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I. of W

Everything is destined to reappear as sinulation.
Jean Baudrillard, Anerica

1. Burning, Burning

On arainy norning in Seattle, Gonzales was ready for the egg. A week ago
he had returned from Myanmar, the country once known as Burma, and now, after
two days of drugs and fasting, he was prepared: he had beconme an alien, at
hone in a distant |andscape.

H's brain was filled with bl ossons of fire, their spread white flesh
torched to yellow, the center of a burning world. On the dark stained oak
door, angel wi ngs danced in blue flane, their faces beatific in the cold fire.
Staring at the ani mated carved figures, Gonzales thought, the fireis in ny
eyes, in ny brain.

He pushed down the s-curved brass handl e and stepped through to the
hal | way, his split-toed shoes of soft cotton and rope scuffing w thout noise
across fl oors of bleached oak. Through the open door at the hallway's end,
nmorning's |ight through stained gl ass made abstract patterns of crinmson and
buttery yellow Inside the room a blue nonitor console stood against the far
wal I, SenTrax corporate sunburst glowing on its face; in the center of the
roomwas the egg, split hem spheres of chromed steel, cracked and waiting. One
hal f-egg was filled with bei ge tubes and snakes of optic cable, the other half
with hard dark plastic |lying slack against the shell.

Conzal es rubbed his hands across his eyes, then pulled his hair back into
a long hank and slipped a circle of elastic over it. He reached to his wai st
and grabbed the bottom hem of his navy blue t-shirt and pulled the shirt over
his head. Dropping it to the floor, he kicked off his shoes, stepped out of
baggy tan pants and | oose white cotton underpants and stood naked, his pale
skin gleaming with a light coat of sweat. His skin felt hot, eyes grainy,
stomach sore

He stepped up and into a chrone hal f-egg, then shivered and | ay back as
body-warnth liquid bled into the slack plastic, which began to ball oon
underneath him He took hold of finger-thick cables and pushed their junction
ends hone into the sockets set in the back of his neck. As the egg continued
to fill, he fit a mask over his face, felt its edges seal, and inhal ed.

Cat heters noved toward his crotch, iv needles toward the crooks of both arns.
The egg shut closed on himand liquid spilled into its interior

He floated in silence, waiting, breathing slowy and deeply as el ation
punched t hrough the chaotic mx of enotions generated by drugs, neditation
and the egg. No matter that he was going to relive his own terror, this was

what noved him access to the many-worlds of human experience -- travel
t hrough space, tine, and probability all in one.

Virtual realities were everywhere -- virtual vacations, sex,
superstardom you nane it -- but conpared to the egg, they were just high-res

vi deoganes or stage magic. VRs used a variety of tricks to simulate physica
presence, but the sensoriumcould be fooled only to a certain degree, and when

you i nhabited a VR you were conscious of it, so sustaining its illusion
depended on willing suspension of disbelief. Wth the egg, however, you got
total involvenent through all sensory nodalities -- the worlds were so

conpel l'ing that people waking fromthem often seemed | ost in the waking world,
as if it were a dream

A needl e punched into a nenbrane set in one of the neural cables and
i njected a neuropeptide nix. Gonzal es was transported.



It was the final day of Gonzales's three week stay in Pagan, the town in
central Myanmar where the government had noved its records decades earlier, in
the wake of ethnic rioting in Yangon. He sat with G ossback, the Division Head
of SenTrax Myanmar, at a central rosewood table in the main conference room
The table's work stations, enbedded obl ongs of glass, lay dark and silent in
front of them

Conzal es had cone to Myanmar to do an information audit. The | ocal
SenTrax group supplied the Federated State of Myanmar with its prinmary
information utilities: all its records of personnel and nmateriel, and al
transactions anong them A nonth earlier, SenTrax Myanmar's reports had
triggered "l ook-see" alarns in the home conpany's passive auditing prograns,
and Gonzal es and his nmenex had been sent to | ook nmore closely at the raw data.

So for twenty straight days Gonzal es and the nenex had expl ored data
structures and their contents, testing nom nal functional rel ationships
against reality. \Wherever there were novenents of information, noney,
equi prent or personnel, there were records, and the two followed. They
searched cash trails, matched purchase orders to services and materi el
verified voucher signatures with personnel records, cross-checked the
personnel records thensel ves agai nst governnent databases, and traced the
backgrounds and novenents of the people they represented; they read contracts
and back-chased to their bid and acquisition; they verified daily transaction
| ogs.

