled, wanting to be friends again.
"Come on," Kingsman said. "We've got a specific thing to check out, and we're done."
They scrambled over a pile of rubble into a ruined kitchen cubby. Not too far above them started the Phob-occupied areas, where there were other kitchens that still worked, still fed people. Tutun pushed his fingers against a stretch of wall still stained with the remnants of old food.
According to local informants, there were several different political organizations in the area: a communal supply organization, a gang-run territory around a power unit, and a safety group of families that had started dictating personal dress and rules of conscience. Aside from confusing the geography, Phobos' ruling clique had explicitly dissolved itself into dozens of contradictory and uncooperative political units. No single group had the authority or power to surrender the moon to the invading force. It was self-binding on a vast and deranged scale.
"This way." Tutun blew a hole in the wall.
Kingsman was on point. He knew the other two could let him get ahead, and then leave him there. But if he kept worrying about things like that, he'd completely lose effectiveness. He went through the wall, and up the narrow access space that kinked up from there. After a moment, he heard the other two behind him. All around them was the whisper of occupied apartments.
From all evidence available to Ferhat, the main water lines ran through this volume. They supplied the unconquered parts of Phobos. If they could be seized, resistance would have to end.
That assumption had been the cornerstone of Ferhat's dispositions. But she looked for disconfirming evidence. Kingsman could see that that was her particular gift, a rare one. That she could test and accept his evidence, despite not liking or trusting him, was even rarer.
Kingsman already suspected that the old water channels were no longer in use, that they were now a decoy and a trap. But he hadn't invested himself and the lives of his troops in another interpretation of the intel. It was easier for him.
The three men came to the separation point. Tutun pushed off down a side passage, leaving Kingsman and Landor curled up like grubs, listening to the sounds of children's voices, dishes, a rumbling piece of cleaning equipment just below them. They waited in darkness and silence, their very metabolisms slowed to minimize the burble of their blood. They would outwait anyone who might have heard them and raised the threat level.
Several hours later Landor shook himself, tapped Kingsman's foot, and set off the microdetonations.
They dropped slowly into someone's living room.
 
"Lie down, lie down!" Landor was yelling before his feet even reached the floor. "Hands over head. Down, down, down!"
The apartment had a complicated three-dimensional layout, with sleeping and other private areas dropping down below the entertainment/eating area that was their initial target. It hadn't been chosen because it was an easy tactical problem. It had been chosen because it was the most likely spot for Kingsman to test the new hypothesis.
And because he had information that led him to think Elise might have been around this volume in the days and hours before the Alliance assault on Phobos. That was something he hadn't shared with Ferhat.
It was a high room with lights shining upward onto a domed ceiling, a ceiling that now had a hole in it. A few fragments floated down after Kingsman and Landor.
The front of the room opened out onto the main corridor for this residential area. Kingsman, as practiced, jumped over and put up the privacy screens, then shot a preliminary defensive net across the openings. He could hear the hum of conversation from the corridor as people went about their business. If things went as planned, the three men would be gone before anyone got suspicious.
A woman and two children had been sitting down to a meal. For a long moment they just sat straight up as the two armored figures dropped through their ceiling and food flew.
Then, as requested, they got on the floor.
Landor secured their wrists and ankles. "This is a temporary occupation." He quoted the standard message. "You will be informed of what to do. You will not be harmed. You are not the target. We apologize for any inconvenience."
To Kingsman: "Someone ran. We've given them enough head start. Chase them down to the left bottom."
Kingsman had already launched himself out of the dining area and down the passage to the lower sleeping spaces.
There he was, a boy, maybe early teens, screaming. Why fire a disrupter grenade when you could use a member of the household to do the job for you? He couldn't convey any information, only panic. Kingsman let him keep his lead.
The apartment was packed with stuff. Clothes, arranged by color and texture, filled shelves. Elaborate hats dangled from hooks. Spherical aquatic environments full of fish and other creatures hung from the ceiling. Scurrying toy animals crunched underfoot. You took your life in your hands moving around a Phobos apartment even in peacetime.
You needed the clothes to catch skin fragments, because otherwise the moon would have filled with piles of dust, but the rest was just for entertainment.
Turning a corner, Kingsman ran into a woman, her black hair wild, wearing only a pale-blue sleepsuit.
"Please stop," Kingsman said. "Stop or be processed."
Instead, she kicked over a case of decorative plates, which spun slowly into Kingsman's path.
Two more kids came out, one crying, one sleepily rubbing his eyes. Not in the records—some kind of sleepover or other annoying social event.
There was a lower exit here, one leading to waste disposal and other support functions. If she got out here, she could raise the alarm, and the local militia would be on them. She half ran, half swam, staying ahead of Kingsman.
As she reached the utility room, Tutun punched through the wall, showering her with fragments.
"Please lie down," he said.
A long moment, and she did so.
 
"Why is this one part out in the open like this?" Tutun pushed his face up to the braided stream of water that went from one wall to the other in the small room.
Kingsman stopped himself from pointing out that, at the velocity it was moving, the water could rip Tutun's nose off. Either Tutun knew that, or it wouldn't make any difference what Kingsman said. "If we're right, they jury-rigged the whole cycle, fast. Used what they had. This jump makes enough noise that it sounds like a lot more water than it is. Plus it looks cool."
Human physiology required water, lots of it. Every cell needed it. It brought nutrients into the body and took waste out. And regardless of technical advances, it was just as massive and bulky as it had been when the Sumerians started digging canals. Every society in the solar system spent a lot of time and energy managing it. Supply failures led to a quick and unpleasant death.
Extra clothes hung on the room's walls. The Phobs seemed to take this pretty casually. But that was part of the plan. There was absolutely no sign from outside that this was here.
"I saw something downstairs." Tutun pulled his nose safely away from the water. "There's a big ass bladder down there. Heavy bag bigger than this room. It could support this family for months."
Those bags were a specialty of Elise's, Kingsman thought. She'd saved a lot of lives with them in asteroid relief efforts.
Or maybe they were just water bags, like any emergency service would have on hand. He had to be careful how many hypotheses he was juggling at any one time. He could float away from reality and never get back.
Kingsman pulled out a syringe and put the needle almost parallel to the water. "If this is just a short recirculating loop, like we suspect, the radioactive tracer will come back in a couple of minutes. I'd be happy not to see it."
"Nah," Tutun said. "I doubt you're ever happy being wrong, no matter what you say."
Landor was in the other room monitoring the family. The two mothers were sullen, sitting cross armed in the kitchen, refusing to answer any questions, or chat about family life, despite Landor's somewhat ponderous efforts to create a calm situation. The kids, however, saw this as an opportunity to continue this sleepover with their friends. They had piled decorative cushions in a corner of the main family room and were playing a kind of hide and seek game with it.
The makeshift fortress had collapsed again. Giggling, kids were crawling out from under it.
At that moment, the black-haired woman Tutun had captured in the lower hall brightened up. "Where did you say you were from?"
Pleased at any attention, Landor turned to her. "A little town in the Great Plains, called—"
"Count the kids!" Tutun bellowed. "How many kids in there?"
Landor's head snapped and his eyes wiggled back and forth. The kids chose this moment to run madly around, pretending to play hide and seek. "One … hey, there's one missing, man. That skinny kid. Where—?"
"He's suffocating!" the other woman said. "Help him!"
It wasn't remotely persuasive.
"Watch their asses. You guys, stop moving. Now." Tutun toed through the cushions, weapon at ready, while the kids stood in a row and watched, wide eyed. "Where does this go?" He had found a small opening in the base of the wall, barely large enough even for the child who had gone missing.
"He's going to die in there!" The woman wasn't giving up. "No air. Get him out! Please, mister…."
It had gotten silent outside the apartment. Tutun knelt and looked into the hole, which looked like a passage for a pet. "This leads into the corridor. He's raised the alarm by this point."
"So let's get the hell out of here!" Landor glanced up at the ceiling hole, which dangled dust-covered fibers.
"Easy way to get caught, hump," Tutun said. "These guys are fast."
"No kidding," the black-haired woman said. "You better surrender right now. I'll put in a good word for you."
"Thanks," Landor said. "We all appreciate it."
"You better appreciate it. It's that, or death."
Tutun glanced at Kingsman. "How much longer do you need to know you're wrong?"
"Oh, man." Landor couldn't believe what he was hearing. "We gotta move."
"Just a few seconds more," Kingsman said, looking at the water, and the radiation sensor he had placed next to it. How long would the longest possible closed loop be? Or what if he was actually wrong, and he'd never see the tracer?
"Let us go!" The black-haired woman was getting agitated. "Otherwise, it's bad news for all of us."
"Bad news is something I'm always willing to share, honey." Tutun's eyes flicked back and forth as he scanned up through the ceiling. "Yep. Sly, quiet. But they're there." He started to bring up his weapon.
Kingsman pushed it down. "Will you do anything but make a lot of noise and let them know we're on to them?"
"They'll move on us soon, and that'll be it."
They could try to keep these people as hostages and negotiate a way out. But protracted hostage situations seldom turned out well in combat theaters. The opposition didn't value the hostages as much as you thought they should. Decisions tended to turn brutally pragmatic. People could feel sorry about it later.
But what other options did they have? The route they had taken in was now cut off. There was only the front of the unit, on the main hallway, or the smaller bottom exit, in the utility corridor. The front here was now covered by a mob of angered Phobs. Presumably they'd covered the bottom exit too, but, Kingsman remembered, that one had some interesting space constraints that made it hard to surveil thoroughly.
"Tutun," Kingsman said. "Just down the passage from the utility area—"
"Egress there. We looked at it, if you will remember—"
"I remember, soldier. At that point we rejected it as too risky, but right about now it's looking pretty good. How would you get down to it? I mean, without getting killed."
"Thanks for qualifying that, sir."
The three of them sat and stared at each other. The detector beeped.
Landor looked startled. "So it is…."
"You're surprised?" Kingsman said. "You thought I was wrong?"
"Sure I did. Sir."
So, they were calling him "sir." That either meant they were starting to respect him, or they were starting to be sure they were going to die.
"Um," Landor said. "The water bag. The bladder."
Kingsman got it instantly. "Brilliant, Landor. You have hidden depths. Tutun."
Tutun kept his eyes on the prisoners. "What?"
"Let them go."
Tutun hesitated.
"We don't really have a choice. No reason to increase civilian casualties."
"That it? They get out, we die, like everyone else you command?" Tutun, enraged, stuck a gun in a crying child's face. "What did they do to earn that?"
Everyone knew what had led to his disastrous decision on Kalatra. Or at least they thought they did.
"They had a sleepover." Kingsman stayed calm as he unhooked the mesh over the front openings. "They sat down in their PJs to have some breakfast. They built a fort out of pillows. Maybe they wanted to skip a day of school so that they could play with their friends some more. None of us earn life, Tutun. We just get it as a gift. Are you qualified to decide who doesn't get to open theirs?"
"Yeah, hump." Landor's voice was shaking. "We're getting out. Just … he's got a plan. Don't you see that? He's got something that might get us out."
"It will take those outside a few seconds to process that these are their people," Kingsman said. "Let's use that."
"Run!" Tutun screamed at the family. It was a genuinely terrifying sound. "Before you get killed!"
The kids scattered first, the mothers after them, their toes grabbing the tiny bumps on the sides and bottom of the corridor with the quick reflexes of those who had lived their whole lives in low, spinning gravity.
Their rescuers had concealed themselves at a corner. A couple of them now darted out to gather in and protect the children. Kingsman and Tutun took advantage of the moment of distraction to hang out of their entrance and shoot the Phobs when they exposed themselves. Kingsman got one clean shot, Tutun, younger and faster, two. At least one of their opponents went down and was pulled back out of sight.
Kingsman hoped they would think that was the sole point of the exercise.
Kingsman and Tutun tumbled down the passage to the lower bedrooms. As soon as they were down, Landor hit the microdetonators he had installed in the few seconds he'd had. There was a tiny crack, and the wall of the water storage area crumbled into a side corridor.
There was the big water bladder, a dull red with a rough surface. It had embedded logos but those had been plastered over with stickers from the Coruscating Cooperative: "Water of Life, courtesy of your allies, CC." A childish bit of advertising, but new entities had to establish legitimacy however they could.
All three men put their shoulders against the floppy water storage bladder.
It rolled into the hallway. They could hear the buzz-snap of fire from the other side, but that amount of water could absorb an incredible amount of energy.
Including kinetic, provided by their muscles. It took a few seconds of maximal effort to get it rolling, a slow few feet per second. Kingsman was gasping for breath. But it was moving faster.
The bladder was well-designed—and it was one of Elise's. Kingsman was sure it was her design, and the original logo that of Nam Lo's relief organization, Soft Landing. Presumably it was leaking water from the other side. But it did not give way or explode.
"It's coming up." Landor spoke calmly. "Let it roll…. Just a bit farther … go!"
The rolling bladder cleared a side passage. In the few seconds it gave them, Landor dove down it, followed by Tutun and Kingsman. They jumped over the squatting Landor, who placed another set of detonators. Another crack, and the passage crumbled into rubble behind them.
 
"How did you know to look for that?" Uy looked up at the diagram of the Demavend district as it loomed over him and took a sip of his drink.
"What?" Ferhat said. "You mean this cross passage?" A line appeared in response to her finger gesture, showing where she had taken the unmapped corridors into account.
"Yes. The location of that hit our intel stream … when, Servan?"
The young staffer flicked a pale-lashed eyelid to bring up the data. "Eight hours ago, sir. Rumors before, from local informants. Marked unreliable. But a detonation there gave us a nice solid echo."
"Have you been basing your assault plan on unreliable local rumors?" Uy's tone sounded joking. He wasn't joking.
"No sir. I had supporting testimony. Pre-assault. A tourist report."
"Tourist report. I have to admit, I was never at my most reliable while on vacation."
Uy's staff laughed sycophantically. They sat in a rough crescent around the outer rim of the restaurant terrace, with a nice view of the rolling landscape of the Concourse. Ferhat's troops, obliged to attend this face-to-face, had occupied what had once been the kitchen and support area, and had even meshed some of the rubble into a rough wall, as if expecting an assault from the analysts and administrators up from headquarters.
"This particular tourist's reports have been extremely reliable," Ferhat said. "In fact, they are what helped us scope out the extent of the Phob deception operation around the water supply."
"Well, great." Uy put his drink down so roughly that it spilled. The gesture he made to keep a subordinate from jumping to wipe it up was almost a fist.
"Shall I proceed?" Ferhat said.
"I don't know. Should she, Tony?"
Kingsman had tried to sit unobtrusively. But there was no group with which he fit and he had found himself perched alone between the two forces, his long legs jammed beneath a table that threatened to tip every time he tried to decrease the stress on his knees.
Trying to be unobtrusive was stupid. This ghost wasn't just an uninvited guest at the feast. He was the caterer.
Everyone knew who Kingsman was. Though the fact was supposedly close-held by senior command, everyone knew why he was there. Everyone knew his authority. Everyone wondered why he wasn't exercising it.
"It's an extremely effective disposition of available resources," Kingsman managed. "Aimed at a potentially high-value target."
Uy stared at him in disbelief. "It's a bit late in your life to try to develop a skill for content-free phrasing, Tony. Save it for those of us who have a natural talent for it."
Kingsman had come back from the recon with Landor and Tutun knowing that the entire Alliance strategy in Phobos was flawed. That was more than enough reason to cut losses and announce a withdrawal. Anything else would be throwing away lives and resources on an unattainable goal.
Ferhat had debriefed the three of them, and had clearly known what Kingsman's only possible decision was. Still, she had immediately gone to her command shelter and started planning another operation, one that would take advantage of the intel she now had. And she had worked with total focus, calling in whatever members of her team could help her, until just before the meeting where she expected to be told that all of her efforts were completely wasted.
Preceptor Uy had come up here to the Concourse with his staff fully expecting to start organizing the logistics of a withdrawal in the face of a still-active enemy, only to get an operational proposal from a subordinate that involved a complex disengagement, change of face, and high-risk penetration into a previously untouched volume. He was confused, and increasingly furious.
And it was a decent operational plan, Kingsman thought. It would hit Phob operations at a weak point, taking advantage of that same feral lack of top-down organization that had thus far been a strength of the opposition. Backed with enough resources, it would seize control of a decent volume deep in Phobos … before inevitably bogging down and failing to make any significant difference in the overall strategic situation. Ferhat was smart, but she wasn't ready for operational-level command yet. It was another level of complexity.
But as it moved into Demavend and established dominance over the water-filled vacuole there, her proposed operation would encounter something else, something that, if managed properly, really could make a difference. Ferhat had no reason to know it was there. Even Kingsman couldn't be sure … but it was a chance worth taking, he thought.
"Preceptor Uy," Kingsman said. "May we talk privately?"
 
"Goddamit!" Uy stood up. "What the hell are you playing at, Kingsman?"
They had moved into a small enclosed shell with a two-person table, once used for romantic dinners. Uy wasn't as tall as Kingsman, but he was a big man too, and together they packed it full, and were able to feel the heat of each other's skin.
"You need a chance, Dakila," Kingsman said. "This can give you one."
"I don't need a chance. I need a withdrawal. Every day you wait costs me at least two soldiers. Dead, or desperately injured. Given what you've been through, I would think you'd want to avoid even one unnecessary death."
"If you want to withdraw so badly, why don't you simply order it yourself?"
This tiny room was a good place for a cage fight. They could do a lot of damage to each other.
Uy's breath was hot past Kingsman's ear. "What do you want? I knew you would finally want something from me. I voiced my objections to you coming here, but you have some strong protectors."
"I don't want anything from you that I'm not clearly asking for right now," Kingsman said. "Commander Ferhat's mission offers a possibility of a better settlement. A better result. Right now, you pull out, you'll leave chaos. And lose people while disengaging. It will be a mess, probably a long-term mess, years. One way or another you're leaving Phobos soon. Ferhat will let you get out without ripping your skin off."
"She's wondering why the hell you're leaving her up there, briefing us on a mission no one wants," Uy said. "Her heart's not in it."
"Her heart may or may not be in it," Kingsman said. "But her head is. It's not perfect … but we can make it the best odds operation possible. It can get us down to Demavend. After that … one way or another, you're out of here. Will you give her the support she needs?"
Kingsman wasn't even sure if he was right. Could Uy order a withdrawal on his own authority? How much negotiation would that require, and how quickly would it become public knowledge?
Uy still needed his coverage.
"You better give me something other than a rack of corpses," Uy said.
 
Elise's family had owned a vacation cottage in the Adirondacks, an ancient mountain resort area. It was tucked between two folds of a mountain. Several structures had risen and fallen on the same rubble foundation over the centuries.
The first time he had visited, something about the place had made him uncomfortable. It wasn't just the precise shabbiness that signaled old family wealth. And it wasn't even the sense that he was being tested in some way he couldn't even figure out.
It was the lack of sightlines. Oh, there was one view, very nice, off the porch to the glitter of the lake below. But aside from that, he was blinded. And there were any number of locations in the immediate area that were both more defensible and with better routes of escape in case of disaster.
That wasn't the point at all. It wasn't. So he tried to relax. He paddled a canoe on the lake, getting a blister on his finger for his pains. He hiked the trails, surprised at how hard it was to keep up with Elise, who remembered every turn on the way up, every gigantic glacial boulder, and mourned any tree that had been blown over or died of disease since her childhood. One patriarch had fallen just the previous winter. Rounded rocks were embedded in its complex roots, which loomed above them both. She walked back and forth along the trunk, and then they had sat together in the cool shade cast by the roots.
He'd bought a present for the house, a slightly convex mirror for the end of the upper hallway, just near the door to their bedroom. It had a mosaic of old pieces of dinner china around its edge.
"I never knew you had that kind of eye," Elise said. The beauty of the mirror made her see him a different way. She insisted on standing in front of it with him, resting her head on his shoulder, and looking into each other's eyes in their reflection.
Behind their heads he could see the window, its curtains blowing in at them, and beyond that the road and the rise of the mountain on the other side of the lake.
They left that cottage a true couple. They came back several times, though not often. His career took him everywhere in the Solar System.
And their last, worst fight took place there, after which nothing had been the same. Two weeks after the last time they went there, she told him their marriage had to be over.
 
"Mashee, you're supposed to be buttoned up." Ferhat's tone was weary. This was the third soldier she'd had to downcheck for being inadequately armored since they had started out.
Without looking at anyone else in her team, Mashee activated her armor and pulled her faceplate down, so that irritated features were sharply displayed. She exchanged a glance with the rest of her team. Then she knelt, slapped the wall, waited for the detonation and let Landor leap over her into the apartment beyond. A moment later, she followed.
Kingsman was in no way in charge. But he was there. And Kingsman had demonstrated that all of their work, all of their casualties had been futile, a gigantic mistake. They might have hated him before. Now it was more personal. And their commander, Ferhat, was willing to cooperate with him. It somehow tainted her. It had become almost a point of pride to be inadequately buttoned up, as of taking proper precautions during an assault was some kind of statement of sympathy for his insane and pointless objectives.
They had been staying away from any transport corridors or open spaces, busting through walls and hopping through dwelling units on an unpredictable path. It was rough, tedious work, with the risk of resistance behind every apartment wall.
Ferhat and Kingsman had moved up now, because things would be changing just ahead. Once the apartment was checked safe, Kingsman slid in and stayed out of the way, behind a cabinet filled with decorative plates that flickered with their own light. Ferhat settled at the kitchen table and waved her hands as she examined a situation display. Two other troopers, Tutun and Gupta, waited next to her, weapons ready.
Mashee reached through a hole into a bedroom and pulled out a little girl in a frilly dress, as if she had dressed formally for the assault on her home. He had her arms crossed and looked up at the armored soldiers expressionlessly. Mashee reached through to help the next person, but the woman shook off her gauntlet and climbed through on her own, a big packet of clothing and other supplies under her arm. A man followed, also not looking at Mashee.
Ferhat and her soldiers destroyed living spaces just to get from one place to another. It gave them maximum safety and coverage, but it was a brutal way to travel. Mashee slapped identification stickers on the apartment and clicked a confirmation to the couple, who would be notified when they could move back to their home and try to do what they could with what was left of it.
"Other side of the wall," Ferhat said. "Make it wide."
Tutun jumped through, knocking over a small cabinet and scattering figurines on the floor, and blew the wall of the bedroom beyond.
There was nothing on the other side. Bright light flared in. They all moved more carefully, as if they could be sucked out by the whistle of wind they could hear. Tutun stuck his head out.
"Wow. Take a look at this."
Beyond was a vast crack that extended up and down. The other side of it was a hundred meters away. It was the first open space they had come to since leaving the Lower Concourse a few days before. Like many things Phobos, it was bleak and disturbing, hard to get to grips with. Even what should have been pleasant balconies far away on the opposite wall looked more like elements of God's own cheese grater.
"A good spot for them to make a stand." Landor said. "They've got to be waiting for us over there."
"A great spot." Tutun was already taking distance readings across the abyss, finding appropriate adhesion points for their transport cables. "I could hold us here with a…." He paused, not having worked out the right metaphor before getting there.
"A pile of rocks?" Landor suggested
"Yeah. Maybe." Tutun was reluctant to take the suggestion. "I could maybe do it with that."
"Tiny rocks. Pebbles. Like … sand."
They both fell silent, contemplating holding the gap by shooting sand, hoping for a more sensible comparison.
"A fart gun?" Gupta had been checking her weapon, as she did obsessively, mostly, Kingsman thought, to try to block out her colleagues' chattering.
The two men laughed. "What? What's that?"
Gupta, irritated, looked across the gap to where someone had left a white cup on the curving railing of a balcony. Once you followed her glance, it was impossible to look at anything else.
"It made that noise," she said. "Like a fart. When you fired it. Little pellets, kind of soft. My brother and I both had them. It was, like, compressed air or something. You didn't have a toy like that?"
The other two weren't really listening, just chortling at everything she said, so she shut up.
"Never mind the gun part," Landor said. "I could hold that wall through the power of farts alone."
"Go bo!" Tutun faked enthusiasm and the two men tapped weapons.
None of the civilians they had been moving out of the area had any useful military information. Oh, they were full of it, of course: a substantial unit was concealed beneath the shielding of a local power node, the troops had all fled in panic and dropped in survival pods to the Martian surface, ambushes could be expected from soldiers with diapaused metabolisms, encapsulated in what looked like bunches of brown fiber sprayed into dark corners. The civilians weren't worth the effort of interrogating, but it had to be done.
Interior asteroid combat was a battle of sensors. Scouting, as Kingsman had done up toward the water source, was too dangerous and expensive to do often. So they vibrated the rock, they sent out electromagnetic radiation at various frequencies, felt for density variations, and tried to figure out what the hell lay ahead of them. The enemy, meanwhile, spoofed with fake echoes, misleading density profiles, recordings of gossiping troops on R&R. As a result, troopers moved ahead blinder than any troops in human history, blinder than inexperienced colonial troops chopping their way into a dense jungle. They couldn't see.
They might have been even more resentful if they had known that some of the intel that guided their movements had come from Kingsman's ex-wife's current husband. Ferhat hadn't seen fit to share that information.
But they had their doctrine, and knew how to move and protect each other. At the signal, puffs of impact appeared between the balconies opposite. Lines snapped across, finding adhesion points in the rock of the wall. Reaction-packed soldiers shot across, sometimes hitting balconies, but more often cracking holes in the wall and tumbling through into the spaces beyond.
It was indeed a good place for a stand. Even a moderate force could have imposed heavy casualties on the Alliance forces as they crossed, exposed. But no one responded. And the apartments on the other side were completely empty.
 
"You did figure there was under a fifty percent chance that they would ambush you by this point," Kingsman said. "But that the risks go up from here."
Ferhat looked up from her planning images. "I didn't consult you on that. Where did you get that number?"
Kingsman shrugged. "I know how a good unit commander thinks. And you're good."
"Just not as good as you."
"I have more experience." Kingsman wasn't going to deny it. "Particularly with the way things can go wrong."
Ferhat had hauled him into an inner room of a balcony apartment while the rest of the crew rotated through their breaks. She had spent a few minutes going over fairly routine tactical issues. That wasn't fooling either of them.
"Don't tell me about how things can go wrong," she said. "You landed me in the shit with my commander by letting me propose this stupid expedition. It's not what he wants. It's not what anyone wants. But you let me go ahead with it."
"It makes the most of the opportunities we have," Kingsman said. "It uses the space and the resources to their maximum. It's something to be proud of."
His praise didn't interest her. "You know a plan is never completed. There's always a possible flaw, something I hadn't considered adequately, or some assumption that needs to get reexamined."
"And you think the odds don't add up," he said.
"You know that. You've known it since I proposed it. But you let it go ahead. Instead of doing the one job you had and pulling the Alliance forces out of Phobos, you've pulled us into its very heart. You've fallen back in love with the idea of victory."
"I—" He had been prepared to make a defense of the opportunity the expedition to Demavend provided. But this hit him from an unexpected direction. "Not victory. There is no victory possible. Just salvage. We can salvage something from the situation."
"If you don't tell me immediately what factors you're using that you haven't told me about, I will scrub this mission. Here and now. You might be afraid to do that. I'm not. I'll pull back, and then we can all wait for you to make the decision you should have already made."
He believed her. And, whether or not she was telling the truth, his respect for her grew. Just at the point that he was about to lose her's.
"There's a relief team interned down in Demavend, near the water," he said. "At least, that is my assumption, based on reasonable evidence. And in charge of that team is someone whose cooperation I might be able to get."
"I don't believe it." Ferhat's voice was full of disappointment. "Victory was bad enough. But is that really what this is about? Finding your ex-wife?"
"No!" the accusation was so unfair he wasn't able to say anything coherent. "That's not it at—"
That was as far as Kingsman managed to get before the air disappeared.
 
There was a moment while the air rushed out of their suits, and a pain of imbalanced pressure in Kingsman's ears. Then his mask was down, his emergency connections activated, and his suit inflated. By the time he could turn his attention to something else, Ferhat was not only buttoned up but giving commands.
A kaleidoscope of desegmenting floors rotated beneath them. The stars appeared in the gaps, far away. The black grew larger. Everything between them and outer space had disappeared. The Phobs had sacrificed a segment of their own world to kill them.
And Kingsman was falling free. He had environmental protection, and a small reaction capability, but nothing like you would need for serious maneuvers in freefall.
While still talking on several channels, and watching displays run across her visual field, Ferhat reached down and casually caught his harness. She tossed him up to where Landor was ready for him with a spiderline. Landor clipped him in and was gone.
Several of the soldiers had flown out of reach and were dropping into orbit. And a couple had not had their suits close enough to secure. Kingsman watched one struggling with a balky seal, running air generators at full to maximize supply. Smarter to drop air generation to minimize pressure, seal the suit, and then refill, taking the chance of hypoxia. But panic had taken hold. The suit wouldn't seal. As the air generation finally gave out, the figure stopped struggling. Medical indications scribbled across the suit. There was a lot a suit could do to preserve physiological function in emergency situations, but complete lack of air pressure was not something it could help. A piece of debris drifted in between them and Kingsman lost sight of whoever it had been.
Kingsman resisted the urge to query Ferhat on whether she had sent the signal they had agreed to in their contingency plans. Either she had or she hadn't. Still, he found himself worrying, in a way he usually didn't. He looked down past his dangling feet. Most of the loose blocks had by this point tumbled out of the big crack in the moon, and he had a good view of Mars as it ground past.
An explosion at Kingsman's left elbow sent a shock through his chest and tossed him free of his support. His spiderline kept him from drifting. The same explosion caught two troops before they could react.
One lost an arm, spurting black crystals of blood before the suit sealed the wound. The other suffered head trauma, with damage indicators growing like crystals across his face. Landor. Nothing to do now. Dealing with them was up to his unit commander, who, sure enough, was shooting a crash cart across space.
Ferhat's troops adapted quickly to the changed rules of engagement. Those assigned def/off responsibilities were firing, either directly at targets or as cover for medical rescues and tactical redeployments.
It wasn't enough. Now that he had incorporated the mass of colorful tactical data, whispered force estimates, and freezing prickles across his fingertips and lips, Kingsman had a good idea of the situation.
If he had been in charge he might have arranged dispositions a bit differently—there were a few coverage zones that were a bit sparse—but by and large Ferhat had done a superb job reacting to an unprecedented situation.
Their force just wasn't big enough to do the job.
The Phob forces had been prepared for this very situation. They knew the locations of every feature down to the millimeter. They had no perceptual ramp-up. They didn't need to exchange any tactical signals, because they already knew what the situation was.
Their fire was fierce and accurate. The only thing that kept them from killing Ferhat's entire force within fifteen minutes was simply the high quality of the armor and weaponry of the Alliance forces. Phobos specialized in tourism, not war. They were at least an equipment generation behind, and had to fill gaps with makeshifts.
Three Phobs in a prepared emplacement on the opposite wall found that simply being protected wasn't enough. They lay down a good field of fire. But they were too concentrated on hitting their targets, and not enough on their own vulnerability.
Two Alliance soldiers deliberately exposed themselves, looking pinned down and helpless. A third waited for a screening of debris from a detonation, swung up, and got enough of an angle to bank projectiles into the protected emplacement. The first one ricocheted and chipped rock far away. The second took an enemy soldier in the shoulder. The third detonated and took the position out.
Kingsman looked for something in addition to what was already happening. There was no room in anyone else's mind for anything other than the immediate tactical situation. Kingsman, with no assigned fire cover task, had the freedom to consider contingencies. As always, that meant he spent the vast majority of his time thinking about things that never happened, and never would. To everyone else, the things that happened seemed inevitable. To him, they were only tiny slivers of actuality poking through a vast mass of unrealized possibilities, to the extent that sometimes felt unsure of which possible future he had actually ended up in.
The Phobs had gone through a great deal of trouble to make sure their booby trap had been undetectable. But did it make sense that they were done being tricky? Maybe they had not yet detonated every structure that they had mined.
Ferhat's tactical dispositions were optimal. She was getting the maximum use out of her force, given the situation.
But which as-yet-unexploded wall would flip the situation if it came apart? Kingsman held a complex equation in his head. Any wall detonation decision had been made in the past—they couldn't change those, and he couldn't detect where they would be. But he could see which ones they would wish they had, if they wanted to inflict maximum damage at any given point in the fluid combat situation. So he watched those points, which ranged in number from three to almost a dozen at any given time. And waited.
He knew the troops, if they spared him any thought, felt that he was staying out of the way, saving himself. Even though he had been explicitly ordered not to insert himself into tactical operations, since adding new troops into a trained team could only reduce effectiveness, they still resented him for staying out of the fight.
He was moving before he consciously knew why. Tutun and his team, in coming up against a desperately fighting nest of Phobs in a well-protected corner of the space, had exposed themselves to what looked like an interior wall, still bearing traces of mildew-resistant bathroom material here, elaborate dimensional wallpaper there. They traded protection for speed. Given the known situation, that was a sensible risk.
As the wall collapsed, spilling already firing Phob troops, it proved to be a disaster.
Kingsman accelerated directly at the newly revealed Phobs, at a steep angle along the wall. Just as Tutun's unit had been focused on taking out their target, the Phobs were focused on their target, Tutun's combat group. They had crouched there in what had once been someone's living room, watching and awaiting their moment. They knew they had to take advantage of every instant of surprise, before the encounter turned into a standard firefight, one in which they had the disadvantage.
Kingsman crashed into them like a bowling ball while maintaining a steady fire.
The next few seconds were just flashes of pain and light, combat faces leering at him from glowing faceplates, complete disorientation from arms and legs pointing in all directions.
He had succeeded in disrupting the Phob attack, but numbers told. He was knocked, twisted … and felt the sear of freezing cold along his side as some cutting tool ripped his suit open. A forearm at his throat, limited armor giving way….
Then, impacts and loosening. Tutun and his troops had responded, taking out his attackers. Gupta was at his side. Without saying anything, she grabbed him and spun him around, spraying sealant as she did so.
"Wounds?" he managed.
"Skin held. You'll have vacuum bruising. If he'd managed to cut through, the pressure would have made your guts burst out. Don't worry, I'll give you a full checkout after."
Not five seconds later, she spun him again and gave him a kick which drove him back to his original observation position.
The entire event couldn't have taken forty seconds. Five dead Phobs fell outward behind him.
Kingsman finally risked connecting to Ferhat. "Assume the vessel," was all he said.
"But that will put us—"
"I know where it will put us. But we need to take advantage of the situation. Surprise won't last long. We aren't the only troops who can react to an unexpected tactical reverse."
This was one of many contingencies they had discussed. It required that she deliberately expose her troops to fire in order to put them in position to take advantage of the arrival of a weapon she had no real control over. For her, that was like a trapped climber letting go to fall off a high cliff because he planned for a condor to fly by and catch him before he hit the ground.
She barely hesitated before sending out the new dispositions.
Everyone could see the danger, and no one knew the reason for it. But they were trained, and moved as directed.
It looked like they were trying to retreat, to pull back into that side of the former abyss that was now a wall behind them. That was what the Phobs had probably originally expected them to do, so they were likely to accept it as making sense.
The Phobs moved to take advantage of the gaps in defense that naturally opened up when a force changed its line of operation.
Kingsman could see past his feet into space. His display amplified all military assets.
And the salvage tug had been reclassified as one, after some frantic negotiations with sullenly resistant officials from Salvage and Reclamation.
He saw the tug slide into view, serenely sailing along in pursuit of vagrant debris. If the Phobs noticed it, they edited it out as a routine part of background maintenance, even though the tug hadn't been operational since the Alliance assault.
Two Alliance soldiers had been wounded in the redeployment, and there was no way a cart could get to them under the current conditions. One had lost a lot of blood, and was showing slowing heart rate and shock. The other was stabilized, with painkillers allowing her to keep up a steady fire to hold off attackers.
"This better work, or I will kill you," Ferhat said in his ear.
That wasn't a standardized tactical message.
The tug's short-maneuver rockets flared along one side. The programming that kept it from approaching too close to large objects had been altered. It headed forward, into the new gap that had opened up in the Phobos surface by the booby trap.
A couple of Phob troops finally noticed it, but clearly didn't know what to do, or what it represented.
It fired a flight of metal flechettes, this time into enemy troops rather than non-magnetic debris.
Direction of the flechettes wasn't perfect. The radar wasn't designed to show up a target against a solid background. But the number of them was huge. And human bodies, even armored ones, are much softer than interplanetary rubble.
The effect was devastating.
Crystallized blood puffed out of Phobs and vanished. What was left of their bodies fell out past the tug, some bouncing off its smooth curves on the way out. After an initial shock, the Phobs recognized the changed situation. They pulled back from exposed positions. And some of them disappeared, through airlocks built in what had once been an interior wall.
Ferhat waited. The tug was a makeshift weapon. It had no ability to distinguish between enemy and friendly. It detected moving objects in a certain segment of space. As long as those were all Phobs, all was well. Otherwise, her force would suffer friendly fire casualties.
The Phobs weren't stupid, and quickly found defensive positions where the tug's flechettes couldn't hit, or stopped moving against the background rock so that it had trouble detecting them.
Ferhat gave the signal. Kingsman commanded the tug to cease fire, and the Alliance troops switched from defensive to offensive operations, pursuing the now-retreating Phobs and seizing airlocks before they could be used and fused shut. Those Phobs who had frozen to avoid being destroyed by the tug's flechettes were now easy targets.
Within a few more minutes, firing stopped. Ferhat's troops held the volume.
 
"Here's where feralization puts them at a disadvantage," Kingsman said. "Phobos as a whole might have decided to blow a larger hole, killing us all without combat. This group had loyalty to only a limited volume. The cost they were willing to pay was much lower. Too low to be effective."
"A central government would have been willing to pay a higher price," Ferhat said. "Because they didn't have to pull it out of their own hearts. The price someone else pays always seems cheaper. But we're clear now. I'm pretty sure there's no other force that can threaten us within range."
The troops were busily checking their weapons and supplies, gathered in small personal groups exchanging observations on the last battle directly through voice, not via data feeds and images.
Kingsman's suit had been repaired, and Gupta had indeed looked him over, to confirm her initial diagnosis. Bruising and abrasions, but no serious damage. His tough integument had held his innards against the vacuum. His side still burned.
"You earned something from me there," Ferhat said. "Don't waste it."
"Yes," he said. "That's my ex-wife up there. I don't know how she managed it, but she and her husband managed to get her and a lot of emergency equipment into Phobos before the Alliance hit. They were ready for a human disaster. What they put in place is now our best hope for avoiding a large-scale disaster."
He could see that Ferhat could barely stand to talk to him. She felt betrayed, and her troops put at risk, by a man she knew she should never have trusted.
"The possibility of finding her is why you supported this operation," she said. "The real reason you let me go ahead with it."
"Yes."
He wanted to talk more, to tell her how much he respected her, how much she had managed to accomplish … he was surprised at himself. Why talk more now? Why did Ferhat matter so much?
"And you're going to tell me it isn't personal," Ferhat said.
"That's what we always lie to ourselves about. But if it is personal, it's still the best bet we have going. I want you to send me in."
"Oh. Because you're the one person in the world she would be willing to talk to?"
"As an ex-husband, no. She doesn't want to see that man again. But as someone who can keep Phobos from falling apart, I can guarantee you, there's no one she would rather see."
With every victory came loss. And this one came with the knowledge that, when this was over, Ferhat would never speak with him again.
"Six hours," she said. "There's no resistance in that direction. But that's as long as we're moving."
"Okay."
"I wasn't asking you to agree," Ferhat said. "I wasn't asking for you to say anything."
 