Hard, sl ogging work, all patience and detail, and so far it had shown
not hi ng but the usual inefficiencies -- Gossback didn't run a particularly
taut operation, but, as of the nonent, he didn't seemto have a corrupt one.
However, neither he nor SenTrax Myanmar was cl eared yet; Gonzales's fina
report would cone |ater, after he and the nenmex had anal yzed the records at
their leisure

CGonzal es stretched and rubbed his eyes. As usual at the end of
short-term intensive gigs like this, he felt tired, washed-out, eager to go.

He said to Grossback, "I've got a conpany plane out of here late this
afternoon to Bangkok. I'Ill connect with whatever commercial flight's available
there."”

Grossback sniled, obviously glad Gonzal es was | eaving. G ossback was a
slight man, of m xed German and Thai descent; he had a |ight brown conpl exion
bl ack hair, and delicate features. He wore politically correct clothing in the
ol d-fashi oned Burnese style: a dark skirt called a longyi, a white cotton
shirt.

During Gonzales's time there, G ossback had dealt with himcoldly and
correctly from behind a mask of corporate protocol and clenched teeth. Fair
enough, CGonzal es had thought: the man's operation was suspect, and him al ong
with it. Anyway, people resented these outside intrusions al nost every tineg;
representing Internal Affairs, Gonzales answered only to his division head,
F.L. Traynor, and SenTrax Board, and that nade al nbst everyone nervous.

"You | eaving out of Myaung U Airport?" G ossback asked.

"No, |'ve asked for a pick-up south of town." Like anyone el se who could
arrange it, he was not going to fly out of Pagan's official airport, where
parti san groups had several times brought down aircraft. Surely G ossback knew
t hat .

Grossback asked, "What will your report say?"

Surprised, Gonzales said, "You know | can't tell you anything about
that." Even nmentioning the matter constituted an enmbarrassment, not to mention
a reportable violation of corporate protocol. The nan was either stupid or
desperat e.

"You haven't found anything,"’

G ossback sai d.

VWhat was his probl en? Gonzales said, "I have a year's data to exani ne
before |I can nake an assessnent."”
"You won't tell me what the prelimnary report will look like," G ossback

said. H s face had gone col d.
"No," said Gonzales. He stood and said, "I have to finish packing.'

For



the nonent, he just wanted to get out before Grossback did sonething
irretrievable, like threatening himor offering a bribe. "Goodbye," Gonzal es
said. The other man said nothing as Gonzales left the room

CGonzal es returned to the Thiripyitsaya Hotel, a collection of |ow
bungal ows fabricated from banmboo and ferro-concrete that stood above the
Irranady River. The roons were afflicted by Myanmar's tattered version of
Asi an tourist decor: |acquered banboo on the walls, along with | eaping dragon
hol os, bl ack teak dresser, tables, chairs, and bed frame, ceiling fans that
had wandered in fromthe twentieth century -- just to give your average
citizen that rush of the Exotic East, Conzales figured. However, the hotel had
been rebuilt | ess than a decade before, so, by local standards, Gonzal es had
[ uxury: working climatizer, mcrowave, and refrigerator

O course, many nights the air conditioner didn't work, and Gonzal es |ay
sweaty and semni -consci ous through hot, hum d nights then was greeted just
after dawn by lizards fanning their ruby neck flaps and doi ng push ups.

He had gotten up several of those nornings and wal ked the cart paths that
t hreaded t he pl ai ns around Pagan, passing anong the tenples and pagodas as the
sun rose and turned the norning mst into a huge veil of |umnous pink, wth
the towers sticking up like fairy castles. Everywhere around Pagan were the
tenmpl es, thousands of them young and flourishing when WIIliamthe Conqueror
was ki ng. Now, quick-fab structures housing governnment agenci es nested anong
t housand year ol d pagodas, some in near perfect condition, |ike Thatbyinnu
Tenmpl e, nyriad others no nore than ruins and forgotten nanes. You gained nerit
by buil di ng pagodas, not by keeping up those built by soneone | ong dead.

Li ke some ot her Sout heast Asian countries, Myanmar still was trying to
recover fromlate-twentieth century politics; in Myanmar's case, its
decades-1ong bout with round-robin mlitary dictatorshi ps and the chaos that
cane in their wake. And as was so often the case in politically wobbly
countries, it still restricted access to the worldnet; through various Kkinds
of governnents, its | eaders had found the prospect of free information flow
unaccept abl e. Ka-band ant ennas were expensive, their use |licensed by permts
al nost i nmpossible to get. As a result, Gonzales and the nenex had been |ike
neat eaters stranded anong vegetarians, unable to get their nourishnent.

He'd taken down the nmemex that nmorning. Its functions dormant, it |ay
nestled inside one of his two fiber and al um num shock-cases, ready for
transport. The other case held nmenory boxes containi ng SenTrax Myanmar group's
records.

VWhen they got hone, Gonzales would tell the menex the | atest news about
G osshack, how the man had cracked at the |ast nonent. Conzal es was sure the
mi would think what he did -- G ossback was dog dirty and scared they woul d
find it.

At the edge of a sandy field south of Pagan, CGonzales waited for his
pl ane. Gonzal es wore his usual international traveller's mufti, a tan
gabar di ne two-piece suit over an open-collared white linen shirt, dark brown
slipover shoes. His hair was gathered back into a ponytail held together by a
silver ring made fromlizard figures joined head-to-tail. Next to himsat a
soft brown | eather bag and the two shock-cases.

In front of hima pagoda clinbed in a series of steeples to a gilded and
jewel ed unbrella top, pointing to heaven. On its steps, beside the huge paw of
a stone lion, a nonk sat in full lotus, his face shadowed by the animal rising
massi ve and | unmpy and nock fierce above him The lion's flanks were dyed
orange by sunset, its lips stained the color of dried blood. The m nutes
passed, and the nonk's voice droned, his face in shadow

"Come tour the tenples of ancient Pagan," a voice said. "Shwezigon
Ananda, That byi nnu..."

"Go away," Gonzales said to the tour cart that had rolled up behind him
It would hold two dozen or so passengers in eight rows of narrow wooden
benches but was now enpty -- alnost all the tourists would have joined the



crush on the terraces of Thatbyinnu, where they could watch the sun set over
the tenple plain.

"Last tour of the day," the cart said. "Very cheap, also very good
exchange rate offered as courtesy to visitors."

It wanted to exchange kyats for dollars or yen: in Myanmar, even the
machi nes worked the bl ack market. "No thanks."

"Extrenmely good rate, sir."

"Fuck off," Gonzales said. "Or I'lIl report you as defective.'
whirred as it noved away.

Conzal es wat ched a young nonk eyeing himfromthe other side of the
road, ready to come across and beg for pencils or nobney. Gonzal es caught the
nmonk' s eye and shook his head. The nonk shrugged and wal ked on, his orange
robe bill ow ng.

VWere the hell was his plane? Soon hunter flares would cut into the new
nmoon' s dark, and government drones woul d scurry around the edges of the
shadows |i ke huge mutant bats. Upcountry Myanmar trenbled on the edge of
chaos, beset by a nmulti-ethnic m x of Karens, Kachins, and Shans in various
political postures, all fierce, all contenptuous of the central government.
They fought w th whatever was at hand, from sharpened stick to backpack
mssile, and they only quit when they died.

A high-pitched wail built quickly until it filled the air. Wthin seconds
a silver swing-wing, an ungainly thing, each huge rectangular w ng | oaded wth
a bul bous, oversized engi ne pod, cane |ow over the dark mass of forest. Its
running lights flashing red and yellow, the swing-wing slewed to a stop above
the field, wings tilting to the perpendicul ar and engi ne sound dropping into
the bass. Its spots picked out a ten-neter circle of white light that the
aircraft dropped into, blow ng clouds of sand that swept over CGonzales in a
whirlwi nd. The inverted fans' roar dropped to a whisper, and with a creak the
pl ane kneeled on its gear, placing the cockpit al nmost on the ground. Gonzal es
pi cked up his bags and wal ked toward the plane. A |adder unfolded with a
hydraulic hiss, and Gonzal es stepped up and into the plane's bubble.

"M khail Gonzal es?" the pilot asked. His multi-function flight glasses
were tilted back on his forehead, where their nmirrored ovoid | enses made a
bl ank second pair of eyes; a thin strand of black fiberoptic cable trailed
fromtheir rim Beneath the glasses, his thin face was brown and seaned -- no
cosnmetic work for this guy, Gonzal es thought. The nman wore a throwaway
"tropical” shirt with dancing pink flam ngos on a navy bl ue background.