Once its military forces were crushed, the ruling junta of Kalatra agreed to surrender to Kingsman's force. His operations were now studied in tactical school, though they gave the commander a nom de guerre. Because of what happened afterward, Kingsman didn't deserve to have his name attached to his own achievements: they called him Preceptor Zero.
The asteroid had been packed, not just with its own inhabitants, but with refugees from other asteroids that had already been defeated. His own force was at the limits of its resources, and its sanity. Still, Kingsman managed to find a way to arrange for the removal of excess population and their transportation to safer areas. It was perhaps an overcommitment of military resources, though nothing that would have led to discipline.
But his defeat of the junta had been too thorough. Too many of the leadership had been killed, and those that remained had been discredited and were not as firmly in control of their people as they thought. And, more importantly, not as in control as they had persuaded Kingsman. They had been facing internal resistance even before his assault. Now, as food was distributed, and stresses relaxed, a mutiny arose. It flared through the displaced population, and there was a desperate attempt at resistance. That action was insane. That was why Kingsman had not anticipated it.
Assuming rationality in your opponent can be the most irrational position of all.
Kingsman waited too long to respond. He couldn't accept until almost too late that his brilliant solution had fallen apart. After that, his dispositions minimized Kalatran civilian casualties, even as those civilians were killing his troops. His troops, well trained and loyal, obeyed his commands, and some of them died for his vision of a just solution.
Eventually, he succeeded. The asteroid was pacified thoroughly, and all resistance was crushed. He believed that a more pragmatic-seeming solution, one that killed thousands of Kalatrans, would have been less effective, and left behind it a disaster. But would he have killed those thousands, if he had, in fact thought it would be more "effective" to do so? Sometimes he thought he would have been compelled to do it, other times that even a victory at such cost would have been unacceptable. He found that the Anthony Kingsman of those moments was forever closed off to him. That man was unknowable, even though Kingsman could remember being him.
Hundreds or thousands, he held himself responsible for not deciding to abandon his own previous, rigorously worked out plan, and realizing that the situation had changed too much for it to be applicable. Though when he was particularly honest with himself, he wasn't sure how much earlier he could possibly have realized it, or what he would have been able to do differently if he had.
As far as everyone else was concerned, the disaster had been the result of pure ego. Kingsman had seen himself as the savior of Kalatra, and had been willing to sacrifice his own troops to maintain that image of himself. No surviving Kalatran saw him as in any way their savior, of course. He was more hated by the people there than by any other Alliance citizen. He had, after all, killed hundreds of civilians with crisp efficiency. Of the several attempts on his life, during his trial and after, at least two had been Kalatran death squads.
Given the calls for his blood, the eventual court martial had been a marvel of by-the-book procedure. He had violated protocols by accepting the surrender of a civilian force without official authorization. Every commander at the Rim had to do things like that, of course. Their actions were regularized afterward. Not this time.
So the charges that sent him to the prison asteroid were not the ones that everyone thought were his real crimes. But even a politically driven Alliance court in the heated atmosphere of the months after Kalatra wasn't going to officially find him guilty of minimizing enemy civilian casualties.
He suspected that Elise liked to believe that he had been the man who just refused to kill large numbers of people. Maybe he was that man. Or that better man existed when Elise was there to see him. He suspected that, if she did agree to talk to him, it would only be because of what he had tried to do at Kalatra.
And what, he feared, she would want him to do again here on Phobos.
 
There are beaches in Phobos, yielding spots to lie in the heat and light, water lapping at your feet.
We have not come to one of those places. Where we stand is washed by cold water and scoured by an eternal wind that must have some purpose, like clearing out dust. There seems no real reason for the water vacuole to be quite so unpleasant. But maybe there's some kind of message in it.
She wades out into the freezing water, challenging me to do the same.
I knew her a long time ago, before … almost anything. Then she made a series of choices I still don't understand. But her choices are not to be argued with. And for a long time she was gone to me.
Now she is back. Everything else in my life I control. This, no.
Did he feel the same when he was with her? Or did he feel he was in control until that last desperate moment? She left him, then he tried to do his duty and keep a private conscience simultaneously, and events went against him.
I strip down, step into the water. It freezes, burns, then settles into a dull ache. Why has she picked this particular challenge for me? One that he had favored? Or simply one she wants me to think he favored? She is oddly defensive of his memory, though I never bring him up. I just feel honored by her choice.
Then, slowly, I understand. We should not underestimate the people who live here, who create the subtle art we admire, who wipe away spills when we are clumsy, who seem to disappear when we aren't looking directly at them. This is their cold heart. They'll do what they have to, when the time comes.
As I did when I asked her to join my mission. I'd like to say I had only the lives we could save from pain and premature death in mind. I would. But she was on my mind too. I'm glad she's with me, even though, if our plans work out, we may never see each other again.
 
Ferhat and her troops moved fast, this time taking advantage of the open space of the evacuated crack. Below them, Alliance repair teams were sealing the space up, trying to keep Phobos from cracking in half. This had to be giving satisfaction to whoever still clung to an idea of victory in Phobos. Only a beleaguered force close to defeat would ever commit an act that desperate.
If it had succeeded, Kingsman thought, it would have achieved its larger goal. The destruction of Ferhat's force would have led to negotiations and a withdrawal of Alliance force, leaving the ruined hulk of Phobos behind them. No Kingsman with desperate and unusual powers would have been necessary.
But it hadn't succeeded.
The dwelling units on either side of the crack were sealed and empty. And the only effective military force in the volume had been the one Ferhat's force had just defeated. So, when they blew through the final wall and into the volume around the water vacuole, there was no one to stop them.
The team delivered Kingsman to a dark street that ended in a wall of ice with mist spilling off of it. Water sloshed somewhere out of sight. With the exception of a stack of emergency air cocoons, there was no sign that anyone had been here in years.
 
The cloaked figure sat stirring a pot on a heater, as the freezing mist swirled along the ground.
Elise turned her face up to Kingsman as he approached.
"Hello, Tony."
"Elise." He lowered himself and sat across from her.
She smiled. "It's good to see you."
"Um. Me too."
Humans could go through a phenomenal amount of effort to communicate, only to say absolutely nothing at all.
There might have been a few more lines around her eyes. He wasn't sure. He could see a change in tactical disposition instantly, but he often missed big changes in the way people looked and dressed. He had never managed to make himself care. Then, in the long prison hours, as he looked back over his life, he finally realized that not paying attention to that was missing a very big change in tactical dispositions indeed.
But, really, she hadn't changed. Her hair was thick around her face, so heavy it seemed like it should give her headaches. She still hid her too-large ears under it. And when she stared intently at him, he could see the white all the way around her eyes, and her teeth in her slightly downturned mouth. He knew he did look different, after defeat, after prison, after release. Death and resurrection were hard on the face.
"Want something to eat?" she said. "The soup's ready. I made it myself." She paused. "Don't look so suspicious."
"Sure," he said. "That would be just the thing."
She'd taken that battered travel case with her when she left him. She now reached into it and pulled out two bowls. She spooned soup from the pot and handed him a steaming bowl. It was a hot and sour soup, with insects instead of fish, in the orbital fashion. The hot oil clung to his tongue.
Elise had never been much of a cook. But she could follow a simple set of instructions if she had to. That is, as long as Kingsman was not the one giving them. She was trying to prove she was somehow different, that she had made progress.
That Kingsman had no reason to think that he knew her at all.
"They brought you out to solve their problems for them," Elise said. "Have you?"
"That kind of depends on you, now."
"I was afraid of that."
"No," he said. "You were hoping for that."
She shook her head, but slowly, so he couldn't be sure if she was denying it, or just reflecting on how stupid everything was. "But why did you agree? What made you do it?"
"They offered me reinstatement, full pension, return to rank. More important, they offered me freedom. They let me out of prison."
"Is that why?" she said.
"You think I'm immune from wanting things like that? I'm not some kind of saint. Maybe I can't be bought for a hot shower or two … but, after a few years in a prison asteroid, my price actually wasn't much higher."
"And what you do with your freedom is fight your way all the way up here, to inner Phobos?"
"I need your help." Kingsman held out his bowl and she refilled it. "As you need mine. We're balanced on the edge of a disaster here."
"Because of an unprovoked Alliance attack."
"You don't need to remind me of that. But the road we took to get here is no longer relevant. All that matters is what path we pick to get out."
"Ah. So simple. The situation itself will blackmail me. I'm supposed to help you, because the Alliance is now the only force that can minimize the problem it itself created."
Despite himself, Kingsman smiled.
"I'm not your damn student, Tony!" She was furious. "Don't you dare be pleased at how well I figure things out. I'm not taking any of your tests, and I won't be happy when you give me a gold star."
"I didn't marry you to teach you anything."
"Oh? Don't tell me I didn't spend a few years in the Kingsman School of the Cognitive Arts. Dammit, Tony. Dammit, how are we … going to fix this?"
She could openly use what she had learned from him, now that she no longer had to live with him. Despite himself, despite his grief and his sense that nothing in his life would ever be right again, he was pleased. He resolved to hide it better.
"We can make an arrangement," he said. "You'll have to help. Fully, voluntarily. I don't need 'happily.' You don't have to pretend to like it. With your contacts and your resources, and our troops, we can tamp down on future death. No full Alliance conquest of Phobos, nothing like that. But a stop that doesn't lead to mass murder."
"Militarists overestimate the benefits of war," she said. "Pacifists underestimate the costs of peace."
"Once you've said that," Kingsman said, "what else is there to say?"
"Did you know I was here, Tony?"
"Sure. That's why I made it up here to talk to you."
"No. Not recently. Before. Long before. I mean, when you sent your message through your channels that you were ready to get the hell out of prison and stick your head into the grinding gears of their disaster to try to stop it."
No one outside of a couple of people high in Alliance command knew that. No one at the prison had known it. Uy didn't know it. If Ferhat learned it she would probably shoot him.
Kingsman didn't even consider denying it.
"I … yes. I thought there was a good chance you were here. As soon as the Alliance attacked Phobos, someone got footage in to me. Just so I would be up on the situation, you know. Despite what happened, I had contacts in the Service. People willing to do me favors."
"Because they knew that you might be more useful in disgrace than you ever had been as an eager-beaver officer with sparkling shoulder tabs."
He was startled. "Is that really how you saw me?"
"No, Tony." She reached out and touched his hand. "I just resented it. It's the only thing you've really given your life to. And no matter what they did to you, these are the people whose opinion matters to you. Peace-seeking politicians risked their reputations to get you out of prison—and you still feel contempt for them. You manipulated them, as you manipulated everyone. To get here. What did you see? What made you decide?"
He had hoped that she would never know. "This. Amid all the images of the assault, and all the intelligence reports, there was a tiny fragment that caught my eye. Just this."
Keeping it had been a risk. An intelligence sweep of his records would have noted it, and someone would eventually have connected it back to what he had seen in the darkness of his cell.
Elise had always had a distinctive style and way of moving. He spotted her in the video right away. She was a tall woman, with a swimmer's shoulders. She favored backless outfits to show off her delts, but that day she wore a sensible suit of dark plum, with contrasting butter-yellow cuffs, and a wide hat that tilted down over one eye. Three days before the assault, she slid through a partying crowd like an eel, her attention focused on something unseen.
She watched herself. "It was just a chance then. Just a possibility, one of several places the conflict might break out again. I was hoping it wouldn't be here. Not so much for me, but for this place. This place … you never knew Phobos in its greatest time, did you, Tony?"
He'd never told her that he tried to save up for a vacation for the two of them here. "No."
"There was nowhere else like it."
"Don't forget, you sent me Nam Lo's observations. I may never have seen it myself, but I saw it through the eyes of your husband."
"Please," Elise said. "You've got to let it go. Whatever it was we had. The past. You talk a good game about sunk costs, about playing the pieces where they are on the board, but … you haven't moved on. Is that really what you want it to say on whatever big memorial they put up to you? 'He never moved on.' Please, Tony. No matter how this works out. Tell me you'll do it. It's not like there aren't plenty of directions for you to go."
Elise had certainly moved on, from a husband who wanted to protect her, however clumsily, to one who deliberately put her in an incredibly dangerous situation on the off chance that she might act effectively to further their shared aims.
Kingsman had to face the fact that his wife had left him for a man who was more Kingsman than he was.
"Okay, Elise," he said. "If you tell me one thing."
"Just one?"
It was an old game. "I'll just ask for one. You may feel like giving me more."
"I doubt it. Shoot."
"You decided we were through. The last day of our last vacation in the Adirondacks. I was in the bedroom, you were in the hall. We were talking about something. I don't remember what. Just a normal conversation. Like married people have. And then, in the middle, it was over. I could tell by your voice. I mean, I can tell now, remembering it. Back then, I had no idea."
She was silent.
"Do you remember?" he said.
"I do."
"Then why won't you tell me?"
"Because … well, it will seem dumb. Arbitrary. Petty."
It took all of Kingsman's self-control to not say that he had long been used to all of those things from her. This wasn't a marital fight. Not anymore. He was going to promise to let it go. To move on. No matter what she told him. He'd already decided.
Why, then, had he asked this? How would it make a difference?
"Try me," he said.
"I don't remember what we were talking about either. Stuff about getting ready to go, I think. But then you told me someone was coming up the road."
"Okay."
"You were in the bedroom. You couldn't see that window. So I … I asked you how you knew. You said you could see it in the mirror. The one with the broken wedding china set in the frame."
If she wanted to see those broken decorative plates as wedding china, he supposed he wouldn't argue with her. "Yes, of course. I picked that spot—"
"So that you could keep an eye on things. See the road, see what was coming up against you. And I realized…. I said this was dumb. I had been thinking things over a lot. Not sure what was wrong, and what I should do about it. Then I realized: I had no idea of how you thought. I had no idea how you saw the world. All I knew was that it wasn't my way. I'm surprised you could hear it in my voice, though. I wasn't really conscious of it."
"That was the day. After that, there was nothing I could do to change it. It took you a couple of months. I kept waiting for it."
"Well, you sure seemed surprised when I told you."
"I was. I reached my conclusions—and then I ignored them. Because I had to. I'd like to say I felt relief that day, but that would be a lie."
"Did I answer your question?"
"You did," he said. "And you have my promise. I will move on."
"Thank you, Tony."
They were both silent for a moment.
"Now, about the other matter we were discussing…." he said.
"The fate of Phobos? Something separate, I hope. Your agreement with me about what happened at the end of our marriage shouldn't imply—"
"Don't play games with me, Elise. You know that you and I are the best hope for this situation."
"Let's say 'least bad.' 'Best' is pushing it. All right. The Alliance will get something that looks like a victory. And the inhabitants of Phobos will get something that looks like life. You keep casualties to a minimum. And once you're done, there will be a hell of a mess to clean up. Dead children, crying mothers, armless young women, old men who have lost three generations of their family. Starvation and howling pain. I've seen them all before, I'll see them all again. I'll be at work."
"Thank you, Elise."
"I'm not doing it for you, and I'm not even doing it because I want to."
She was doing it because she trusted him. Was it because of the decision he had made at Kalatra? Even then, he had wondered if he had risked himself that way because he thought that Elise would respect him for that decision. He would never ask her.
Because he was going to move on.
 
The Alliance force did get something that looked very much like victory. Enough so that Preceptor Dakila Uy could return to Earth with honors, receiving a promotion that meant he would not ever have to worry about precedence with Kingsman. Kingsman had heard he was considering a political career.
Even though Leila Ferhat had been largely responsible for Uy's victory, she got no thanks for it. For Uy, she would always be the one who knew he had wanted to retreat, and had been balked of that goal by Kingsman's insane ambitions and her own clever tactical plan. She received a minor commendation, and some notes in her fitness report that indicated she had problems understanding the chain of command.
Still, there was a halo around the successful Phobos expedition, and she took advantage of it, before that halo got stained by post-event investigations and news reports of the aftermath. She transferred to a force near Jupiter, and now had a position of some responsibility in the force assaulting Titan. Kingsman knew her commander, and hoped that he understood her value. But he resisted the urge to put in a good word for her. That was the last thing she would want.
Nam Lo was somewhere on Titan. He had not managed to come to join his wife in the reconstruction of Phobos, because he was facing another potential human disaster caused by Alliance military action.
Phobos would never again be what it was. Centuries of culture lay buried in rubble. Elise fed the hungry, bandaged the wounded, comforted the survivors. Once military operations concluded, there was no further disaster.
No one knew that Kingsman had once again risked soldiers to prevent larger death tolls. This time his risks had paid off, and it seemed like things could have come out no other way.
He was once again an active-duty officer, though his actual authority was now several levels below the ability to call off an entire Alliance military expedition. In fact, he only commanded a handful of troops.
Officially, this rock in the Mars's trailing Lagrange point was uninhabited. It had served as a base for a while, and then had been abandoned in the run up to Phobos. After that, there were no resources to reactivate it.
But it could be reactivated by someone who had reason to do so. If someone from the outer satellites wanted to take advantage of the confusion following Phobos to mount an assault on the Alliance forces around Mars, this would be an excellent staging point.
Kingsman gave that event a possibility of one in three within the next six months. That was high enough that he had had no trouble in persuading command to fund and staff his operation.
"No big water here" Tutun stopped in the middle of one of the endless featureless tunnels. It was a spot as good as any other. "No waterfalls."
"No," Kingsman said. "We'll be running our water through our bodies on the average of once a week."
"You know, I could do without the statistics once in a while."
Tutun was one of several of Ferhat's troops who had decided to go with Kingsman after the end of the Phobos expedition.
"Pick a spot," Kingsman said. "Pick it carefully. You're going to be in it for a long time."
Six months was a long time to spend buttoned up in survival pods. Elise had been right about what he needed. The idea that some of the troops who had served with him in Phobos were willing to undertake the difficult duty under his command, on a one third chance that they might face an immensely superior force far from any possible reinforcement and support, gave him a feeling unlike any other. The most difficult part of the operation would be maintaining total detection discipline. As the weeks went by, and no assault manifested itself, the temptation would be to let small things go, to turn on some light and heat in a small room somewhere deep in the rock. The hardest part of Kingsman's job would be maintaining morale when that moment came.
Kingsman settled back against the side of the survival pod. Tutun snored to his right. To his left, Gupta watched something on a tiny screen, grunting occasionally. He wanted to tell her to stop. The unpredictable rhythm of her grunts drove him crazy.
Time enough for that later. He was sure that in a few weeks they would all want to kill each other. Meanwhile, it was time for a nap.



Murder on the Aldrin Express
Martin L. Shoemaker
 
"Are you sure about this, Riggs?"
Midshipman Riggs nodded. "The micrographs don't lie, Chief Carver. There are nanos all over that cable."
I scratched my neck under my stiff white uniform collar. It was hard to keep my uniform clean within the water rations on the ship. Besides an inescapable slight stink—inescapable because the whole ship had the same stink of bodies confined for months—I was developing a bit of a rash. "But are you sure? We're going to have to take this to Captain Aames."
I saw the young British astronaut turn pale, almost as pale as his close-cropped blonde hair, and I managed to conceal my amusement. Riggs was new to the Aldrin, but already he lived in fear of Nick. Half the crew did the same, while the other half would never dare go to space without Nick in command. Some days I wasn't sure which half I was in.
Riggs was understandably nervous: being challenged by the Chief Officer was bad enough, and bringing bad news to Nick would be even worse. But the midshipman hesitated only briefly before he swallowed and answered. "Yes, sir. Take a look. The micrographs don't lie."
I did take a look, pulling Riggs's report onto my comp. I wasn't an expert in nanomachines any more than Riggs was, but I could read the computer analysis easily enough. The frayed S3 cables were infested with dormant nanobots.
Well, I had been hoping for a distraction so I could stop thinking about Tracy. I had managed to avoid her even in the close confines of the Mars cycler, but I couldn't avoid the memory of her without some distraction. This would certainly fit the bill. "All right, then. No sense in delay. Let's go see the Captain." I stood from my desk chair, automatically correcting to avoid rising too fast in the ship's quarter gravity. As we headed out of my office, I noticed that Riggs still moved with exaggerated care. Eventually he would adjust—if Nick didn't break him first.
Nick had broken more men than any three other commanders in the Corps. He loves to push a crew in drill: "Again. Again. Do it again, and get it right this time." Sometimes that seems like the only word he knows: "Again." Again and again until you break; but those he doesn't break, we know our stuff. We have to. Being the best is the only way to get Nick to shut the hell up.
Probably Riggs would break, but I hoped not. He was a good kid, endearingly eager to be in space even if only as crew of a Mars cycler. We would never make planetfall, just follow a complex pseudo-cometary Solar orbit that took us back and forth between Earth and Mars every eleven months. We orbited the Sun; but as we got close to Earth, she grabbed us, swung as around a couple of times, and then tossed us back toward Mars; and then Mars grabbed us and tossed us back in a complicated dance that took only trivial amounts of fuel for occasional course corrections. It was a mathematically elegant and efficient way to travel; but it was about as exciting and eventful as driving a subway train. Most in the Corps saw cycler service as pretty low duty for an astronaut, tantamount to punishment. And working under Nick didn't make that duty any more popular, which added to our attrition rate. I couldn't guess whether Riggs would last or not. Nick couldn't, either, which was why he insisted on testing people until he found out. Nick hated not knowing.
We walked through the ship as I ruminated, passing through one brownish-gray corridor after another. I had seen pictures of the ship when she was new, all orange-yellow ("ochre" the designers called it) and with the Holmes Interplanetary logo prominently displayed in most rooms. It had been a bit ostentatious, but it had looked polished. Then Holmes had gone out of business and Mission Control had scooped up their assets and repurposed them for government missions. One of the first things they had done was to paint over the ochre with government-issue gray; but because they had skimped on the gray, the result had a brownish tinge that looked grimy even when we cleaned it as best we could. We got used to the grimy look eventually, but we prized any little bit of color that broke up the dullness.
Eventually we arrived at Nick's outer office—empty, since I was the one who usually manned the desk there—and passed through to the command office. The door opened as I approached. I ushered Riggs in and we stood before the display desk. Where most of the ship was brownish-gray, Nick had had his office painted in darker tones, mostly black. He also kept the lights low, except for the glow from his computer desk. He liked the room dark, with one giant window behind the desk showing the star field outside.
A chair was behind the desk, its high back facing us, and it didn't budge as we entered and the door closed behind us. Nick was staring at the stars and probably ignoring us, but it was possible he hadn't heard us. As usual, the office was filled with mellow Brazilian music. Many of us in the Corps have trained in Brazil and picked up a little Portuguese; but Nick had thoroughly adopted the country and its culture. I recognized "Brigas Nunca Mais," one of Nick's favorites. I always found some irony in that: the title translated roughly as "Never Fight Again," and Nick was a tenacious fighter.
The chair back swayed slightly. Despite the music, I was sure Nick knew we were there. He was just ignoring us. Fine. I would wait him out.
Finally the song ended, and Nick's voice came from behind the chair. "Are you going to stand there all day, Chief Carver? I know you didn't leave."
"How did you know it was me?" Did he analyze the sound of my walk? I couldn't see how over the music.
"Elementary, my dear Carver. After Margo Azevedo's breakdown at last month's maudlin dinner, I would rather avoid any unnecessary contact with our passengers. That door is currently programmed to open for only one other person on this ship besides myself; and that one other person is you, Chief."
"Someone could have broken your lock program and entered that way."
"True. But there's only one person on this ship whose programming skills are up to that task. And that person is also you. Ergo, if someone intrudes on my solitude, it could only be you. Oh, and Mr. Riggs, of course." I saw Riggs flinch when Nick said his name. He looked at me and mouthed the word "how," but I didn't respond. I didn't want to give Nick the satisfaction. Besides, he likely had a camera hidden in his office, so it wasn't any big mystery.
Over the years I had learned the value of having more patience than Nick. It's not easy, but I've done it. He has nearly zero patience when he wants something from you, but nearly infinite when he's avoiding someone. So I just stood silently and waited him out. At last he spoke again. "So what is it, Chief Carver? More of the incessant mourning? Have our passengers decided they want to regale us with yet more stories of the late, great Professor and his botched expedition?"
"No, sir, but it does involve the expedition. Riggs has found evidence that Professor Azevedo's S3 cable was sabotaged."
It's rare that I get to surprise Nick, even with bad news; so I took a secret, perverse delight in the way he spun the chair around. Instead of his usual casual slouch, he leaned intently forward: a medium-short man, fit and wiry with bushy red-gray hair and short beard. When he got like this, his energy seemed likely to burst out in a random direction on the smallest provocation. Again Riggs flinched as if Nick might leap at him or throw something at him; and I had to admit, it had happened to others in the crew.
Nick fixed Riggs with his best contemptuous stare. "Mr. Riggs, Synthetic Spider Silk breaks. It is incredibly strong, but it also breaks when not properly maintained over time. And Paolo Azevedo was notoriously sloppy—exactly as I warned his backers before the expedition, not that anyone listened to me. Half of his maintenance reports never got filed. So I have no doubt he fell behind on S3 inspections, and the cable broke as a result. Why would you suggest otherwise?"
Riggs straightened to attention under Nick's stare, and he stood his ground. I could really get to like the kid. He had spunk. "Captain, I was performing the quarantine inventory, as per Chief Officer Carver's orders." We were less than two days away from Earth orbit, so it was standard practice to scan all transported gear for contaminants—including nanos, since many Earth jurisdictions have pretty strict laws about unlicensed nanomachines. "I inspected Professor Azevedo's S3 cable, and I found a small colony of scavenger nanos. If I may, sir?"
Nick nodded, and Riggs swiped his finger across the comp in his sleeve, pushing his report to Nick's display desk. Nick gestured us closer as he leaned over the electron micrograph, an image of several parallel gray tubules dotted with miniscule magenta specks. Riggs tapped his comp, and several circles zoomed out of the image for more detail. The tubules began to show as a fine matrix; and the specks became a number of small structures, false colored in shades of magenta to stand out against the gray background. "There they are, sir. Scanner says they conform 99.993% to the structure of standard scavenger nanos, one of the same lines that the expedition took along for scavenging raw materials. This particular line scavenges salt ions and fixes them to a substrate, manufacturing salts and salt-based compounds. And these—" Riggs tapped the comp again, and small flecks were highlighted in yellow. "—are salt ions trapped in the glycine matrix."
Nick sneered at Riggs. "And why are you wasting my time over a bunch of salt ions?" But I knew that sneer from long experience: it meant that Nick was testing Riggs. Nick already knew the answer, and he suspected that just maybe Riggs wasn't a complete incompetent. If Riggs could just keep his cool and make a thorough, professional report, he might actually impress Nick. And I knew as well as anyone how difficult it is to impress Nick.
Riggs held up under the sneer and continued his report. "Captain, the salt ions depolymerize the glycine, reverting it from a fibrous state to more of a gel. The silk becomes liquid again, Captain, and it stretches like taffy. It pulls thinner and thinner until it just wisps away. If the Captain is done with this micrograph?" Nick waved his hand dismissively, and Riggs brought up the next image. "This is the same zone, zoomed out by a factor of ten." There were a number of gray strands, too small now to see the magenta specks; but the strands became progressively more yellow as they approached the upper right corner. They also narrowed dramatically. When the strands had diminished to roughly half their width, they started to bend and warp. And suddenly, almost in the corner of the image, they became a knotted yellow tangle, and they reached no further.
Nick turned one wide eye up at Riggs. "So, Mr. Riggs, you're telling me that although Azevedo was an utter fool who had no business leading that expedition, he wasn't at fault in his own death? You're telling me that I was wrong?"
Riggs swallowed before he spoke. "Yes, Captain."
"Good!" Nick looked back down at the desk. You would have to know him as well as I did to see the slight edge of a smile at the corner of his mouth. Riggs had impressed him. "Riggs, it is my job to be right. This ship and all aboard depend on that. It is your job to tell me when I'm not doing my job. I will tear you into small bloody bits when you do, because I'm never wrong; and I expect you to do so anyways, because sometimes I am wrong, and I will not tolerate that. If you can accept that, you might have a future on this ship. Can you?"
Riggs didn't hesitate again. "I don't know, Captain. We'll find out."
This time Nick even let his smile show. "Honesty. Another mark in your favor. Don't ever lie to me, Riggs, and we'll get along fine. So I trust you did research on these nanos. You know how they're activated."
"Concentrated UV light, Captain, of specific frequencies. The light excites certain outer electrons in the structure, ionizing the nanos and initiating a chain reaction that starts them in motion. I'm afraid chemistry isn't my best subject, Captain, so I can explain how to activate them but not the details. The frequency and intensity required are such that they don't occur naturally in the solar spectrum."
"So they can't activate by accident. Someone has to use an emitter." Riggs nodded. "And that's why you believe the break must have been sabotage."
I decided Riggs had had enough of Nick's attention, and it was time to draw some fire of my own. "Yes, Captain, and that's why we had to bring this straight to you. Until we reach Earth's gravipause, you are the highest legal authority aboard this ship."
"Much as it chaps Lee Klein's ass." Nick had negotiated that clause in his contract with Holmes Interplanetary before he had accepted command of the Aldrin: while the ship was in free fall around Sol, Nick had nearly the sovereign power of an old British sea captain. Oh, he couldn't have you flogged, but he had pretty broad authority to run his ship as he saw fit. When Mission Control bought out Holmes, Director Klein discovered that Nick had fashioned the contract with all of his trademark attention to detail. Nick's autonomy survived the end of Holmes unless the new owner wanted to dismiss Nick and pay him his full wage for five years plus bonuses while Nick sat on a beach in Brazil and drank caipirinhas. Klein was not about to do that, and so Nick's authority was pretty much total until Earth's gravitational force acting on us exceeded Sol's.
Nick didn't continue, so I did. "And so it is your responsibility to investigate, Captain. Secure the evidence, prepare a report for the authorities on Earth, and make sure whoever is behind this isn't a danger to our passengers and crew."
"My responsibility?" Nick turned one glaring eye upon me.
"Yes, sir. And I guess this changes at least one thing."
"Oh?"
"You were wrong about the expedition. The failure wasn't their fault."
"Oh, really?"
"Well, clearly, it was deliberate. It wasn't an accident."
"Oh really? And what does that change?"
"Well … everything!" Nick exasperated me. As usual. I think exasperating was one of his primary joys in life. Defying expectations and challenging beliefs was one of his many ways of testing people.
"Does it change the fact that they didn't plan for adequate backup water? Does it change the fact that they didn't plan for the possible temperature extremes? Does it change the fact that they were completely unprepared for a Category V dust storm? Does it change the fact that they had no plan for what would happen if they lost their orbital platform like we lost ours?"
"Nnnnno." I had intended to needle Nick, but I hadn't expected him to react so strongly. Riggs was squirming. The crew didn't usually see Nick and I duel like this.
"Then I wasn't wrong! They had a poorly planned mission from start to finish. Though I grant you there's one failure even I overlooked: they didn't plan for a criminal on board."
I saw my opening. "And that's another reason why only you can investigate this murder. You understand their expedition and you know what to look for."
Nick sighed, and I knew I had him. "Very well, then, Chief Carver. I guess I must end my exile here and deal with the members of the expedition. Interview them and find out who might have a motive for this crime."
"So should I bring them in, sir?"
"Oh not all at once, one at a time. That's all I want to deal with. Let us start with … I think we'll start with Ms. Wells."
Tracy! I tried to stall. "Nick, surely you don't think she had anything to do with this."
"What I think is none of your concern. Has she already messed up your head so much that you've forgotten how to follow orders?"
Damn it, Nick, get out of my head! "No, Captain, if that's your order, I shall carry it out, sir."
"That's good, man, because I need to know if you're going to have a problem with this. I need to know if you're thinking with your brain, or somewhere lower."
I had manipulated Nick into taking charge of the investigation, and he was going to make me suffer for that; but I wasn't going to let that impair my performance of my duties. "Sir, I shall carry out my responsibilities exactly as expected."
I left, Riggs in tow, and the door closed behind us. Facing off to Nick must have emboldened Riggs. Normally I wouldn't expect personal questions from such a junior crewman, so his next question hit me by surprise. "Is there a problem with Ms. Wells, sir?"
"No, we just have a … history. I've been avoiding her. Too many uncomfortable memories."
"He knows this? And he's putting you in this bind deliberately? He's a right bastard, isn't he?"
"That he is, Mr. Riggs. That he is." We reached the tube to the berthing ring, and I turned off while Riggs continued back to his post. Under my breath, I echoed Riggs. "A right bastard he is."
 
I had dreaded that encounter, but I couldn't put it off. Three months ago I had looked up the cabin number where Tracy bunked with Arla Simms, another member of the Azevedo expedition. I had managed to stop myself from going there, but the number was lodged firmly in my brain.
And now I stood before 32-A and held my finger on the door buzzer. Nearly four years…. Too soon, and far too long. I pressed the buzzer.
Arla opened the door: a trim young woman in a simple blue jumpsuit from the expedition, her blonde curls cut functionally short. We had met several times during the voyage, but never for very long. I had avoided prolonged contact with the passengers almost as thoroughly as Nick had. Arla seemed surprised to have a visitor. "Yes, Chief Carver?"
I straightened to attention, hiding behind formality as best I could. "Begging your pardon, ma'am, but the Captain has sent me. He has asked me to fetch Ms. Wells—" I managed not to stammer at her name "—so that he may ask some questions about the expedition."
"The expedition? Is there something wrong?"
"Nothing I can speak of, ma'am. The Captain is just thorough." It wasn't precisely a lie. Not that I would hesitate to lie to keep the investigation under control, but I would stick as close to the truth as I could.
"Well, come in, Chief. Tracy's in here." Damn. I had been afraid she would invite me in, and I hadn't figured out a polite excuse to refuse. Arla stepped aside, and I entered the cabin.
Instantly my eyes were pulled to Tracy where she sat on her bunk, a desk folded out from the cabin wall. She was editing expedition videos, and she paused them as I came in. Tracy wore a blue jumpsuit like Arla's, but she had altered the legs to thigh-length shorts. She had always liked her legs free, and I had never minded the chance to see them. She looked just as I had glimpsed her in random moments since the expedition came aboard: a little older than when we had parted, and a little thinner from the tight rations on Mars, and somehow that made her even more beautiful than the day we had met. Her face was the same cocoa shade that I remembered. Her hair was the same black that I knew so well, but pulled back in a bun to keep it out of the ship's air systems. The auburn highlights that fascinated me so were only visible when she let her hair flow free, so I was safe from them for the moment. Her eyes … her deep brown eyes looked up at mine, and I looked just a bit away.
And her scent … it wasn't possible, but the cabin smelled of lilacs. After months on Mars and more months on the trip there and back, she couldn't possibly still have any of the lilac water she liked so much. I concentrated, and the odor faded away. It had been only a memory.
Tracy still knew all of my tricks, too. She shifted her head to meet my eye line. "What is it, Anson?" My pulse leapt. Practically no one called me by my first name, and no one at all since we had broken up.
I couldn't look away. I didn't want to. I had to—but I couldn't. "The Captain is conducting an investigation of the accident, and he has asked me to escort you to his office so that he may ask some questions." There. I had gotten out a whole sentence.
"Certainly, Anson. Anything I can do to help." Tracy folded up the desk and stood from her bunk. I managed not to analyze how her body moved in the low gravity. "If you'll lead the way. I have no idea how to find the Captain's office."
Glad of the excuse, I turned on my heel and faced the door. I touched my cap. "My apologies for the intrusion, Ms. Simms."
I left the cabin. I heard Tracy's soft tread behind me, and then the door closed. I waited until she was almost beside me, and then I set off through the passageway.
I knew the silence wouldn't last forever, but I still felt a stab when Tracy broke it. "You said there's nothing you can speak of; so I assume there's something you can't speak of?"
I never could fool Tracy. "I'm sorry you heard that."
"'I'm sorry you heard that, Tracy.' It's okay to say my name, you know."
I missed my stride, but only by a fraction of a second. I tried for casual: "Why waste words? We both know who I'm talking to."
Tracy sped up, edged around me in the narrow passageway, and stopped in front of me, forcing me to stop as well. "You're not talking, not really. You're avoiding talking."
Before I knew what was happening, I answered: "We talked four years ago. That didn't turn out so well." I should've let it rest, I knew I should've. This could only get worse.
And it did. "And you're still angry? After four years?"
"Still angry that you left me? Absolutely!"
"I left you for Mars! My chance to film the documentary of my dreams! I couldn't pass up that opportunity! You should know, you did the same to me when you left on the Bradbury."
"That was different!" I tried to control my emotions, but they were building higher.
"Different? Different how?"
"We barely knew each other then. We had only been together for a couple months. We hardly meant anything to each other then. Not like … not like breaking our engagement."
"I had to break it! It wasn't fair. I was going to Mars for nearly four years, with training and travel. I couldn't ask you to wait that long!"
"You couldn't…?" And suddenly my restraints broke. "You couldn't ask me? Why not? That made me angry, the way you just decided without asking me. But oh, I got past angry." That took nearly a year. Then I tried hurt for a while. Hurt and drunk. Then just drunk, and then drunk and bitter. Eventually Nick dried me out and kicked my tail and got me to focus on work again. That's what I have now: my work, and I'm damned good at it. "I ferry passengers to and from Mars now, and that's all that's going on here."
Tracy was silent for almost a minute; and when she did speak, I could barely hear her. "I thought maybe … maybe you joined this crew so you could … see me…."
I looked away. I didn't want to give her the satisfaction of seeing how much that had touched me. She wasn't my reason, though part of me wished she had been.
Trying to keep a steady tone, I answered, "No, I joined this crew to serve under Captain Aames."
"Nick? He's a bastard!"
"That 'bastard' is the only reason I'm alive today. Me and the twelve other survivors from the second Bradbury expedition."
"Yes, but … the way he treats you! How can you put up with that abuse?"
How could I explain it to her when sometimes I couldn't even explain it to myself? But I had to try. "The safest place to be in this Solar System is under the command of Nick Aames—but just outside of shouting distance."
"And inside shouting distance?"
"Third safest. Second safest if you can get him shouting at somebody else."
Tracy smiled. Despite myself, I did, too. Damn it! I couldn't do this. I had to keep my distance. If I relaxed, if I let myself loose, it would happen all over again. I couldn't take another round of losing her.
I squeezed past her. "Come on. The bastard is waiting."
 