"That's me," CGonzales said. He gestured with the shock-case in his right
hand, and the pilot toggled a switch that opened the |uggage | ocker. Gonzal es
put his bags into the steel compartment and watched as the safety net pulled
ti ght against the bags and the conpartnent door closed. He took a seat in the
first of eight enpty rows behind the pilot. Cushions sighed beneath him and
fromthe seatback in front of hima fem nine voice said, "You shoul d engage
your harness. If you need instructions, please say so now. "

Conzal es snapped cl osed the trapezoi dal catch where shoul der and | ap
belts connected, then stretched agai nst the harness, feeling the sweat dry on
his skin in the plane's cool interior. "Thank you," said the voice.

The pilot was speaking to Myaung U Airport traffic control as the plane
lifted into twilight over the city. The soft white glow fromthe done Iight
vani shed, then there were only the | ast noments of orange sunlight com ng
t hr ough t he bubbl e.

The tenple plain was spread out beneath, all murk and shadow, with the
tenpl e and pagoda spires reaching up toward the light, white stucco and gold
tinted red and orange.

“Man, that's a beautiful sight," the pilot said.

"You're right," Gonzales said. It was, but he'd seen it before, and
besides, it had already been a | ong day.

The pilot flipped his glasses down, and the plane banked | eft and headed
south along the river. Gonzales lay back in his seat and tried to rel ax.

They fl ew above bl ack water, following the Irrawady River until they

The cart



crossed an international flyway to Bangkok. Dozing in the interior darkness,
Gonzal es was al nost asl eep when he heard the pilot say, "Shit, sonebody's
here. Partisan attack group, probably -- no recognition codes. Mist be flying
ultralights -- our radar didn't see them W've got an inage now, though."

"Any probl en?" Gonzal es asked.

"Just coming for a | ook. They don't bother foreign charters.” And he
pointed to their transponder nessage flashing above the primary displays: TH S
| NTERNATI ONAL FLI GHT IS NON-M LI TARY. I T CLAIMS RI GHT OF PASSACGE UNDER U. N
ACT OF 2020. It would keep on repeating until they crossed into Thai airspace.

The flight conputer display lit bright red with COLLI SION WARNI NG and a
Kl axon how filled the plane's interior. The pilot said, "Fuck, they
[ aunched! " The swi ng-wi ng's turbines screaned full out as the plane's conputer
took command, and the pilot's hands gripped his yoke, not guiding, just
hangi ng on.

Conzal es's straps pulled tight as the plane tunbled and fell,
corkscrewed, |ooped, clinbed again -- smart netal fish evading fiery harpoons.
Expl osi ons bl ossonmed in the dark, quick asymretrical bursts of flanme followed
i medi ately by hard thunpi ng sounds and shock waves that knocked the
swing-wing as it followed its chaotic path through the night.

Then an aircraft appeared, flaring in fire that surged around it, its
pilot in blazing outline -- a stick figure with arns throwm to the sky in the
i nstant before pilot and aircraft disintegrated in flane.

Their own flight went steady and | evel, and control returned to the
pilot's yoke. Gonzal es's shocked retinas sparkled as the night returned to
bl ackness. "Collision averted," the plane's conmputer said. "Time in red zone,
si x point eight nine seconds.”

"What the hell ?" CGonzal es said. "Wat happened?”

"Holy Jesus not herfucker," the pilot said.

Conzal es sat gripping his seat, chilled by the blast of cold air fromthe
pl ane's air conditioner onto his sweat-soaked shirt. He glanced down to his
[ ap: no, he hadn't pissed hinmself. Really, everything happened too quickly for
himto get that scared

A M t subi shi-MDonnell "Loup Garou" warplane dived in front of them and
circled in slow notion. Like the ultralights it was cast in matte bl ack, but
with a massive fuselage. It turned a slow barrel roll as it circled them |azy
predator |ooping fat, slow prey, then turned on brilliant floods that played
across their canopy.

The pilot and Gonzal es both froze in the glare.

Then the Loup Garou's black cockpit did a reverse-fade; behind the
transparent shell Gonzales saw the mirror-visored pilot, twin cables running
fromthe base of his neck. The Loup Garou's wings slid forward into
reverse-sweep, and it stood on its tail and di sappear ed.

Conzal es strained against his taut harness.

"Asshol es!" the pilot screaned.

"Who was that?" Gonzal es asked, his voice thin and shaking. "Wat do you
mean?"

"The Myanmar Air Force," the pilot said, his voice tight, face red
beneath the flight glasses' mrrors. "They set us up, the pricks. They used us
to troll for a guerrilla flight." The pilot flipped up his gl asses and stared
with pointless intensity out the cockpit window, as if he could see through
t he bl ackness. "And waited," he said. "Waited till they had the whole flight."
The pilot swi veled around abruptly and faced Gonzal es, his features distorted
into a mad and angry caricature of the man who had wel coned Gonzal es ni nety
m nutes before. "Do you know how fucking cl ose we came?" he asked.

No, Gonzal es shook his head. No.

"MI11liseconds, man. Fucking mlliseconds. Cl ose enough to touch," the
pilot said. He swiveled his seat to face forward, and CGonzal es heard its
| ocki ng nmechani smclick as he settled back into his own seat, fear and shane
spraying a wild neurochemical mx inside his brain..

CGonzal es had never felt things like this before -- death down his spine



and up his gut, up his throat and nose, as close as his skin; death with a bad
snel | burning, burning...

2. Anything | Can Do to Hel p You

As the norning passed, the sun noved away fromthe stained glass, and the
rooms interior went to gloom Only nonitor lights remained lit, steady rows
of green above flickering colums of nunbers on the |light blue face of the
noni t or panel

A housekeepi ng robot, a pod the size of a |arge goose, worked slowy
across the floor, nuzzled into the rooms corners, then left the room its
noti on tentacles beneath it making a sound Iike wi nd through dry grass.

The cockpit display flashed as | anding codes fed through the flight
conputer, then the swi ng-wi ng | ocked into the Bangkok | anding grid and began
its slide down an invisible pipe. They went to touchdown guided by el ectronic
hands.

The pilot turned to Gonzal es as they descended and said, "I'll have to
file a report on the attack. But you're lucky -- if we had | anded in Myannar,
government investigators would have been on you like white on rice, and you
could forget about |eaving for days, maybe weeks. You're okay now by the tine

they process the report and ask the Thais to hold you, you'll be gone."
At the noment, the last thing Gonzales wanted to do was spend any tinme in
Myanmar. "1'11 get out as quickly as | can," he said.

Now that it was all over, he could feel the Fear clinmbing in himlike the
onset of a dangerous drug. Trying to calm hinself, he thought, really, nothing
happened, except you got the shit scared out of you, that's all.

As the swing-wing settled on the pad, Gonzal es stood and went to pick up
his luggage fromthe open baggage hold. The pil ot sat watching as the plane
went through its shutdown procedures

Do sonet hing, Gonzales said to hinself, feeling panic mount. He pull ed

the nmenex's case out of the hold and said, "I want a copy of your flight
records."”

"I can't do that."

"You can. I'mworking with Internal Affairs, and | was alnost killed
while flying in your aircraft.”

"So was |, man."

"Indeed. But | need this data. Later, IAwll go the full official route
and pick everything up, but |I need it now. A quick dunmp into my machine here
that's all it will take. 1'll give you authorization and receipt." Gonzal es

wai t ed, keeping the pressure on by his insistent gaze and posture.

The pilot said, "Okay, that ought to cover my ass.”

CGonzal es slid the shock-case next to the pilot's seat, kneel ed and opened
the Iid. "Are you recordi ng?" he asked the pilot.

The man nodded and said, "Al ways."

"That's what | thought. Al right, then: for the record, this is M khai
M khai | ovitch Gonzal es, senior enployee of Internal Affairs Division, SenTrax.
I amacquiring flight records of this aircraft to assist in my investigation
of certain events that occurred during its nost recent flight." He | ooked at
the pilot. "That should do it," he said.

He pulled out a data |lead fromthe case and snapped it into the access
plug on the instrunent panel. Lights flashed across the panel as data began to
spool into the quiescent nenmex. The panel gonged softly to signal transfer was
conpl ete, and CGonzal es unplugged the | ead and cl osed the case. "Thanks," he
said to the pilot, who sat staring out the cockpit bubble.