Nick's door opened, and the liquid notes of a trumpet emerged, accompanied by a soft drum beat and guitar. It was a sad, sweet tune, "Mue Esquema." Now there was a title that suited Nick: "My Scheme." We entered. Nick looked up and silenced the music.
I stood by the door. "As you requested, Captain, Ms. Wells is here to speak with you. I'll be in my office."
"No, Chief Carver, stay. I need your perspective on these interviews."
Nick had me right where he wanted me, but I wasn't going to acknowledge it. "As the Captain wishes."
"Ms. Wells, have a seat."
"Thank you, Nick." Tracy had never been big on formality, and it looked like she wasn't going to play by Nick's rules. No surprise there. She casually dropped into the guest chair, settling easily in the low gravity.
Nick stared directly at Tracy, his hands clasped on the desk. "So … you've had quite an expedition. It's been a long time. How long?"
"Almost four years, as you know. You always know details like that."
"Certainly! Attention to detail is my specialty. And yours, apparently, is distracting and ruining my best officer."
Tracy held her casual pose, but I could see the rising ire in her eyes. "I ruined him?"
"Look at him standing there, all tense, ready to flinch at any moment."
"I wasn't the one who talked him out of his opportunity to go back to Mars! And…."
"I did no such thing."
"You know full well you did!" Tracy leaned forward. Despite her resolve, Nick was getting to her. He always did. "When you turned down the Liaison post on the Azevedo expedition, you knew there was no way Anson would go with us if you didn't! Of course he wanted to go back to Mars! What member of the Corps didn't? Three-quarters of your crew were on our applicant list. I've seen it! But not Anson, nooooo! He wouldn't go on any expedition where you didn't approve. He wouldn't leave you."
"Not even to be with you."
"Not even to be with me."
"And that bothers you."
"No, not any more. It stopped bothering me a long time ago. But it bothered me then."
"And that's why you broke up with him."
"Captain!" I had had enough of the two of them arguing over me as if I wasn't there. "You're supposed to be investigating—"
"Chief Carver, I am investigating, and I'll do it my way. I expect you to respect my line of questioning and trust that I have my reasons."
I sighed, but not loudly. "Aye, Captain."
Tracy glared at me. "'Aye, Captain.' It's still like that? All right, if you want to pretend this is germane, I won't give you the satisfaction of fighting with you. I broke up with Anson because it would've been unfair to ask him to wait for me for nearly four years through the training and the expedition. It would've been different if we were together, but you made sure that wouldn't happen. He had to get on with his life, even if his 'life' was following you and taking your orders."
"Taking orders. Discipline. Concepts you never really understood, aren't they? That's why you fit in so perfectly in the Azevedo expedition." Tracy didn't respond, but I could see she wanted to. "Carver tried to warn you about their poor planning, I know he did; but you were Mars struck. Or should I say star struck, perhaps? The great Professor Azevedo was going to Mars, the first mission of the Civilian Exploration Program, and he was taking the best of the best with him! Or at least that's what his press releases said. And he chose you, a practically unknown film student, to record his journey! You weren't about to let anything stop you from going. The dazzle of the spotlight blinded you to the actual state of the mission."
"It didn't blind me."
"No?"
"All right, it sounded glamorous and exciting at the start. All my life, I had dreamed of shooting documentaries on other planets and between planets. I wanted to capture life in space and on ships and space stations. That's how I met Anson, when I was filming at Mission Control one time."
Nick didn't interrupt, but I knew what he was thinking. He had told me often that he thought Tracy had used me as a stepping stone for her video ambitions. Tracy's admissions came uncomfortably close to proving his point.
"But I took my training seriously. Azevedo didn't train us, you know, we had training from the Corps. From your protocols! And oh, I took notes, and I learned. I wanted to understand what Anson thought was so important, so vital that he would turn down a promotion if he thought the mission was poorly planned. I wanted to learn what made your way so important to him."
"And did you learn?"
Tracy paused. I knew her face too well, I could read the reluctance there; but then she nodded. "I did. I learned the value of precision and protocol and observation. And … your way is right. So I learned."
"Uh-huh. And your proof is…?"
Tracy pushed a file from her comp to Nick's desk. "Here's a list of my reports. And notice in particular the variances: every time I observed a deviation from protocols, I filed a variance. Every variance includes a risk assessment as well, and also my contingency recommendations. Every one filed with Professor Azevedo and also with Gale as the Corps Liaison. It got so they both stopped reviewing my reports. I was never wrong, but still they just kept doing what they wanted. Despite them, I did everything by the book. By your book, Nick."
"Hmmm … we'll see, won't we? These records do look impressive. I've had Bosun Smith running an inventory of the expedition gear. It's sloppy, poorly maintained, articles are missing or misplaced…. As I expected, most of your team weren't as meticulous as you've been here."
Tracy stared blankly. She was used to abuse and criticism from Nick; but something close to a compliment seemed to baffle her.
When Tracy didn't respond, Nick prompted her to continue. "All right … tell me about the Chronius Mons trip, and the accident." I relaxed a bit. Finally we were moving on from personal matters—my personal matters—to the actual subject of the investigation.
Tracy, on the other hand, became less relaxed. As she started into her report, she sat up and looked alert and … serious, in a way I wasn't accustomed to from her. "As you know, Professor Azevedo selected Terra Cimmeria for the first CEP expedition due to two unusual phenomenon observed there, one measured and one inferred. The Mars Global Surveyor measured large magnetic stripes in Cimmeria and Terra Sirenum, which are hypothesized to be evidence of ancient tectonic activity; and albedo spectroscopy had indicated possible carbonate deposits that could be evidence of ancient life. The Professor hoped that by choosing that locale, he would double the chances of a momentous discovery that would bring in new investors for future expeditions.
"But by our hundredth day on Mars, Terra Cimmeria had proven frustrating and disappointing. It wasn't even that we had negative data to report, just no statistically valid conclusions either way. The magnetic stripes didn't conform exactly to any of the three standard tectonic models; but they didn't vary far enough to disprove any of the models, either, nor enough to choose between them. All our data really told us was we would need a lot more data. In the same way, the carbonate deposits were largely albedo spectres; and what deposits we did find were too small, too dispersed for us to make much sense of. They could've been remnants of ancient biotics, but they could just be natural mineral phenomena."
I managed not to stare, but I was surprised. Tracy had never shown much science knowledge before. Oh, she had always been smart, but she had concentrated on filmmaking and project management. She was an artist, not a researcher, and Azevedo had hired her for her video skills. Somehow in the past four years she had developed a whole new side to her.
Tracy continued, "So the Professor decided to make the trek to Chronius Mons. He … well, it might be easier if I just played back my journal."
Tracy tapped her sleeve comp, and a strange voice emerged. It was almost recognizable, but pitched to a high octave like a cartoon character. "Azevedo Expedition Journal, Day 106. Videographer Wells reporting. After considering my advice—refer variance report 104-27w—Professor Azevedo has filed a revised exploration plan for a two-day hike to Chronius Mons. He believes we may find—"
"Stop!" Nick shouted, and Tracy paused the log. "Enough with the chipmunk log!"
"I'm sorry," Tracy said, "I don't even notice it any more. After five months of breathing heliox, I speak 'chipmunk' fluently." To reduce payload mass, Azevedo's team had brought a helium-oxygen breathing gas mix rather than standard air. It massed only one-third as much, but it had the unfortunate side effect of raising human voices by an octave or more due to the thinner gas. We didn't bother with it on the Aldrin, since our orbit required almost zero fuel to maintain; but the choice had made a huge impact on Azevedo's mass budget.
"Well, I hate heliox," Nick said. "For the sake of my ears, I'd like you to summarize. We can skip the journals."
"If I have to do a lot of talking, can I get some water? I got spoiled by the heliox, it's easier to breathe. I'm still readjusting to normal air. My throat always seems dry."
Nick looked at me. "Carver, fetch the lady some water." I went to the sink in the corner, poured a glass, and brought it to Tracy. Our fingers touched briefly as she took the glass. I managed to keep my hand from trembling.
Tracy took a drink, and then she resumed. "With the carbonates disappointing and the plate tectonics inconclusive, Professor Azevedo didn't have much to show for the expedition. So he announced a new mission objective. I told him that was clearly outside of all protocols; but he overruled my objections, as usual, and said we had plenty of safety margin for a trek to Chronius Mons. He said we had spectroscopic evidence of significant and unusual phosphorus outcroppings on the upper slopes. We had no particular theory to test, no reason for scouting for phosphorus. It was data gathering and grandstanding, nothing more. And the spectroscopic assay was far from conclusive, as I told him."
"Oh? And when did you get a degree in chemistry?"
Nick's question had been mocking, so Tracy's answer surprised him as well as me. "I started the program during mission training, and then I got my degree on the trip out on the Collins. I had to do something to fill my spare time." She glanced in my direction, then looked back to Nick. "Anson always told me how important it is for expedition members to cross train so that critical skills have backups. 'Videographer' isn't a critical mission skill, even if the Professor saw it as such; but a grounding in chemistry made me a backup for a number of personnel."
I actually saw Nick nod at Tracy's answer. That was as close to praise as she was likely to get.
When Tracy realized Nick had nothing to say, she continued. "So Professor Azevedo insisted on Chronius Mons. In truth, I think he was looking for challenge and adventure. He kept talking about scaling the highest point on the Terra and the great panoramas I could film from up there. He wanted something that would make great publicity. This wasn't really for the scientists, it was all for the money folks and the media back home.
"He also insisted that we could hike the distance in two days and make the climb in two more, rather than risk a lander flight in the questionable winds. We had no ground vehicles, so it was hike or fly or stay at the camp; and he wouldn't consider the last two choices.
"Professor Azevedo selected Lieutenant Gale and Dr. Ivanovitch for the hike, and also myself to record it. Gale selected himself, really: as Astronaut Corps Liaison, he had supervisory authority over any trip outside the bounds of the camp. He didn't always exercise that authority, but he insisted for that trip. Margo also insisted on coming, and the Professor wasn't inclined to say no to his wife—especially since she financed much of the expedition.
"We loaded up sledges with supplies. I personally prepared the equipment plan, but then was overruled time and again by the Professor and Gale. Still, I think we were adequately prepared when we left. We had three Mars tents—"
Nick's eyebrow raised. "Three tents? For five people?"
"I know, protocols call for two: a primary for all of us, and a backup. But again, I was overruled. We also had food, water, tanks of heliox, spare clothes, comm gear, the doctor's med kit, a telescope, a microscope, shovels, sample bags, pitons, hammers, plenty of S3 cable, computers, a satellite locator, flare guns, an emergency beacon, a chemical mini lab, a mineralogical kit, videography gear, suit repair kits.
"Despite the frequent stops for photo ops, the hike to the mountain went quickly, and it was pretty uneventful. Even pulling the loaded sledges, it was light work in the Martian gravity. We walked all day and set up camp, two nights in a row as scheduled. Inevitably Dr. Ivanovitch broke out his vodka. I had long since given up fighting that, and he was too professional to drink to excess when he was the sole medic on that trip. But I had to nag him and Gale to see to equipment maintenance before they started drinking each night."
"And did they?"
"See the reports, here. I didn't have the opportunity to inspect the gear stored in the other two tents. I encouraged the others to do standard inspections. As you can see, the inspections were spotty; but in aggregate, most of the gear was covered. Except…." She paused and pointed.
"Except the Professor's climbing gear, including the S3 cables."
"Mmmhmmm. It hadn't been unpacked since we left Earth, so he saw no need to inspect that.
"And then we reached the mountain. Chronius Mons, the highest peak in that quadrant. We had done mountaineering training in Peru, all in full Mars suits. The mountain was tall, but it looked like only an average difficulty climb, and even less thanks to the gravity. And I'll give the team credit: while they were lax on most mission protocols, they took the climb seriously. They tested every handhold, double checked every piton. And so … it came as a complete shock to me … when…." Tracy stopped, her face anguished. Old instincts kicked in, and I wanted to comfort her; but before I had to decide whether to follow those instincts, she gathered her strength and continued. "Professor Azevedo's cable snapped. Any one of us could've been on that cable at that time, but it happened to be him. He … fell. He fell so slowly in the Martian gravity. He had plenty of time to cry out for help. But even on Mars, three-hundred feet is … too far. His cries ended in a sickening crunch before his suit comm cut out.
"Margo wanted to rush down to him, and it was all we could do to restrain her so we didn't end up with another casualty. Carefully we rappelled and climbed down to him, taking nearly five minutes. Thanks to his suit's automatic seals and med systems, he was still alive; but the doctor shook his head. He said the Professor needed emergency surgery immediately.
"And that just wasn't possible. We had to descend another hundred feet to a ledge large enough to set up a Mars tent. Despite our best efforts, the climb inflicted further injuries. Then we had to set up the tent, pressurize it, and get the Professor out of his suit. Dr. Ivanovitch set up for emergency surgery, and Gale and I assisted. The doctor gave his best effort, but it was far too late." Tracy swallowed drily. "The Professor died twenty minutes after the start of surgery. He had never really stood a chance."
I was … puzzled. Puzzled but impressed. The old Tracy would often be overwhelmed by her empathy. Sometimes I thought she used the camera to put up a layer between her and the suffering she observed. But now … now she was distraught, but she reported the incident in full, maintaining her composure for the most part. She had grown stronger—but not, I hoped, less empathetic.
As I thought on this, Tracy continued. "With the Professor dead, Gale assumed command. Oh, Margo might have contested that if she had tried, but she was in no shape to make any decisions. We bundled the Professor back into his suit for transport, and Gale led us back down the slope. There we had to rest for another night. We were physically and emotionally spent. The next day we double-timed it back to the camp.
"The rest is in my reports over the remaining month and a half until your pickup. We did our best to continue exploration and sampling, trying to salvage what we could for our objectives. Margo slowly regained enough energy to argue about who was in charge of the expedition. Legally she had the stronger case, but Gale kept arguing that we needed a professional in charge."
Nick nodded. "You did. Too bad all you had was Gale."
Tracy almost smiled at that. "The camp was pretty small, so their arguments made the place very unpleasant, with different members of the expedition lining up with her or with him. Dr. Ivanovitch and I eventually managed to calm things down by appealing to Azevedo's memory. His personality had united the expedition in the first place, and it was enough in the end to keep us alive until you arrived. The rest is in my reports."
Tracy took one last drink of water and then set her glass down on Nick's desk. "So that's my summary. Is that what you need?"
"Yes, if you've told me the whole story, then we're done here."
"I wouldn't keep anything secret. That's against mission protocols."
"Ms. Wells, I have learned in my command career that people keep all sorts of things secret when they're trying to protect their own careers and their own reputations. If they have a guilty conscience or they think perhaps they contributed to some mistake, they keep secrets, and they lie. I've learned to ferret out details that people would rather hide. I won't be lied to on my ship."
"You will find that my reports are complete in every detail, and as factual as I could make them. I did everything I could, but I lacked the authority to override Professor Azevedo's decisions."
Nick looked over his comp. "I wouldn't have expected it, but it does seem that way. So considering everything, I have to say that perhaps your training wasn't wasted. You mastered the protocols, which is more than I can say for your leadership."
Tracy stared blankly at Nick. I did as well. He had just come very close to complimenting her, at least by Nick's standards.
But she quickly recovered. "Then if you don't mind, I still have videos to edit before we get to Earth." Tracy stood to leave, but she stopped and turned at the door. "Goodbye, Anson." And then she left.
After Tracy was gone, I turned on Nick. "You never once asked her about the cable and the nanos! The … the murder!"
"I didn't need to."
"What?"
"I heard what I needed to hear. Now I know the basic outline of the trip and Azevedo's death: who was present, what their roles were, and so on. I'll talk to her again later if I need more details."
I knew better than to push Nick. He would keep his secrets until he saw a need to reveal them. Besides, I had something else on my mind. I didn't like it, but I couldn't stop myself from asking: "Did you have to be so hard on her?"
"Yes, Mr. Carver, I did. I have my reasons."
"And you had to drag me into it? What was the point of that?"
"Carver, I am conducting a criminal investigation. Didn't you ever read mysteries? Means, motive, opportunity: those are the classic requirements for solving a crime, and a key part of that is motives. I have to understand the people involved and what drives them. So I had to know where she stood in regards to you and in regards to that expedition. I had to know everything about her."
I was in no mood to be mollified. "You just can't resist picking at old wounds, can you?"
"Your wounds or hers? I'm not convinced she has any."
"What did she do to deserve that?"
"What did she do? You ought to remember! Are you going to let her do this to you again?"
"What are you talking about?"
"You are! You're going to let her just use you for whatever it is she's up to: chew you up, spit you out, and leave you crying in your beer. Again!"
"It's not like that!"
"It's always like that!"
"Look, just because your wife and your kids aren't talking to you any more doesn't mean it's like that for everyone!"
"It was last time!"
"It wasn't like that last time, either. Relationships just sometimes … they just sometimes end!"
"Yep, it ended when she got what she wanted."
"That's not fair! She had the chance to go to Mars, and she took it! I did the same thing when I had the chance. I can't blame her for that."
"Uh-huh. You went with me. She went with Azevedo, and now he's dead. That was mighty poor judgment on her part. She's lucky she's still alive."
"That's not fair! You heard her. She studied! She learned your mission protocols. She did everything possible to ensure the success of that expedition."
"Hmmm…. Yes, she did, didn't she? I have to admit, that surprised me. A chemistry degree? Surprising, yes."
Nick sat in silence, clasping his hands and staring at his fingers. I realized he had gotten to me again. He always probed for weakness, always had to know where someone might fail him. I stood, fuming but patient, determined not to give in to his testing.
At last Nick looked up. "All right, Ms. Wells has given her report, and that's a start. But I need another perspective. Carver, express my condolences, but bring me Margo Azevedo."
 
I found Mrs. Azevedo alone in her cabin. She had it to herself, a luxury we normally couldn't spare even for important passengers such as her. But on this trip, I had triple-berthed some junior crew to open up a private cabin for her. I figured she deserved some solitude if she needed it. The ship might be too damned crowded for her otherwise.
When I signaled the door, it took Mrs. Azevedo almost a minute to open it. She was a tall, dark-toned woman with dark hair that showed some gray. In her pre-mission photos there had been no gray, but hair dye was just another luxury not to be found on Mars. Despite the gray, she still looked much like the fashion model she had been in her youth, back before she turned her earnings into shrewd business investments and a major fortune.
Her once elegant face was lined with grief. She wasn't red-eyed from crying like she had been earlier in the voyage. Five months of travel from Mars had gotten her past the deepest grief. But she still looked very weary, and I felt guilty for having to disturb her. But guilty feeling or no, Nick had his reasons and I had my orders.
Mrs. Azevedo summoned the energy to speak. "Yes, Chief Carver, can I help you?"
"Begging your pardon, ma'am. I hate to disturb you, but I have orders from the Captain. He has sent me to request that you come to his office. He has some matters to discuss."
"What … what's it about?"
"I'm sorry, ma'am, I'm not at liberty to comment on the Captain's business." That was a lie, of course, but I didn't want to explain to her that someone had killed her husband. And I didn't want to even consider that she might be a suspect. But as we walked through the ship, I realized I had an obligation to prepare her for Nick's investigation. "Ma'am, you know that Captain Aames can be a bit … brusque."
"'Brusque' hardly goes far enough."
"Ma'am, I don't think you understand."
"Please, Chief, don't treat me like a china doll. This is a rough time for me, but believe me, I'll get by. I've been making my fortune the hard way since before you were born: first on the fashion runways, and then on the spaceplane runways. And I saw plenty of ugly corporate battles in between, I survived all of them, and I triumphed. I've faced opponents far ruder than Captain Aames."
Despite myself, I grinned. "There's no one ruder than Captain Aames."
She laughed; and for a moment I saw the charm she had used to win backing for this expedition. "Nick Aames can be a smug, self-righteous asshole, no doubt. I appreciate your concern. But don't worry. I've handled Nick before, and I can handle him today."
"Of course." I knew the basics, so she didn't have to explain; but she seemed to need to talk, like the silence was too much for her.
"Nick was … Paolo's first choice for the Astronaut Corps Liaison for our expedition. I thought it was a done deal, but Nick and Paolo couldn't agree on terms. Nick insisted on rewriting the entire mission plan to his exacting standards."
I nodded. "The Captain would do that."
"But his standards … were too exacting. Too much redundancy, too much expense. Paolo wanted a streamlined mission—still a safe mission!—so that we could keep to an affordable budget. He said a mission to Nick's standards would never get launched; and Nick said that was fine with him, and he hoped Paolo's mission would never launch, either. He said the Civilian Exploration Program couldn't afford to have its first expedition go wrong, and that that would undermine support for the program. And now … I fear he'll be proven correct." Her face darkened, and I looked discreetly away. "Nick stormed out that day, and we had to hire Lieutenant Gale instead. Gale is a fine officer, and he gave us none of Nick's troubles. But rest assured, I know Nick's moods, and I'm ready for him."
"I hope so, ma'am."
We arrived at Nick's outer office. We entered the command office in the middle of a samba tune. Nick stood to the side of the desk, absently bouncing to the beat. If we had been alone, I would've told him what a lousy dancer he is, even in one-quarter G. That's a common jibe in our ongoing duels. But I would never disrespect an officer in his official capacity.
The song soon ended, and Nick sat down. I pulled out the visitor chair for Mrs. Azevedo.
Nick leaned on his desk. "Ah, Mrs. Azevedo. Much as I wish otherwise, I'm afraid I've opened an investigation into the tragic incident on your expedition. Some information has come to me about your equipment, and it's very troubling."
Mrs. Azevedo started to speak, looking agitated; then she paused and regained her control. "Captain Aames, are we going to discuss this again?"
"I have some concerns."
"Yes, Nick, I'm well aware of your concerns from before."
"And now you can see that I was right, and Paolo's carelessness has gotten someone killed. At least it was him, not someone who trusted him."
"Nick!" I couldn't help myself. That was over the line, even for Nick.
But Mrs. Azevedo wasn't disturbed. "No, Chief, he's just trying to provoke me. I won't let him do that. Yes, Captain, you predicted a disaster, and it happened. But none of your dire predictions came to pass. What happened was something you never foresaw, a freak cable accident and nothing more. I stand by my original decision that your fears were groundless, and you were afflicted with your usual excess of caution and your pathological need for control."
"And I stand by my original decision. I wanted nothing to do with your poorly planned vanity expedition. Only a fool would take your offer, and I'm no fool. But you found your fool in Gale, didn't you?"
"All right, Nick, if it makes you happy: I wish you had taken my offer. Maybe if you had been our Liaison…." She trailed off, but we all knew what went unspoken: maybe Nick could've gotten Azevedo safely back to shelter in time to save his life. Or maybe Nick would've prevented the accident in the first place.
Nick's face turned more serious. Perhaps his conscience was tweaking him just a bit. "I'm sorry, Margo, that would never happen. I can't take a mission I don't believe in."
"And so you took this instead?" Mrs. Azevedo leaned forward. "I know there are some in the Corps and in Mission Control who will never forgive you for the second Bradbury incident, even though the review board ratified your every decision. There were many who told me I was a fool for wanting you for Liaison for this expedition. I wanted you anyway. Okay, you turned me down, you explained your reasons. But then, to take this job … Nick, you're throwing away your talents here. You're better than this! You're more than … more than a glorified subway conductor! If you didn't want to be on my mission, you would've been invaluable in program management."
"And work with fools like Lee Klein? Not a chance."
"Judgmental as always, aren't you? Everyone in your eyes is a loser or a fool."
"No, not everyone. There are fifteen billion people back there on those two worlds. They're not all losers. Ninety percent of them are ordinary folks, minding their own business, going about their day, not causing me any trouble. And there's maybe half a dozen people worth actually spending time with. But that leaves that ten percent—one and a half billion—idiots, jerks, losers, and psychopaths."
"And so you'll lock yourself up here with only a few dozen."
"Yep. A few, and I'm smarter than all of 'em. And I'm in charge."
"All right. You're the Captain, you're in charge here. Are you happy now?"
Nick paused. When he started again, his tone was lower and more reserved. Nick can be respectful when he chooses. "Margo, I know we clash. And I clashed with Paolo, too. It's my nature, not anything to do with you. I call them like I see them, and sometimes I neglect how people might feel. So please accept my condolences. I didn't agree with Paolo's plans, but it wasn't personal. He was a good man. I'm very sorry."
Mrs. Azevedo stared down at the floor, but she nodded. "Thank you, Nick. That means … a lot. Chief Carver says you have questions for me?"
Nick hesitated again. "This will be … difficult, I'm afraid. But I need to hear about the trip to Chronius Mons."
Mrs. Azevedo's tone was flat. "It's in our reports."
"I know. It's … important that I hear it in your own words."
She nodded; and then she started slowly retelling the story. She echoed Tracy's version, but without Tracy's critical judgments about mission protocols. In fact, she made every effort to portray her husband in a positive light. On the subject of Terra Cimmeria, she saw the site selection as a great success: "Oh, we didn't find evidence to decide among the competing theories, but we have radically improved on the precision of the orbital data. Now we know exactly where we should plan new expeditions to definitively rewrite the geological history of Mars. Paolo already submitted a paper on that before … the accident." She similarly saw the carbonate data as eliminating a lot of possibilities, pointing the way to new research.
And then she got to a crucial point: the reasons for the Chronius Mons trip. She saw it very differently than Tracy had. "That was in the back of Paolo's mind all along. That was why he insisted on bringing Wells on the expedition in the first place: he wanted to show humanity the grandeur of Mars, the grand vistas and the sweep of the unknown. He wanted … he wanted to excite people, ignite their sense of adventure."
"Yes," Nick agreed, "he was a visionary. Or that's how he saw himself, which is visionary enough. That was what worried me about him: that vision blinded him to flaws in his plans. He had this sense that 'destiny' would see him past any problems." Mrs. Azevedo didn't answer, but her face turned down. "And he would tackle any obstacle, follow any path for that destiny. How fortunate for him that he married into enough money to fund his visions."
"Nick!" Again I was stunned that even Nick could be so callous; but before I could say more, Mrs. Azevedo held up a hand to stop me. She glared at Nick.
"So that comes up again." Her tone was bitter. "You said as much during expedition planning. You think he married me for money?"
"Well, there are always many motivations that lead into a decision like that. You were young and attractive, and you bought into his vision. The money was just an added benefit; but as it happened, it was a crucial benefit in order for him to succeed."
She paused; and when she answered, she spoke slowly, restraining her emotions. "I know you're a cynic, Nick. I know you would never understand what Paolo and I had. But to question it … now…. I didn't think even you could be that cruel."
Nick leaned back in his chair and shrugged. "You call it cruel, I call it diligent. I have to get some answers."
"Fine, here are your answers. I love Paolo. He … loved me. We had problems, everyone does, but we shared so much more than just Mars plans."
Nick looked down at his desk. "So noted. My apologies, but I have to be thorough. Please, continue."
Mrs. Azevedo looked at Nick, considered, and then went on. Soon she got to the subject of supplying the expedition, and Nick again asked about the three tents. She seemed surprised by the question. "Why is that important?"
"I can't tell what's important," Nick explained. "Details matter. That's what I tried to tell your husband: details matter, and you can't guess which ones. So why three tents?"
"Well, we had them to spare, so why not? Paolo and I had a tent for ourselves. The command tent, as it were. Besides, we were entitled to our privacy. Ivan and Gale shared another tent, and Wells slept in the third. We divided supplies among the three tents so that an accident with one wouldn't affect other supplies. You should approve of precautions like that."
"Hmmm. Yes, I approve of precautions; but protocol here is entirely different. For a mission that size, two tents would have been proper: one for all of you to share, and one as a backup for that. It might be less comfortable to squeeze five into a tent, but it would've given adequate safety margins and less mass to transport."
"Yes, yes, I've read your recommendation. We decided we could handle the mass, and we wanted the comfort. And ultimately it had nothing to do with Paolo's accident, so can we just drop it?"
Nick didn't answer. He had made his point, so he let her continue. He also didn't comment when Mrs. Azevedo discussed their stops for the night; but even I could see that Tracy had been correct: the team had performed only perfunctory equipment inspections. Their uneventful time on Mars to that point had made them sloppy—or sloppier, as Nick would say.
And there was something else: something about the expedition had distressed her, and she had difficulty discussing it. She drew out the discussion with a lot of trivialities, stopping and repeating points. It took her twice as long to describe the trip as it had Tracy, and yet she revealed less. Was she just postponing the discussion yet to come? Maybe; but I saw Nick eyeing her carefully as if he suspected something more.
And then finally she discussed the climb; and then the fall and the attempted rescue. She started to choke up when she got to the surgery, tears flowing; and Nick showed unexpected kindness by stopping her there. "That's enough, Margo. I only need to know what led to the incident. I have a clear picture of what came after. Carver, give her your handkerchief." I did, and she dabbed her eyes.
Nick was being uncharacteristically kind, but I knew it couldn't last. Sooner or later, he would point out again how this was all Professor Azevedo's fault. Before he could get the chance, I spoke up. "Captain, if we're done, Mrs. Azevedo has had a long day. Can I escort her back to her cabin?"
Nick seemed a little distant. "What?" Then he recovered. "Oh, yes, we're done here. But I've summoned Bosun Smith. She can see to Margo. I have more duties for you."
Just then the office door opened, and Smith came in: a large, competent woman who I knew to also have a compassionate side when she needed it. Nick was right: Mrs. Azevedo might appreciate having a woman's support after putting up with him. But he would never admit that was his motive.
Bosun Smith stood at attention. Nick looked at her, a questioning look on his face. "Well?"
Smith lifted her sleeve comp and pushed a file to Nick's desk. "There's my full report, Captain. A number of items are missing, as indicated, and the necessary maintenance reports haven't been filed for much of the rest."
Nick nodded at Smith, and then rose. "Margo, again, I'm sorry. If I could've prevented this pain for you, I would've. We'll talk again. Ms. Smith, please see Mrs. Azevedo to her cabin." Smith saluted and then offered an arm. Mrs. Azevedo took it and leaned on Smith's shoulder as they left the office.
When the door closed, I turned back to Nick. My questions were the same as before. "I hate to repeat myself—"
"Then don't," Nick interrupted. "Everything is going as I planned."
"This is a plan?" I couldn't see how Nick could learn anything about the murder this way.
"Yes. I'm learning what I need to know. Besides, didn't you hear that undertone? There's something she's not saying, something she feels guilty about."
I hadn't heard it. I mean, I'd heard something wrong, and noted it; but I hadn't picked up on guilt. She was a grieving widow! I expected some distress. But Nick had always been better at reading people than I was. He himself might come across as a one-note scold and a control junkie, but he was excellent at ferreting out hidden motivations and secrets.
"What would she have to feel guilty about?" I asked.
"I don't know. I've no idea. For that I need the help of an incurable gossip. And so I guess it's time to speak with Horace Gale."
 
I tracked down Lieutenant Gale in the Rec Lounge. As had been the norm on this trip, knots of expedition crew occupied the tables, and our off-duty crew hung near, each imagining what it must have been like to be down on Mars. But strangely, when I found Gale in the corner with Riggs they were discussing football, not Mars.
"Yes sir, Lieutenant." Riggs's enthusiasm was all over his face. He was eager to talk about football leagues with a fellow Brit. "Absolutely it's Manchester's year. They've been rebuilding for five now. It's their time!"
"Well, Karl, I'm not so sure. Liverpool is looking pretty strong."
"Liverpool?" Riggs nearly exploded with laughter. "They'll barely finish the season. They're old and tired."
"You're right, you're right. Still, they have experience."
Riggs raised an eyebrow. "In football, sir, isn't that just another word for 'old'?"
"All right, they're old, I'll admit it." Gale laughed. "But just remember: in the Astronaut Corps, it's not age, it's seniority." Riggs joined the laughter on that line, though I thought his sounded a bit forced.
I cleared my throat, and Gale looked up. "Yes, Chief Carver?"
"Lieutenant Gale, the Captain would like to see you, sir."
"Oh, Nick causing trouble again, eh?"
"It's not my place to comment on what trouble the Captain might cause, sir. If you'll come with me, please."
"I suppose. I knew this was coming eventually. Well, Mr. Riggs, it has been a pleasure. See you at SP?"
Riggs raised a glass to Gale. "Indeed, sir. Thank you!"
We set off to the Captain's cabin. As soon as we were alone, Gale turned to the subject I knew was coming. "So, Carver, have you had enough of Aames and this tin can yet?"
I deflected. "The Aldrin is no 'tin can,' sir. It's a masterwork of engineering, and it gets better every cycle as we add rings and capacity."
But Gale wasn't about to let up so easily. "Yes, yes, but it's still a glorified transport ship. You're a fine officer, Carver, you deserve better. If you had the Space Professionals behind you, you might get a better posting."
The SPs were something of an "astronauts' guild," though they never used that term. They advocated for more influence over mission planning. Ideally that would be something Nick would support. His feuds with Mission Control were legendary in the Corps. But Nick had laughingly rebuffed their efforts to recruit him, saying that they were more Politicals than Professionals. And that included Gale, who had a lot of influence in the movement. As Nick explained it to me: "It's the only way a bumbler like Gale can hope to get work. Before long they'll have work rules that say I can't dismiss any crew member any damned time I please; and next thing you know someone'll get killed because of those rules. Why would I be part of that?"
Since they had failed to recruit Nick, the SPs had worked on me, hoping I might influence him; but I found Nick's arguments to be irrefutable as usual. There were some good people in the SPs, but a lot of them were just looking for more money for less work. I was tempted to answer as bluntly as Nick would; but instead I simply said, "I'm sorry, Lieutenant, but I can't imagine a better posting than this, or a better commander than Captain Aames."
And with that, I opened the door to Nick's office. We entered to the sounds of bossa nova, but this time Nick didn't make us wait, turning off the music immediately. "Ah, Horace…." Nick exaggerated the name: "Horace."
"Hello, Nick. So this is where you say 'I told you so'?"
Nick waved his hand dismissively. "Waste of my time. We both know it."
"Yes, but I'm sure you've just been waiting for the chance."
"No, I've been avoiding the lot of you as best I can. I may have to transport you, but that doesn't mean I have to sit here and listen to the mistakes I knew would happen."
Gale sat in the visitor chair while I remained standing. "So, Nick, what's this about?"
"Well, Horace, we do need some discussion regarding the fate of your ill-planned mission."
"Yes." Gale sighed. "Get on with it."
"That final trip across the desert … it was just the five of you?"
"Yes: me, Paolo, Margo, Ivan, and Tracy."
"So you had five people, and yet you had three Mars tents. Wasn't that a little bit of excess weight to carry? You could've carried more consumables?"
I was confused. Again with the tents? What did that have to do with the sabotage of Azevedo's cable? But Gale didn't seem to find the question unusual. "The Mars protocols—which you wrote—say we should have a backup for every piece of essential equipment. Mars isn't Earth, where we might survive without a tent."
"Yes, so two tents would give you a backup. But three? Those tents will hold six."
"Yes…."
"So why did you have three? You didn't need them for storage."
"Well, we did store supplies separately in each tent. 'No single point of failure,' that's in the protocols, too. If something happened to one supply cache, we would still have the others."
"Oh, so you didn't even reserve them as backups? You deployed all three tents?" Nick already knew that from Tracy and Mrs. Azevedo. I could only assume he was feigning ignorance to keep Gale talking.
"Yes. Paolo and Margo wanted their privacy, you know." Nick looked up, but Gale shook his head. "No, not for sex, for fighting. They did an awful lot of arguing on the expedition…. I'm sure Margo regrets it now."
I nodded. That might explain the guilt that Nick had detected. But Nick showed no reaction and continued his questioning. "So the lovebirds insisted on their own tent. And the three of you remaining needed two tents because…?"
"Well, Tracy insisted we should share a tent. 'That's the protocol,' she said, 'and I don't want to write up another variance.' The girl is almost as mad as you, Nick, always writing up variances and insisting on following protocols to the letter. She acted like she was in charge, not just a videographer. But Ivan said he wanted more space."
"I see. And you bunked with Ivan because…."
"Well, because Tracy was making such a row about protocols, I finally got fed up with her."
"But why, Horace? You knew she was right."
"Of course she was 'right'."
"Then why—"
"Because I didn't want to keep fighting about it!" Gale was red-faced. I could tell that Nick knew his buttons; and Nick can never resist pushing buttons, testing to see where your breaking point is. It looked like he had found Gale's. "Why make such a big deal about it?"
Nick steepled his fingers and looked up at the ceiling. "I'm finding I have a new respect for Ms. Wells. If she annoyed you this much, she must've been doing something right." Gale scowled, and Nick smiled. "Same old Horace…. You're smart enough to know what the right thing is, but you're too weak to fight for it."
"I heard enough of this from you before the expedition, and I am tired of it now!"
"Good! If I provoke you enough, you can show a little backbone. But you never seem to when it matters. That's why Paolo chose you as Corps Liaison, you know."
"What?"
"You won't argue with the wrong decision, even if you know it might get somebody killed. You're too eager to get along. You're too nice. Space doesn't give a damn about nice."
"If you're going to bring that up again, then I think this conversation is over."
"No. I'm still Captain on this ship, and we're still outside the gravipause. This conversation is over when I say it's over. Chief Carver?"
I straightened. "Yes, Captain."
"If he tries to leave, sit on him."
"Yes, Captain."
"Horace, you are a weak man. I wouldn't send my worst enemy on an expedition where you made the decisions. You won't stand up for what's right, and that may have gotten Paolo killed." Gale's face showed dismay, but not shock. Suddenly I was sure he had already reached the same conclusion, and guilt was tearing at him. And then I was also sure: if he felt his mistakes might be responsible for Paolo's death, and he felt remorse at the possibility, then he couldn't be the murderer.
Gale seemed to rally, mounting a weak counter offense. "I needn't worry about sending men on an expedition with you, since no one in the Corps will have you."
"Nope, they won't. Klein and the rest of Mission Control want a bunch of yes men and toadies."
Gale sat in silence, looking at the floor in sullen silence. Nick let the silence hang for several seconds before continuing. "One more thing … what did Paolo and Margo argue about?"
It took Gale a few moments to answer. Finally he looked up at Nick. "I shouldn't … shouldn't say. It's a personal matter, and it's in bad form to mention it now. But I know you, Nick. You're going to gnaw on this until you get an answer, aren't you?" Nick just stared at Gale. Gale looked away. "All right … Margo was jealous of Tracy. She said several times that she was sure Paolo and Tracy were sleeping together." I winced, but I managed to control my reaction beyond that. "I'm not sure when they would've had the opportunity. It's very close quarters on Mars, and very tight schedules, as you know. But she was sure they were grabbing spare moments here and there. Certainly Paolo showed an excessive interest in Tracy."
"Ah, there we go! A classic motivation for mischief, eh?"
"Mischief? Who said anything about mischief?"
"Oh, I'm looking for motivations. That was one of Azevedo's biggest mistakes, you know, he didn't consider the range of interpersonal problems that might arise. And you didn't help him any." Gale glared again, and Nick returned to his previous tack. "So you have no reason to suspect foul play?"
"Oh, no! And especially not Margo! She couldn't have. Oh, they fought, but…."
"So she couldn't have. And you, no doubt, will proclaim your innocence. You're narrowing down the list of suspects."
"What's all this about suspects, Nick? What, you think some sort of crime was committed?"
"Oh, I am certain that a crime has been committed. Now I'm just trying to determine by whom. All right, Mr. Carver, I'm through with him. You can let him leave."
Gale stood stiffly and headed for the door. He glanced at me, but he turned away at my impassive response; and then he left.
I looked at Nick. "So I suppose you want me to summon Dr. Ivanovitch next?"
"Oh? No, I have no need to talk with the good doctor."
"You don't think he could've killed Azevedo? Maybe he sabotaged the cable; and then after Azevedo survived, he did a poor job of treating him?"
"No, I am quite certain that Dr. Ivanovitch is much too smart for this crime."
I didn't understand what intelligence had to do with it; but I knew Nick would explain when he was ready, and not until. So I tried another line of questioning. "At last you've gotten around to the subject of the crime; but why didn't you ask Gale about the cable?"
"Oh, trust me, I'm very curious about the cable. But I was waiting to see if he would bring it up."
"What? Why would he do that?"
"Why, indeed? That's what I've been waiting for: one of them to bring up the cable."
"Nick, that makes no sense. The last thing the murderer would want to do is draw attention to the cable. That's evidence!"
"Ummhmmm." But Nick said no more. He just stared at me as if waiting for me to reach some obvious conclusion. But whatever that conclusion was, it eluded me.
Besides, I had another concern tugging at my mind. "What's with your obsession with their sleeping arrangements? You don't seriously believe that … that Tracy was…."
"Whether I believe it or not is inconsequential. And I'm not sure why it matters to you, either, if you're over her like you say you are. But if it soothes your worries any: no, I don't believe it. Unless she's fooling me—and she's not—she has changed. She's too professional to risk the expedition over an affair.
"But what matters is: does Margo believe it? If so, that might have motivated her anger during the expedition, as Gale said; and perhaps it motivates her guilt now. This is a complex case, and it's all about motivations at this point. I understand the crime, so now I just need to understand who had a motive."
"So what now? More interviews? Whom do I fetch next?"
Nick shook his head. "No more interviews quite yet. I need to think. Tell Bosun Smith I have some errands for her, and then you can go about your duties."
Nick didn't bother dismissing me. I knew him well enough to know I was dismissed when he turned on the music. It was another classic, "Parece Mentira," from an old Brazilian saying: "It seems like a lie."
 
But instead of going about my duties, my watch was over. Not that that really mattered: on Nick's ship, you were off duty when Nick said you were off duty, and not until. And that was doubly true for me as his second in command. Still, I had nothing on my schedule; and I had had a long, emotionally draining day already. I needed to unwind like I hadn't needed in nearly … four years. So I headed back to the Rec Lounge.
But when I got there, I knew I wouldn't be able to escape my troubles after all. Tracy was there, and she had a large audience gathered for a preview of the final cut of her big documentary. There was a large mix of expedition members and Aldrin crew. Tracy opened with some production notes and then started the show; but she stopped occasionally for more notes or to invite comments from expedition members. Riggs sat in the front, right next to Gale, and he asked lots of questions and took notes on Gale's answers.
But my attention was reserved for Tracy. She had cleaned up for this presentation, switching to a freshly pressed jumpsuit. She had let her hair down so it hung around her shoulders the way I always liked it. Again I smelled lilac water, and I tried to shake it out of my memory; but it wouldn't go away. Her eyes lit up as she explained details of the expedition and her filming; and she was an engaging speaker, as always. I knew that wasn't just my heart speaking, as the crowd hung on her every word. But the documentary stood on its own just fine even without her production notes and her enthusiasm.
It was really good. She covered the highlights of planning and training. She showed just enough of the flight out on the Collins to give the flavor without losing the viewer in the tedium of five months in orbit. She vividly captured the blend of exhilaration and terror of landing in the Ishiro-class shuttles. She showed the camp setup and the scientific experiments, including both the disappointments and the tantalizing hints for the future.
And she covered Professor Azevedo's death. Oh, she had no film of the incident itself. The rescue had taken all their efforts, so there was no film. But she had a computer animation of the scene, with stick figures tastefully substituted for the real participants. She showed exactly what went wrong—except, of course, that she didn't mention the salt contamination. Nick hadn't revealed that yet; and if Tracy knew … no, I didn't want to contemplate how she might know.
I was still wrapped up in these thoughts, not even noticing that the film had ended, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Before I turned, the scent of lilacs swept over me. It was Tracy. Old habits took over before I could even think, and I smiled at her. When she smiled back at me, I almost reached out for her; but at least I held that reaction in check.
"So what did you think?" she asked as she sat across from me.
"I…." I searched for the words. Then I decided to just be upfront. "It's brilliant. Your best work ever."
"Thank you, Anson. That means a lot."
"Except … in your report to Nick, you were so harsh on Azevedo and his team for their poor planning. You didn't miss a note, and you didn't pull a punch. And yet none of that came through here."
Tracy hesitated. I could see that I had caught her in a conflict. "Anson, there are two stories of the expedition: the story of what went wrong, and the story of what went right. A lot went wrong, and that's all in my reports; but even with all the inconclusive experiments, even with the Professor's death, he accomplished his primary goals. He showed that Mars is a place where people will go, not just an elite group of professional astronauts. And where people go, people will die. People make mistakes. We're not all perfect robots. We're … we're not all Nick Aames. If we let imperfection stop us, we'll never go anywhere."
"Imperfection gets people killed."
"Yes, and perfection can't always save them, either. Have you forgotten the Bradbury?"
I would never forget the Bradbury, and she knew that. We had lost a lot of good crew in that incident. "But don't you feel like this is a lie?"
"No, it's the other side of the story. When we get to Earth, I know the media will be full of reports of the accident again—my own reports. They're going to give Gale and that bunch another weapon to use in their argument: 'Space isn't safe for ordinary people. Leave it to us professionals.' They will find reasons to be safe, to avoid risks. We can't afford that. We need people to take chances. That was the Professor's goal and Margo's goal, and it's still my goal. I thought … it was a goal you understood."
I understood; but I understood Nick's point of view as well. I felt like they were doing it to me again, forcing me to choose all over again between his caution and her dreams.
I couldn't choose, so I said nothing; and I saw disappointment in her face. Once more, I hadn't chosen her. I hadn't chosen Nick, either, but I hadn't chosen her.
But it seemed she wasn't ready to give up, not again. She pulled her chair around beside mine, uncomfortably close. The lilac water couldn't be imaginary, as clear as the scent was. She must've preserved a vial. I remembered other nights when I smelled it so close, and I squirmed; but Tracy didn't seem to notice. "We were there for seven months. I've got months of footage to work with. This won't be my only documentary coming out of the expedition. There will be one that tells the mistakes quite thoroughly. But this is the one that I need to tell now. The one that shows: We can do this!" She opened her comp so I could see it. "Here. This is my real last scene. I haven't included it yet because I want to get Margo's approval first. But it's important that you see this, that you understand."
She tapped her comp, and a new scene appeared. It was Mrs. Azevedo in a shelter in the camp. Her eyes were red from recent tears, but she had a defiant look on her face. The shelter was darkened with a hint of red, probably from natural Martian daylight outside; but a mild light shone down on her from above, accentuating the shadows in her face. She leaned forward, directly into the camera. "Am I going to give up? No. Never! If I give up, then Paolo is dead. When his dream dies, then I bury him in my heart. Until then … no, there is no then. I won't give up, not ever. But maybe others will. Maybe I'll have no choice. But my words, my money, my time, my power…. I'll use them all for Paolo's dream. People will come here, they'll keep coming here. And they'll remember … they'll remember Paolo, and how his spirit calls them to come here and live here and work here. And some of them—well, they'll be brave like Paolo. They'll know the risks."
And then the scene rolled back in time and space, all the way back to Earth, back to the earliest days of training. Professor Azevedo sat in a tent that bore a superficial resemblance to the Mars shelter; but the light was bright and blue-white, and Azevedo sat back in his chair. He wore a stubbly beard of gray with flecks of white, much like the hair that stuck out from his knit cap. I suspected they were on a mountain trip. He looked into the camera, and he smiled that smile that had won over so many skeptics. "Will people die in this program? Of course they'll die, what kind of question is that? It's the old Pioneers' Creed: 'The cowards never started, and the weak died along the way.' People die on the frontier, and that's no reason not to go. The ones who survive will be the strong and the smart and the lucky and the just-too-tough-to-kill."
From off screen, Tracy asked, "And which are you?"
His grin broadened. "There's only one way to find out. And no matter what, I will find out. Gladly. How about you?" And he laughed. And the screen faded to black, and white letters appeared: Paolo Azevedo, Ph.D., Founder of the Civilian Expedition Program. 1994 - 2037.
I stared at the simple words, dumbstruck. Tracy's video made her argument far more eloquently than her words had. In that moment, I wanted to take her in my arms and tell her I was wrong. I wanted to take her to Mars.
And so, with his usual uncanny timing, that was the moment Nick's voice came from my comm. "Chief Carver, we're almost to the gravipause, and I'm ready to conclude our business. Please bring Mrs. Azevedo, Lieutenant Gale, and Ms. Wells to my office immediately."
 