CGonzal es stood and patted the case and thought to hinself, hey, menex,
got a surprise for you when you wake up. He felt much better

A carry-slide haul ed Gonzales a mle or so through a brightly-lit tunne



wi th baby blue plastic and plaster walls marked with signs in half a dozen

| anguages pronmising swift retribution for vandalism Red and green virus
graffiti snmeared everything, signs included, and as Gonzal es watched, nessages
in Thai and Burnese transmuted, and new stick figures enmerged wth dial ogue
bal | oons sayi ng god knows what. A |one phrase in red paint read in English,
HERO N ALPHA DEVIL FLOWER. Shattered boxes of black fibroid or coarse sprays
of multi-wire cable marked where surveillance caneras had been

Gey floor-to-ceiling steel shutters blocked the narrow portal to
International Arrivals and Departures. Facel ess hol oscan robots -- dark
wheel ed cubes with carbon-fiber arnmor and tentacl es and spi ked sensor antennas
-- worked the crowd, antennas sw veling.

Al'l around were Asian travelers, dark-suited men and women: Japanese,

Chi nese, Mal aysi ans, |ndonesians, Thai. They spread out from Asia's "dragons,"
worl d centers of research and manufacturing, taking their |ow margins and hard
sell to Europe and the Americas, where consunption had becorme a way of life.
Everywhere Gonzal es traveled, it seemed, he found them cadres arnmed with
technical and scientific prowess and fuel ed by persistent anbition

They formed the steel core of nuch of the world's prosperity. The United
States and the dragons lived in uneasy synbiosis: the Asians had a hundred
ways of naking sure the American econony didn't just roll over and die and
take the prime North Anerican consumer market with it. Wether Japanese,

Kor eans, Tai wanese, Hong Kong Chi nese- Canadi ans -- they bought sone
corporations and nerged with others, and Anericans ended up working for
CGeneral Mdtors Fanuc, Chrysler Mtsubishi, or Daewoo-DEC, and with their
paychecks they bought Japanese nmemexes, Korean autos, Ml aysi an robotics.

Shutter bl ades cranked open with a quick scream of metal, and CGonzal es
stepped inside. An Egyptian guard in a white headdress, blue-and-white checked
headband, and gray U N. drag cross-checked his i.d., gave a quick, meaningl ess
smle -- teeth white and perfect under a bl ack noustache -- and waved hi m on

Sout heast Asian Faction Custonms waited in the formof a small Thai wonman
in a brown uniformw th indeci pherable scrawl s across yell ow badges. Her
features were pleasant and inpassive; she wore her black hair pulled tightly
back and held with a clear plastic conb. She stood behind a gray netal table;
on the floor next to it was a two-neter high general purpose scanner, its
controls, screens, and read-outs hidden under a black cloth hood. Dirty green
wal s wore erratically-spaced signs in a dozen | anguages, detailing in small
type the nany categories of contraband.

The woman nmotioned for himto sit in the upright chair in front of the
table, then for himto put his clothes bag and cases on the table.

She spoke, and the translator box at her wai st echoed in clear, neuter
machi ne English: "Your person has been scanned and cl eared." She put the soft
brown bag into the mouth of the scanner, and the machine vetted the bag with a
qui et beep. The wonman slid it back to CGonzal es.

She spoke again, and the translator said, "Please open these cases" as
she pointed toward the two shock-cases. For each, Gonzal es screened the access
panel with his left hand and tapped in the entry codes with his right. The
case lids lifted with a soft sigh. Inside the cases, nmonitor and diagnostic
lights flashed above rows of nenory nodul es, heavy solids of black plastic the
size of a small safety deposit box.

Conzal es saw she was hol ding a copy of the Data Declaration Formthe
menex had filled out in Myanmar and transmitted to both Myanmar and Tha
governments. She | ooked into one of the cases and pointed to a row of
red-tagged and seal ed nenory nodul es.

The translator's words foll owed behind hers and said, "These nodul es we
must hold to verify that they contain no contraband information."

"Myanmar custons did so. These are SenTrax corporate records.”

"Perhaps they are. W have not cleared them"

"I'f you wish, | will give you the access protocols. | have nothing to
hi de, but the nmodul es are inportant to my work."

She smled. "I do not have proper equipnent. They nust be exam ned by



authorities in the city.'
of concern.

Conzal es sensed the onset of severe bureaucratic intransigence. For
what ever occult reasons, this woman had decided to fuck himaround, and the
harder he pushed, the worse things would be. Gve it up, then. He said, "I
assune they will be returned to nme as soon as possible."