I ushered the expedition members into Nick's office. By unspoken understanding, the others left the sole guest chair to Mrs. Azevedo. She sat and looked at Nick.
Nick stood behind his desk. In his hand he held a coil of S3 cable. He looked across the faces and then began to speak. "Well, here we are. One last time together. We're entering Earth's orbit, we've passed the gravipause, so this ship is now back under the authority of Mission Control. So I guess that wraps up my investigation."
"Investigation?" They were all thinking it, but Mrs. Azevedo was the one who asked. "What investigation?"
"Oh, the investigation into this S3 cable. It has been an internal matter to this point, but now it's time to present my findings to you all before I report to Mission Control. Midshipman Riggs has found conclusive evidence that this cable has been contaminated with salt ions, destroying its integrity; and then it stretched until it broke." Mrs. Azevedo turned pale, but Nick gave her no time to interrupt. "Furthermore, there's no doubt that this contamination was deliberate."
This time Mrs. Azevedo did break in. "Deliberate? Paolo…?"
But she got no further, and Nick continued. "Someone wanted it to break. It's also clear that the cable is from your trip to Chronius Mons. Ms. Wells's inventory reports are quite thorough, and they document precisely which gear you took with you."
Tracy said, "But Mrs. Azevedo couldn't—"
Nick interrupted her, nodding. "You're right, she couldn't. Oh, people do surprising things, angry spouses especially. Gale told me how Margo was jealous of you, Tracy, jealous that Paolo had his eye on you."
Mrs. Azevedo stood, too fast for the low gravity. "That's a lie!" In her anger, she ignored her unexpected bounce, but Nick seemed amused. "We were past all of that months ago! Paolo convinced me he had no interest in this … this little girl. We made up, and we were … we were closer than…." She glared at Nick. "But how could I convince a cynic like you? You always believe the worst of people. What would you know about two people in love?"
That stopped Nick cold; and his face showed something close to sympathy. Then he shook his head. "No, I believe you. A gossip like Horace always exaggerates what he knows. But just because Paolo had no interest doesn't mean Tracy had no interest."
This time it was Tracy who was angry. "That's ridiculous! I … I would never let personal feelings endanger the team. I admired the Professor, and I was grateful to be on this expedition; but that's all there was between us!"
"Is it? Did you know, Ms. Wells, that when you broke up with Carver he wondered if perhaps you had your sights set on Professor Azevedo?"
"What?" Tracy practically shouted; and at the same time I said, "Nick, that's out of line!"
"Oh, he was quite sure of that for a while. He said a lot of bitter things when he was drunk."
"Anson! You didn't believe that?"
"Tracy, I was hurt. I…. No, I didn't believe it, I just didn't know what to believe. I wanted some explanation."
"And maybe…." Nick broke back in. "Maybe he was correct. Motivations, that's what we're after here. Was it perhaps the woman scorned? And that brings us back to this cable." Nick held up the cable for us all to see. "I had Bosun Smith bring me this cable from the lab because there was one piece of information missing from our earlier report: the RFID tag woven into the cable end. And guess what? It's not one that Professor Azevedo packed in his gear."
"What do you mean?"
"Ms. Wells, the RFID tag is clear, and your meticulous inventory is equally clear: this cable came from your personal supplies. You had it stowed in your tent each night before the climb. Oh, and Bosun Smith also searched the rest of the expedition's supplies very carefully; and the Professor's cable is nowhere to be found. She checked the tag on every cable. Someone swapped this sabotaged cable for his."
Someone swapped … and Tracy had packed this cable….
No. I couldn't believe that. Tracy had surprised me before. She had disappointed me. She had broken my heart. But this? No. I knew that was impossible. I loved her, it couldn't be possible.
But Nick was drawing the conclusions I refused to draw. "So the cable Paolo packed, the cable that would've been in his tent every night where Margo had access to it: that cable's missing. And the cable you packed, Ms. Wells: that cable's sabotaged."
Tracy grew livid. "What are you implying?"
"I'm presenting facts, not implications. Now that we're in Earth orbit, it's up to Mission Control to make decisions from these facts. My duty is to report what I know, not to speculate."
"So what will you report?"
"The facts exactly as I know them. I will report that this cable is not Professor Azevedo's, it is yours. I will report that it was under your control the entire time it was on Mars. Professor Azevedo's cable is missing, and no one in the expedition crew admits to knowing where it's at. I will report that this cable has been contaminated with salt-affixing nanomachines. And I'll report all the rest of our findings, and they can draw whatever conclusions they may."
"And I will get a good lawyer to ensure that your accusations never make it into my record."
"I'm not making accusations. The conclusions should be obvious to anyone with half a brain, so I expect the review board to miss them entirely."
"And what are you going to do, Captain?" Tracy asked.
"Nothing, and you know it. Now that we've passed the gravipause, my powers are strictly curtailed. I can't hold you. I have no authority here over anyone but my crew."
"Well, that's good news, because I'm innocent. As soon as the funeral's done, I'll clear my name."
I knew that determined look on Tracy's face. Every bit of self-control was at work, holding back her anger, and maybe her tears. I wanted to comfort her, but I had to stand my post. She looked at me, and I almost broke; but then she left for the docking bay.
No one else spoke. Mrs. Azevedo stood. She stared at Nick, her expression unreadable. Then Gale offered her an arm, and they left.
 
I stood where I was. I hadn't been dismissed, and I had no orders, so I had nothing to do but stand there and stew over all that I had just heard. Stand and stew and stare at Nick.
Nick ignored me for almost a minute and a half; but finally he spoke. "Don't stand there glowering at me. Can't you make yourself useful?"
"'Glowering'? Really?"
"It's the perfect word to describe your expression, and I get to use it so seldom. But get over it already. Ms. Wells will be fine. In fact, I've entered a commendation into her record." I must have looked puzzled, so Nick explained. "The silly little girl who broke your heart is gone. That woman who just left here is the only one on that whole team who understands how to properly plan a mission. I can't guess what changed her, but I can't deny the change. Azevedo was an ass. He chose his expedition members for their willingness to fawn over him and for how popular they would be in the press. Plus a bunch of other entirely personal reasons: camaraderie, influence, favors … you name it, anything but competence. But with her, despite himself he got lucky. The only one whom he chose who was worth a damn was Ms. Wells, and even I wouldn't've guessed that. She surprised me."
"What?"
"Look at her reports, Carver. Look at what she's done. Look at everything. Despite my doubts, that woman has shown that the discipline that we need in space can be found far outside the Corps. The people who want to go to space, the ones who really should be there, are going to do it right. I couldn't have predicted it four years ago; but if I had to staff a mission and my choices were 'professionals' like Gale or an amateur like Ms. Wells, I would choose her without hesitation."
"But I thought—I thought you blamed Tracy! You practically accused her of murder!"
Nick sighed, his "you are beyond an idiot" sigh. "There was no murder here, Carver."
"No murder?"
Nick tapped his desk and the comm chime sounded. "Mr. Riggs, you can come in now." The door to the outer office opened, and Riggs entered, looking nervous as usual when crewmen are summoned before Nick. I ushered him in, and he stood at attention before Nick's desk.
Nick wasted no time on pleasantries. He sat and looked up at Riggs, who stood neatly at attention. "Midshipman Karl Riggs … what do you know about salts in chemistry?"
"Not much, Captain, I'll admit. I know I like salt on my chips!" It was a weak joke, and weaker in Riggs's delivery. Nick had the man nervous, which wasn't unusual.
"Ah, that's right, you said you're weak in chemistry. Unlike Ms. Wells, say. Quite a surprise, that chemistry degree of hers, it gave me a whole new perspective on that discovery of yours.
"Mr. Riggs, a salt is a compound wherein a positive and a negative ion exactly counter each other, yielding a neutral end product. They can be quite useful both biologically and in other reactions, and it's very hard for us to get by without them. That's why we've manufactured nano lines that can scavenge or even assemble the necessary ions from available stock."
"I … see, sir."
"But nano machines don't have brains, Riggs. They only have simple chemical sensors, valence detectors particularly. They look for the proper valences, grab the ions, and affix them to other ions or to a substrate. They're really just glorified enzymes in a sense. If they can't find the precise valence signature and yet they're still active, some of them will grab the nearest equivalent they can find: something close enough to the right ionic properties.
"Ah, but something close electrically can still be chemically a very different salt. For instance…." Nick pulled up Riggs's report on his desk comp. "These nanos in these micrographs you took, they were designed to scavenge carbonate items out of Mars's atmosphere, with its high concentration of carbon dioxide. It's almost 95% CO2, did you know that?"
"Well, I … I knew something like that, sir."
"Yes. And in fact, Azevedo chose his site because of the high presence of carbonates, perfect for these nanos. But if they can't find the carbon ions they're designed for, many of them will find the next closest valence. For example, a nitrite ion would be electrically identical to a carbonate ion, and a nitrate might be close enough for a nano's detectors.
"Now there's something interesting about these micrographs you took. If you look at the chemical analysis attached—as I did when you brought them to me—you will find that the S3 cables have been contaminated with nitrite salts, and also a smaller proportion of nitrate salts, not carbonate salts. That means that when those nanos were active, they found predominantly nitrogen stock, not carbon dioxide. Nitrogen, you know, the stuff that makes up 79% of standard air mix."
Riggs was silent. His normally fair complexion had turned even more pale.
"In fact, since they get much of their stock from the surrounding air, that implies that this contamination happened in a nitrogen atmosphere. Now you won't find that on Mars, as I said. It's nearly all CO2. And you wouldn't even find it in the expedition's shelters. They used heliox as their breathing gas to lower their payload mass. That, by the way, is why I was so insistent on confirming the details of which Mars tents were used and where and how the gear was stowed. I needed to be certain that I knew where these cables had been and what they might've been exposed to; and all three expedition members confirmed for me that the gear was safely stored in the Mars tents every night, in the heliox conditions. There would be trace amounts of nitrogen, surely, but it should be completely dominated by carbon dioxide. There was no chance for contamination there, so there's only one place this contamination could have happened."
I couldn't keep quiet. "On the ship!"
"Yes, on the ship, Chief Carver. And since these cables were very thoroughly inspected and recorded by Ms. Wells—I'm quite astonished at her meticulous records, Carver, you could learn something from her—we can be certain that the cables were not contaminated when they left the Collins. And so the contamination could only have happened aboard the Aldrin—after Professor Azevedo's all-too-avoidable death."
Riggs found his voice. "I … see, sir."
"Oh, I'm quite sure you do. And Mr. Carver is starting to see as well, though I think you had a head start on him. I knew right away: I wasn't investigating a murder, I was investigating a frame-up. Someone is trying to frame someone for Azevedo's death, and I needed to know who the someones were.
"So I had to ask myself the traditional questions: who had means, who had motive, and who had opportunity? At first I thought Ms. Wells had opportunity. She could've gotten to the cable at any time; and once we learned it was her cable, the opportunities expanded. But no, even before that, I learned of her chemistry degree. No chemist would make that mistake with the atmospheric ions. They would know it was a waste of time.
"As for Margo…. What would she gain by making Azevedo's death look like murder? Not much. For one thing, the spouse is always the first, most likely suspect in a homicide, especially given their well-known fights. Oh, in theory she might have tried to frame Ms. Wells by swapping the cables; but Margo had too much to lose either way. Her whole media campaign is about Azevedo's great judgment, his people instincts that helped him to select an elite team of scientist explorers, the best of the best. If people think he let a murderer onto his crew, his entire myth falls apart. Not that I put any stock in that myth, mind you, but her investors do. She wouldn't do anything to endanger that myth. It would ruin her.
"And Horace?" Nick chuckled. "What would he gain out of it? Cast suspicion on Margo, maybe? Hardly. He needs her. He's a joke in the Corps. Yes, I know he's a bigwig to you SPs, but no one in Mission Control trusts his decisions. He needs this Civilian Exploration Program to succeed if he wants to stay employed. Oh, I considered briefly that Horace might have a motive: if Azevedo's death was murder, then it couldn't be blamed on Horace's poor planning. He could've been trying to duck responsibility. But Horace just isn't that clever. Besides, he may be a damned fool, but he's well versed in the atmospheric chemistry of Mars. He couldn't make that mistake any more than Ms. Wells could."
I broke in. "And that's why you didn't question Dr. Ivanovitch, either. You knew his chemistry knowledge ruled him out as a suspect."
"Yes."
"Then why'd you interview Gale at all?"
Nick grinned. "Because it amuses me to rub his nose in his mistakes. And I wanted his perspective on the personalities of the expedition. Horace Gale may be a pompous ass, but he's also a political climber. He always knows the gossip.
"But that was before I realized I was looking in entirely the wrong direction, because I was only looking at the expedition personnel. If the sabotage happened here, that added dozens of potential suspects from our own crew. Mr. Riggs?"
Riggs was slow to respond. "Captain?"
"Reports are that you seem to be very friendly with Gale."
"Yes, sir. We … worked together in the past. I trained under him on my first post. And besides, he's the only other Brit on board. It's nice to talk football with someone."
"Indeed. My reports are that you've spent pretty much all of your free time with him."
"Can you blame me, sir? It's a chance to talk to a real explorer. Someone different on this ship, you know."
"Um-hmmm. Perhaps you forget: both I and Chief Carver have already been to Mars on the second Bradbury expedition. I do hope we're 'real' enough for you." Riggs took the rebuke without blinking, and Nick continued. "And you—and you're not alone in this, so don't take offense—you've voiced concern in the past that the CEP is a mistake, and missions like this should be Corps missions. 'Leave space to the professionals,' I believe that's what the SP activists say."
"I'm entitled to my opinion, Captain. As you say, I'm not alone. We Space Professionals have a lot of influence in the Corps command."
"Yes, yes, just what we need: more politics in the space program. Be that as it may … it looks like, despite poor planning and one unfortunate death, this expedition met most of their mission objectives. I would hazard a guess that Ms. Azevedo's investors will be pleased over all, and will invest in further CEP expeditions. Once she buries her husband, Margo still has the clout and the drive and the financing to mount another expedition, and another."
"I wouldn't know, sir."
"Oh, trust me, she does. These decisions are being made politically these days, not sensibly. And I'm sure you believe it as well."
"Y-yes, sir."
"But now if Margo were to be implicated in a murder—or for that matter, if any of the senior staff were, it hardly matters who—it would throw everything into disarray. Suddenly there would be investigations, there would be questions, there would be doubts…. Investors would get nervous and pull financing. The Corps would feel pressure from the Space Professional contingent, and would likely push to cancel the CEP. The next mission would likely be under Corps command, probably under Horace Gale himself; and he would pick his loyal crew."
Nick still held the coil of S3 cable in his hand, looking down at it, not at Riggs. "I have a report from your supervisor that you may be leaving us."
"Sir?"
"He says you've applied for a transfer."
"Well … yes, sir, just … considering it."
"Yes, and a chance to ingratiate yourself with them as well, especially with Horace Gale. Looking at the letters of recommendation you've requested—"
"Sir!"
"Pshht. You think any communication goes out from this ship without me knowing about it? Please. What kind of a Captain would I be if I didn't keep up with details on my vessel? So it looks like in fact you're hoping for reassignment to the Mars expedition on their next trip."
"Well…."
"And lo and behold, with the news from this expedition, there are sure to be some vacancies on that crew. Azevedo dead, and now Miss Wells tied up in legal battles, the whole CEP in jeopardy … there should be a complete shakeup. It's likely the Space Professionals will get their way. Gale will end up in charge, and there could be an opening for the right man."
"Well, I, guess…."
"Oh, most certainly. Horace would want to take his chosen crew with him, men he knew and trusted. And you hope to be one of them."
"Captain…."
"Oh, don't deny it. As I was told, three-quarters of my crew applied for that last expedition, you included. But there will be some difficulty with your transfer, I'm afraid." Nick touched the comm control on his desk. "Bosun, come in, please."
The office door opened, and Bosun Smith came in. She carried another coil of S3 cable.
"Well?" Nick looked from Smith to the cable.
Smith nodded. "It was in his cabin, sir, just like you said it would be. I found it coiled up in his pillowcase, crammed in between the bunk and the wall. You'd never notice it without a search. Well, you might, Captain, but not the average person." She handed the cable to Nick. "The RFID tag confirms: that's Professor Azevedo's cable."
Nick stood slowly, came around his desk, and stood nose to nose with Riggs. He didn't yell. That's when I know Nick is really angry, not just domineering: he gets very calm. He looked at Riggs and said, "Get off my ship."
Riggs swallowed. "Sir?"
"You lied to me, Mr. Riggs."
"Captain, I—"
"Don't bother denying or explaining. We may be inside the gravipause; but when it comes to my crew, I am still judge, jury, and lord high executioner. And I do not want to hear more lies. I'm a realist, I know people lie for all sorts of stupid reasons. It's part of their nature. But not to me, and not on my ship. That gets people dead, and I won't tolerate that. Bosun, escort Mr. Riggs to his cabin. Watch him pack his kit. If he tries to go anywhere else or talk to anyone else, slam him into the nearest bulkhead. Twice. Once he's packed, escort him to the docking bay and confine him there until the ferry arrives."
"Yes, Captain." Smith didn't grin, but her eyes did. She was half again as large as Riggs, and she knew how to fight dirty. I think she wanted Riggs to make trouble. But he didn't: he just left, and Smith followed.
My head spun. It was like my head was tossed into microgravity and all the facts I thought I had learned that day had been tumbled into space and rearranged themselves. I had been wrong. About all of it. And about Tracy. But Nick—I looked at him. "But if you knew this already, why didn't you say so? Why did you let Tracy twist in the wind? Why did you let her suffer? She left here practically in tears!"
Nick sat in his chair, leaned back, knotted his fingers before him, and looked at me for several seconds. "Carver, you may have gotten over what she put you through, but I still had a bit of a grudge to work out. She almost cost me the best junior officer I've ever had. She appears to have grown up since then, but she still had earned a little suffering for that. And I knew you would never give her what she deserved, so I had to do it."
"You … you planned that?"
"It was a simple calculation. I had nothing to gain. It's not like exonerating her is going to endear me to her. It's far too late for that. But I had nothing to lose as well. It's not like she could hate me any more than she already did. So I might as well play the villain."
"So you were cruel to her just because you had nothing to lose?"
"You missed the final line in my calculation: I would gain nothing by exonerating her; but if you get on that shuttle and present the evidence that clears her name, you're her hero. You'll come in and save her from my vile accusation."
I blinked. Nick playing matchmaker? But…. "No. I can't play games like that with her. I won't lie to her."
"Oh, don't be a complete ass, Carver. Tell her a lie, tell her the truth for all I care, but don't you dare let her leave you behind the way she did last time. That woman is going to space, with or without you. So get going before you miss that shuttle. I don't need you moping around for another six months. Go work out whatever it is you two have to work out."
"Thank you, sir." I leapt for the door.
"Oh, one last thing…." Nick halted me on the threshold. "The Aldrin leaves Earth for Mars in three months, with or without you. If I'm wrong, and she's not going back to space…. If I'm going to need a new Chief Officer, please try to give me enough time to find a replacement who can measure up to your standards."
"Yes, Nick. Permission to go ashore, Captain?" But Nick ignored me, turning his music on instead. Once again I heard "Brigas Nunca Mais." Without waiting for an answer, I was already in the outer office and heading for the corridor.
I would be back on the Aldrin, I was certain of that. And I was just as sure that next time I wouldn't be alone. That would give Nick something to complain about, so everyone would be happy.
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I
If we expected to come out here and join in some kind of bustling Galactic culture, it ain't going to happen. We seem to be young, in a very old Galaxy. We're like kids tiptoeing through a ruined mansion. Or a graveyard….
LuSi and JaEm, laughing, hand in hand, ran down the concrete slope into the tremendous dish of the starship construction yard. Huge structures stood here, inert and silent today, cranes and manipulators and immense trucks, portable fusion plants, fuel tanks frosted with glittering ice. LuSi knew that what had been constructed here, immense sculptures of metal and ceramic and monomolecular carbon, had been grander still, before being hoisted into orbit around Urthen and assembled into the delicate, gravity-vulnerable superstructure of a starship, itself a transformed asteroid.
A ship that was going to take LuSi away to the stars.
But not today, she told herself, not for a few Days more, she wasn't going to lose JaEm and his warm touch, not today. And a few Days was a long time for a fourteen-year-old. On they ran, seeking a quiet place amid the silent machines.
And even at this moment LuSi had an unwelcome sense of perspective, the kind of perspective JaEm's father, Jennin PiRo, had tried to beat into her thick skull, in his words. The yard, a giant crater dug into the ground, was too big, too big even for the monumental machines they built here. And why was that? Because it hadn't been constructed to build mere human starships. It hadn't been built by humans at all, as far as anybody could tell, but by an alien culture, star-faring, long-vanished. Why should it be so? It was an illogic in the Sim, the Jennin protested, in the Backstory, the received history of the universe and the human story within it. Unless the Sim's Designers and Controllers were insane, why build in a feature like this that had nothing to do with mankind—it made no sense! Couldn't LuSi see that…?
Unfortunately she could, and it crowded into her head even now, even as they reached the shadow of a tremendous truck, found a sheltered spot behind one huge tyre out of the wind, and, laughing, sat side by side. Their breath steamed and mingled before them. They kissed, for the first time that day. And when JaEm slid his hand inside her coat, she could feel his warmth, his strength.
Their shared warmth was a defiance of the cold of the day. The Ember hung above them, above the scattered clouds, in the sky from which it never moved. Its broad face was like a fading fire, mottled with huge dark spots. All LuSi's short life the spots had been gathering, and the Jennins and other scholars predicted gloomily that the world was heading for another Ember-winter. Well, LuSi couldn't remember the last Ember-winter, it had been over hundreds of Years before she was born. The only warmth she cared about was in JaEm's lips, his hands, the firm body she could feel under his clothing. Yet she was soon to be taken away from this scrap of warmth too, and flung between the colder stars. All because of her mother and her hateful, self-imposed "mission…."
JaEm could sense her distraction. He hugged her, then sat back. He was sensitive that way, more so than she was. One reason she loved him, she supposed, though they had not yet used such loaded words out loud.
He asked, "What are you thinking about? Not about leaving? We shouldn't waste the time we've got left thinking about that—"
"No, not that," she lied. "I was thinking about your father, if you must know. His lectures. The shipyards are one of his 'classic' examples of Sim flaws."
"I suppose I've had more practice in shutting him out of my head than you have." He kissed her again, delicately. "Do you think we're all in a Sim?"
"Of course," she said dutifully.
"Even when I do this … and this." Now he nibbled her ear, a move that always seemed to liquefy her internally. "Are we all just patterns of electricity in Memory, in some big calculating machine in Denva?"
"If we are, it's a very good Sim," she said, wriggling closer. "I don't care if I'm real or not, as long as you're here with me."
"Oh, LuSi—"
"Oh, what rot." A light shone in their faces, harsh, dazzling. The voice behind it was unmistakeable: Jennin PiRo, JaEm's father.
They pulled away from each other, fixing their clothing. JaEm raised a hand to shield his eyes. "Father? What do you want?"
"Nothing from you, son," the Jennin said. "I need to talk to LuSi. And where she is, you are. You are depressingly predictable, for two of my brightest students. Come on out of there."
PiRo, aged about forty Years—ten Years younger than LuSi's mother—was a tall, habitually severe man dressed in the jet black uniform of a Jennin. Severe, and habitually impatient with the flaws and weaknesses of others, particularly of his students, like LuSi, who he seemed to think should be doing better. "Sloppy, sloppy," he said now, "and I don't mean your kissing technique, son." Which made JaEm blush horribly. "I mean your thinking." He turned on LuSi. "And your sheer emotional immaturity."
LuSi bridled. "Immaturity?"
"How can it not matter if you are a Sim character, or not? Would it not matter if you were the arbitrary creation of some cold onlooker? Imagine what she or he could do to you. Freeze you. Disorder your life, so that you might leap from death to birth—from my son's youthful embrace to the bony hug of an ancient. Delete you! He could delete you from this artificial world you believe in, leaving no trace. Does that not appal you?"
Actually it did, but she felt her privacy had been violated by this pompous man, and she knew the theory enough to argue back. So she shrugged. "It would make no difference. Even if the instants of my life were jumbled up in the Memory, I would still experience them in the proper order. From my point of view, my own time line, I could never tell if—"
"Oh, yes, rationalise it away. That kind of circularity of argument is precisely why, I suspect, the mythos of the Sim, and the Controllers in Denva, has lingered as long as human civilisation has persisted on this planet. Do you know how long that is?"
"Well—" She should know.
"Ten thousand Years! Nearly three quarters of a million turns of Urthen around the Ember! That's as best as we can reconstruct, given the damage done by the Xaian Normalisation. Four hundred human generations—why, is it really imaginable that the most cold-hearted Controllers could maintain a Sim of whatever complexity for so long? What could possibly be the purpose?"
She stuck out her chin defiantly. "I don't know. I have no answer. And since this isn't your classroom, Jennin PiRo, I don't have to find an answer, do I? You came looking for me, you said. Maybe you should get to the point."
JaEm flinched at her defiance.
But PiRo gave her a kind of wary grin. "All right. I suppose I deserved that. Look, you may have an important future. More important than you know. And it's because of your mother."
"My mother?"
"You understand why Zaen SheLu is undertaking this decades-long mission to the stars."
"She has a hypothesis about Denva," LuSi said. "The Controllers' base. The world humanity came from, or maybe a location on that world. She thinks it's real, has a real location. Or at least—"
"A location that maps onto a site in this 'simulated' universe. A place where humans first came from. That's correct. The difficulty is, she might be right."
LuSi was baffled. "What do you mean, Jennin?"
"I mean that her arguments are good, intellectually. She might well find some world, some primal site, that matches many of the criteria she has set out in her arguments. And if she does, that will cement the notion of the Sim in the minds of humanity for all time. Because the idea that all of humanity emanates from one single, primal, sacred world is just the kind of mythic element a Sim Designer would build into our Backstory. It's a good narrative, and so it appeals to us."
She shrugged. "But if it's true—"
"If it's true, then the notion that we are mere toys in the hands of the Controllers will lock in us forever. We will lose initiative. We will give up. What other reaction can there be? And this is not a universe in which it is safe to give up, to stop thinking, to become complacent. Not if the stars are going out." He glanced up at the Ember.
The Ember was not a star, like the more distant points of light in the sky. It was called a "brown dwarf" by the astronomers, a term said to go back to the arrival of the Ark itself—if you believed the Ark ever existed. The Ember was not a star but a mere mass of glowing gas, heated by its own infall, and therefore gradually cooling.
LuSi was only growing more confused. "But if it's true, if the Sim exists and we can prove it, then that's all that matters—isn't it?"
"There are many kinds of truth, LuSi. And many uses to which 'truth' can be put."
"You still haven't told me what you want of me."
"It's simple, LuSi. Somebody needs to counterbalance your mother on this crusade of hers. I've been invited to join the mission myself…."
And that brief line electrified both LuSi and JaEm. For if the Jennin came aboard the ship, surely his family would too—surely JaEm would follow his father—and LuSi and JaEm would have Years together, not mere Days.
The Jennin seemed oblivious to their reaction. "I have many responsibilities here, which I am reluctant to shed. I am undecided. But failing that, if I am not there—"
LuSi felt as if she was groping towards an understanding of all this. "Me? You want me to spend the next fifty Years arguing with my mother, about Sim theory and theology?"
He grinned. "That's the idea. Somebody has to. And I think you have it in you, LuSi, even if you don't see it yet yourself. Look—I don't mean to impose on you, in this time you two have left together. Or to order you around. I want to inspire you, and I know I'm not always good at that, am I? A Jennin I may be, but not always a great teacher."
"Inspire me? How?"
"I've secured you a ride on a torchship. You too, JaEm, if you must. We're going into space! I know our journey will be dwarfed by your jaunt to the stars, but the scenery will be a lot more fun."
JaEm gaped, evidently delighted.
"Why?" LuSi asked, more sceptical. "What's the point? What are we going to be talking about?"
"The Backstory," Jennin PiRo said simply.
 
The torchship was called the Holy Water. Owned by PiRo's university, it was a practical, basic design meant for scientists, surveyors, explorers, a small, highly manoeuvrable, all but automated craft, capable of transporting a dozen passengers in comfort between the worlds of the Ember system in a matter of Days. LuSi and JaEm had travelled in such ships many times before; the Holy Water was a trivial achievement for a civilisation capable of routine interstellar travel.
But as they boarded, as the ship leapt out of another gigantic port facility and into the sky, the Jennin made them think about how the ship worked, the miracle of physics that powered it.
"You are riding a fusion torch," he said. "And, generous as the Ember is to give us its warmth and light, the Ember is a failed star, it never achieved the mass it needed to allow fusion to spark in its core. Until humanity arose here—"
"Or came here," LuSi said automatically, correcting his father's mild multi-origin heresy.
"Before us, fusion had never happened here, in this system, not since the birth of the universe itself. Think what a wonder that is—what power we have…!"
The first few days of the voyage were a jaunt. The Jennin took them on a looping tour of the Ember's planetary system. LuSi knew that compared to some systems out among the stars of the Bubble, this was an impoverished place, with only two large planets, Urthen and Bigmars, a handful of smaller, scattered worldlets, and more distant belts of asteroids, comets and sparse ice moons. Both Urthen and Bigmars orbited so close to the Ember that they were tidally locked, each holding one face permanently to the sub-star's dim glow—the price they paid for the meagre warmth of the Ember. But that warmth had not been enough to save Bigmars from an endless age of ice; unlike Urthen, which too had its chilly regions, no liquid water could persist on Bigmars's surface.
It was towards Bigmars that Jennin at last pointed the ship's prow. And as that cold, glittering world approached, he ordered the youngsters to tell him the Backstory.
The Backstory was the history of the universe and of mankind in it, and every child on Urthen learned it at first school. "The Ark was built, by the giants Nimrod, Seba and Halivah, so that their children could flee Denva when the oceans rose," LuSi said. "The Crew struggled to survive, until the Son extracted the Ship's Law from the Will. And the Ship's Law remains the basis of our system of justice to this day."
Jennin waved a hand. "Yes, yes. And then?"
JaEm went on, "And then the Ark split in two, when some of the Crew fell upon the poison ground of a world of false promise. Then there was the Blow-Out, when rebel children challenged the parameters of the Sim itself and caused a lethal rupture of the remnant Ark."
"Which is commonly interpreted as a metaphor for a Sim systems crash," said LuSi. "According to an analysis by—"
"Don't analyse!" the Jennin snapped. "Don't interpret! Just tell me the story."
JaEm went on uncertainly, "The Ark split in two at one more false world. Then finally its mighty journey was over, the sacred engines were shut down for the last time—"
"Yes, yes. And humans fell to the ground of Urthen all those Years ago, ten thousand Years. Then what?"
"Then we prospered, and spread, and cultivated our farms," LuSi said. "Cities rose. Learning spread. At last we built new ships, not as mighty as the Ark but capable of reaching the stars. And we sent out emissaries to the false worlds, and their peoples, and we found new false worlds and we populated them, until the Bubble was filled with worlds—"
"And then the Xaians of Windru got hold of starship technology," the Jennin said.
LuSi suppressed a smile. It sounded to her as if PiRo was becoming enthralled by the familiar story, despite his intellectual scepticism. "The Xaians," she said, "seeking to cut mankind free of the burden of history, scoured the worlds of the Bubble and destroyed all traces of the human past, on world after world—"
"Or tried to," PiRo said. "All they succeeded in doing was making the job of the archaeologists and historians and other Jennins a lot more difficult."
"On Urthen, even starship technology was lost. But eventually it was recovered…."
Bigmars was looming close now. Through the transparent hull of the habitable compartment the planet bellied before them, its surface rust-red and wrinkled under splashes of ice. Awed or intimidated by the sight, they fell silent.
The Jennin was the first to speak. "The Backstory," he said. "The whole tangle of it. LuSi, think. Of course it has a storytelling unity. But doesn't it all sound too complicated? If you were a Sim Designer and you were going to invent a history for mankind, why make it so complex and unlikely? All these ships flying around an empty universe…. And what about the elements of the Backstory that have nothing to do with mankind at all? What are they for?"
JaEm frowned. "What do you mean, father?"
The Jennin snorted. "Tell him, LuSi."
LuSi, embarrassed for JaEm, just said: "Look down."
They were in orbit now, swooping low over the northern hemisphere of Bigmars. Close to what looked unmistakeably like the shore of a sea, vanished save for glinting salt flats, were rows of dimples in the ground, like craters, small features seen from space but huge if you were down there among them. But they were not craters.
"You know what they are," Jennin PiRo said. "Even you, JaEm—"
"Evidence of starships."
"Yes. Construction yards, like on Urthen—maybe. Or at least the marks of the launch of starships. Interstellar technology is always going to be hugely energetic; it is always going to mark any planet on which it takes root. And we know this isn't evidence of human activity because—"
LuSi said, "It's all too old. Sealed under water ice and frozen air."
"More air than water, but yes. What do we think happened to the people who built this?"
"They left in their starships. Or else they died out here, so long ago that their tombs have eroded away…."
"The Ember got too cool," said JaEm.
"That's it," said the Jennin. "That's the story—or the Backstory. The Ember is cooling, slowly, but inexorably. At any point in time there is a location in space around the Ember where a planet is warm enough for life—life like ours, life that needs liquid water. Once Bigmars was warm enough. But the habitable radius moved in towards the Ember, and Bigmars froze. Much of its water is probably still there, but locked underground in big aquifers. Useless for life. All this took a long time, billions of Years, but it was inexorable. And, yes, LuSi, the inhabitants of Bigmars must have fled, or died out. Just as we, one day, will have to flee, when Urthen starts to freeze in its turn."
LuSi said carefully, "Some people think that adds to the authenticity of the Backstory. I mean, the story of the Ark. The crew must have come far; maybe they could go no further, and had to stop here, however imperfect the world is, however inadequate the Ember."
The Jennin snorted dismissively. "That's not what I brought you here to see."
"I know," LuSi said. "It's just like the starship yards at home. You argue that there is no need for a human Backstory to include evidence of a vanished alien civilisation."
"Well, why should it?"
She faced him. "You say you want me to argue with my mother over her interpretation. But she has evidence on her side. At least for the consistency of the Backstory, the logic of the Sim. For instance, the very existence of mankind on the many worlds of the Bubble. How could we have got there if a ship didn't deliver us?"
"Oh, there are plenty of secondary colonies. We know that. But the primary worlds, including Airtree, Windru, Urthen—mankind arose separately on all these worlds. Convergent evolution. Our form is in some sense optimal for sentient, tool-wielding creatures."
"But it's not just mankind. What about the Human Suite? That's what the ecologists call it, isn't it?"
"Go on. What is the Human Suite?"
"The creatures on which we rely, the grasses, the animals. Things we eat, or that can eat us. They are always to be found on human worlds—even though we have to share every world with other forms of life. Some quite unlike ours."
"So what? So on each world there has been a multiple origin of life—more than one tree of life. Why not? Why should the initiation of life be unique? And as for the Human Suite—convergent evolution, once again. What else?"
"There's the fact that the human worlds share elements of culture. Similarities of language, we all speak something like Anglish. We even use time measures like Years and Days that have nothing to do with the turn and spin periods of a world like ours—"
"All probably imposed by the Xaians in their ideological fervour, much more recently than the flight of any Ark from a proto-world. Certainly that's a much simpler explanation, and one based on an event we know happened, from the surviving records." The Jennin leaned forward. "Look, child. I'm not expecting you to swallow my arguments today. Or ever, even. I just believe that your mother needs a countering voice.
"Her pet theory, and the theological orthodoxy on this world and many others—that we are all trapped in some artificial reality—is deadening for the human spirit. The Backstory reinforces the idea. On the other hand the notion that the universe is just as it seems, that humanity evolved independently on all these habitable worlds, is actually simpler; we don't need an elaborate secret history to explain it all…. If the Backstory is confirmed by your mother, the whole Sim hypothesis is strengthened too. Your mother is never going to be convinced by the likes of me, but at least she needs a counter-voice. She must be made to work hard to convince others, no matter what she finds out there among the stars. And that's what I want of you, LuSi—to be that counter-voice…."
"Or," JaEm said, reading a note scrolling on a comms screen, "you could do that job yourself, father."
"What do you mean?"
"The university has just made an announcement. It is a big project, after all; the journey will take at least a century, there and back. They want a presence on board. And the College of Zaens is apparently going to mandate it."
"Mandate what…? Oh. My presence on the ship."
"You're going to the stars too." JaEm grinned at LuSi. "And so are we."
They couldn't resist it. They flung themselves at each other and embraced.
The Jennin groaned and rubbed his face. "Serves me right. Be careful what you wish for, in case you get it. I bet that saying is as old as mankind itself…."
 
It took another year before the great starship Reality Dreams was ready to cross the interstellar gulf.
It took fourteen more years to achieve that crossing.
LuSi and JaEm were together on the ship; in the course of the journey they were even married. Thanks to their advanced anti-senescence science, the people of Urthen were long-lived; only a fraction of their potential lifetimes was expended.
But still, by the time the ship reached Airtree, its first destination, their youth was gone.
 
II
After the battle was done, the Speaker of Speakers paused by the small field hospital that tended to the wounded, and reassured the dying that death was not an end, merely a return to the frozen patterns of thoughts in the greater Memory of the Sim….
The starship Reality Dreams settled into orbit around Airtree.
Shuttles, approved by the local authority, came up from the ground to transport down the passengers. Blocky winged craft powered by fission rockets for the ascent, and essentially gliders for the re-entry and landing, these were all elderly, well-worn craft, beaten up by multiple flights to the edge of space. JaEm, who had devoted his life aboard the Reality Dreams to space engineering, looked faintly appalled at the sight of them.
But LuSi knew this was what they had to expect. Airtree was ruled by a single government, as it had been through most of its history: a theocracy built around the cult of the Sim Controllers. The theocracy was rich, but its world was technologically backward, relatively.
Even the slightly grander craft that was to transport Zaen SheLu, the Jennin PiRo, and their children LuSi and JaEm, plastered with heat-resistant tiles and holy symbols, was old and shabby and smelled faintly of urine. LuSi settled in grimly beside JaEm; nearly thirty years old now, and after fourteen years in the cavernous interior of the starship, she felt a twinge of apprehension as the shuttle parted from its lock with a rattle of opening latches.
Before making their descent they completed a high-inclination orbital loop around the planet, and LuSi was able to make out the main features of this world, fixing them against the maps she had studied in the years before their arrival. Like Urthen, Airtree orbited close in to its sun, so that a single hemisphere faced the light. The illuminated face was a muddle of ocean and land, and LuSi could make out great concentric bands of vegetation types surrounding the subsolar point, green fading to brown or grey, swathes of forest or grasslands or crops, or even surviving scraps of native life, she supposed, adapted to the particular conditions of light and climate dictated by the unchanging altitude of the sun in the sky.
And above all this, LuSi saw Reality Dreams, patiently following its own orbit. The starship was an engineered asteroid, a bubble of glass and ice that shone green from within, like a tremendous jewel; it looked more like a small moon than a ship. It was a miracle of the ancient warp technology that had driven the ship between the stars that in flight this huge bulk was folded away out of spacetime into a higher dimension, so that only a warp bubble the size of a sand grain protruded into the mundane cosmic stratum. LuSi longed with all her heart to be back aboard the ship, with JaEm, in the home they had built together, with their work, their slates and models, their friends. But she knew, too, that that was a symptom of her long interstellar confinement; she was like a released prisoner longing to be locked up again.
At Airtree's subsolar point was an island, the largest of a chain, a speck of land directly under the suspended star. The shuttle dipped low over this, heading north towards the shore of a continent called Seba, where they would make landfall. Light flared beyond the cabin windows, and the ride grew briefly bumpier, the air thickening, turbulent. When the plasma glow faded, the starry sky had been replaced by a violet blue, the stars were obscured, and the starship was lost to LuSi's view. She reached out for JaEm's hand.
Speaker Tanz Vlov, sitting opposite them, observed this. This Airtree native, compact, shaven-headed, had been sent up in the shuttle to be their escort to the ground. Like many of his people, from a world of sterner gravity than Urthen, he was short by the standards LuSi was used to, but not exceptionally so. Despite his drab clerical garb he was a cheery, irreverent man who appeared about forty, but since anti-ageing treatments were available on this world, at least to the ruling elite, that was no real guide. Now Vlov smiled. "You look nostalgic." He spoke the Urthen tongue—or their particular Anglish dialect depending on how you classified it—well but with a heavy accent. "You miss your ship."
"It is our home," LuSi said. "Has been since we were both teenagers."
"Your home? You are married, yes? You have children?"
"Not yet," JaEm said. "Perhaps in the next phase of the journey. Which will take another thirty years, nearly, to Windru."
Vlov whistled. "Thirty more years, in a big enclosed machine. Strange to think of it."
Jennin PiRo leaned forward, past his son. "It shouldn't be strange. Not to you. This world is the capital of the Creed of the Sim! You're a Speaker, senior in the faith. You believe that everything is an artefact—even the physical world, even the stars, all a dream stored in some vast machine's frozen Memory. What is life in a starship but a metaphor for that? It should seem familiar to you…."
LuSi was used to this kind of goading from the Jennin. Vlov's reaction seemed to be a commonsense one; he winked at her, and grinned. "Of course nothing is real. But the Sim Controllers created us for a purpose, a purpose expressed through how we live our lives. And we must live those lives as if it were all real. What else is there to do?"
LuSi's mother, meanwhile, was entirely uninterested in the conversation. SheLu was dressed in her own world's version of clerical garb, the plain steel-grey robe of a Zaen, a priest of the Sim, and her hair, while not shaven close, was cut short and neat. She was in her sixties now but her ageing treatments had preserved her at around thirty; seeing her in the unfamiliar light of this new world, LuSi saw how her skin was just a little too taut, her eyes a little too clear. She peered out of the small window beside her seat, as the shuttle banked and turned in the air. "And that is the island you call the Navel?"
Vlov didn't need to look to see. "At the Substellar, yes. Just like Urthen, from what I hear, our world huddles close to its sun, which is a small, cool star—as stars go, anyhow. But at least it is a star! I can't imagine living in a sky full of a big fat gassy bag of a planet…."
"There is a monument," murmured SheLu. "On the island. But it is a mighty wreck."
So it was, LuSi saw, when she got a chance to look. The island seen from above was a scarred mass of docks, dwellings, temples and pathways, all centred on a tremendous pillar—a pillar that was smashed, melted in places, with great fallen blocks larger than some of the buildings at its feet.
"The work of the Xaian Normalisation," SheLu said.
"Yes," said Vlov. "Once it was called the Eye. The monument itself was Substrate. Which is what we call the relics of an older technology found by humans on this world when they arrived."
JaEm asked, "Older?"
His father said dryly, "Alien."
"We had nothing which could scar it, break it. We could build on top of it, or around it, and so we did. It is said that the Xaians used a starship drive to dismantle such features, here, at the Antistellar, at the Poles."
SheLu seemed to shudder. "Warp technology brought to a planet's surface. What barbarism."
"Before the Xaians came, the monument was used to venerate the Controllers."
"But if that's so," PiRo said, "why would the Controllers not simply reverse the damage and restore the monument? It would take only a Word, after all."
Vlov, unperturbed, just grinned. "But the pilgrims continue to come here even so. Perhaps the wreckage adds another layer of lustre, of romance. The Controllers don't need to fix it, you see. It works fine just as it is."
PiRo stared at him, and laughed. "There you have it, Zaen SheLu. Why do we never see any signs that the Controllers intervene in their Sim? Because they choose not to. A perfectly closed and irrefutable argument!"
"If you say so," SheLu murmured, indifferent.
LuSi thought she heard her mother mutter prayers to the Controllers as the shuttle began its final approach.
 
Much of this world chimed with echoes of LuSi's home planet.
They landed near the shore of a continent called Seba, which in Urthen lore was the name of one of the giants who built the Ark. The landing facility was close to a city called New Denv, a name not so terribly far from Denva, the legendary home of the Sim Designers. Then they were transported to the largest coastal town, near the southern coast of Seba, with a grand view of the Navel and its truncated stump of a monument. This town was called Port Wils, and it stood on a mighty river of the same name. The name Wils was like a half-remembered fragment of the story of the Son of the giants who had extracted the Ship's Law from the Will, the semi-incarnate purpose of the Designers themselves.
Maybe all this did reflect some common origin, of a star-scattered mankind, she wondered. Or maybe it was all an artefact of the great smearing-out delivered by the Xaian Normalisation in the course of its hugely destructive rampage across the Bubble. Or maybe it really was an artefact of the world's nature as a simulation, with these common elements being like tropes used and reused by the Designers on one world after another—their signatures, some speculated. One thing was sure; all this needed a deeper explanation than JaEm's father's austere but supremely rational notions of evolutionary convergence.
After a voyage of fourteen years, the plan was to spend only perhaps twenty Days here—or, in the local argot, sixty Watches, each of which was precisely one-third of a Day. This had been negotiated in advance, in communications between the ship in its final sublight approach and the Temple authorities here at Port Wils. Though they had come so far, a few Days, it seemed, were all that was required for the Speaker of Speakers to make her decision concerning SheLu's requests for support of her ongoing expedition in search of the origins of mankind within the greater Simulation.
While the Zaen and the Jennin, priest and scholar, met with various minor functionaries in advance of their meeting with the Speaker of Speakers, JaEm and LuSi tentatively explored Port Wils, under the avuncular guidance of Speaker Tanz Vlov. The priorities of the Temple here soon became apparent. It was on Airtree, so it was said, in lost, semi-legendary times before the wave of destruction that was the Xaian Normalisation, that the cult of the Sim had first arisen—or perhaps, others said, it was a legacy of the Ark as it had passed this world. And in the generations since then, the Temple at Port Wils had made sure that it remained the hub of the faith—and therefore the destination of interstellar pilgrimages, from across all the human worlds where the faith had taken hold. All those worshippers, and all their tithes, flowed into Airtree, and specifically to Seba, and across Seba to Port Wils, gateway to the Navel itself. The Temple was a vast, efficient, and highly profitable organisation, and to the senior administrators a passing starship was a mere distraction.
"No wonder they are so backward technologically," JaEm said to LuSi as they wandered the crowded streets.
"Not completely," LuSi said. "The Speakers seem to have access to anti-ageing technologies just as good as ours, if not better. And their kitchens—"
"Yes, but you know what I mean. Those surface-to-orbit shuttles might have come off the Ark itself. I don't believe there's a starship construction yard in the whole system."
"But there doesn't need to be," LuSi said gently. "The starships come here."
"Yes. Stuffed with money!"
Beneath the surface of this bustling human city, itself millennia old, they came across traces of older habitations. The ancient alien material called the Substrate wasn't restricted to the monument on the Navel, and nor had it all been eradicated by the Xaians. Here and there it persisted, as fragments of walls or foundations set out to linear or circular plans, apparently as unweathered and enduring as when their unknown builders had abandoned them, and built over by coarser human materials, bricks, concrete, steel and glass. And then, in cracks in the sidewalks, at the corners of neglected gardens, they would glimpse scraps of a different kind of life, unimposing mats and films of a black-green tint. The natives, Tanz Vlov told them, called this the Slime. It too had been here long before humans arrived, and the Human Suite had pushed it disregarded into the corners of its own world.
Yet it persisted, LuSi thought, yet it persisted, like the Substrate, a hint of a deeper meaning to this world, like so many others, a meaning beneath the froth of human history. And that was true whether all of this was a dream of some electronic Memory or not.
 
The party from the Reality Dreams was called at length to a meeting with the Speaker of Speakers in a lavish building called the First Temple, set at the heart of Port Wils, with tremendous views of the Navel in the ocean to the south. They were kept waiting, not for long, in a kind of anteroom, where they were served drinks in cut-glass goblets borne on silver trays by silent junior clerics. Even this waiting room was tall, airy, thickly carpeted and every scrap of wall surface was covered by paintings, tapestries, and ornate designs—some of them holographic, so that when you turned your head this way and that different aspects of reality were presented, presumably a representation of the nature of the Simulation that was the core of the faith.
At length they were called into an office, another vast, ornate room, but LuSi was impressed by a kind of working office at the centre of the room, an island of furniture in a sea of carpet, one large desk surrounded by chairs, smaller desks, blocks of filing cabinets and slate racks. A woman in a purple robe sat behind the desk, working at papers; this was the Speaker of Speakers herself, a woman of an ancient local family, called Kira Elos. She did not look up as the starship passengers were led to seats before her desk.
They sat silently. Attendants fluttered back and forth, carrying slates and papers, murmuring to each other and the Speaker of Speakers. LuSi noticed standing in one corner a curious cage, of some fine silvery mesh, taller than she was. Light from the sun, which was overhead at this location, was reflected from a bank of mirrors into the cage, where a kind of tree grew, tall, spindly. Birds with silvery, mirrored wings fluttered around the tree, catching the light and reflecting its glow onto its leaves.
At last Kira Elos looked up. "I apologise for keeping you waiting. You have come far to visit me." She spoke what sounded like comprehensible Anglish to LuSi, but translators stood by discreetly, to aid the conversation.
Jennin PiRo said smoothly, "But we know that other pilgrims come from much further away yet. Thank you for your time and attention, Speaker of Speakers…."
He calmly introduced the party, one by one. The Speaker in turn introduced some of her staff. The names did not seem important to LuSi, and she made no attempt to memorise them.
She was distracted by the tree in the cage. Every so often blinds would furl and unfurl, apparently automatically, so that the pattern of light falling on the cage changed, and the mirror-wing birds would flutter and fly, adjusting their position in response to the changing light.
The Speaker of Speakers noticed her watching. "Distracting, isn't it? And charming."
"I'm sorry—"
"Don't apologise. You're right to be intrigued. There are few of these specimens left on this world—by which I mean the trees and the birds, for they form a symbiotic partnership, you see. The birds bring the tree light, and it feeds them in turn."
"But the light comes at a low angle," JaEm said. "Artificially, thanks to these mirrors."
The Speaker nodded. "True. From which you deduce?"
Jennin PiRo jumped in, and LuSi knew how much that irritated JaEm. "That this is a native of high latitudes—lands close to the terminator between day and permanent night. Where the sun is always low."
"Correct. But the mirror forests are almost gone, now, eradicated to make room for variants of wheat and rice and other crops we have developed to be tolerant of the poor light conditions."
SheLu nodded. "It is a common observation, demonstrable by archaeology, that a mass extinction of any native life follows the successful settlement of any world by humans. It is logical; the new life must supplant the old, if it is not to be pushed back."
The Speaker smiled. "I understand that. But even so, it is a miracle the birds survived."
She said that once this world had been full of animals and plants that seemed to have been designed, by some vanished precursor inhabitants—maybe the Substrate builders, maybe not—to serve as tools, or engines. There had been tractor beasts and tunnel-building moles and "photomoss," a life form that collected useful energy from the sunlight.
"All of these were exterminated by the Xaians. But the birds were spared, whether by intention or accident we are unsure—they are after all hard to trap. One strand of our theological thinking suggests that the Xaians were actually carrying out the will of the Controllers in their great extirpation. Perhaps the Sim had drifted from its parameters and needed cleansing. And so perhaps the birds' continuing existence is somehow heretical."
LuSi, staring at the birds and their tree, could not believe anything so intricately exquisite could possibly be regarded as wrong, in any value system.
The Speaker of Speakers considered SheLu. "Of course, Zaen, the Xaians' enthusiastic destruction must have complicated your quest to trace the origin of mankind."
"If such a single origin exists at all," PiRo put in.
SheLu smiled. "Actually it makes it more interesting, intellectually. A challenge, set for us by the Controllers themselves, perhaps, to test the minds they have given us…. Not even the Xaians could extirpate everything about human culture. It's a commonplace that the human worlds share common concepts. Measures of time, for instance, like the Days and Years we use on Urthen—or the watches you use here. Each watch is about a third of our Day; your Great Year is three hundred and sixty of our Days, about the same as our Year. And so on. All this might derive from some primal source."
"Or from the passage of the Xaians," PiRo said.
"Perhaps. But then humans share sleep cycles that seem to have no relation to the natural periods of any of the settled worlds, though they do roughly correlate to a Day. No Xaian army could have imposed that.
"And then there are our languages," SheLu went on patiently. "We all seem to speak a version of what we of Urthen call Anglish. Languages of separated groups always diverge; we have observed this on our own world. But if our tongues did derive from some common root brought on the Ark, then the most frequently used terms would be those that endured with the least changes, and so would remain common across the worlds. Words like 'we,' 'my,' 'our.'" She glanced at the cage. "'Tree.' 'Bird.' 'Speaker,' even, for positions of authority."
LuSi saw how the translators looked surprised at the obvious comprehensibility of these words.
"And language, you see," SheLu said now, "is much harder to eradicate than mere physical trappings. Just as a faith, like the Creed of the Sim, is harder to demolish than a mere temple of stone—or even a Substrate monument. It is possible, I believe, to trace the first spread of mankind across the stars through family trees of languages and their relations to each other. We can even see traces in these relationships of the passage of the Xaians, and their brief empire. My analysis suggests, by the way, that Airtree was one of the earliest worlds settled."
The Speaker nodded. "I think I understand your logic. Though I had always thought that our pretension to be an old world was mere snobbery…. We have some scholars, you know, who speculate that 'Airtree,' the name for our world, is some derivation of 'urth' and 'three.' Both among your primal words, I imagine."
"That is so."
"And 'Urthen,'" JaEm said, suddenly intrigued.
The Speaker said, "Perhaps the name for mankind's first world is buried in such names. 'Urth.' But some worlds' names are probably more recent invention."
SheLu said, "Like 'Windru,' named for a ruling dynasty of that world, yes."
"What about your 'Urthen,' though? Urth … ten? That seems tenuous."
JaEm said, "You know, a starship engineer might suggest the real root is 'Urth n.' The 'n' stands for an unknown number. Perhaps by then the settlers had lost count."
"Or perhaps the name is some kind of black joke. And perhaps we should think of the primal world you seek as Urth I." The Speaker pulled her lip. "This is all fascinating. Suggestive rather than conclusive, however."
"Of course," conceded SheLu.
"But it is by following such leads that you hope to identify mankind's primal world? If it exists," she added, with a nod to PiRo.
"That is my strategy. Given the fragments of legend we have, I anticipate we will find an oceanic world. The flooded planet from which mankind had to flee…."
Elos studied papers on her desk. "One would think such a world would be at the centre of the Bubble. The root from which we spread, in three dimensions. Instead you are seeking to go to the edge of human space—beyond Windru, in fact, the Xaians' world, the most densely populated world at one extreme of our domain of colonisation."
"That is plausible," SheLu said, "given a model of the first flight that is consistent with the surviving legends. That is, a single flight across the stars, scattering colonies as it went. Subsequent secondary colonisation waves have set out from those first settlements. In that case the origin would indeed lie at one extreme of the Bubble, just as the root of a tree," she said, glancing at the cage, "lies at one extreme of its structure."
"And what you want of me is an Instrument of Authority."
"I believe that is the appropriate form, yes. The worlds I visit, especially Windru, must open up their archives and other treasures, on your authority. Also we may require material support of various kinds."
The Speaker smiled. "I am no Xaian emperor to impose my rule on other worlds."
"Nevertheless your authority as Speaker of Speakers will carry a great deal of weight on any world where the Creed is cherished."
"True enough." She turned now to PiRo. "And you, Jennin PiRo. I understand you are not an adherent of our Creed."
"Regretfully, no."
"Be not regretful. The Sim Designers made you as you are, scepticism and all, and cherish you even so."
PiRo flared, "But that's exactly the kind of circular argument which—"
LuSi touched his arm. "Not now, Jennin," she murmured.
The Speaker of Speakers said, "My advisors have had constructive discussions with you, Jennin PiRo. You are a sceptic, as you have admitted, yet you accompany Zaen SheLu on a quest that seeks to establish the truth about mankind—a quest guided by our Creed. Why have you devoted your own life, and your son's, to a mission you reject?"
PiRo glanced at SheLu. "Well, it was rather forcibly suggested by my own university that I should come along. This hundred-year jaunt is high profile and very expensive. But I was glad to come. Speaker, I do not accept your Creed. But as I told your advisers, I accept that as a human institution it has some beneficial value. It has inculcated a belief that the universe is rational, and that questions we ask of it will yield meaningful answers. Of course, if it were an artefact, that would be so. As such your Creed lies at the philosophical root of all modern science.
"Yet there is potential for harm, if the Creed ultimately stifles our inquisitiveness. After all, any question—even about my own personality!—can be answered by appealing to the whim of the Designers. 'They made it that way because they made it that way.'
"Now, I believe that the Zaen will fail in her quest to find a single origin of mankind. The multi-origin hypothesis of the beginnings of mankind is philosophically simpler—and, if I may say so, more satisfying. But whatever the outcome of her quest, the result will be significant for ages to come, either way. And I am very strongly motivated to ensure that the investigation is carried out to the highest scientific standards."
"And so you wish to accompany her, as a kind of monitor. A conscience."
"That's the idea."
"Commendable too, and understandable." The Speaker glanced down at her notes for a moment, and LuSi thought she came to a decision, or perhaps confirmed one. "But, I'm afraid, that it is a wish I cannot endorse."
LuSi felt as if her heart stopped.
The Jennin, too, froze. "I'm afraid I don't understand."
"My scholars advise, and I agree with them, that your own time, Jennin, would be better spent here, on Airtree—rather than locked away on a starship for decades on essentially a secondary task."
"You want me to stay here? Doing what?"
"Exploring the issues you have been describing. The relationship between the Creed of the Sim, and science and other modern philosophies, as they emerge. These are new ideas to us. What enriching arguments these may prove to be." She waved a hand at the opulence of the room. "Needless to say your physical comforts will be catered for, and in addition we offer you the mental stimulation of debate with the finest minds from all the worlds of the Bubble. And there is no better way to spend your life, or a part of it, than in thus honouring the Designers and Controllers and the Sim they have devised for us—or, if you wish, seeking a way to debunk their very existence."
PiRo looked confused at this sudden turn of events—as well he might, LuSi thought. "Speaker of Speakers, is this a condition of your granting your Instrument of Authority to Zaen SheLu ?"
"Let us not descend into such bargaining," the Speaker said smoothly, with only the mildest tone of reproof. "Of course your family can stay with you," she glanced at JaEm, "while the Zaen's can travel on with hers," nodding at LuSi.
And thus LuSi's life was smashed to pieces, on a whim of refined scholarship.
The Speaker of Speakers smiled. "This is a moment of mythic resonance, is it not? Your crew is breaking up, like the Split during the journey of the first Ark, of which our legends speak. Well. Will you all join me for dinner?"
 
III
"History doesn't matter. Life is all. You won't build a Library here, Proctor."
"Then what in its place?"
"Better a monument to me, Xaia Windru, a hero of this world, than to a world lost in the sky…."
LuSi hated Windru.
She hated the climate. Windru was a peculiar, tipped-over world, with its spin axis nearly in the plane of its orbit around its sun. So each turn around the sun, each of the world's "years," brought months of endless light, months of freezing dark. The only truly habitable areas were around the equator, and even there life was all but unbearable at some times—notably the equinoxes, when the sun climbed highest in the sky and dumped the greatest warmth into the air. And it was just LuSi's luck that the Reality Dreams had arrived at just such a moment.
She hated the gravity too! Too low, and she stumbled and tripped all the time and her digestion was shot to hell, and the locals who towered over her laughed, and their enormous rats would run under her feet….
It was twenty-nine years now since they had left Airtree behind, forty-three years total since Urthen; she had spent most of her adult life, indeed almost all of her life, in the comfortable standard spin-gravity of the starship, and she didn't welcome novelty. What a dump! No wonder the Xaians had got stirred up enough to go conquering human space; anything to get away from a world like this.
She hated the local culture too. Even the names they gave things. SheLu argued from her linguistic analysis that this had been a very early colony world, even older than Airtree. But if this planet had ever been called "Urth II" or some derivation, that name was thoroughly lost; "Windru" was taken from the name of a long-extinct ruling dynasty. The Xaians in their pomp had begun their career by renaming their world, and obliterating the names given its features by the original colonists (if, recalling PiRo's theories, such colonists had ever existed at all). After their hugely destructive campaign of Normalisation across the Bubble, the Xaians had been driven back to their home world, and since then the planet had been governed by federations of other worlds, administrations with varying politics but all determined to ensure that the Xaians never rose again. One legacy of the Xaian firestorm had been a trend to global governments on the colony worlds, and inter-world councils of various kinds: a paradoxical unity. Anyhow the generations of offworld administrators sent here had imposed their own names on the world's geography, physical and human. And meanwhile some diehard natives who had opposed the Xaians in the first place had hung on to still older labels.
So it was a mess. Even the major landmasses were plastered with contradictory names. The big north-south spine was either the "Belt" or the "Sword," depending on who you spoke to; the compact island continent to the east was the "Frysby" or the "Shield;" the archipelago to the west was the "Scatter" or "The Fallen Corpses of the Enemies of Zeeland"—and so on. The port city in which LuSi resided was called Xaiandria, or Alecksandria, or The Designers' Conception—whatever. It was said that the Xaians had even renamed the other planets of this system, including two big giants that had once been called by the resonant founder names "Seba" and "Halivah." At least, though, everybody agreed on one thing: their name for the native life forms—the "Purple"—a word of such simplicity and antiquity that SheLu argued that it must have been an import from the language of the original settlers from lost Urth I.
LuSi also hated the rooms they had been loaned, in a wooden-framed apartment block near the local Temple. Too hot, too noisy. The city's architecture was dominated by structures like this, of wood and grim red sandstone, with pillars and porticoes and elaborately carved friezes. It was an architecture mandated by the conditions of this metal-poor, tectonically weary world, and a sensibility the Xaians had exported across human space in their brief period of empire-building, styles now everywhere associated with the hated Normalisation regime, and universally despised. These buildings might be squat and shabby, but none of them were terribly old, LuSi had learned. Windru with its peculiar tipped axis was given to instabilities; periodically it shook itself as, the locals said, a dog shakes off fleas. Buildings would crumble, the seas would rise, and volcanoes would fire. This had happened twice since the first human colonisation. It was an irony that most traces of the Xaians, who had sought to eradicate history, had themselves been eliminated.
Most of all LuSi resented being stuck indoors with her mother, while Tanz Vlov, the reluctant emissary appointed by the Speaker of Speakers back on Airtree, was sent out to wheedle and negotiate for access to scholars and records and archaeological sites. It had always been a feature of the Xaian hegemony that men had done the governing, women the fighting. So it was even now, thousands of years after the fall of the Normalisation regime, even in the Temples of the Creed. Women, meanwhile, even two such evidently elderly and scholarly specimens as SheLu and LuSi, were treated as warily as drunken warriors. SheLu quite enjoyed being able to make men twice her size flinch out of her way with a mere glare, but overall the restrictions were wearisome.
So she was trapped with SheLu. On the roomy starship they had managed not to speak to each other for years on end. Now they were cooped up together.
The loss of JaEm and all LuSi's plans for the future was a long time ago now, nearly thirty Years. In the years since, LuSi had taken other lovers, and had even married, once, one of the ship's officers, but had borne no children. Thanks to anti-ageing treatments there was still time, but…. The truth was that nothing, nobody had replaced JaEm. Given that the separation had come out because of the Speaker of Speakers' decree, it had always been irrational for LuSi to blame her mother—save that it had been her mother's driving ambition to discover Urth I that had so pulled LuSi's own life out of shape in the first place. But, logical or not, LuSi had never quite been able to forgive her.
It was a manageable situation on the roomy ship, in the life she had built for herself. But not here, in this stuffy box of an apartment, on this world of a failed empire…. She avoided her mother as best she could.
But sometimes SheLu sought her out.
 
"You might be interested in this," SheLu said, having summoned her daughter to the room she used as a study.
LuSi looked around, at a desk heaped with books and scrolls and slates, and a kind of laboratory workbench laden with instruments, and dishes of the slimy local life form called the Purple. "I might, might I? Do you even know what I'm interested in?"
SheLu smiled, and as so often LuSi had a queasy, disconcerted sense as she looked into her mother's face, a face like her own, yet oddly too young-looking now thanks to quirks in the ageing treatments. Like looking in a distorting mirror. SheLu said, "I do know you have spent the last twenty years fooling around with specimens of life from Urthen and Airtree and other worlds…."
LuSi, looking for meaning in her life, had trained herself up in biology. She had asked for samples from the worlds the starship had visited since Airtree en route to Windru, and had tried to unpick ravelled-up ecologies. She had begun with a vague idea that she might test one of her mother's hypotheses, that human-related life had been brought to each world from a single source. LuSi had confirmed for herself that what ecologists called the "Human Suite"—humanity and its cousins, the animals and grasses and trees that supported human life—had uniform designs across the worlds, from the metabolic down to the genetic, while other life forms on the worlds they inhabited had wildly varying bases. This unity did lend credence to her mother's argument for a single source for humanity.
But beyond that LuSi had become fascinated by the glimpses she saw of the intricate interdependence of life forms of evidently different origins. Even if you couldn't eat your neighbour, you could use it as a support, or incorporate it into your own metabolism somehow…. She was developing a vision of the very far future, when life forms from across the human worlds, united by starships, would converge on some common shared ecology.
Not here, though. Not on Windru. Here, the Purple remained stubbornly isolated from the Human Suite, as if expressing its own disapproval of the antics of humanity. Yet it was not the Purple's relation to the Human Suite that interested SheLu, but the Purple itself.
"I think it's true," SheLu said now.
"What is?"
But SheLu stayed silent, after that enigmatic statement, as so often becoming lost in her own thoughts.
LuSi slammed her palm flat on the desk. "Pay attention, mother. What's so interesting? What is true?"
"Hm? Oh, yes. Sorry. The old stories they tell here. The pre-Normalisation legends of a City of the Dead, of some kind of living arcology up in the north of the continent they call the Sword. Where, as Xaia Windru herself is supposed to have discovered, the previous intelligent inhabitants of this world had gone to hide, their identities mapped and stored in some physical structure, analogous to—"
"The Sim," LuSi said. "Just as we are all patterns in the Memory in Denva."
"Quite so. I think it might be true. I've been mapping the deep biochemistry of this stuff, the Purple. It's full of signalling, electrical, biochemical, at times even physical, one chunk pushing at another, at a variety of speeds and bandwidths. It is a kind of data store. No doubt much of the information here is concerned with the basic needs of the survival of the Purple itself. But—"
"But maybe there's room for more."
"Yes. And since the Purple is alive, it serves as a self-replicating, self-repairing storage medium. Very robust. Hmm. And maybe in there the refugees of former times experience something like the Sim we ourselves believe we inhabit, some kind of virtual reality."
"But wouldn't that have to be a Sim within the Sim?"
"I'll leave that to better theologians than me to sort out. And if this is true, maybe the legends of the source of the Xaians' plague weapons are true also."
Lacking metals, the Xaians had never developed starships. They had had to wait until explorers from other worlds, specifically from Urthen, had come to them, with ships ripe for the hijacking. But the storm of extirpation they had unleashed subsequently on their companion human worlds had relied on biological weapons of devastating ferocity. They had never admitted the source of these weapons. When the Xaians had been driven back, they had taken the weapons with them. Even now, visitors to this world had to undergo heavy programmes of inoculation to protect them against lingering, ineradicable traces—programmes LuSi and Tanz between them had had to force SheLu to endure, so impatient had she been to get on with her work.
"The legend is," SheLu said, "that the Xaian scholars found a way to interrogate the City of the Living Dead, and retrieve secrets from the alien minds stored there. Weapons lore, perhaps? If so no wonder the weapons were so effective; they weren't human in origin at all. As for the City itself, it was destroyed in the liberation wars. So some say. Or was lost after climate Watches on this unstable world, so others say. It was always very far to the north, always inaccessible." SheLu looked up at her daughter. "Maybe it still exists out there somewhere. And the people here, these children of the Xaians, know it, and know where it is. Perhaps they anticipate the day when they might get a chance to use it again."
LuSi stared at the chunks of Purple on the desk. "You know, mother, here we are trying to puzzle out human origins. That's challenge enough. While all around us there are these deeper, older mysteries. Alien life everywhere. Signs of vanished intelligences, on so many worlds. They can't all have locked themselves away in storage to dream away the Years. But if not, where have they gone?"
SheLu left the question hanging in the air. For a moment they pondered cosmic mysteries together, mother sitting at the desk, daughter standing over her. As if they had forgotten who they were, LuSi thought, forgotten all that had passed between them.
Then a kind of self-awareness returned, and they pulled apart, turned away.
At that moment, providentially, Tanz Vlov bustled into the room, carrying a slate and a sack of scrolls. "I have it. The information you sought. I have it!"
And Zaen SheLu fell on the man and his data as if her daughter no longer existed.
 
LuSi busied herself with her own studies for a full Windru spin, a "day" that was nearly one and a half times a standard Day. She let her mother, and a slightly baffled Tanz Vlov, work through the data he had retrieved from the city's libraries and archives. When SheLu came to some conclusion, she would not hesitate to let her daughter know.
And, sure enough, towards the evening of the next Windru day, SheLu summoned her. "I have found it," she said, in an evidently unconscious echo of Tanz's eager cry of the day before.
"Found what, mother?"
"Come and see."
What Vlov had unearthed was information on a variety of worlds unknown to Urthen science. In their search for human colonies to "Normalise," the Xaians had carried out a survey of star systems in and even beyond the Bubble of colonisation not equalled before or since.
Tanz Vlov seemed proud to have dug up all this information. "Thousands of Years old, this stuff, but presumably still valid, unless the parent stars have blown up, or some such…. The Xaian legacy is either venerated or despised, even here on Windru. You can imagine the tact I had to use to extract all this old stuff from the temples and colleges, museums and archives, institutions called the Four Universities which claim a very great age. Even private collections, some of which are like shrines to Xaia…."
"Don't boast, little man," SheLu said dismissively. "The point is," she told her daughter, "in among all these planetary systems the Xaians found ocean worlds." She had pinned images, names, scraps of information about these worlds around her study walls. "Worlds more or less like Urthen, worlds more or less habitable for humans, but—"
"But drowned by oceans."
"Yes. Now, look. By interrogating the data I can eliminate many of them as candidates for Urth I. See from the displays how I have filtered them out? Some have oceans that are simply too deep—a world like ours may form with as much as half its mass in water, and an ocean enormously deep. No, Urth I cannot be as drowned as that. Second, I have eliminated worlds orbiting Embers, as our own Urthen does, or dim stars like that of Airtree. Why? Because to be close enough to their stars to be habitable the rotations of such worlds are always tidally locked. They have no 'days'—or rather, their spin takes the same time as their turn, their 'day' is identical to their 'year.' We suspect that Urth I must have had a 'day' distinct from its 'year,' for those are the units of time that have descended to us: Days, Years, each of which comprises hundreds of Days."
LuSi saw that this argument eliminated most of the candidate ocean worlds, simply because most of the Galaxy's stars were small, dim stars, and there was an equally large number of Ember-like failed stars. In any event, now only a handful of candidate planets from the Xaian survey survived, ocean worlds orbiting big, bright stars.
"The final match," SheLu breathed, "was against our time units themselves. I sought a world with a day and year that matched our own, or multiples or fractions of it. For example the Airtree 'Watch' is almost exactly one-third of our 'Day;' either of those could be a measure of an Urth I spin…."
Following the logic of the display on the study walls, LuSi saw that only one candidate remained, a grainy old image of an otherwise unspectacular ball of steel-grey, cloud-shrouded ocean.
"Urth I," SheLu said, grinning like a self-satisfied child. "I have found it."
"Perhaps." LuSi wished PiRo was here, to judge this as a piece of scientific thinking. SheLu had juggled the facts to fit a preconceived story. Perhaps, even given the same data, a different framing story would have produced a different outcome. "But at least we can test this idea—"
"By going there, yes," SheLu said. "I have already called the ship. The target world is seven years' travel from here."
"Seven more years!"
"I know. It's nothing. We leave tomorrow."
 
IV
A light flared in the sky. Lily glanced up, thinking it must be the end of totality, the bright sunlight splashing unimpeded once more on the moon's face. But the moon, still wholly eclipsed, was as round and brown as it had been before.
It was Jupiter: Jupiter was flaring, still a pinpoint of light, but much brighter, bright enough to cast sharp point-source shadows on the glistening weed of the raft substrate. But the light diminished, as if receding with distance. And soon Jupiter shone alone as it had before.
That was the Ark, she thought immediately. That was Grace. What else could it be?
Then a sliver of white appeared at the very rim of the moon, lunar mountains exploding into the sunlight. She was quickly dazzled, and Jupiter was lost. She was never going to know.
Despite the surging of the grey global ocean—despite the waves that battered the raft's pontoons, the signature of an immense storm breaking just over the horizon of this turbulent world—the raft was steady, stable, like dry land, like an island rooted deep in this world's mantle rather than a manmade construct adrift on the breast of a kilometres-deep ocean. You would expect it to be that way; it had been prefabricated in the workshops of Urthen in anticipation of just these conditions. As LuSi walked across its deck in the dawn light, seeking her mother, she could hear the mysterious hum of tremendous fusion engines, feel the vibration of great impellors and jets as the raft fought the surging ocean.
Yet the raft felt fragile to her, felt like a mote lost on the breast of this untameable water world.
She feared this world. The air itself was thick, choking—lacking oxygen, the scientists said.
She even feared the sky, when it was visible at all through breaks in the habitual cloud banks. It was so unlike Urthen's sky, which was dominated by the bland, immobile face of the Ember. It was a grey dawn just now, a quiet, uneasy time, and she was alone on the deck—apart from her mother, who she'd yet to find. A smear of pinkish light to the east showed where this world's too-bright sun was rising. Overhead the sky was growing grey, yet was still studded with stars—an eerie set of stars too, quite unlike those visible from the darkside of Urthen. Eeriest of all was the thought that here beyond the edge of the Bubble, if you looked in certain directions, there were no human worlds at all: nothing but stars, stars and worlds, empty of mankind, and perhaps empty of mind altogether.
And then there was this world's moon. A wandering ball that spun through its phases like a child's toy, a dead face disfigured by impact scars and volcanism. Most disturbing of all, as the ship's navigator-astronomers had predicted, while the moon would sometimes be darkened by sailing through the planet's shadow, periodically it would eclipse the sun—and when it did, at certain times, visible from certain parts of the world's surface, the moon's face would exactly blank out the sun. When Tanz Vlov showed her simulations of this eerie event, the blocked-out solar photosphere like a hole in the sky, LuSi had recoiled, a strange superstitious awe rising.
"Don't show this to my mother," she had urged Tanz.
"Why not?"
"Because she might take it as proof that this is Urth I. Maybe before they fled the Ark builders tinkered with the orbits of sun, moon and planet to devise this coincidence. Maybe it's a kind of signature…."
He had grinned. "Or maybe it's the Sim Designers messing with our heads."
That foolishness had passed. Most distracting of all about the moon for LuSi now, when it was visible, was the glimmer of light she sometimes saw on the shadowed portion of its face, like a star captured in the curve of its crescent. That was the Reality Dreams, which had been brought to land on the moon's dust-choked surface for a period of restoration, refurbishment and resupply after its fifty-year flight, in preparation for the home journey. LuSi, stuck down here on this storm world, longed to be up there in the graceful, translucent halls of the hull, surrounded by her gardens of alien exotica.
This morning Tanz himself was lost up in that turbulent sky somewhere, on his way down to the surface in a shuttle, saying something had been found on the moon that ought to interest her: she'd no idea what, some exotic vacuum flower, perhaps. This was why she was up so early, seeking her mother. She needed to make sure she knew what SheLu was up to before Tanz showed up expecting an update. It wasn't just for reasons of progressing the science programme; he would expect it of her, expect the middle-aged daughter of an increasingly ill and frail old woman to know what condition her mother was in. If she was honest she was looking for SheLu not through a daughter's concern—they were well past that in their relationship—but because of not wishing to be shamed before Tanz Vlov.
At last she found her mother.
 