"Certainly. After careful exam nation. Though it is unlikely that the
exam nati on can be conpl eted before your departure.” She slid the case off her
desk and to the floor behind it. She was snmiling again, a satisfied
bureaucrat's smle. She turned back to her console, CGonzales's case already a
thing of the past. She | ooked up to see himstill standing there and said,
"How el se can | hel p you?"

The translator's tones accurately reflected her |ack

The machi ne-worl d began to disperse, turning to fog, and as it did, banks
of lowwatt incandescents [it up around the room s perineter, and the patterns
of console lights went through a series of rapid pernutati ons as Gonzal es was
brought to a waking state. The roomis lights had been full up for an hour when
t he desynching series was conplete and the egg began to split.

I nside the egg Gonzal es | ay pal e, nude, near-comatose, machi ne-connected:
a new mllennium Snow Wiite. A flesh-colored catheter led fromhis
wat er - shrunken genitals, transparent iv feeds fromboth forearns. Wite
seal ant and anti-irritant paste had clotted around the tubes fromthroat and
nmout h. The sharp ozone snell of the paste was all over him

An autogurney had rolled next to the egg, and its hands, shining chromne
cl aws, began di sconnecting tubes and | eads. Then it worked w th hands and
bl ack flexible arnms the thickness of a stout rope to lift Gonzales fromthe
egg and onto its own surface.

CGonzal es woke up in his own bedroom and began to whinper. "It's okay,"

t he nmenex whi spered through the room s speaker. "It's okay..."

Sone tine |ater Gonzal es awoke again, lay in gloomand considered his
condition. Some nausea, |egs weak, but no apparent |oss of gross notor
control, no imredi ate parapsychol ogi cal effects (disorientations, amesi as,
synest hesi as) . .

CGonzal es got up and went to the bathroom stood amid white tile, polished
alum numand nmirrors and said, "Warm shower." Water hissed, and the shower
stall door swung open. The water ran down his skin and the sweat and paste
rolled of f his body.

3. Dancing in the Dark

The next norning, Gonzal es stood | ooking out his front w ndow, down
Capital H Il to the city and the bay. After a full night's sleep, he felt
recovered fromthe egg. Hal fway down the hill stood a row of Contenpo
high-rises -- half a dozen shapes in the mist, their sides laced with optic
fiber in patterns of red, blue, white, and yellow

Fromthe wal |l screen behind him a voice said, "The Fine Arts Network,
showi ng today only: the |l egendary 'Rothschild Ads Oiginals and Copies,' a
Eur o/ Com Production fromthe Cannes Festival; also show ng, N pponAuto's
'Ecstasy for Many Kilometers.'"

"Cycle," Gonzales said. He turned to watch as the screen split into
wi ndows, showing eight at a tine in a random access search. In the screen's
upper-right corner, the Headline Service cycled what it considered inportant:
wor seni ng soci al collapse in Engl and; another series of politico-econonic
triunphs for The Two Koreas. And the Ecostate Summaries: ozone hol e #2 over
the Antarctic conformng to predicted self-repair curve, hole #3 obstinately
hol di ng steady; CO2 portions unstable, ozone reaching for an ugly part of the
graph; tenperature fluctuations continuing to evade best predictions..

Wy call it news? wondered Gonzales. Call it olds. Christ, this stuff had
been going on forever it seened..



He said, "Menex, what do you think about the attack?"

"A bad business," said the menmex. "We are lucky to have survived." It
seened a bit subdued in the aftermath of the trip in the egg, as though it,
too, had cone close to dying. Gonzales didn't know how it experienced such
things, given its linmted sensory nodalities and, he presunmed, |ack of a fear
of deat h.

"What's happening in the real world?" Conzal es asked.

"Your nother left a nessage for you. Do you want to look at it now?"

"Mght as well."
On the screen she lay back in a |l awn chair, her face hidden behind a sun
mask, her nono-bikinied body a rich brown. She sat up and said, "Still in

Myanmar, huh, sweetie? Wien are you coning back? 1'd love to talk, but | just
won't pay those rates.”

She renoved her sun mask. She had dark skin and good bones; her face was
nearly unlined, though her skin had the faint parchment quality of age. Her
smal | breasts sagged very little. Body and face, she appeared an athletic
fifty year old who had perhaps seen too nmuch sun. She would turn eighty-seven
next nonth.