SheLu was working close to the edge of the raft, behind mesh screens that kept her from falling over the side but did nothing to protect her from the elements, the salty wind, the spray that so often turned into lashing rain. She was walking between the collection tanks where every day and night automated traps deposited samples of the local wildlife that came sniffing around the raft.
SheLu walked with care, her legs stiff, her gait bent and nodding, as if she were learning to operate a faulty robot body. It was only seven years since they had left Wi ndru; SheLu looked as if she had aged seven decades. The ship's doctors surmised that she had succumbed to a trace pathogen in the air of Windru, some weaponised bug. It had been discreetly suggested to LuSi that SheLu might have skipped some of the supposedly mandatory inoculation routine, and that wouldn't have surprised LuSi at all. In which case, SheLu deserved everything she got, in LuSi's opinion.
Which turned out to be some kind of corruption of the anti-ageing agents that swarmed through her cells. Essentially SheLu was ageing very rapidly, converging mysteriously on something approaching her real age of over a hundred Years. The doctors wouldn't give LuSi a prediction of how long she had left. Perhaps she could be cryo-preserved and shipped back to Urthen, for specialist care. But SheLu had crossed the Bubble to find this world, and she wasn't going to submit to cryo-sleep until she had squeezed out its mysteries. And with every additional Day that went by—Days that did so eerily match the period of the spin of this world, coincidence or not—the risk that she would not live to see Urthen again accumulated.
And right now, LuSi saw as she approached, this world's mysteries were embodied in the sleek form of a swimmer. SheLu stood over the tank, holding a rail. LuSi came to stand beside her, wordless.
In the tank the swimmer's body was a pale mass that surged back and forth, agitated, almost colliding with a wall on each approach but just barely missing each time. Through the murky water LuSi could see the creature's stubby limbs, the webbed hand-like front paws, the flowing hair. Its anxiety, its anger, was obvious. As was its mindlessness.
"So," LuSi said to her mother. "You still think this is some kind of human descendant?"
"Why not? The anatomy suggests it, of the samples we've taken. What else would become of the children of mankind, if dumped into an endless sea like this? There are fast-swimming things with sharp teeth in there. A brain isn't much use in this ocean, compared to an ability to swim fast." Her voice was an odd high-pitched rasp now, a product of the fluid that gathered in her chest.
"But is it really plausible? Even your most tenuous models predict that it has only been ten thousand Years since the Ark left this world—if it existed at all. Can the human form evolve so rapidly?"
"You should know the answer to that," SheLu said with a kind of feeble snarl. "You've spent decades fiddling about with samples of life from the other worlds. All genetic mechanisms have common features, and one is an ability to find some adaptations rapidly, to some degree an ability to adapt quickly to fast-changing conditions, with a simple resetting of switches, so to speak. In humans there are switches that control body size and hair cover, for example, even maturity rates. The last generations of humans, I mean humans like us, might have lived out their lives on rafts like this, built from the debris of their drowned cities. While their children took to the water, knowing nothing of what had been lost, and caring nothing either. Changing…." Her speech broke up in a cough. "And more than that," she struggled on. "We've found nothing on this world so far that could not be considered part of the Human Suite. Consider that. No multiple life sets on this world…. Only a single origin of life here."
"That's based on what you've sampled, which has been pitifully small." Which was true; aside from scoopings like this from the surface layers of the ocean, they had been reduced to sending down automated probes to take pinprick samplings from deeply drowned landscapes. "It's hardly good science to come to such general conclusions based on such little data."
"Oh, don't lecture me about scientific methods, you ninny. You always were such a silly girl, so easily distracted."
"Mother, by the Ember's slow fade, I'm in my sixties now—"
"One can generalise. One can use sophisticated statistical methods to form and test rigorous hypotheses from the most limited data sets. Of course a single clinching piece of evidence, to prove or disprove a notion, is best. But…." More coughing. "Consider this," she gasped. "We have mapped the subsurface; that's one data set that is complete. We see what look like continental masses scattered over this world, all of them drowned, of course."
"I know. I've seen the maps."
"We even see evidence of continental drift, the million-Year creep of the land, driven by this world's inner heat."
"Just as on Urthen," LuSi said reluctantly.
"Just as on Urthen. We have taken samples of the assemblages of life, animals, plants and bacteria on each landmass."
"Again, necessarily limited."
"Yes, and also compromised by the actions of the technological civilisation which evidently prospered here before the water's rise. Everything watched and mixed up. And not helped either by the subsequent Years of drowning, and the action of the sharp teeth of the ocean.
"But what we have been able to reconstruct, to some degree, has been the pattern of the evolution of life on this world. Evolution marred by extinctions, some of them evidently caused by external causes—a flaring of that big sun, perhaps, an impact from one of the big rocks that litter this untidy system. There were even extinctions caused by the collision of continents, one suite of creatures flooding over a land bridge to compete with another."
"Oh, this is all so partial—"
"Do listen, child. Now, it's well known that on every world that humanity settles, an extinction event among the native life forms inevitably follows. It must be so. If not, the world is abandoned as uninhabitable. Here too, on this world, we see traces of recent extinctions. Complex affairs that bear the hallmarks of human-induced events, as opposed to natural causes—the removal of most animals larger than human mass, for instance; a uniform spreading of certain scavenger creatures."
"That could be explained if this world was colonised from the stars before it was flooded."
"No! The timing is wrong. Here, as far as the best evidence shows, the extinction pattern was deep in time—it lasted as long before the flood as has elapsed since the flood. Don't you see? Don't you see, girl?"
"I'm no girl—"
Again the coughing, but SheLu forced the words out. "Not only that, the extinction took time. It spread across this world in spasms. The pattern is just as if humanity had evolved on this world. Had developed the capability over hundreds, thousands of Years to compete with, eliminate, consume, other species. Had spread from landmass to landmass, island to island—spreading by ships on the ocean, most likely, it wouldn't be like Urthen, like the worlds of the Bubble, where humanity fell suddenly from the sky. They would have pushed an extinction wave ahead of them wherever they went, an eerie forerunning of the story of human colonisation of the Bubble played out on the stage of a single world. But here, all of this occurred on a planet in which there was no alien life to push aside—the extinctions occurred within the Human Suite itself."
"Just as one would expect if this were the original world of mankind."
"Precisely. You understand at last."
LuSi grunted, irritated. "Those are strong claims, mother. You will need strong evidence to back them up."
"That will come, that will come. To date, certainly, I have found nothing to contradict the hypothesis…."
Without warning, the swimmer in its tank lunged. That sleek body hurtled out of the water, and a small skull, an open mouth ringed with sharp teeth, strained at the women.
LuSi grabbed her mother and pulled her back. For an instant, as the creature reached the top of its arc, spraying water, its face was directly before LuSi's: a low brow, small skull, clear blue eyes, a flattened nose, a very human mouth despite the sharp teeth, and long sleek hair washed back in a streamlined pattern. It was like a child's face, LuSi thought, a malevolent, malformed child, a thing out of a nightmare. She thought she saw bloody scraps of meat stuck in those sharp teeth. She remembered the classic folk definition of the Human Suite: whatever you can eat, or can eat you, is in the Suite. Hello, cousin, she thought.
Then the sleek, fat-laden body fell back into the tank. With a shudder of disgust LuSi pulled a lever to release the thing back into its world ocean.
There was a flare in the sky, a crack like thunder. Tanz's shuttle, coming down from the moon.
And Zaen SheLu collapsed, almost falling into the tank, after the swimmer. LuSi yelled for help.
 
The shuttle, which had been modified for the special conditions of this water world, landed on the ocean surface on skids.
By the time the spaceplane had drawn up to the raft it was mid-morning, and the weather had closed in; a huge storm was crackling on the western horizon, and the black boiling clouds were coming ever closer. SheLu, at her own insistence, was still out in the open, sitting in a chair bolted to the raft's deck, facing the churning sea. She was hooked up to a medical support machine, connected by wires and tubes. A nurse stood by, a young man, who periodically gave her oxygen through a mask. Other crew were setting up a shelter to protect SheLu from the weather.
Tanz Vlov clambered off the shuttle and over a short gangplank onto the raft. Vlov was huddled up in a waterproof coat, and he walked with difficulty across the deck in the wind. He carried something, a small parcel, clutched against his chest.
LuSi waited for him in the shelter of one of the more substantial buildings on the raft's back.
When Tanz joined LuSi he said, shouting over the storm, "I have something to show you."
"To show me?"
"And your mother. Something from the moon…." He shook his head, splashing water. "By the Designers' balls, the storms on this world are angrier than a Xaian with a grudge. Does it have to be this way?"
"My mother says so. Something to do with the loss of weathering from the land…."
It was a question of nutrients, SheLu had said. Life in any ocean—at least, Human Suite life—needed certain nutrients, calcium, silicon, phosphorus. On a world with continents and islands, dry land, like Urthen, such nutrients could be provided by the weathering of the land, the washing away of crumbled rock into the sea. On this world, when the seas rose, that mechanism was lost, quite suddenly, and there must have been a mass extinction. But as life was washed from the land, and even the green creatures of the sea died back, as the percentage of oxygen in the air diminished and carbon dioxide accumulated, so the air and ocean grew warmer, trapping heat energy from the sun; and all that energy was expressed in tremendous storms. And the storms churned up deep-lying sediments in the ocean, stirring up the necessary nutrients.
"All living worlds seek balance," SheLu had said. "A mix of mass and energy flows that optimises the potential for life, to some degree. Here, on Urth I, when the land was drowned, there must have been extinctions. Even now the world may not be as fecund as it once was. But the storminess is one mechanism by which the great cycles of life are sustained. It's not comfortable for us, but that's a detail; this world, though it may have birthed mankind, is no longer for us…."
"It's a lovely idea," LuSi said now, with some regret, looking over at the still form of her mother. "Just a shame it means it has to rain the whole time."
Tanz looked over at SheLu. "She's declining, right?"
"Very quickly. Just as if she's ageing, suddenly. Her systems are failing, from her eyesight to her heart. The medics are running around in a panic, they've never seen anything like this before. We're lucky to have that guy—his name's Stabil—he once did some voluntary work in a shanty town where they couldn't afford anti-ageing; at least he's used to the manifestations of old age. But he's not so keen to be out in this weather."
"Neither am I. And neither are you," Tanz said acutely. "But you're here for her, right?"
LuSi shrugged. "She may not have long. She insists on staying out here, even if it's ending up costing her life. I resent it all more than I can say," she flared now. "My whole life's been pulled to pieces because of her ambition. She doesn't fear death, by the way. It's the Creed. She believes she will merely be returning to Memory. That's what she tells me, anyhow. But now that's she's actually dying—"
"You need to be near her."
"Not need. Duty. In case there's anything more she wants to say."
"Umm. Or if there's anything more you want to say to her." And he held up his package.
Wrapped in a thermal blanket, she saw it was small, the size of a data slate maybe, evidently rectangular but curved, like a fragment of hull plate maybe.
"Less of the mystery, Vlov. What is this?"
"We had a look around. Up on the moon. Nobody expected to find anything except geology, not on a rock ball like that. The expeditions were really to give the crew some time out of the ship. Recreation rather than serious exploration. But—"
"You found something," she guessed wildly. "Human traces."
"Six sites with human traces, yes. All on the near side. A few more robotic. I say 'robots'; there was no sign of real artificial intelligence. Gadgets, really. It was all incredibly primitive. I mean, chemical rockets for propulsion! They could only have come from within this system. This world, presumably."
"Six sites."
"There was a major impact in the centre of the near side, quite recently. A lot of splashed debris, rays; all the sites were covered over to an extent. And then you've got ten thousand Years of micrometeorite rain on top of that. It would take a team of archaeologists to reconstruct it all."
"But the explorers were humans, from this world."
"Oh, yes. And this world must have been the first. That's what the moon evidence indicates. We checked the databases; nowhere has human technology fallen back to levels as primitive as this. This was the world where humans rose, the first place they set out from, riding rockets that must have been little more than flying fuel tanks," and he shuddered. "Your mother must be right. And we found this, at one of the sites. Strapped to what looked like a lander leg." He handed her his parcel.
She unwrapped it carefully. The object was a plaque, engraved steel, pitted by micro-impacts, the images and lettering clear.
Tanz pointed. "These two circles here. We think they're maps of Urth I."
"Yes." In fact LuSi recognised the continents from SheLu's mapping. Here they were, two hemispheres side by side. "This was how the world must have looked before it drowned. My mother, you know, thinks that 'Denva,' the headquarters of the Sim Designers, must correspond to a city on this world, long drowned. A speck on one of these continents, perhaps on higher ground. And this lettering—"
"It's very archaic, but we were able to reconstruct some of it. We can even make out some of the words. Your mother would be able to work this through better than we could, but this looks like proto-Anglish to us. I mean, the theoretically predicted root language that lies behind all the worlds of the Bubble, from which all our tongues are derived. And some of these words look like terms the linguists have reconstructed by working their way back down the family tree of languages. Very common terms, and so enduring. Look: 'Here.' 'Men.' 'Foot.' 'Peace.' Actually we're not sure of the meaning of that last one."
"'Earth,' it says. Urth?"
"Maybe. Some of it we'll probably never reconstruct. What was a 'Nix-on'…?"
The storm was abating now. As the weather lifted, SheLu seemed to wake, to stir. She moaned, lifted her head, raised a bony hand.
"I need to go to her," LuSi said.
"I know." He accompanied her as she walked across the deck, to her mother.
LuSi cradled the plaque against her chest. The bit of ancient steel smelled faintly of burning, as the patina of a surface exposed to vacuum for thousands of Years reacted with the oxygen in the air. "My mother wanted some crucial, convincing bit of proof," she said. "Either that mankind did not originate on this world. Or—"
"Or that we did. It will probably never be possible to prove that beyond doubt. Well, not without Years of undersea archaeology. But for the layman—"
"This plaque will be pretty convincing."
They slowed as they neared SheLu.
Tanz was studying her. "You're thinking of not giving it to her, aren't you? But this may be your only chance to show her, to validate what she's done."
"I know," LuSi said. The conflict in her head was almost paralysing her; it was physically hard to keep walking towards her mother, at the water's edge. "But—what if she is validated? What will that do to humanity?
"I've come to believe Jennin PiRo was right, you know. And not just because he was JaEm's father. The idea that humanity was born on a hundred worlds, scattered among the stars, is—healthy. Healthier than this, the idea that we all stem from this one place, this dead and diseased world that rejected us. Even if it is the kind of Backstory a Sim Designer might dream up. Let's leave this place to the swimmers—it's their world now. We belong to the stars, to the uncounted worlds that birthed us. That's what I want. You see, if we do identify this planet as the mother, we'll never be able to break away from her."
Tanz raised an eyebrow. "Which mother are you talking about?"
"Don't try to analyse me."
"Hmm. You know, in the Temples we are taught that almost every human action is fundamentally driven by personal motives. Not by a desire to venerate some Designer, not by some grand vision of the benefit of mankind as a whole, or whatever. I think you want to punish your mother by denying her this final victory."
She didn't feel like arguing with him. "Call it a side benefit, then."
"This isn't the only evidence, LuSi. There is all the archaeology buried under this global ocean."
"Which will take generations to recover, even if this place is ever visited again. By which time we may be in a healthier state, culturally."
"And the plaque's not the only relic, up on the moon."
"I could order the stuff on the moon destroyed. Couldn't I? As soon as my mother is dead, I will be in command of the mission's objectives."
"You could." Tanz seemed more intrigued than offended. "Then you would be like the Xaians. So it would be argued. It is said their first action was to destroy the Books of the Founders, their own carefully preserved records of humanity's arrival on Windru. And they went on from there, on world after world. History judges the Xaians as criminals."
"One day, history may thank me."
"LuSi…?"
With the plaque held behind her back, she hurried to SheLu's side. "Mother? I'm here."
SheLu raised a hand, and LuSi took it. "I'm sorry, child." Her eyes were misty globes, grey as the world ocean, and as unseeing.
"Sorry for what?"
"For dragging you across the stars … I was so sure, so sure."
"Try to be calm…."
"Here's another thought," Tanz murmured in her ear. "There's more than just humanity in this universe of ours. You know that. The Galaxy is full of antique mysteries that we'll surely have to face some day. If you do destroy the truth about our own origins, will that not diminish our ability to cope with those unknowable challenges?"
"I'll leave the future to those who live in it," LuSi snarled.
"LuSi?"
"Yes, mother, I'm here."
"I was right, wasn't I? About Urth I. I was right. And it makes it all worthwhile, doesn't it?"
LuSi didn't reply. Still holding her mother's hand, she knelt to the raft's deck, leaned over, and let the steel plaque slip out of her hands. It fell silently into the sea, passing out of sight in a heartbeat.
 
V
Once, just once, as Venus Jenning floated in the dark of the Ark's cupola, she picked up a strange signal. It appeared to be coherent, like a beam from a microwave laser. She used her spaceborne telescopes to triangulate the signal, determining that it wasn't anywhere close. And she passed it through filters to render it into audio. It sounded cold and clear, a trumpet note, far off in the Galactic night.
If it was a signal it wasn't human at all.
She listened for two years. She never heard it again.
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Nancy Kress
 
"I doubt if anyone ever touches the limits at either end of his personality. We are not our own light."
—Flannery O'Connor, private letter, 1962
I.
"It's a long way to fall, Zack."
Zack scowled up at Anne, wishing she would go away. Bad enough to be lying on this damn hospital bed in a thin cotton dress that left his ass bare. Bad enough to be going into surgery for something wrong in his brain. Bad enough not to understand what that something was, not even after one of all those doctors had explained it, just the same way he'd never understood that kind of intellectual crap his whole stupid life. But having his sister loom over him, upright when he was down—well, wasn't that just the icing on this particular shit cake?
"I'm fine," he said shortly.
"Of course you'll be fine," Anne said.
"So go back to work. I don't need you here."
"I'm on break anyway," Anne said. She wore her nurse's scrubs, her brown curls tied back. She, or the curtained cubicle, smelled of disinfectant trying to smell like pine trees. "I just wanted to remind you that when they put you under the anesthetic, it can feel like a long way to—"
"I got it, I got it already! Now go away!"
Behind her, Gail—and who invited her to be here, anyway?—said, "Knock it off, Murphy. She's just trying to be nice."
"Nobody asked you!"
"If anything happens to you in there, do you really want your last words to Anne to be 'go away'?"
Gail was right, the bitch. Gail was right, Anne was right, the doctors were right—only Zack was wrong. Like he'd been wrong his whole life. But if they'd just leave him alone for five fucking minutes to think, he couldn't think with both of them jabbering at him…. And it wasn't like Gail cared what happened to him in surgery. She might love Anne, she might have married Anne in a state where they could do that, but Zack was just so much spoiled meat to Gail. Always had been, ever since she and Anne got together. Gail, lean and muscled and as welcome here as a bad uppercut to the chin.
A second later, the other too-familiar feeling swamped him: regret that he hadn't been nicer to Anne. Why was that always so hard to do?
"Please," Anne said in her soft, pleading voice. "Please don't fight again, you two."
"I'm sorry, Anne," Gail said.
"Sorry," Zack muttered. Sorry, sorry, sorry. He was always apologizing to Anne.
"I know you didn't mean it," Anne said.
Another, older nurse came into the curtained cubicle and glanced quizzically at Anne, who began explaining that she was a relative, Zack's next of kin, not a member of the surgical team. The other nurse nodded, not interested. "Ready, Mr. Murphy?"
"Yeah."
"Wait—what's that black eye? Does Dr. Singh know about this?"
How should Zack know what Dr. Singh did or didn't know? Zack wasn't a damn mind reader. He said, "I box. We get hit. We get black eyes." It came out nastier than he intended. So, all right, maybe he was nervous about this operation. It was on his brain, after all. Maybe his brain wasn't much, but it was the only one he had.
His sister, the brainy one, launched into a history of all the doctors Zack had seen in the last week, what they'd said about the tumor in Zack's head, the concussion he'd gotten in the fight against DeShawn Jeffers, a bunch of other medical bullshit. Finally—finally!—the women finished talking and an orderly wheeled him into the operating room. Almost a relief. Anne, Gail—it was too much sometimes. And Jazzy not there only because he'd forbidden her to come. She hadn't liked that, but he'd been firm. Three months of seeing each other, even with great sex, didn't mean she could invade every corner of his life.
The last thing he saw before the OR doors closed was Gail, her arm around Anne, staring fixedly at Zack like she could erase him from the Earth. He wanted to give her the finger, but he didn't get his arms free of the blanket in time.
He transferred himself from the gurney to a table, someone holding his IV tubes out of the way. The room was full of masked people, only their eyes visible. A bright light overhead like a mirrored UFO with a handle sticking out of it. Humming machinery. One nurse lifted Zack's wrist to read his name band; another assisted a doctor with gloves.
A third doctor sat on a stool beside Zack's head while something was injected into his IV. "Relax, Mr. Murphy," she said. "You're just going to take a little nap. Now, count backwards from a hundred."
Don't tell me what to do. He counted forward instead, picturing Jeffers lying there in the ring, that was it, Zack should have won that fight, one two three four….
A weird drifting took him. What the … he wasn't … this….
It's a long way to fall, Zack.
 
He woke in a cubicle with a curtain around it and a bedside table holding a barf bowl shaped like a fancy swimming pool. Plastic tubing ran all over him. From somewhere came the smell of coffee. Everything seemed fuzzy. Someone—not Anne, not Jazzy—fussed with machines. Zack tried to say something and couldn't.
"Rest," the someone said. He slept.
 
But the next time he woke, he was in a different room, and it was full of people. Scrubs, white coats, two men in suits. None of them were looking at him. They clustered around a screen, looking at something Zack couldn't see.
"Not possible," someone said.
"It has to be possible because there it is," someone else said, irritated and impressed and scared.
How do I know all that from looking at his back? Zack thought drowsily, and slept again.
 
The third time, he came fully awake. The plastic tubing was all gone. The room had pale blue curtains and a view of the parking lot. Only Anne, wearing an off-duty skirt and top, sat beside his bed, her head bent over a magazine. Unexpectedly, gladness at seeing her flooded him.
"Hey," Zack said. It came out a croak.
Anne looked up. Instantly, Zack thought: She's scared. Really scared.
"You're awake!"
"Yeah. What's wrong?"
"What do you mean?"
"Don't lie to me, Anne! Something's wrong and it's, like, major. Am I … am I dying?"
Her hand shot out to rest on his. "Oh, no, Zack, nothing like that! You came through the surgery just fine. Nothing's wrong."
"I said don't lie to me!" He could feel her fear—no, wait, what did that mean? But it was true.
He knew she was afraid, and wary of him, and at the same time … curious, her mind open and searching for answers…. How could Zack know all that? He was no mind reader. No, he knew it from the way Anne held her head, the way her eyebrows shifted, the set of her mouth…. He simply knew. Just like he knew a second before she stood up that was what she'd do next.
"I have to get Dr. Jakowski," she said. "I told him I'd send for him as soon as you woke up."
"Who's Dr. Jakowski?" Hadn't his surgeon had some Indian name, not a Polack one?
Anne didn't answer. She left, and Zack lay in the bed testing his hands and arms and legs. Everything seemed to work all right. He made a fist, two fists, sat up. Still in that damn bare-ass cotton dress. A man in a white coat strode into the room ahead of Anne.
Eager as a rookie before his first fight. Thinks he's way better than anybody else. Looks at me like a lab rat. He's going to ask me a lot of questions but tell me nothing.
"You're quite an interesting phenomenon, Mr. Murphy. I'm going to ask you some questions now."
"No, you're not," Zack snapped. The man is going to hold up his left hand. Cold slid down Zack's spine, icing his bones. How do I know what he's going to do before he does it?
Jakowski held up his left hand. "Purely routine, Mr. Murphy. Now, when you—"
"It's not routine and you know it, you bastard."
"Zack!" Anne said. She turned to the doctor. "I apologize on behalf of my brother, doctor. He—"
"Don't apologize for me, Anne. You've done it my whole fucking life. I'll talk to somebody, but somebody who isn't a high-and-mighty prick."
The doctor mottled maroon. Another man in a white coat entered the room. "Mr. Murphy is awake?"
As eager as the other one, but this guy's human. Hasn't got a stick up his ass. Quiet but not timid, he'd go the distance in a fight, featherweight maybe, good shoulders…. He's going to reach out his right hand, ask me how I'm doing….
"How are you feeling? I'm Dr. John Norwood, a neurologist." He held out his right hand to shake hands with Zack.
Zack shook and nodded, all at once too confused to speak.
Anne said, "Zack, does your head hurt?"
"No." Something easy, something he could answer. Zack clung to it like a life raft in a choppy sea.
"Good," Norwood said. "I'd like to ask you some questions, if that's all right with you. May I sit down?"
"Sure. But Dr. King-of-the-World there, he goes."
Anne looked startled. Jakowski stalked out. Norwood sat and smiled, so slightly that no one could have seen the tiny movement of his lips, too brief for interpretation.
He thinks Jakowski's a prick, too.
He's going to lean forward, shift his weight to the left….
Norwood leaned forward and shifted his weight to the left. "All your vital signs look excellent, Mr. Murphy. But I'd like to hear from you how you're feeling. Does anything ache, even a little?"
"No."
"Does your vision seem altered in any way?"
"No."
"Hearing?"
"No."
"The feel of that blanket?"
"No."
"We're going to do formal tests, now that you're awake, but I wanted to get your initial impressions before we told you that there was something to explain. Does anything about you seem different from before the operation?"
"Well, my ass wasn't hanging out before I came in here."
Anne laughed, a high startled sound that held relief and fascination and fear all at once. Norwood smiled. Zack didn't look at his sister. He said, "Doc, you tell me right now what all this is about, or nothing else gets talked about at all. You hear me?"
"Certainly. Mr. Murphy, the meningioma was successfully removed. As you were told before, it wasn't malignant and there's no reason to think it will return. Everything connected to the surgery was routine. But something connected to the anesthetic was not. Is not. You had some kind of allergic reaction, your pressure dropped, and we couldn't ventilate you. We thought we were going to lose you. But you responded to a steroid bolus, fortunately."
"Yeah?" His last, confused memory was of counting down DeShawn Jeffers, a memory somehow connected to Anne…. It's a long way to fall, Zack.
"During surgery we use a machine called a CRI—for 'consciousness registration index'—to measure how far you've gone under the anesthetic. What the machine does, basically, is bombard your brain with electromagnetic waves, then record how your brain reacts. Through something called—"
"Wait, wait," Zack said. "You shoot electricity at my brain?"
"Not electricity, no." Norwood paused, and Zack saw him—felt him, knew him—thinking how to explain clearly and simply, just like people had been trying to explain things clearly and simply to Zack all his stupid life. This time, though, Zack didn't resent it. He was too confused.
Norwood said, "A human brain operates in electrochemical waves. You know those measurements they take when you get a concussion, using an EEG? It shows your brain waves in patterns. Have you seen that?"
"Yeah. On a computer screen."
"Precisely. Well, a measure of how conscious you are uses those patterns. Specifically, it shows two things: how complex the patterns are, and how much the different parts of the brain are communicating with each other. 'Integration,' we call it. The less integration—the less that different parts of the brain are sending information to each other—the more unconscious you are. The entire underlying concept is called 'integrated information theory' and it's only a few decades old. Am I being clear, Mr. Murphy?"
"Yeah," Zack said, although he was struggling to keep up. Too much like school. Dummy, dummy…. Why don't you work harder…. Your sister had no trouble with history or math….
"The reason we measure consciousness during an operation is to make sure patients are out deeply enough so that they won't wake up while the operation is in progress."
"That can happen?" Christ, it would be worse than a kick in the nuts. Knives tearing at your flesh while you're strapped down and helpless…. He's going to lean forward and say something important now….
Norwood leaned forward. "It can happen, but it almost never does since CRI came into wide use. Your post-operative CRI shows patterns we've never seen before. Not so much in wave complexity as in integration. Various parts of your brain are sending information to each other at an unprecedented rate."
"What parts?" He's going to raise his right hand to his head…. He's excited and confused….
Norwood raised his hand and ran it through his thinning hair. "Many different structures are involved, Mr. Murphy, because the brain is, after all, an integrated whole. But mainly, your sensory input areas are working overtime—sight and sound and touch and smell—sending the signals they receive to places where those signals are processed and interpreted. Do you understand?"
"No." Zack hesitated. "But I kind of know what you're going to do before you do it. And I know what … what you think. No, I don't mean any mind-reading bullshit. I mean … fuck, I don't know. What you feel. Like, right now you're surprised and not surprised at the same time. You believe me, but you wish I was smarter so I could tell you more. And you don't want to embarrass me by saying that."
It had all just blurted out of him, and immediately Zack wished it hadn't. You didn't give away your guts like that, he'd known that since he was ten, so what the hell had all that been…. Well, it wouldn't happen again. Give away your guts and you were a sitting target for people to use.
"Mr. Murphy—"
"When do I get out of here?"
Anne said, "Zack, you can't—"
"Don't tell me what I can or can't do!" Anger was the familiar armor, welcome as an unprotected opening on your opponent in the ring. Immediately the regret followed. Anne was not the opponent here. He scowled at Norwood. "When do I go home?"
Norwood said, "You can leave at the end of the week if there are no complications and if you so choose, but We're hoping you'll stay to let us—"
"Let you study me? I'm no lab rat, doc. No way. Now, you should leave and let me rest. I'm supposed to rest, right?"
He doesn't want to go…. Looking for something to say to convince me…. Coming up empty. Resolve to try again later. Bye, bye, doc.
Norwood stood. "Perhaps you should rest. I'll stop by later, if I may."
"Don't bother," Zack said.
But when Norwood had gone, Zack turned to Anne for one more question. "What do they say caused all this?"
She was staring at him, biting her lip. Scared, interested…. He was a lab rat to her, too. But also her brother, and she came closer to Zack's bed and took his hand. His fingers tightened on hers.
Anne said, "They don't know. Some weird combination of the CRI action, your recent concussion, and the way the tumor pressed on tissue and maybe altered it before they removed the mass, or maybe released some unknown enzymes. Or maybe your age—at twenty the brain isn't even done growing. But you're integrating sensory input more fully than most people. Maybe reading body language and minute facial expressions and tones of voice and processing them into…. I don't know, Zack. Everybody does that, but you're doing it to an unprecedented degree. Maybe."
Okay, one more question. "Is it going to last or go away?"
She spread her hands wide, palms up, and any idiot could have read her. "How should I know? Your consciousness has reached an unknown level of integration. Nobody knows anything about it! Which is why you should let Dr. Norwood and the neurological team—"
"Thanks," Zack said, and turned his face to the wall, away from all the sensory-whatever she was putting out.
 
The voices started the day he left the hospital.
They weren't really voices, just faint, whispery swishings in his head, no louder than a breeze in trees or the hum of hospital machinery, although not as monotonous. Zack found them easy to ignore. He had too much else on his mind.
For four days, he had resisted being interviewed or tested or anything else by any doctors. Suspicious even of the nurses, he'd objected when they changed his IV, gave him pills to swallow, or even brought him meals. How could he tell what was in the food? He'd seen movies and TV shows with truth drugs and shit like that, and what if the doctors were ordering him stuff the nurses didn't even understand? He ate as little as he could. The nurses' exasperation came through in every movement they made. The only one he liked was a dumpy middle-aged woman from whom he picked up complete indifference to him and everyone else. She was just doing her job, and she didn't need anybody to say "Atta girl" to her. Zack approved.
Anne said, "At least let a nurse wash you, Zack."
"Yeah, you stink to high hell," Gail said, because of course she was with Anne, horning in. Gail carried her yellow hard hat from whatever construction site she was engineer on this month. Flaunting her job. She's going to turn her back on me, look out the window, pat Anne's back, give me the finger behind it…. Whatever Anne had told her about his "condition," Gail wasn't impressed. It didn't make Zack like her any better.
"I'll shower when I get home this afternoon."
Anne frowned. "You can't, not without—"
"I checked myself out."
"Against medical advice?" On the last word her voice scaled upward like she'd been goosed. Zack held his temper. She meant good, and even bossy and a pain in the ass, she was his sister. Christ, she'd practically raised him after their parents bought it. He had a sudden memory, sharp and sweet as a lemon drop on the tongue, of walking with Anne to some candy store, his small hand in hers, her head bent protectively toward him. "The only person you've ever loved, and only on your terms," Gail had once said to him. Screw that. Gail should keep her nose out of Zack's business.
"They're doing the paperwork now. Annie, I'm fine. Really. That shit they gave me made all the brain swelling go down. I'm fine and I'm going home."
But not before he had two more visitors, neither of whom he wanted to see.
Jerry, at least, had no idea of Zack's "condition of integrated consciousness" and wouldn't have cared if he did. Huge, shambling, a former heavyweight gone to fat, Jerry's tattoos had expanded with his fat until the naked girl on his forearm looked as bloated as he did. Nothing in Jerry's life had quite worked: not the brief boxing career, not the even briefer mob involvement that earned him five-to-ten in federal prison, not the seedy gym, always on the verge of going under, where Jerry trained and matched boxers who were never going anywhere bigger. For the past six months, ever since Zack had started fighting for Jerry on Saturday nights, he had thought: I'm not going to end up like you. He just hadn't known how to avoid it.
Until now.
"So, champ, how you doing?" Jerry called all his fighters "champ." None of them ever were. Jerry stared at the side of Zack's head, shaved around the bandages.
"Going home."
"Yeah? When you coming back to the gym?"
"Real soon," Zack said, glad that Anne wasn't there. Jerry said nothing. He's got more to say, something he needs to ask but doesn't want to, he's going to scratch his head first….
Jerry scratched his head, his flabby arm coming up like a hydraulic lift. "Champ, I hate to ask this, but I got a problem. Week from Saturday, Bobby Marks was on the slate to fight Tom Cawkins. Not at the gym—at a real venue. Magnolia Gardens. But Bobby, stupid kid, got himself nabbed for possession, won't be out in time. Cawkins's manager's trying to pull him out of the fight 'cause ever since Cawkins beat C. P. James, manager thinks he's bigger shit than he'll ever really be. I don't have a fighter to put against him week from Saturday, contract's void and I gotta C&R."
Cancel and Refund—the bogeyman that chased Jerry every struggling accounting period. Zack knew that Jerry needed every scheduled fight to make expenses, even though the fights were mostly lame and the customers, neighborhood punks and old guys who remembered better, only filled half the seats. Jerry especially needed this fight; he'd hoped it might move his gym up a notch. Personally, Zack doubted it.
Jerry went on, looking everywhere but at Zack's bandages. "So—you think you'll be well enough to be slotted in? Bandages off and all?"
Zack said, "Sure. Why not?"
Jerry blinked. He's really afraid I'll get hurt … why, the sentimental fat old bastard! He's going to go all sappy….
"Look, champ, I don't want you to do nothing that'll interfere with getting better. You're a good kid even if you are so mouthy. You want to wait to fight, we'll wait. I can get DeShawn, maybe, though he—"
"I'll do it," Zack said, and watched Jerry go through a complicated series of emotions during which Jerry kept a poker face.
"Well, if you're sure, then good. Prize money ain't great, but—"
"I said I'll do it."
Jerry knew when a deal was closed. A rare smile quirked his lips, drowned in his usual anticipation of the worst, and propelled him shambling out the door.
Zack poked gently at the bandages on his head and stared at the ceiling.
 
His last, most unwelcome visitor was Jasmine.
He was out of bed, dressed in his own clothes again, a little headachy but upright. Five more minutes and he could have escaped. He should have known better—you couldn't outrun women. Anne, Jazzy, even fucking Gail. And a part of him was glad to see Jazzy, or at least might have been glad if she hadn't looked mad enough to chew his head off.
"Why did you tell the nurses to not let me in? Huh, Zack? Why?"
"Didn't want to upset you."
"Like I'm not upset now?"
Damn, she looked good. She had on the tight jeans he liked and a low-cut top with some sort of creamy ruffles that shimmered against her chocolate breasts. Body like a porn star, big dark eyes, seventeen years old and no slut. She kept her nights for Zack, her days for finishing high school (more than he had done), and next year's eye on a training school in medical technology. Jazzy had plans. She didn't want a baby daddy and a welfare check, she wanted a job and an apartment she could pay for herself. Zack had been afraid since they started hanging out together that she also wanted him in that future apartment, tethered and leashed. So he'd tried a few other hookups, but nobody else had Jazzy's pull on him.
Also—and this was the surprising thing—they had fun together even out of bed. They went to movies, laughed, took walks together just to walk, not to get someplace. She was funny and she got him, got who he was. He liked her. But even so—
"Look, Jazzy, I didn't want you here because I didn't want any big scene. Bad enough I got Anne wringing her hands over me. She works here, so I was stuck. But I just wanted to rest and get better and go home. Is that so hard to understand, huh? Is it?"
"Don't get all huffy with me, Zack Murphy. Don't you dare. I know you needed rest. I wouldn't have made a scene."
She was telling the truth. Zack felt it from her. But, given the scene she'd made when they were last together ("Who was that slutty girl? When are you going to give up fighting and get your shit together? You need a real job and a real future!"), he'd been sure that she would keep it up in the hospital. But clearly he'd been wrong. Concern for him poured off her—Zack could see it, feel it, almost taste it.
He hated it. It was a rope, tying him down.
"I gotta go, Jazzy. Anthony's picking me up."
"I can drive you home."
"I already called Anthony."
Anger, held in check. Concern that he was all right. The gentleness he'd glimpsed once or twice underneath her fierceness; each time he'd hated that gentleness. Another rope. She was going to cross the floor, hug him gently….
He brushed past her. "Call you later, baby, okay?" In the hallway, he regretted his rudeness—how many people did he actually like? Fewer than corners in a boxing ring. Nonetheless, he strode as quickly as his aching head would allow to get to the elevator, to the outside, to the welcome indifference of Anthony, one of his two roommates in the apartment filled with beer and sagging couches and pizza boxes and freedom from women.
 
Zack, the voices said. Zack….
No, they didn't. Lying awake three days before his fight with Cawkins, Zack knew perfectly well that the voices were the thrumming of the music coming through the thin walls of the apartment. The breeze from the open window, wafting the faint scent of garbage cans in the alley. That ringing in your ears that everybody got sometimes. They weren't even voices, they were all in his imagination, and he damn well better stifle it and get some sleep. But it was only midnight, and he wasn't anywhere near sleepy.
"You leaving the party so early?" Anthony had said. But the truth was, Zack had been leaving early all the time. Leaving parties at night, leaving Pizza Hut at dinner, even leaving the goddamn 7-Eleven before he found the Cheerios on the shelves. Too many people, all flinging emotions at him in the way their bodies moved, the way their mouths worked, the tones of their voices. I'm scared, I'm so happy, I'm disgusted, I'm starting something that might not work, I'm going to talk to that guy over there or boost that nail polish or give that bum a dollar or find somebody to fight with or brush against that babe's tits or buy these roses even though I can't afford it…. Stop!
But they never did. All the information about everybody just kept coming, and Zack didn't even know how he knew any of it.
He had to get it under control. Now.
Heaving himself up from his mattress on the floor, Zack put his clothes back on. Outside, the non-voices seemed even more persistent, like the sweet spring night gave them more to work with. Well, screw that. Zack was having enough trouble with live people without dealing with imaginary ones.
People spilled out from the bars and clubs on Belmont Street. Zack leaned against a lamp post, lit one of the twenty or so cigarettes he allowed himself every month, and pretended to be absorbed in it while a couple walked past, holding hands and talking softly.
He loves her, she doesn't love him, she wants out and he doesn't know it yet…. How do I know?
Forget that. It didn't matter how. Concentrate on not seeing them, not noticing all the "sensory information" that Anne said he was getting and "integrating." Concentrate….
It didn't work. Zack was aware of everything the couple didn't know they were telling him, until they turned the corner and disappeared.
He tried next with three high school kids who got off a bus and peered into a bar where, of course, they knew they wouldn't be allowed in. Anger, envy, thinking that if only they could get in they'd show up everybody there but not even believing it themselves, horny as hell…. The redhead is going say something full of bullshit….
The redhead said, "Couldn't I just give that babe there a thick foot of happiness!" His buddies jeered.
Zack tried to both see and not see them. He didn't turn his back, but he concentrated on his cigarette: how it felt, smelled, looked as the ash lengthened and fell to the sidewalk. The boys walked past him, arguing. Concentrate on the cigarette….
The information about the boys was still there, but now it felt more like rap playing in the house next door. You could hear it, but you could also sort of block it out. The cigarette mattered, the information from the boys didn't.
He practiced for a few more hours, sitting in the corner of a bar. He didn't always succeed; sometimes the only way he could break the overwhelming flow of information was to close his eyes. Even then, it seemed like he could smell attitudes around him. But as the night wore on, he got better at it.
The next day, better still.
He could control it.
 
The day before the fight, Friday, Jazzy showed up in his bedroom before Zack was even out of bed.
"How'd you get in?" Zack said, sitting up woozily on his mattress and glancing at the glowing red numbers on the clock sitting on the floor. 12:00. Midnight? No, noon.
"Anthony or Lou didn't lock the door," Jazzy said. Zack had nailed a blanket over the window and light from the living room silhouetted her. He couldn't see her face. He didn't need to.
"Why … why aren't you in school?"
"Because this is more important."
Alarm bells sounded in Zack's head. When Jasmine thought something was more important than school, it meant trouble.
She put her hands on her hips. "I'm only going to ask you once, Zack, and I want an honest answer. Are you done with me? Are we over?"
Were they? Peering at her, Zack didn't want them to be over. On the other hand, he'd been avoiding her for days. Quick phone calls full of bogus excuses: doctor's appointment for my head, Anne's got a situation I got to see to, Jerry's got a situation, Anthony's got a situation, I need to rest, baby, I'm just so tired since the operation—
She was serious. He got that from every line in her back-lit body: a whole lot of inner conflict, but she was dead serious. If he said it was over, this time it would be. He could be free,
She looked so damn good. And when they had good times, they were really good times. The sweet way she'd looked at him that time he'd bought her those earrings for no holiday or birthday, just because the earrings reminded him of her….
But he could be free.
"We're not over," he said slowly, wondering if he meant it, "but I need some time. Some space."
"Some space I'm not in." Now her arms were crossed across her chest, which he knew she was going to do before she did it.
"Jazzy…." All at once he felt tears prickle his eyes. What the fuck! He hadn't cried since the last time his father beat him, when Zack was nine, just before the bastard died. Zack blinked hard to dash away the tears. He didn't want Jazzy to see.
Maybe she did, maybe she didn't. But all at once she was kneeling beside him on the mattress, and then he was kissing her, and then clothes were coming off and she was the one with tears on her face and….
He felt her. Not just near him, taking him in, like normally in sex. No, he knew what she was going to move before she moved it, knew what she wanted without her whispering anything, knew when his touch wasn't getting it done and when he was exactly in the right place, doing the right thing, for how long she wanted it done. It was like he was her as well as himself, and when he exploded, right after she did, he cried out, something he never did.
He hated every second of it.
Jazzy lay face down, jeans still circling one ankle, tee shirt up over her ears. She gasped, "That was … incredible."
When he had control of his voice, he said, "No."
She twisted to look at him. "What?"
"You KO'd me. I don't like that."
"What are you talking about?"
"You … erased me."
"I—"
"It's over, Jazzy. Go away." He snatched up his clothes and stalked into the bathroom, locking the door before she could say anything more, before he could take in any "sensory input" and know what she was going to do next, what she was feeling, where he ended and she began.
 
He spent the afternoon in the public library, a place he hadn't been since the third grade, trying to find things on the Internet that would explain what was happening to him. He googled the words he remembered Dr. Norwood or Anne using: "sensory input," "consciousness," "brain patterns," "CRI." CRI got him "Carpet and Rug Institute," "color rendering index," and "Community Rowing, Inc." Googling "consciousness" resulted in 88,000,000 hits, "brain patterns" almost as many. He tried to read some of them but the terminology was too hard and anyway none of it seemed to apply to his problem. Which was what? Norwood said that Zack had some sort of new level of consciousness. If so, why was he still too stupid to find out what was happening to him?
He wasn't going to call Norwood or Anne. His cell had two calls from the doctor, six from his sister. He wasn't going to go crawling to either one of them for information he'd rejected when they offered it before. He texted Anne—I'm fine stop worrying—and left the library to go get drunk instead.
Dusk bathed downtown in a pink glow, neon through light fog. The air smelled sweet. Zack picked a bar he never went to, where nobody would find him. He sat at the bar and practiced shutting out everybody except the bartender, a young guy who might have made a welterweight: long legs and arms, heavy sloping shoulders, thick neck. Zack knew when the bartender was going to sweep his eyes around everyone's drinks to offer refills, when he was irked by the almost-but-not-quite-falling-down drunk on the end stool, when he was going to flirt with the middle-aged brunette sitting alone. Zack knew it all before the bartender did it, maybe even before the guy himself knew he was going to do anything. Just as important, Zack was able to not let the other people in the bar distract him from this one guy.
And after three drinks, the non-voices in his head went away.
When the bartender shot him a glance that said: You're looking at me too much, wrong team, no luck here, buddy, Zack paid his tab and left. He wasn't as drunk as he wanted to be, but drunk enough. On to the next test.
The hooker wasn't all that young, and she wasn't all that pretty, which meant she was cheap. Zack followed her to her room and undressed. She did the same, not bothering to look at him. Zack pulled her down onto the bed.
And the thing happened again. Even through the alcohol, Zack knew what would make her happy. Not at first, because she was so sullen that nothing would make her happy. But when he picked up on faint movements and expressions she probably didn't even know she was making, and then he followed through, the thing happened again. He could anticipate every one of her secret needs, hidden desires. Another minute and he would be her.
"Hey," she said softly, the word carrying a world of surprise and shock.
He got up, threw her money on the bed, and left, more furious than he'd ever been in his life. To ruin sex! If Norwood had been in that room, on that steep flight of stairs, beside that sidewalk stained with somebody's vomit, Zack would have torn the doc's balls off and stuffed them down his throat. And enjoyed it.
 
The fight against Cawkins was at Magnolia Gardens, a small and dingy arena on the edge of the industrial district. Despite what Jerry had said, Zack knew it wasn't an important fight and Cawkins wasn't an important fighter. Nothing Jerry arranged was important in the world of boxing, a world that started with clubs like Jerry's and rose upward to dizzying heights like Madison Square Garden and title fights and TV movies about Ali or Tyson. Those were places Zack had never even thought about. Until now.
He got to the Gardens an hour ahead of fight time, only slightly hung over. There, sitting on the pavement by the alley door as if they'd been there for hours, were Anne and Gail. Shit. Anne jumped up when she saw Zack. Gail got to her feet more slowly, her eyes on Zack's face. He didn't need any new level of consciousness to know what his sister would say.
"You can't fight today! The doctor said—"
"Let me go by, Anne. How did you even know about the fight?"
"It was in the paper. Zack—"
Of course it was, but who knew Anne would look at the sports section? No, she hadn't—Gail had, the interfering bitch. Gently, Zack took hold of Anne's hands. Fear poured off her like tarry oil. "Don't worry, Annie. Really. I got it covered."
She's going to make that sister-mouth and hug me.
Anne did. "You can't get this 'covered' by wish-fulfillment, Zack! Your head isn't healed yet, you can't risk getting hit, you—"
Gail said, "Give it up, Anne. I told you. Anyway, he won't get hit, will you, Zack? Nobody'll even lay a glove on him."
Zack shot her a glance, trying to remember how much he'd said to Anne, to anybody, when Gail was around. Whatever it was, Gail understood. She knew. Her contempt for him was still there, in spades, but now it was mixed with an uneasy wariness. Behind Anne's back, Zack shot her the finger.
He peeled Anne off him, went inside, and shut the door firmly. Jerry waited in a tiny dressing room with fist-sized holes in its peeling walls. One look and Zack knew that Jerry not only expected Zack to lose this fight, but also that Jerry had bet against him.
Think again, old man.
The rest of the hour before the fight, as he got dressed and warmed up and heard the crowd fill the Garden, Zack focused on not focusing on anyone. He kept his head down—although even the stance and shifts of people's feet told him more than he wanted to know about them. Then he was walking, head down, along the aisle to climb into the ring. The corner man, who was also the cut man because Jerry was too cheap to pay for both, spread a thin layer of petroleum jelly over Zack's face to help control cuts that Zack wasn't planning on getting.
"In this corner, weight 171, Zack Murphy!"
Zack raised his glove.
"In this corner, weight 173, Thomas Cawkins!"
Cawkins was taller than Zack, with a longer reach. A dancer, moving in and out, jabbing at the air for effect even before he left his corner. A shit-eating grin.
He's going to move in suddenly and fast.
Cawkins did, counting on his longer reach to punch at Zack's head. But Zack was already inside, under the jab. Surprise jerked on Cawkins's face.
He's going to step back and bring up his right in an uppercut.
Zack circled away.
He's going to bring up his right—no, it's a feint, he's going for a left hook—
It grazed Zack but only a graze, and now Zack was sure he would know Cawkins's every move a fraction of a second before he made it. Zack began to attack.
The crowd was screaming but Zack barely heard it. Rather, he did hear it, but only distantly, like waves crashing on rocks. The ref was there, circling and hovering, but he barely registered on Zack. Only Cawkins filled his senses. Cawkins couldn't get near Zack, but his defenses were still good, and it took a while for Zack to land a punch. The crowd noise died down: nobody was pounding anybody. A few boos arose.
Then Zack saw it: the opening he needed. He went in low, looping a left to Cawkins's side, following it with a right to the head. The fighters closed and Zack held Cawkins tight and began to batter. This had always been Zack's ace: he was incredibly strong. Cawkins had reach and speed instead of strength, and now both were neutralized. Zack hit him again and again. The watchers screamed.
When the ref made them separate, Cawkins fell to his knees. He got up, and Zack felt elation lift him onto the balls of his feet. He had the son-of-a-bitch. The bell rang.
In the next round he played with Cawkins, anticipating his every move, putting on a show for the crowd, enjoying himself immensely. When Zack finally went in for the big hit, Cawkins was bloody and exhausted. Zack didn't have a mark on him. The medic rushed over to Cawkins. The announcer was screaming what any idiot could see, that Zack had won.
He walked back down the aisle, savoring the shouts of "Mur-phy! Mur-phy!" In his dressing room, Jerry looked dazed.
Zack said, "Don't let my sister in here. And don't you ever bet against me again."
 
To Zack's surprise, Anne didn't try to see him again. But she sent him texts every day. He read them, because she was his sister, because she had practically raised him after Mom took a powder and the old man bought it, because he owed her. But he only read each of them once. Like all of Anne's texts, they were long and written in good English, which irritated Zack. Who texted like that? Only Anne.
I want to explain this to you, Zack, at least as much as I understand it. Think of a brain like a city. Part of it has houses, part has shops, part of it factories, part of it is a newspaper printing office. Now think of your consciousness like police. The part of the city that has houses doesn't know every minute what's going on in the part that has the factories, but the cops can go to any part of the city. Even if they can't get into the factories or the houses.
Not without a warrant, Zack thought.
Somehow, your brain is different. The police do know what's going on in the news office. News comes in all the time, huge amounts of it, and you know consciously what it is. The news comes through your senses: sight, hearing, touch, taste. The news is about other people—their body language and facial expressions and so on. Everybody reads other people's sensory signals, but you do it in a more integrated way than other people do: the input sensory signals and your conscious ability to use them to predict. Does this sound like what's happening to you?
Zack didn't reply.
You never answer my texts. I just want to know you're reading them!
Zack had another beer in a bar on Third Avenue, with older fighters who'd never given him the time of day before now.
I talked again to Dr. Norwood and there is such a thing as "acquired savantism," where some kinds of brain damage actually bring out talents in patients that they didn't have before. It's even been demonstrated in controlled experiments. Dr. Norwood wants to see you again. Please answer me!
Zack was surprised by how much he missed Jazzy. One night, he picked up a girl who had seen him fight the night before. He didn't even have to pay for it. If he was drunk enough, he found, he didn't get her "sensory signals" and didn't have to become her. Sex was just sex again.
Zack, do you understand what I'm telling you? Please answer!
Zack understood, all right. He understood that Anne was dumbing down everything she told him, trying to make it fit to his slow, stupid, little-brother brain.
Zack, here's my last text on this subject. Just think about it, please. Integrated consciousness—a part of the city knowing what other places are doing—might involve other sections of the brain, too. Are you experiencing that? Is anything else happening in your brain besides your being able to predict how people are going to move and feel?
The non-voices.
Most of the time Zack had learned to ignore them, just as he'd learned to ignore "sensory input" from people he didn't want to focus on. Once he'd seen a horse with blinders on so it wouldn't be spooked by traffic on either side of it. This was like that. He didn't even like to think about the non-voices, until Anne's texts made him. Were they another part of his brain trying to get in touch with his police?
Christ, if he kept on thinking like this, he'd end up as loopy as his sister. No, that wasn't fair—Anne wasn't the one going loopy. Frustrated, guilty, overwhelmed—he should answer her texts!—Zack ordered another drink.
 
He won more fights, all spring and all summer, each time against fighters rated a lot higher than he was. Going up the ladder. The last fight was even picked up for re-showing by ESPN. For the first time in his life, he had a bank account rather than using the blood-sucking check-cashing joints. There was even money in the account. Jerry was exultant, talking about title fights. In one fight, Zack got hit in the head, which made him afraid that he might lose his "integrated consciousness," but nothing happened except a blinding headache. Well, it hadn't been that hard of a hit. The path upward looked dazzling, and Zack was loving every minute of it: the attention, the parties, the girls (after enough booze). He stayed away from the offers of drugs, though. That shit was always the beginning of the end. Zack wasn't going to have an end.
Then he saw the dog.
There weren't many dogs in this part of this city, just dirty feral cats that lived on rats and garbage and hissed at any human fool enough to approach them. This dog looked out of place. Big, the color of dead leaves, short hair—Zack didn't know anything about dog breeds. It wore a leather collar with tags and looked well cared for, its fur glossy as it sat in the middle of the sidewalk in front of Jerry's office building. The animal blocked the crumbling cement steps up to the front door.
"Move," Zack said. He didn't like dogs, especially large dogs. One had bitten him badly when he was four, a monster belonging to a neighbor when he and Anne still lived on Tremaine Street with drunken old Dad, who had only taken Zack to the ER when Anne, eleven, got hysterical.
The dog stood up and growled at Zack. It didn't like him, either.
Zack froze. Was it going to attack? No. How did he know that? He just did. This dog was scared, not mad. Despite himself, Zack took a step forward. It felt like his body moved itself. Weight shifted, spine straight, shoulders squared, breathing even and steady, eyes on the mutt.
The dog lay down on its belly and put its head on its paws.
What the fuck? How did he know how to make the dog do that? The mutt was acting like Zack was God, or at least leader of the pack. What pack? What part of Zack's brain city was integrating with his cruising head cops to produce this behavior?
Unnerved, Zack stepped over the prostrate dog and went into the building. "Jerry, there's a damn dog outside and—"
Jerry wasn't alone. Two men sat in the soiled armchairs of Jerry's tiny office; both rose when Zack entered. They wore expensive suits. Jerry wore a dazed look.
"Zack, this is Mr. Donovan and, um—"
"Jim Solkonov, Mr. Murphy. May I call you Zack?"
He's going to hold out his hand and smile. He's intensely interested in me. He has something he wants to offer.
Jerry blurted, "They're from TV!"
"USNAF," Solkonov said. "United Sports Network for America's Fans. We're fairly new, committed to bringing America more, and more interesting, choices in sports. Maybe you already watch us. Zack,"—he paused, brought up his hand, smiled widely—"have you ever watched any bouts of ultimate fighting?"
"Yeah, sure."
"Then you know how the sport has been watered down. Twenty-five years ago they started with 'No rules!' Then they added in more and more rules until now a fighter can hardly do anything: no headbutting, no elbow strikes, only approved kinds of kicks. Foot stomping out, foot stomping in, gotta wear gloves—it might as well be a dance recital! We want to start something new, a genuinely exciting sport."
"Yeah? Like what?" Zack wasn't sure he liked Solkonov, but the guy was going to offer him something big. It showed in every line of him.
"We're calling it 'level fighting.' Matches will take place on a stage, not a ring or octagon, with four different levels at varying heights, and no rules at all. I saw you fight, Zack, and you're uncanny—it's almost like you can read your opponent's mind and know what he's going to do. In that last fight, Saladino never touched you, not even once. You'd be a natural for level fighting."
Jerry blurted, "No rules at all? You'll never get it through. Authorities will shut you down."
"Not if the matches take place in another country. We already have an island country that wants us."
If that was true, it meant big money was involved. Well, duh—these guys had a TV network. But Zack kept his face neutral. "I'm not a martial arts fighter. Those ultimate fighting guys all have years of training in that stuff."
"Yes, we know. But we're not looking for fancy moves. We want this to feel primitive, like guys in a jungle. The basic aggressive primate."
Donavan said, "We're thinking of animal-skin costumes."
"No," Solkonov said irritably, "We're not. Nothing gimmicky. This is going to be raw and basic. We think there'll be a huge worldwide audience."
"No rules?" Jerry said. He's going to scratch his head the way he does when he's worried, he's going to lean forward, he's going to lift his chin….
"Well, two," Solkonov said. "No drugs of any kind, and we're serious about that. Major, state-of-the-art testing. And no killing. But that's it."
Zack said, "What if someone dies by mistake?"
Donavan said, "Like that never happens in boxing?"
Zack said nothing, knowing as well as anybody the list of men who had died shortly after matches, from head trauma or internal bleeding. Sisnorio, Alcázar, Flores, Johnson, Sanchez. More. Jerry shifted his hams on his chair; he was going to ask about money.
"What kind of cash are we talking about here, gentlemen? And prize money with or without signing sweeteners and bonuses?"
"All the good things, Jerry," Solkonov said, pulling a paper from his pocket. "Here's our offer."
Jerry took the paper, which had printing large enough for Zack to read it over Jerry's shoulder. Zack felt his mouth fall open.
"Listen," Solkonov said earnestly, "we know that our potential fighters are taking enormous risks. We're looking for risk takers, because those are the guys who don't surrender, not even when the situation is dangerous. Those are the guys with courage and balls, am I right? Those are the guys we want, and our backer knows that to get them, he's got to pay well."
Jerry managed to get out, "Who is the backer?"
"I'm not at liberty to tell you that. All I can say is that he's not American, he's a fan of true courage, and he thinks it should be adequately rewarded."
Bullshit. But the money wasn't. Zack tried to stop his mind from racing ahead to the life he could have with that kind of money. My God, the life he could have….
Jerry said, "We need to talk it over, of course. Where can we reach you?"
"The Plantagenet Hotel. Our number's on the bottom of the offer, which of course is not a contract—that comes from our lawyer. But we need to know by tonight, gentlemen. We're talking to other fighters who are close to signing."
He wasn't lying, Zack knew. There were other candidates. Zack was not at the top of their list.
Jerry said, "We'll call by tonight."
"Great."
When they'd left, Jerry turned to Zack. Jerry said nothing; he didn't have to. His old, paunchy body had become a young kid's yearning toward a pony.
Zack said, "I don't know yet. Don't crowd me. I need to think."
"About what?"
Zack didn't answer. He went out, tossing back over his shoulder, "Back by six o'clock. Plenty of time."
"Zack—"
"Six o'clock."
On the sidewalk, the dog was gone.
 
The non-voices were stronger now. His own mind, warning him about self-preservation? His ancestors, doing the same damn thing? That explanation was one of the crackpot hits he'd gotten when he'd googled "voices in the head." Another was "schizophrenia." Zack stopped googling.
He headed to the nearest bar, a blessedly dim Irish pub. Three men sat at the bar, spaced well away from each other, drinking away their troubles at two in the afternoon. Zack downed three double Scotches in quick succession, which shut up the non-voices. Then he took out his phone and played with it while he tried to think.
Good money—really good—just for signing. And if he won fights, more money than he'd ever dreamed of.
No rules, with all the viciousness that implied.
His Gift—that was how he thought of it now—which would always tell him what his opponents were about to do.
Going against fighters who were trained in mixed martial arts, because Solkonov had been lying when he'd said the owners weren't "looking for fancy moves."
More money than he'd ever dreamed of.
No rules.
All at once he wanted to talk this over with somebody. Not Jerry, who always followed the money. Not Anne, who would be horrified and would lecture. Not Anthony or Lou, who both had started acting so jealous and huffy that Zack had moved into his own place. His fingers moved almost by themselves to call Jazzy.
The call went straight to voice mail. He left a message. "Hi, it's Zack. Will you call me?" And then the thing that, he'd learned as young as fifteen, always worked with women: "I really need you."
 
"You can't," Jazzy said. "It's way too dangerous."
They sat on either side of a campfire somewhere way the hell up in the mountains. Jazzy was at an off-season ski lodge with, of all things, a bunch of middle-school kids, some sort of volunteer work in a community center. Jazzy did that kind of do-good shit. When Zack had been in middle school, nobody had ever organized a weekend field trip to any damn ski lodge.
But he'd been able to persuade Jazzy to leave her charges with the other counselors for a few hours. He'd called Jerry and said he'd give him an answer by eight o'clock. He'd borrowed Anthony's wheezy old Chevy and followed Jazzy's directions up winding roads, through dark woods that crowded each side of the road, to the ass-end of the world, and then he'd let her lead him away from the lighted lodge to this clearing where they'd have some privacy. He had muck on his shoes and damp on his ass from sitting on the ground, and his side closest to Jazzy's fire was too hot while his other side was too cold, and after all that, Jazzy said the same thing Anne would have. Although without Anne's nurse-list of injuries he could get plus all the reasons he didn't want them.
But damn, Jazzy looked good, hugging her knees in tight jeans, the firelight playing on her warm brown skin. He'd been startled by the intensity of his pleasure at seeing her again.
He said, "It's a lot of money, Jazzy."
"You only got one body. Which already gets pounded enough as it is."
He stayed quiet. Right now, he didn't have to do anything. Every line of her, every movement, said she wanted him, no matter how grim she tried to keep her face. His erection was so hard it hurt. And he'd been practicing on controlling the Gift, so if he shut out everything but the sex the way he did with hookers, the way he shut out the non-voices…. If only he'd had a few drinks! But he hadn't brought anything, and anyway, only a moron would drive down those dark mountain roads half-sloshed. So if he just focused on the sex….
She's going to move toward me.
She moved toward him, and her lips were as soft and sweet as he remembered. His arms went around her and then he'd eased her onto the ground and it didn't matter which side of him was by the hot fire because he was hot all over, they both were, and—
It happened again. He anticipated what she wanted and he gave it to her, and then he was her but he couldn't stop, his own need was too great, and when it was over she lay purring in his arms and he lay wanting to be somewhere else, anywhere else, away from her and the fucking perversion that turned fucking into something that fucked him over by robbing him of himself.
"I love you," Jazzy murmured, and there it was, the golden rope. Just like always. Women!
This time she was the one who sensed what he was feeling. She sat up. "Zack?"
"This was a mistake."
"Why?"
"I don't want this!" It came out harsher than he intended, out of his own anger and bewilderment and fear. She was going to jump up and leave—
"Fuck you," Jazzy said, and stalked off. Zack didn't try to stop her, didn't even watch her as she disappeared into the trees. But there was a big black hole when she'd gone.
He kicked dirt onto the fire and started back toward the lodge, where he'd left Anthony's car. Five minutes into the woods and he was lost.
"Jazzy!" he called. "Jazzy! Hey, anybody? I'm lost!"
An owl hooted someplace.
There was a moon but under the trees it was still dim. His cell phone flashed NO SERVICE—he was too far from a tower, or blocked by the hills, or something. Zack stumbled on. Nothing looked familiar—all the damn trees looked like trees!
Eventually he came to a place he knew he hadn't been before, a sort of mini-meadow, thick with weeds and brush but at least moonlight could shine down. The air was growing colder, and he shivered. Where the hell was he? And what if he couldn't find his way back? People died lost in the mountains, didn't they? But maybe not in September. He hoped not in September.
A shape stepped out of the woods into the moonlight.
A city boy, Zack could nonetheless recognize a wolf. Dimly, he remembered Anne saying something about a pack having come down from Canada and killing chickens or sheep or something. Did wolves attack people? Zack had no idea, but his hands curled into fists. Which probably wouldn't be of any use anyway—
He and the wolf stared at each other.
All at once an idea came into Zack's head, from wherever ideas started. A wolf was just a kind of dog, right? Zack took a step toward the wolf and moved his body, without thinking about it, the way he had with the dog on the sidewalk. Commanding. In charge.
The wolf snarled softly.
Zack kept staring, in challenge.
The wolf hesitated, then lay down on the brush and lowered its head.
My God, I can dominate a wolf.
Not that he really wanted to. After a long, wholly satisfying moment, Zack turned and walked away. Twenty minutes later he glimpsed light through the woods and came to the lodge. His cell phone worked again. He got into the car and started the engine and the heater. It was two minutes to nine.
"Jerry? Call Solkonov. I'm in."
 
II.
Zack stepped out onto the fourth, highest level of the huge stage. Immediately, the crowd shouted and stamped. Zack couldn't see them; everything beyond the stage was in darkness. But the stage itself was bright, and he easily spotted the other three fighters, one on each level, where they couldn't get at each other until the bell rang. Zack looked past the edge of the rough wooden board at the three men arrayed near the front edges of the levels below.
It's a long way to fall, Zack.
He pushed Anne's voice out of his head and concentrated. The stage, covered in canvas printed with a pattern of rocks, was supposed to look like some sort of cliff with four staggered ledges that overlapped in the center:
 
_____________
________________
_______________
________________
 
At the overlap, the ledges were only three and a half feet above each other, which meant not only that you had to crouch if you were idiot enough to move up or down that way, but also that you could jump, or throw a man, from levels four to two or three to one. Each ledge was set back a few feet from the one above. At each of the ends were fake palm trees of concrete with green plastic fronds; in the middle of each ledge was a hole. Zack wore shorts printed in leopard (Donavan had won on that), with a jockstrap but no cup. Ramon Romero had zebra, Julian Browne tiger, Serge Luchenko, who spoke almost no English, snakeskin. Nobody wore shoes or gloves. Everybody had shaved their heads.
The announcer introduced the fighters and spent a few minutes excitedly explaining what everyone there already knew: No rules! Raw and primitive! A brand new sport! The first match ever! Zack took deep breaths and looked down at Romero, on the broad and deep level one. All four fighters were welterweights, but Romero had the long, muscled legs of a jumper. Zack had checked them all out on the Internet, and he hadn't liked what he'd read. Romero had almost qualified for the Olympics in gymnastics. Browne was a black belt in Tae Kwon Do. Luchenko, who Solkonov had dug up somewhere in Russia, was a mystery, with almost no web presence. But he had more muscles than Zack had known it was possible to pack onto a human body. If the blond Russian caught you in any kind of grip, you wouldn't leave conscious, or possibly alive. Zack was insane to be here.
The bell rang.
The men on the lower three levels faded back under the ledges above, to avoid being jumped on. Zack moved back, too, and waited. At the highest level, drawn by lottery, he had the advantage. Seconds passed, which seemed like hours. Then shouts erupted from the audience and grunts from below Zack, on the left edge of the stage.
He ran to the center and leapt onto the third level, far enough out that if anyone were crouching there to grab his feet, they wouldn't get him. No one crouched. The third level was empty, and Zack peered through its hole to the first. Luchenko advanced on Romero while Browne rushed toward them from the other side. Zack caught the quick glance between Romero and Browne.
They had formed an alliance. No rules. Together take down Luchenko, then Zack, and only then fight each other.
Luchenko is going to feint left and trip Romero, but Romero's already seen it….
Browne is going to come at Luchenko with some fancy martial-arts move that throws him….
Another second and the Russian was on the ground. Romero and Browne began kicking him and then dancing away. Luchenko wasn't as fast as they were. He put up his arms to protect his head, but not soon enough. Still, he got one good grab, which Zack anticipated, and caught Romero's ankle. Browne bent and elbow-jabbed Luchenko in his now vulnerable face. The Russian couldn't handle them both at once and he was too vulnerable on the ground. A few more vicious kicks and murderous jabs, and he went still.
Half the crowd shouted, the other half booed at how quickly one fighter was out.
Browne had a clear shot at Romero while Romero was freeing his ankle, but he's not going to take it. They were still in alliance, and Zack knew the moment before that they were going to turn toward him.
He shimmied up the palm tree to level three. Romero, the jumper, leapt easily onto recessed level two and then three, but by that time Zack had dropped back through the level-three hole to level one, jumping down the seven feet to face Browne, whom Zack had known was going to move back under the overhang of level two.
This was risky. Browne was the one trained in martial arts, and Zack had only seconds before Romero leapt back down to join his ally. But if Zack let them corner him on a higher level, Browne could fancy-move throw him off a ledge, which might break his back. Zack had to face him here, and fast.
He rushed Browne, who sidestepped easily … but Zack had known he was going to. He counter-feinted, grabbed Browne in a choke hold, and began to batter him in the head. Browne shifted his weight to try for advantage, but Zack sensed every move he would make and counter-shifted—clumsily, maybe, but Browne didn't get out of the hold. He was trained in graceful kicks and chops, not brutal battering. In a few moments he screamed and stopped trying to fight. Zack didn't know if the scream was a feint, too, so he kept punching at the face, head, chin. It felt terrible, but Zack was afraid for his life, and that made him afraid to stop. Fear fueled rage—he hated feeling afraid!—and he kept on punching as his knuckles bled and throbbed. Browne went slack in his arms.
Romero rushed up. Zack threw Browne's body on him and climbed to the third level.
For three minutes, they chased each other up and down and around. Romero was more agile but Zack more tireless; he'd spent months training to build up his stamina. In a proper boxing match, the bout would have ended at five minutes, with a one-minute rest between bouts. Not here. Zack caught Romero's puzzlement; he couldn't understand how Zack kept escaping him. Zack knew every move Romero would make.
The crowd loved it. They roared wordlessly, a beast without language. My non-voices have no words either and they're not beasts—
The thought distracted him for a fraction of a second, and Romero caught him.
But the jumper was tired. Zack broke away with less trouble than he'd expected and climbed a palm tree. It had real coconuts wired to its plastic fronds. Zack tore one free; it was surprisingly heavy. He hurled it at Romero. Put on a show. The coconut missed, but now the crowd screamed a real word: Murphy! Murphy! Murphy! Zack threw more coconuts.
It took him another two minutes to confuse Romero enough for Romero to lose track of him. Zack dropped through the fourth-level hole, on top of Romero, and started punching. The man's training in boxing was minimal. He fell to his knees. Zack let him get up and then crashed a left hook to his head. Romero went down and stayed down.
Zack stepped to the edge of the second level and held up his arms. All at once they felt too light without gloves. Blood streamed into one eye; he'd been hit in the head. His left knee, which he hadn't even noticed before, was ready to buckle. His knuckles were scraped raw.
"Murphy! Murphy! Murphy!"
"And the winner is … Zack Murphy!"
His corner man—or at least that's what he would have been if this stage had corners—brought Zack a robe and led him away. Pretty girls wearing almost nothing lined up across the front of level one to dance to raucous music. Men with mops appeared behind them to clean the stage of blood and pick up the shattered coconuts. A doctor bent over Romero, said, "Okay," then moved swiftly to Browne. As Zack and the corner man passed by them, Zack just caught the doctor's words over the music and the crowd:
"This one's dead."
 
Julian Browne had been beaten so badly around the head and neck that he had choked on blood and broken teeth and other assorted body bits. That had taken five or six minutes. If the doctor had gotten to him—had been permitted to interrupt the drama on stage—while Zack was throwing coconuts at Romero, Browne might have lived.
The prize money, a percentage of the gate plus the broadcast pay-per-view plus a variable bonus, was supposed to be substantial. Zack didn't ask if it was. He walked past Jerry, past the backstage reporters, past the doctor and his dressing room. No fans stood by the back entrance, not yet: There were two more fights to go tonight.
"Zack! Zack! Where are you going? You can't just leave, kid!" Jerry, sputtering and worried. Zack didn't answer.
"You feeling dizzy? Wait, I'll get the doc!"
Zack didn't wait. In his leopard-printed shorts and bare chest he raised his hand, bloody still, and a cab stopped. It never would have stopped in the States. He was not in the States. He was on a tropical island someplace—he didn't even know which island—and he had just killed a man.
"Yeah, mon?" the cabbie said.
Zack mumbled the name of the hotel and the cabbie drove through the warm, flower-scented tropical night. Zack had no money with him. The cabbie went with him through the lobby, where guests turned and stared, up to Zack's room. Zack paid him. Then he stood under a shower as hot as he could get it, which wasn't very hot, for as long as the water held out, which wasn't very long. His phone buzzed insistently. As soon as it stopped, pounding started on his door.
"Go away, Jerry," Zack said. "That's it. I'm not fighting anymore. Break the contract."
"Zack—"
"Go away."
Jerry didn't. He began his spiel about all the fighters—boxers, ultimate fighters, anybody he could think of—who'd happened to die in the ring or shortly after a bout. It was the risk you took, the risk Browne had known he was taking, it was nobody's fault, it wasn't such a—
Zack called hotel security and had the old man removed. When he accessed his bank account on his phone, the prize money from the first fight—the only fight!—was already there. Zack bought a ticket for a 6:00 a.m. flight home, bandaged his fists as well as he could with washcloths from the hotel, and packed. The airport bar stayed open all night. Zack had two double Scotches, and then he couldn't hear the voices anymore. By 5:30 a.m. he was on a plane headed Stateside.
 
Fighters take risks in the ring. Browne knew the risks. Not anybody's fault.
He couldn't make himself believe it.
And it easily could have been him. A fraction of a second slower in reading the other fighters' signals, in "integrating sensory data" with his "acquired savantism," and it would have been him.
 
He slept until 4:00 p.m. in his one-bedroom apartment. It had an actual bed, but nearly nothing else. Somehow Zack had never gotten around to shopping for furniture. The walls were the pristine white of snow before stumbling drunks, urinating kids, or car exhaust got at it. Zack's cheap Walmart clock sat on the floor. He peered at it, sat up, and gazed at the blood from his cuts, which had stained his new sheets before he'd properly, if awkwardly, bandaged his hands. On each, fingers stuck out of a thick wad of padding.
He had killed Julian Browne.
He punched at his phone, grimacing at the screen as if it were toxic. "Gail? It's Zack."
"Well, well. A call from On High."
Zack gritted his teeth. But what else did he expect? "I need to ask a favor."
Surprise colored Gail's voice, even as she pressed her attack. "Yes, I'm fine, thank you for asking, and so is Anne. Who has been out of her mind with worry about you."
"I'm going to call her."
"Really? Then why call me at work, where you knew she wouldn't be able to wrench the phone from me so she could talk to her worthless brother?"
"Never mind. Forget the whole thing!"
"No, wait, don't hang up—Anne really is worried about you. Let me at least tell her you're all right. Are you all right?"
Yes. No. I don't know any more what "all right" even means. "I'm fine."
"Where are you? Still on St. Aimo?"
A horrible idea took Zack. "You mean Anne watched the fight?"
"Of course Anne watched the fight! Did you think it escaped Google? She cried all night afterward."
Zack closed his eyes. "I'm sorry."
"Wow, there's something I never thought I'd hear from you."
"I'm not going to fight again. Ever."
Gail's silence was more shocked than words would have been. Zack took his temporary advantage. "I need to borrow your camping stuff."
"My what?"
"Your tent and shit. Maybe a little stove thing. Whatever I need for a week in the mountains."
"Why?"
"I want to spend a week in the mountains."
Silence. Then, "Is this really Zack I'm talking to?"
"Stuff it, Gail. Can I borrow the things or not? I'm asking because if I went to a store and bought all that stuff, I still wouldn't know what the fuck to do with it. I need you to show me."
"So you can spend a week in the mountains."
"Yes."
"Alone."
"Yes."
"In late October."
"Yes!"
"Too risky, Zack. They already have snow in the passes. A neophyte could easily get himself killed."
"Forget it. I'll buy the stuff and figure it out."
"As if. Anne would never forgive me if you froze to death or got attacked by a bear or fell off a cliff. You'll never last a week, but you could maybe do a few days. I'll bring the stuff tonight. Give me an address. When are you leaving?"
"Tomorrow."
"You're bat-shit crazy, Zack."
Like I didn't already know that.
 
He had the rest of the afternoon to kill. His apartment was above a sports bar—very convenient. But all at once Zack didn't want to go there. It was the kind of place where men and a few women watched extreme sports; he might be recognized, especially with his bandaged hands. He pulled his cap low over his face, stuck his hands in his pockets, and found a bar so dark that entire stables of fighters could have gone unnoticed. He gulped two Scotches and then nursed a third, trying to not see Julian Browne choking on his own blood on level one of the First Ever Level Fighting Match.
At six o'clock he started home on dark streets that had half their street lamps broken. It was cold; he turned up the collar of his jacket. Occasionally he passed little sidewalk altars, pictures painted or glued onto building walls of people who had been killed in gang-war violence, with clumps of dead flowers on the cracked cement beneath them.
In an alley, three punks about eleven or twelve were throwing stones at a little dog.
They had it backed up, cowering and whimpering, between two overflowing garbage cans. The stones were heavy; the bastards meant business. A gash had opened in the dog's side.
"Hey! Knock it off!"
Their heads snapped around, peering through the darkness. When they saw it was only one man, their postures eased a little. When they saw his bandaged hands, Zack knew they were going to start something.
"Yeah? Who says so? You, old man?"
The leader. That he called Zack the same name that Zack called Jerry—that didn't help. The boy's lieutenant half-turned, making sure Zack was watching, and hurled another stone at the dog. It hit and the animal yelped.
Zack rushed them. It was no contest, of course, not even when the head punk drew a knife. Zack knew what clumsy move each untrained kid was going to make, and he was fueled by a rage he didn't even try to understand. At the same time, he didn't want to really hurt them. So he pulled his punches, tripped but didn't kick, only waved the knife when he'd captured it, which took about ten seconds. Another ten and they were all running away, one limping but nothing serious. Not crippling them had taken every inch of self-control Zack hadn't even known he possessed.
"Okay, mutt, scram. Go home."
The dog didn't move. Maybe it was hurt too bad?
But when Zack approached warily—he didn't want to get bit, not even by a mutt this small—the dog got to its feet all right.
"I said go home!"
The dog lay down again, this time on its belly, and looked up at Zack.
What the—he hadn't been trying to dominate the animal. Actually, it didn't look dominated. It looked adoring. The dog crept forward and licked his shoe.
"Stop that. You know what shit can be on shoes?"
The dog went on licking.
Gingerly, Zack squatted beside the dog. It didn't bite. How did you tell how bad a dog was hurt? He had no idea. Maybe he could take it to a shelter. Were there shelters for dogs? Would the shelter people think he had hurt it?
"I gotta go," he told the dog, and did. When he looked over his shoulder, it was following him. Under a street lamp that actually worked, he saw how thin and scruffy it looked, its fur coming out in patches. This wasn't a dog with a home to go to.
"Damn it to fucking hell," Zack said to the dog. It wagged its tail.
In his apartment, he washed the little dog's wound and tied a thick bandage around its middle. The dog, a neutered male, let him. It seemed to be of no breed—not that Zack would know otherwise—and a middling sort of animal: middle-long fur, middle-brownish color, middle-thick tail. Zack gave it half a pizza and some water in the plastic tray from a frozen TV dinner. By the time he finished, Gail was at the door. She wasn't carrying anything. She looked around the apartment and snorted.
Zack said, "Where's the camping stuff?"
"You'll get it in the morning. We're not driving up until it's light."
"'We'? No way."
"Oh, yeah, and believe me, I don't like it any better than you do. But you're ignorant about camping and you're not the deepest carrot in the garden anyway. I took tomorrow off. I'll drive up with you, set up the tent, show you how to keep your food in a hang-bag, basic survival stuff, and leave. Wear warm clothing and bring a parka, hat, gloves, changes of wool socks, and boots, no matter how warm it seems in the city. We'll need two cars."
"I don't want you there."
"That makes two of us. But I'm doing it. Not for you—for Anne."
"Does she know about this?"
"No. She'd have a cow. Hey, I didn't know you have a dog!" Before Zack could say "I don't," Gail added, "What's wrong with his side?"
"He got into a fight."
"Males," Gail said. "Is he going with us?"
Zack looked at the dog. It gazed back at him with an adoration he never got, not from boxing fans, not from Anne or Jazzy, and certainly not from Gail. "Yeah. I guess he is."
"What's his name?"
From a deep place inside that Zack instantly hated but could not control, he said, "Browne. His name is Browne."
 
They took both cars, the secondhand Ford Focus Zack had just bought and Gail's four-wheel-drive Jeep. Their only conversation occurred in the street before they left the city. Gail said, "You're really not going to do that maximum fighting crap anymore?"
"Yeah. I'm done."
"Why?"
"I just am."
She didn't answer. Zack felt her curiosity: about his decision, about this trip, even about the dog, who had jumped happily onto the passenger seat of Zack's Ford. Zack disliked Gail as much as ever, but he'd give her this: unlike Anne or Jazzy, she didn't crowd him.
Jazzy. The last time he'd gone up to the mountains, they'd done it. Her luscious body warm in the firelight … but it hadn't been any good, not for him. He'd had to get way too far inside her skin. The price was too high. Still….
He was astonished to realize that right now he didn't want to fuck Jazzy as much as he wanted to talk to her. Well, that wasn't happening. Another price too high.
He followed Gail's car. After a few hours of ascent, they reached a small parking lot. Below them spread hills of red and gold trees dotted with dark-green firs. Beyond that, the city lay hazy and unreal. A sign with an arrow said AMBER NATURE TRAIL, followed by a lot of small print that Zack didn't read. Browne leapt happily from the car.
Gail said, "This is as far as we can drive. Now we pack it in. Do you know where you want to camp?"
Zack shook his head and Gail rolled her eyes, an action repeated when she saw the Safeway brown bag of groceries on the passenger seat. "You really thought you could just carry that stuff in?"
"It's food," he said, lamely. He filled his pockets with two bananas and handfuls of dog kibble before she handed him things from the trunk to carry, including a big jug of water with straps that slung over his back. She put on a backpack that rose far above her head, and they set off along the trail.
In half an hour he felt as if he'd just gone three bouts in the ring. Gail strode on, tireless. Zack said, "This spot looks good."
Gail snorted, led him off the trail, and kept hiking. It was even harder here, rougher ground and branches all over the place. Eventually she stopped in a clearing. "Okay, this has good drainage, a place for the hang-bag, wood for the fire. Now pay attention. There are bears around here, and you need to do this right."
Bears? That wasn't the animal Zack was hoping for.
Gail put up the tent. She showed him how to keep his food in a hang-bag when he wasn't eating it and how to reconstitute and cook the dried stuff when he was. The hang-bag was suspended high aboveground from a line stretching between two trees. She built him a fire and showed him how to start another one with the nanoSTRIKER, a device he hadn't even known existed. She found wood and told him to keep the woodpile replenished during daylight. She gave him a GPS, a powerful flashlight, a hunting knife, a miniature first aid kit, and a sleeping bag "good to ten below zero, and it won't get anywhere near that. I always bring a handgun up here but I can't loan it to you—you're not licensed to carry."
"I can take care of myself without a gun."
She snorted. "Does your phone work up here?"
It didn't. Gail looked around the camp she'd made, shrugged, and disappeared into the trees. "Thank you, Gail," he called after her retreating form, but she didn't look back.
 
He couldn't sleep. He sat very late by the fire, feeding it from Gail's woodpile. Browne lay beside him, and Julian Browne filled Zack's thoughts. The non-voices whispered in his head. The forest made strange sounds. By firelight he read the only book he'd brought, a secondhand paperback titled Wolves and Their Ways.
"Within the genus Canis, the gray wolf (Canis lupus) represents a more specialized and progressive form than either Canis latrans or Canis aureus, as can be seen from its morphological adaptations to hunting larger prey—" Christ! Why couldn't they write in English?
He did learn that wolves traveled in packs, were constantly in search of prey, were smart, and covered nine percent of their territory daily, about fifteen miles. So what were the odds of a pack, or even a single wolf, strolling into Zack's camp? Also, wouldn't they avoid the fire or maybe even a flashlight? But if he doused the fire and turned off the flashlight, he couldn't see any wolves if they did come. And he'd be sitting alone in the dark, which was deeper here than he could have imagined. Bottom-of-a-cave dark, Devil's-soul dark. There wasn't even a moon.
It did rise, eventually, a little after midnight, an almost-full globe that flooded the clearing with silver. But no wolves. The non-voices swirled and hummed in his head. Zack gave up and went to bed.
The next day he was profoundly bored. What the hell was a person supposed to do up here? He emptied his pocket flask of Scotch, cooked his mushy meals, and rehung the food bag. He read as much of Wolves and Their Ways as he could stand. He threw a stick for Browne. The dog brought it back. Zack experimented, teaching the mutt to shake paws, to "stay" on command. It was easy; Zack knew everything Browne would do before he did it, just by watching the animal's movements, and somehow Zack also knew what movements he himself should make to control the dog. When Zack said "No," Browne obeyed instantly.
Zack was still bored. This had been a stupid idea, in a life of stupid ideas. Give it one more night, then pack up Gail's stuff and go home. The drinking water was almost gone, anyway.
No wolf pack that night, either.
Sometime after midnight, Browne barked sharply and Zack awoke. There was someone outside the tent.
He picked up the hunting knife and turned on the flashlight, briefly regretting the lack of Gail's gun. Fully dressed except for boots, he unzipped the tent and jumped out, to take the intruder by surprise. It was a bear, up one of the trees that anchored the line holding his hang-bag of food.
"Holy shit," Zack said. Browne, zipped inside the tent, barked hysterically.
The bear is going to climb down the tree.
It did, faster than Zack thought anything could move. At the bottom it stared at him. It's uncertain…. It's going to take a step toward me….
It did, and through his panic and fear, Gail's advice rushed into his head: If you encounter a bear, make all the noise you can and wave your arms. It will probably go away, unless you're between a she-bear and her cubs or you have the supreme bad luck to encounter a grizzly in a bad mood. Then you're dead.
Was this a grizzly? Zack didn't know one bear from another. He shouted and waved his arms, and his shouts came out high-pitched and shrill. "Go away, leave me alone, I didn't ask for this, shut the hell up!"
Dimly, he wondered who he was screaming at.
But the bear didn't respond to him as Browne had, or the wolf last summer. It tried again to grab the hang-bag, failed, and eventually ambled off into the woods. Zack went back into his tent, knife still clutched so tight in his damaged fist that the blood had left his knuckles. Browne was still barking. Zack picked up the dog and held him tight. The bear didn't return. Zack knew this because he stayed awake the rest of the night. In the morning he took down the tent, carrying it in his arms when he couldn't figure how to fold it enough to fit into the backpack along with the sleeping bag and everything else. He left the hang-bag with its remaining food and the water jug with straps. He'd pay Gail for them.
On the drive back to the city, Zack realized that he'd gotten what he'd come for, after all. Just not in the way he'd expected. But he had it. The information had been not in the woods, not in the bear, but in a stray, almost irrelevant sentence in the book about wolves.
For the first time since he'd killed Julian Browne, Zack smiled.
 
III.
The MGM Grand Arena in Las Vegas was filled to capacity. From his dressing room Zack could hear the noise of sixteen thousand people. All waiting for him.
"Ready?" Jerry said.
"Ready." For the hundredth time, Zack wondered why he kept Jerry on as his manager. There were better people to manage the new career Zack had pursued for over two years now. Much better people, more knowledgeable about the field and more used to the big time. But Zack owed Jerry, from back in the day. And he trusted Jerry, which was more than you could say for the usual eye-gouging Vegas promoter.
Just as Zack was making sure his headdress didn't wobble, Marissa pushed her way into the dressing room. Zack shot Jerry a glance that said: You're supposed to keep her out before a fight. Zack didn't need the Gift to read Jerry's shrug: Didn't want another scene. Browne, who loved everybody, barked happily and licked the silver-painted toes showcased by Marissa's four-inch high heels.
"I just thought I'd give you a big ol' sloppy kiss for luck," Marissa said. "Ugh, your breath reeks of liquor."
Marissa, unusual for a showgirl, didn't drink. She ate only organic, carefully nourishing that spectacular body. She wasn't that great of a dancer, but for her erotic act at After Hours Vegas, she didn't have to be. Not with the way she looked.
Jerry, radiating fearful worry, made a face at Zack. But if Zack didn't drink, the non-voices got distracting. It was a fine line: enough Scotch to tamp them down but not so much he got muddled. The hell with Jerry.
"Gotta go, honey."
"Break a leg!"
He could never get her to stop the stupid show-business clichés.
When Zack walked onto the runway, the crowd noise rose to a crescendo. Focus, focus. There was no room for distraction, or error. Not here.
He focused. There was nothing but the cage door, not even Karoly as he unlocked it. Karoly and his brothers resented Zack tremendously. All three of them had spent their lives at this, raising and training and working with the animals, and then Zack waltzed into Las Vegas and did what none of them could do, for bigger audiences and a lot more money.
Not exactly. Not Karoly, Anton, or Henryk Bajek—not even Jerry—knew anything of the year in Florida, before Zack had returned to Jerry's stable. Zack had started with the rinky-dink, semi-illegal carnivals that spring up in the South like mushrooms after rain. Those were the only places that had what he looked for, and were willing to let him be killed facing it. The Bajek brothers knew nothing of Zack's struggles to banish the fear that ruined his phrasing, to learn what phrasing even was, to achieve the right state of mind from which his Gift could do this. The first time Henryk had seen the scar down Zack's left arm, without a thick covering of makeup, Henryk's eyes had widened.
"From an alligator," Zack lied. He had never tried alligators, not since reading that one sentence in the wolf book.
"Of the Felidae, only lions exhibit, and to an astonishing degree considering the morphological and evolutionary differences, many of the same social needs and pack behaviors as Canis lupus."
He stepped into the cage and faced the big cats.
Four lions: three females and a young male. They were a pack, the females all related to each other. Thin bars of unbreakable steel separated the audience from the cats, the lingering legacy of an onstage tiger mauling twenty years ago. Entirely different, as far as Zack was concerned. Roy Horn had not had Zack's Gift. But the crowd remembered, and at least half of them hoped Zack wouldn't emerge alive. Cell phones stood ready to record the gore. A robo-cam, somehow smuggled through Security, hovered overhead. The Arena's drone captured it silently and flew off with it.
Goldie, the young male lion, got to his feet. For a few weeks now, he'd been getting ready to challenge Zack. Probably the announcer was putting that into his excited spiel, along with the facts that the lions had been given no tranquilizers, Zack was unarmed, some ancient pharaoh had taken a lion into battle with him as a mascot. This last was the reason Zack was wearing an elaborately wrapped white loincloth, gladiator sandals, and a towering fake-gold headdress.
He didn't listen to the announcer's garbage. He took a step toward Goldie.
Goldie, Fluffy, Fuzzball, Lulu. The Bajek brothers hated the cutesy names Zack had given the lions and called them by more "dignified" names. But Zack had chosen these to minimize the beasts' power in his own mind. It wasn't like the lions responded to their names. They weren't dogs.
Fluffy, who'd given birth a few months ago and didn't like having her cub left behind backstage, opened her cavernous mouth and roared.
Zack held no chair, no clicking spoons, none of the other gizmos that lion tamers used to distract the animals and break up their concentration. Except that the MGM Grand insisted, Zack wouldn't even have allowed Anton or Henryk to stand behind the barred shield, a cage within a cage, with canisters of CO2 to blast any lion that attacked. No lion was going to attack. Nor did Zack carry a whip. He carried himself.
His legs were straight under his torso, shoulders squared, gait leisurely, facial muscles relaxed and breathing calm and regular. Everything about his phrasing, the critical combination of posture and gesture, said I am powerful and in charge. You cannot hurt me. The lions must believe this. Even a quarter of an inch off in the angle of Zack's head, the set of his body, the position of his fingers, would have sent a different message, but Zack didn't have to think about any of that; the sensory signals that Zack sent were fully integrated with those he received. Had lions' intense social needs resembled those of tigers or cheetahs or house cats, instead of wolves, what Zack did would have been impossible. Lions were the only big cats with dog-like pack behavior.
But they were still lions. Goldie had just turned two years old. The pride, run by the females, was getting ready to drive Goldie out, since he was no longer a cub and the pride now had Zack as leader. The females might still mate with Goldie, but soon they wouldn't share food with him or let him into their "territory." From deep instinct, Goldie knew this. He didn't want it. The only way to stay in the pack was to kill Zack and take over.
Goldie, well fed, was big for his age, with a black mane designed to intimidate other males from a distance. He snarled and flashed his claws at Zack. Goldie had omitted the stilted walk that would signal to another cub that this was a mock fight. Goldie was serious.
Zack took another step forward.
Fluffy got to her feet. Her tail lashed back and forth.
Goldie took a step forward.
Zack stopped, but without altering his posture or expression. He had reached what the Bajeks called "the office," that invisible line the animal must not be allowed to cross or it would believe it held the power. But Zack could cross it, and did.
Goldie roared a challenge.
Every atom of Zack's being concentrated on the lions. There was no crowd, no Arena, no steel bars. Only the lions, and they were faster, stronger, bloodier than he would ever be. But his integrated consciousness, receiving and processing and sending out sensory information as no human ever had before, knew what each of them would do, would feel. He almost was the lions, controlling them from inside. Almost, but not quite. Goldie responded to his own inner signal to challenge or be ousted from the pack that was his life.
Zack moved to Fluffy, the new mother, and laid a hand on her head.
Fuzzball and Lulu got to their feet.
Zack knew the second before Goldie would attack. He dodged behind Fluffy, moving fluidly, with no jerks or other indications of stress. Female lions ordinarily didn't interfere with challenge fights between males, but Fluffy's cub was not Goldie's and changes in pack males were traumatic for any pride because the new male typically killed all cubs to make way for his own. Also, the cage, although not cramped, was a far more restricted environment than the savannah, or even the animals' off-stage habitat, and Fluffy felt the tension of limited space for two leaders. She launched herself at Goldie.
Zack walked calmly to Lulu, the most placid of the lionesses, and put his hand on her head. Henryk and Karoly rushed forward with blasts of CO2 to break up Goldie and Fluffy, a fight that didn't need breaking up because Fluffy had backed off, gashed, and Goldie had again turned his attention to Zack. Zack put his other hand on Fuzzball, the aging but far-from-toothless matriarch, who snarled at Goldie.
With Zack gazing at him from between two lionesses, a hand on each one's head, Goldie backed away.
Zack stared at him steadily, a clear challenge: Fight or submit.
Goldie roared, feebly. Then he lay on his belly and put his head on the ground.
And Zack played with Lulu and Fuzzball while Fluffy, not badly hurt, licked her bloody side. He played ball with them. He had Lulu jump through the traditional hoop. He played peek-a-boo with Fuzzball and a chain-mail blanket. Finally he walked to the cage door with the two lionesses, patting them both on their heads as if they'd been kittens. Leisurely he unlocked the cage door, stepped outside, and smiled at Anton, who did not smile back. Only then did Zack look at the sixteen thousand people on their feet, screaming themselves hoarse. Only then did he become aware again of the non-voices, stronger than ever, tugging at the inside of his head.
 
In the newly refurbished Skyline Terrace Suite of the MGM Grand, Anne, Gail, and Marissa sat on the veranda, twenty-six stories in the air and almost as big as the suite itself. The terrace was furnished with a sofa, a dining table, and a huge TV. The TV played the Torres-Luciter boxing match at The Wynn, on mute. Below and around the terrace, the Strip glittered and twinkled and shone. From the roller coaster on top of New York-New York came screams of delight.
"It's something, isn't it?" Marissa said, stirring her club soda with a celery stick.
"Something," Anne said. Zack knew that his sister hated Vegas. She'd come to see him, and he'd tried to show her a good time. They'd taken a plane tour to the Grand Canyon, gone to see Cirque du Soleil, eaten lunch at places where the slot machines stayed in discreet alcoves. Gail, meanwhile, had spent all her time in the casinos. She radiated the quiet, non-dazed satisfaction of someone who'd won but not really big.
Anne was going to say something Zack didn't want to hear.
"I went to your show tonight."
He drained his drink. "I asked you not to."
"Why ever not!" Marissa cried. "It was wonderful! He's so brave, the way he just goes in there with all those big ol' cats!"
Gail's lean, quick body said: So your girlfriend doesn't know about you. Still the same old Zack.
"I know you asked me not to go," Anne said, "but I needed to see it. It was … impressive."
"Thanks." She disapproved, and there was no way she could hide it, even though she was trying. As if she knew what he was thinking, she said, "I'm sorry."
Marissa said, puzzled, "What for?"
No one answered her. Instead, Anne finished her drink, some awful vodka thing loaded with fruit, and blurted, "There's so much else you could have put your … talent to. Aiding law enforcement. Some kind of business office, interpreting people. Even playing poker!"
Marissa looked at Zack. "I didn't know you like poker, honey."
"I don't," Zack said. "Anne, I have a suspended-sentence conviction, remember? No law enforcement. And I'd hate any office job. I'd hate any office. I need to move, get physical."
Gail said dryly, "Well, lions are certainly physical. Zack, you've got something on your mind. Why don't you just spit it out?"
Zack looked at her in surprise. It always startled him when someone else, someone normal, knew what he intended. He said, "Marissa, will you leave us alone for a few minutes? Family stuff."
Marissa stuck out her bottom lip. Before she could protest, Gail stood. "Show me the rest of this place, Marissa, will you? It's so big I think I'd get lost by myself."
Marissa looked mutinous, but eagerness to play hostess won out. "Well, the master suite is this way…."
On the TV screen, Jose Torres hit Wayne Luciter a wicked uppercut to the chin.
Zack said, "You remember that doctor who wanted to give me an MRI way back when I was in your hospital, three and a half years ago? Nor-something? Well, I want it now."
Anne said quietly, "What's happening?"
"I don't know. Nothing. Something. It's like I … I'm not sure. But I think there's more of that integration stuff going on."
"Why do you think that? Because you can control those lions so well?"
"I'm not controlling them. They're … well, okay, maybe I am. Indirectly. But it's not that."
"What then?"
Zack grimaced. Anne was prepared to wait all night for a good answer, but Zack didn't have all night. Marissa and Gail passed by the open doorway to the terrace, Marissa saying condescendingly, "And of course we have a whirlpool and—"
All at once Zack was sick of Marissa. She had a nasty temper, she was interested mainly in his money, and he could only fuck her if he was drunk. Before he knew he was going to, he blurted out, "How is Jazzy?"
Anne looked startled. Even before she spoke, he knew what she was going to say, and how. "She's married, Zack. A year after you … nearly two years ago. Last I heard, she was expecting a child."
And then, in response to what must have been on his face, "I'm sorry."
"Don't be, it's fine," he rasped. "I don't care, I was just curious, is all."
"She—"
"It doesn't matter!" He didn't need Jazzy, he didn't need anybody. There was a little silence.
Anne said gently, "You wanted to tell me about the 'more integration stuff' going on."
All at once, he didn't want to. And yet this was why he'd paid to bring Anne and Gail out here, wasn't it? "Nah. Changed my mind."
"I don't think so," Anne said, but Marissa and Gail had finished their tour and sat back down. Anne—submissive Anne!—said firmly, "Marissa, it was lovely meeting you, but Zack and I need to talk some more. Gail will get you a cab."
"Hey!" Marissa said. "Who the hell do you think you are to—"
"Go, Marissa," Zack said.
"Listen, sweetheart, don't think you can order me around like some—"
Gail took her elbow, lifted her from her chair, and dragged her off the terrace. Marissa began to shout protests and then obscenities. Gail paid no attention whatsoever, tossing Marissa over her shoulder, "'Night, Annie. See you much later."
"Wow," Zack said, caught somewhere between admiration and resentment. But if he'd tried to manhandle Marissa, it would have had an entirely different meaning. All of a sudden you would have had domestic abuse.
Anne said, "Talk to me, Zack."
Even in the sudden calm, it was harder than he'd anticipated. His throat seemed to close up, and for a second he was afraid of strangling.
Anne's body and face said: Trust me.
When was the last time Zack had trusted someone to hear his fears? He'd never trusted anyone like that, not even Anne. Not even Jazzy. But Anne was the only person who'd been there for him his whole life. She'd been the big sister set above him, the brainy bar he could never reach, the sparring partner he could never touch—but she'd been there.
"I hear voices," he said, and after that, it was easier. Anne shifted suddenly and Zack added, "No, not like that, not crazy stuff. I mean, it is crazy, but they aren't voices telling me to kill myself or anything. Actually, they aren't voices at all. They're a sort of…. Christ, this is going to sound so stupid … they're like something big. Inside my mind."
The alarm rising off her like an odor didn't let up. "What kind of something big?"
"How the fuck should I know? I just know it's there, and it's getting stronger, and I don't like it! Maybe an MRI can tell what it is and the doctors can get rid of the damn thing."
"Is it … does it feel like a religious presence?"
"Religious? You mean, like God or spirits or demons? No."
"What does it feel like?"
"I told you. Something really big. Oh, Christ, Anne, forget it. I don't need an MRI. I'm doing fine. I mean, look at all this!" He waved his hand vaguely at the terrace, the vaulted ceilings of the suite beyond, Las Vegas. "I'm making more money than you would believe!"
But she wasn't impressed, he could tell. Damn it, he'd wanted her to be impressed! That was, he realized, the true reason why he'd brought her out here. To finally impress Anne.
"I can arrange for an MRI, Zack, and I will. For as soon as possible." She smiled painfully and put her hand over his. She really cared. So why was what he heard in his brain Anne's voice from over two years ago, saying, "It's a long way to fall, Zack." Why?
He looked over the terrace railing at the Strip, twenty-six stories below. Down there on a huge marquee his name flashed in gaudy lights. On the TV, Luciter had Torres on the mat, and Torres didn't get up.
 
For the MRI, he had to fly home. Norwood had arranged for time on some sort of super-scanner that, Zack figured, was probably like arranging sparring time at an elite gym. This super scanner, some under-doctor-type told him, paired "functional MRI with connectome imaging, through high-angular diffusion and diffusion spectrum imaging combined with neurocognitive tests." Show-off prick. Norwood just said they were going to take pictures of how and when different parts of his brain worked, including how it was wired to other parts.
Zack couldn't be drunk, he couldn't be on any junk, he couldn't be anything but himself and whatever else was inhabiting his head. Zack clenched his fists as the exam table slid into the machine like a slab into a drawer in the morgue.
"Try to relax," a tech said from somewhere outside. Yeah, right. Stupid bastard.
His head was held immobile by a brace. The brace wasn't painful but he hated it anyway, just for the way it cut his freedom. He wore goggles that could project images in front of his eyes.
"Ready, Zack?" the tech said. "Please tap your right thumb against each of the fingers on your right hand."
Zack did, followed by a lot of other dumb little tasks. Each time, the coils in the machine thumped softly. His head felt slightly warm. Eventually an image flashed on the screen.
"What do you see, Zack?"
"A kid's ball. Red."
"Fine. Now what?"
A house, a campfire, an ice-cream cone, a dog, a car. Zack felt like he was back in kindergarten: C is for car, D is for dog. Zack had brought Browne with him to Anne's place. A computer, a church, a tree, a table, the seashore. When he'd been eleven, Zack, who couldn't swim, had nearly drowned in rough surf. A rocket ship, a rose, a book, a refrigerator.
A boxing ring.
Now they're getting to it.
A cloud, a rosary, a Star of David, a pencil.
A lion.
Two lions.
A statue of Jesus, a sailboat, a pyramid, a starry sky.
The images started to include videos of people doing things: eating, dancing, singing, praying, walking along the beach, kissing, driving a car, boxing. Animals ran and hunted and slept. Zack waited to see them either humping or tearing apart prey, but there were no images like that. He smiled.
"What's funny, Zack?" the tech said, and Zack told him. The tech didn't reply.
A building blew up. A speeder was arrested. Two children pushed at each other, their faces angry. Something else blew up, Zack wasn't exactly sure what. A fire raged in a building. A firefighter carried out a little girl, unhurt. A minister led a congregation in prayer.
"Hey," Zack said, "are we almost done?"
"Just a little longer."
It was a lot longer. Anne had told him that the typical imaging lasted about forty-five minutes, but this took hours. By the end, Zack was thoroughly bored. What did describing yet another tree ("Do you know what kind of tree it is, Zack?") have to do with his non-voices? This was stupid.
When they finally let him out, he went straight to the nearest bar and got drunk. He thought of looking up Jazzy's address on his phone and taking a cab to her house, just to see where she lived now, but even drunk, he realized how dumb that was. Instead he took a cab to Anne's. She'd been waiting up and looked worried, but all she said was, "I walked Browne just fifteen minutes ago, so you don't have to do that before you go to bed."
He thanked her, torn between gratitude and the wish that she didn't always do everything so fucking right. In bed, with the dog curled against his back, he dreamed that he held Jazzy again, before she pulled away and went into the arms of a dead, bleeding Julian Browne.
 
In Dr. Norwood's office sat Zack, Anne, Norwood, and a Dr. Keller, who looked too young, pretty, and blonde to be what she was. Zack couldn't remember the term, but it meant a doctor who analyzed and interpreted the scanner results. She looked a little dazed. The room was small, chaotic with computers, piles of printouts, and a lot of equipment Zack couldn't identify, all interspersed with used coffee cups. One of these was growing greenish mold, which couldn't be good. Weren't doctors supposed to be super clean?
Norwood is going to lean forward, going to clasp his hands on his lap, going to speak—
"Mr. Murphy, the results of your scan are very interesting. Let me start by telling you what we thought we might see but didn't, and then what we didn't expect to see but did."
"Okay," said Zack, unable to think of any other response. The non-voices had been pummeled into silence by two double Scotches.
"Often when people report sensing a 'presence' in their mind, we see increased activity in the temporal lobe, and more than usual wiring to that area of the brain. That correlates with certain kinds of religious experiences, including mysticism and meditation and out-of-body sensations. Neither your responses to religious imagery nor your scan show that."
"You mean it isn't God in my voices. Well, I told you that."
Norwood smiled. "So you did. The other usual source of hearing voices is schizophrenia, which doesn't feature brain-structure abnormalities but does include certain patterns of neural wiring. Your scans don't show those, either."
"So I'm not nuts."
"You are not schizophrenic."
"They aren't really voices anyway," Zack said. "I told you that. They don't have words. I just call them that … because." Because there wasn't anything else to call them. He really wanted this conference over, even though he was the one who'd asked for it.
Dr. Keller spoke for the first time. "What do they seem like, Zack, if not voices?"
He shrugged. "I don't know. Presences, like Anne said. Or maybe one really big presence. Only not really. It's like … it's like everything is there. In my head."
Anne said, "Everything? What do you mean?"
"I don't know what I mean! That's what they're supposed to tell me! Christ!"
Norwood said soothingly, "Let's go on to what your scan does show. We expected to see greater integration among the sensory input areas, the motor areas, and a section of the brain associated with interpreting and responding to people and animals, including the fear centers. We saw that integration, which is what lets you so effectively work with the lions."
And with you, Zack didn't say aloud. The signals coming from everyone practically shouted at him: Norwood's excited interest, that he was trying and failing to mask; the blonde's dazed fearfulness; Anne's concern so strong it was almost despair. Christ, she should lighten up. But none of them were all that different from the big cats. Which was depressing to think about, so he didn't.
"Some of your neural profile matches that of highly creative people. Stronger—"
"Creative? You mean like painters and writers and all them? I don't create anything."
Norwood went on, "Stronger, and more surprising, are other results of the scan. Mr. Murphy, you present a neural profile remarkably like a person who is asleep and dreaming, with—"
"What the hell! I wasn't asleep inside that machine!"
"I know you weren't. But your connectome and functional data show the pattern of dreams: heightened activity in the oldest parts of the brain, in memory, and in emotion, along with decreased activity in areas governing reason and decision-making. The biggest surprise was how much the scan reflects a dreamlike state usually associated with dealing with internal situations, not external ones. In other words, whatever is going on, and it includes some very unusual neural pathways, you are connecting with something that is inside your mind, like dreams are. But not anything we can name."
Anne said, "The unconscious?"
"In part. But much more than the usual patterns that tap subconscious responses. Somehow the areas of the brain that respond to other people are heavily involved, even when Mr. Murphy is reacting to imagery like trees or rocks or stars."
Anne said, "A…. I almost can't say this … a collective unconscious?"
The blonde said primly, "That lies outside our purview, Ms. Murphy."
Zack demanded, "What is collective unconscious?"
Norwood smiled. "That's a good question, Mr. Murphy. But we don't know the answer, any more than we know what consciousness is. We're all conscious, we experience the world as 'I, me', but nobody knows how the brain gives rise to that consciousness. It's the great mystery of neuroscience: What are we experiencing when we think, 'Cogito ergo sum'?"
Think what? All at once Zack had enough of this. Talk, talk, talk, that's all they could offer him. He glared at them, even Anne. "So what does it mean? Can you cure me?"
Norwood said, "You're not ill, Mr. Murphy."
Dr. Keller said, "The brain's incredible plasticity—"
Anne said, "Maybe meds to completely disrupt everything the—"
"No drugs to completely disrupt everything!" Zack shouted. He didn't even know why he was so furious. "I only wanted the voices to stop! You want to take away what I can do? How I make my living? What's wrong with you people? We're done here!"
Anne grabbed his arm. Zack shook her off and stalked out of the room.
On the plane back to Vegas, he paid for in-flight wi-fi. The flight attendant had already brought him two Scotches. He Googled "collective unconscious" and got "Psychology: in Jungian psychological theory, a part of the unconscious mind incorporating patterns of memories, instincts, and experiences common to all mankind. These patterns are inherited, may be arranged into archetypes, and are observable through their effects on dreams, behavior, etc."
Bullshit. If there was one thing his non-voices were not, it was "common to all mankind." He was the only sap blessed, or cursed, with the Gift. Which even after two drinks and at thirty thousand feet, was growing stronger and stronger. It was like it was trying to take him over, like he could take over the lions. And the doctors had been no help at all.
He ordered a double.
 
All the next day, the thing in his head grew. He had a show that night and didn't want to risk drinking. He refused to see Jerry, ignored messages from Marissa and Anne, spent the day sitting on the huge terrace of his Las Vegas suite, holding Browne on his lap. The dog was the only thing that made sense to him. Browne didn't even squirm, only giving one polite bark when he needed to use the doggie poo-pad in the corner. Zack ate nothing all day. His head felt as if it could explode.
No, not explode. Expand, to take in whatever else was in there. Expand as big as the universe. Almost it seemed to Zack that he could feel—what had Norwood called them?—"neural pathways" multiplying like rabbits in his brain. Ridiculous, but … Christ, his head hurt.
It still ached when he went on stage at 8:00 p.m., but he gave the best show ever, effortlessly controlling even Goldie. He had Fuzzball and Lulu jump over each other, Fluffy fetch a spangled baton and drop it at his feet as if she were Browne. And all the while Zack felt that he was only partly there, or only partly himself. Power flowed through him—but from where? Whose?
The consciousness of the universe itself.
The words formed in his mind, scaring him so badly that he ended the show ten minutes early and walked out of the cage. The audience, on its feet and roaring his name, didn't mind. Even Henryk, the least resentful of the Bajek brothers, glanced at Zack with something like awe. Zack didn't answer whatever Henryk said to him. He had to get out of there, or his head would explode.
He took a car right to the MGM Grand and bolted to his suite, locking the door behind him. He hardly knew what he was doing, or why. He put his hands to his head and groaned.
Everything was there, in his head—everything that had ever existed, or would exist, and he was both its observer and a part of it: the entire universe laid bare in a second. He felt possessed, taken over, even though he knew he wasn't. But it was too much, the pressure—the pressure!—of everything! It was going to crush him, to burst him apart like a balloon filled with too much air, a wine bottle left too long in the freezer until the wine expanded and shattered….
Browne, bounding forward to greet him, stopped so short that his feet slid on the marble floor. The dog whimpered.
"Hey, Brownie, good dog…."
Browne backed away from Zack, tail between his legs.
It was the last insult to his autonomy, to him, to Zack Murphy, his own person. He didn't want to be everything, he didn't want the consciousness of the universe woven through and into his mind. Norwood had said that Zack's brain had the same cells in it as anybody else's, just arranged differently and doing different things—did that mean that anybody could be what he was becoming? Well, let them have it! He didn't want to be everything, he didn't want to be anything but himself, alone and independent the way he'd always been…. Zack screamed in rage, in frustration, in fear. His gaze fell on the foyer table, marble and wrought iron.
And he saw it. Saw the table so vividly it almost burned his eyeballs, every curve and line of it. He saw the pattern in the marble as if etched into his brain. He felt the flow of the arched iron legs. He saw the table as it was now, and as it had been when new, and as it would be in a few years' time when someone had scratched it and someone else had stained the top and one leg was bent. He knew what the table would become, just as he knew when Goldie would raise a paw and bat at him. The table was part of him because the same force inhabited it as inhabited him, and in that force, time was an illusion. The past and present and future of the table were simultaneous and they were now, in Zack's head.
With the past and present and future of the floor.
And the vase.
And the stars in the sky above the terrace.
And Browne, who cowered before Zack and who was a mewling puppy, a full-grown mutt, an old dog barely able to move his paralyzed hind legs, a small inert corpse, a fresh bit of soil in a grave, even as he continued to romp and play in puppyhood. Time itself possessed Zack, and everything in his head, which was everything that existed, was one thing.
Just One.
He screamed and rushed onto the terrace. Above him the stars glittered and below the lights of Vegas glittered, and there was no difference, nor any difference between all that and himself. It was too much, it was intolerable, he would not have it…. He threw one leg over the railing.
It's a long way to fall, Zack.
"No! No! No! Not me! You got the wrong guy! Go away!"
Everything, with its past and present and future, filled his head. Zack clung to the railing. Behind him, on the wall of the terrace, a mirror exploded, sending shards of glass flying twenty feet. In that instant, Zack knew he could explode the terrace, explode the MGM Grand, explode Las Vegas. And what else? What else?
"Mr. Murphy? Mr. Murphy!" Pounding on the locked door.
"No," Zack whispered. "Please, no. I don't want it."
 
He never remembered what happened next. Everything went black. When he came to, the hotel manager and Security were prying his fingers off the railing. Mirror glass had cut his chest, his arms. "A … accident," he gasped. "Go … away."
They did, or maybe they didn't. But when Zack woke again, in his bed, it wasn't the hotel manager with him. It was Jerry, shaking his shoulder and saying, "Hey, champ. Wake up. That must have been some bender last night. You got any idea what time it is?"
Zack looked at the clock beside the bed: 7:00 p.m. He had been asleep, or passed out, or dead, for twenty hours.
"You got a show in an hour, kid."
"I—"
"Come on, get dressed!"
He was wearing clean pajamas. There were bandages over the cuts on his chest. He remembered almost nothing of the night before. There had been a mirror … hadn't there? Moving heavily, feeling as if the air were damp cotton wool, Zack let Jerry get him dressed, get him downstairs, get him into the waiting car. In his dressing room Jerry got him into costume, the Egyptian pharaoh headdress and the gladiator sandals and ridiculous white loincloth. Zack walked out during the announcer's spiel, crossing the catwalk to the cage. Goldie roared.
Anton, on duty, sullenly unlocked the cage door.
Karoly stood inside, behind the barred shield, holding the CO2 canister.
The crowd stopped screaming Zack's name and quieted, waiting.
Zack looked at the lions, Goldie and Lulu and Fluffy and Fuzzball. No: at Rex, Majesty, Artemis, Lilith. He looked at Anton, holding open the cage door. Zack had no idea what gesture or expression Anton would make next. Zack looked at Karoly, who stared back at him.
Karoly is going to….
Is going to….
He didn't know what Karoly was going to do.
There were no non-voices, no presences in his head.
Zack looked again at the big cats, at their huge teeth and sleek long muscles and claw tips like ice picks. He looked at Rex's intent eyes and dark mane, at Artemis's lashing tail, at Majesty's poised stillness. He turned and walked back down the catwalk away from the cage, head tipped so far down that his headdress, sloppily fastened, fell off and lay in a heap of shining imitation gold.
 
IV.
Winter came swiftly in the mountains. At first snowfall, Zack looked for a shovel to dig out the car. Not that he was going anywhere; he hadn't gone anywhere in the nearly two months he'd been here. But there ought to be a shovel. It irritated him, and he phoned Loffman.
"Where's the snow shovel kept?"
"It should be in the laundry room, in the cupboard with the other maintenance stuff," Loffman said.
"It's not."
"Well, maybe—"
"Loffman, when I rent an entire mountain lodge, ten rooms, for three months right in the ski season, I expect there to be a goddamn snow shovel!"
"I know, but—"
"No buts, get one up here!"
Loffman sighed. Zack could picture his whole, tall, stooping, incredibly thin figure shaking with the sigh. Loffman always looked insubstantial as fog.
"Yes, Mr. Murphy. Oh, and somebody called looking for you. A woman."
"What did you say to her? Part of our agreement was that you tell nobody I'm here, that's what I'm paying your bloodsucking rent for—"
"I said nothing, I swear. I said I never even heard of you. And someone will bring a shovel today."
"They better."
The minute he broke the connection with Loffman, the stupidity of the entire exchange hit Zack. He didn't want a snow shovel. He didn't want anyone bringing him one. He didn't want to see anybody, talk to anyone.
Or had he called Loffman just to hear a human voice?
That was stupid, too. He'd come up to not hear any voices—not on the TV or the radio or even his cell phone. This third-rate lodge, the same one where Jazzy had once taken her middle-school charges, had no cable, no DIRECTV, no Internet, and cell coverage only in the immediate vicinity of the lodge. Zack was alone, free of anything but himself and Browne, just as he wanted.
Except for in his head.
There was no presence, no non-voices. But every time he got out of bed, made a cup of coffee, put on his parka, and went out into the woods, Jazzy's image was there. Was this, the biggest apartment in the lodge, the same one that the adults had used on that field trip three years ago? Had Jazzy slept in this bed? Opened this refrigerator door? Sat on this chair, staring at this gas fireplace?
He hated it. He didn't want to think about her. Certainly not think about her more than when they'd actually been sleeping together. Jazzy's naked body, creamy chocolate and dark whorly hair….
He was horny, was all! But he wasn't going down the mountain to find a hooker. No place he might be recognized, no act that required anyone else. Fuck that. Besides, he didn't have a snow shovel.
"Come on, Browne!"
The dog leapt off the rug by the fireplace and trotted after Zack. Every morning they went for a walk in the woods together. Every afternoon Zack went again, alone. That's all it was, a walk. Nothing else. No matter what he saw.
 
That afternoon, it was a deer. Zack had sat very still for a long time beside a deadfall at the edge of a clearing, cold eventually seeping through even his parka, waiting for whatever came along. The deer stepped hesitantly into the far edge of the clearing, downwind.
It's going to move left….
The deer moved right, stepping daintily on delicate hooves.
It's going to push aside some snow and look for grass the way they do….
The deer lifted its head and sniffed the air.
It's going to run away, I know it, it's getting ready to run….
The deer stayed in the clearing another three minutes, until Zack jumped up and cursed the stupid thing and it fled, silent and swift as thought.
Zack stomped home, slammed the door, and got drunk.
 
He was acting crazy, and when he was sober he knew it, and when he was sober he got drunk so that he didn't care that he was acting crazy.
He built a wall of snow, using the shovel delivered by a sullen teenage boy driving an SUV, and lay down on top of the wall until he passed from shivering to drowsing. His lips were blue, he could barely walk on his frozen feet, and he understood that if he'd stayed there five more minutes, he might have died.
He lured a chipmunk to the porch with stale Sara Lee and failed to predict when it would scamper away.
He drew pictures of Jazzy, despite the fact that he couldn't draw, and burned each one in the gas fireplace, first prying off its glass cover. That created acrid odors that made Browne move away indignantly.
He boxed with a tree, an oak at least fifty years old, whose dry, sere leaves rattled with his blows while Zack's knuckles ended up bloody and his left thumb got broken.
In the woods he came across an animal he couldn't identify, something brown and furry the size of a large wastebasket. It rose on its hind legs and snarled at him. Zack took one step closer, knowing that it would attack. It didn't, dropping to all fours and lumbering off over the snow.
He buried his cell phone under a pile of snow-damp leaves, as deeply and carefully as if conducting a funeral for a beloved child.
He woke at night from dreams he couldn't remember, with tears that shamed him so much that he raged at himself and rammed his broken fist into the unforgiving wall.
Then he found the wolves.
 
It was morning, which meant Browne was with him, which meant there should have been no animals around because Browne's joyous barking usually scared them all away. Snow had just started to fall in cold, gray flakes. Zack, with a long thick oak branch as a walking stick, trudged behind the lodge. He turned the corner and there, just before the tree line and the bottom of the idle ski lift, a pack of wolves dotted bloody snow. They had brought down a fawn and were tearing it apart.
One looked up and saw Zack and Browne.
They stared at each other—was this the same wolf he'd seen years before? How long did wolves live? Zack began to back away. The fawn's empty black eyes gazed at him. Its exposed entrails twisted like greasy ropes.
Then a small wolf—young?—jumped forward and raced at Browne.
The dog yelped and ran in circles, terrified. The rest of the wolf pack stayed motionless, watching its murderous whelp, watching Zack. The young wolf's jaws closed on Browne's tail.
Browne's cry of surprised pain galvanized Zack. He leapt at Browne, hitting out at the wolf with his oak branch. The branch connected, hard, and the wolf gave a single sharp yelp and fell on its side.
The pack left the fawn and moved forward, snarling.
Zack tried to grab Browne and failed. The little dog was too terrified. Two wolves slipped between Zack and the lodge.
"Wolves don't attack people," Loffman had told Zack. "They're scareder of you, boy, than you are of them." But that wasn't the way it looked now.
He concentrated, his heart gonging faster than it ever had in the ring, trying to anticipate what the pack would do. They weren't attacking—score one for Loffman—but they were watching him intently, and he was surrounded. So was Browne, who chose that moment to streak toward Zack.
Instantly, the young wolf was in pursuit. He caught Browne in his jaws. Browne shrieked, a sound Zack had not known a dog could make, and Zack threw himself on both of them, trying to tear Browne free.
"Let go, you fucker, let go—"
A claw raked his cheek, and the pack moved forward.
He was going to be torn apart by wolves, he and Browne both, "wolves don't attack people, boy," but I faced lions…. He was Browne, the fighter not the dog, and he was being murdered by himself in the ring.
The smell of wolf filled his nostrils, gamey and primitive. Jaws snapped close to Zack's flailing hands. A shot pierced the cold winter air.
The wolves scattered; the whelp dropping Browne. Zack picked him up. The dog still shrieked like something human. Gail ran from the lodge, her nine millimeter in her hand.
"What the fuck!" she shouted, and to Zack it sounded like a prayer.
 
In the animal-hospital waiting room, after Gail had driven her Jeep down the mountain like she or it was possessed, they finally spoke. The vet had rushed Browne into surgery. Gail looked at Zack and said, "What did you do to your hand?"
"Broke the thumb." After a silence he added, "Boxing with a tree."
"Huh," Gail said.
"Why were you there at the lodge?"
"The same reason I always come—to check on you for Anne. I didn't tell her I'd located you, because she would have wanted to come and I thought you might refuse to talk to her, or be even crazier than you are, or be dead."
"How did you find me?"
"It wasn't that hard. I know people, still." And after another long silence she said, "Did Anne ever tell you how we met?"
What? Zack didn't care how Gail and Anne had met. He cared about Browne, and about nothing else except being so tired. Why was he so tired? It was only morning.
Gail said, "I had a shitty life. I know you think you did, too, with your parents and all, but you aren't nearly the badass you think you are. Weird, yes, but not a genuine badass. I was on crack, and in jail, and turning tricks to survive. Then I OD'd. Anne was my nurse in the hospital and all I wanted was for her to leave me alone so I could get back out on the street and do more crack. But then I assaulted a cop, never a good idea, and so I was back in the can. And Anne came to see me. Once, twice, a lot. It didn't happen all at once. Or maybe it did, but I didn't want to see it. Committing to Anne, to a drug-free life, to normalcy—it was a long way for me to fall. Into trust. I had to fall into trust, and into needing somebody, and it felt like such a long way to fall."
"I'm not interested in your lame story," Zack said coldly.
"Sure you are. You just don't know it yet."
Zack said nothing, staring at his boots. They had on them snow, dead leaves, muck, blood.
Gail said, "I'm going home now. I'm not telling Anne about this, although I will tell her you're all right even if you're cruel enough to not return her calls. You got your credit card? Good. You can get a cab back up the mountain, if you want to spend more of your undeserved fortune, or to someplace down here, I don't care which. Where's your phone?"
"Six feet underground."
Gail didn't even blink. She stood and stretched leisurely, and Zack saw the bulge of the nine millimeter at her waist. She walked away. Over her shoulder she said, "Jazzy's husband left her. He was no good in the first place. She and the baby are at her mother's."
Zack sat there another hour. He didn't touch the cell phone that Gail had left on her plastic seat. Eventually the vet emerged, dressed in scrubs and a paper hat, just like a doctor for people.
"Your dog will be fine, Mr. Murphy. He needs to stay here a few days. The receptionist will tell you when you can take him home, and she'll give you discharge instructions when you do. What happened to your hand?"
"Nothing."
"That's not nothing. You should go to an ER and have that looked at."
"Okay," Zack lied.
His hand hurt, but not much. The vet had not recognized him. Neither had the receptionist, nor the old lady holding a cat, nor the child and its mother with a rabbit restless in a red carrier. There was a whole world of people who didn't know what Zack had been able to do—any of the things he'd been able to do—and didn't care. Normal people, in a normal world.
Trust, Gail had said.
Zack picked up her phone and took it out to the parking lot. It was winter here, too, but not the snowy freezing winter of the mountains. Rain spat at him from an overcast sky. He stood between the animal hospital and a Dodge Caravan, and keyed in a number. With his left thumb broken and his right hand bloody, it was awkward. It should have been Anne first, Zack knew that; Anne had earned the right to be first. But that wasn't the way it worked, because about one thing at least, Gail had been wrong.
You didn't fall a long way. Falling wasn't enough. You had to leap.
He waited through the ringing, the answer, the normal voice saying, "Hello?"
"Jazzy," he said. "Please don't hang up. It's me, just me. It's Zack."
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