Since CGonzales's father had died in a flash flu epidenic while the two
were visiting Naples, his nmother had turned her energies and interests to
mai nt ai ni ng her health and appearance. Half the year she spent in Cozunel's
Regeneration Villas, where tissue transplants and genetic retail oring kept her
young. The rest of the time she occupied an entire floor of a |lowres condo on
Fl orida's decaying Gold Coast, just north of G udad de Mam . Top dollar, but
she could afford it.

She and his father had been charter nenbers of the gerontocracy, that
ever - expandi ng | eague of the rich and old who vied with the young for their
society's resources. The young had the strength and energy of youth; the old
had weal th, power and cunning. No contest: kids under thirty often stated
their main life's goal as "living until | amold enough to enjoy it."

Conzal es' s not her draped a bl ue-and-white print cotton-robe over her
shoul ders and said, "Call ne. I'Il be home in a week or so. Be well."

Their tal ks, her taped nessages -- both usually made himfeel baffled and
angry -- but today her self-absorption pricked sharper than usual. | al npst
died, he wanted to tell her, they alnost killed me, nother

But he was far away fromher, as far as Seattle was from M anm . And whose
fault is that? a snmall voice asked. He had chosen to cone here, as distant
Southern Florida as he could get and remain in the continental United States.
Sonetimes he felt he'd cone a bit too far. In Florida, people cooled down with
al cohol in iced drinks; here, they warmed their chilly selves with strong
coffee. CGonzales often felt |ost anong the gl um and heal t h-consci ous
Nort herners and craved the H spanic sensuality and denonstrativeness of
Sout hern Fl ori da.

Still, how he hated the world he'd grown up in. He had seen the novers,
deal ers, and players since he was a child, and in all of themhe had felt the
same obsessive grasping at noney and | and and power and had heard the sane
childi sh voices, wanting nmore nore nore. At his parents' parties, he
remenbered dark Southern Florida faces -- sun-burned whites, blacks,

H spanics; nen with heavy gold jewelry, trailing clouds of expensive col ogne,
and worren with stiff hair and pushed-up breasts whose |aughter nmade brittle
footnotes to the nen's loud voices. He'd fled all that as instinctively as a
child yanks its hand froma fire.

Both there and here he stood in an alien |and, no nore at hone at one end
of the country than the other

"No reply," Gonzal es said.

The next day CGonzal es sat in the solarium where he | ounged anong bl ack
| acquer and etched gl ass while thoughts of death gnawed at the edges of his
torpor. He filled a bronze pipe with small green sensemlla | eaves and hol ed
up in a haze of smoke and drank tea.



The late afternoon |ight through the wi ndows went to pure Seattle G ay,
the col or of ennui and unenphatic despair, and his solitude became oppressive.
He needed company, he thought, and wondered what it would be like to have a
cat. Then he thought about the truth of it, how often he would be gone and the
cat left to itself and the house's machines. "Here kitty kitty," the cleaning
robot would say, and the nmenmex woul d want veterinary prograns and a di agnhostic
link -- fuck it, they all could live without a cat.

Then a hunger kick came on him and he deci ded to make taboulleh. "You
are not taking care of business,” the nmemex said to Gonzal es as he stood
choppi ng mi nt | eaves, green onions and tomato, squeezing |lenon and stirring in
bul gur wheat with the patience of the deeply-stoned.

"True," CGonzales said. "I"'min no hurry."

"Why not? Since your return from Asia, you have not been productive."

"I"'mgoing to die, ny friend." The snells of lenbn and mnt drifted up to
him and he inhaled them deeply. He said, "Today, nmmana, sone day for sure and
I"mstill trying to understand what that nmeans to me now. To be productive,
that is fine, but to come to terms with nmy own nortality |I think that is
better."” The taboulleh was finished. It was beautiful; he wanted to rub his
face init.

Not long after he finished eating, a package arrived from Thail and.
I nside |l ayers of foam and strapping were the nmenory nodul es the Thais had
t aken. When he plugged the nodul es into the nmenex, they showed enpty: zeroed,
ready to be used agai n.

CGonzal es stood | ooking at the racked nodules in the memex closet. | can't
fucking believe it, he thought. In effect, the audit had been cancell ed out.
What ever data he or anyone else collected at this point from SenTrax Myanmar
woul d be essentially usel ess, G ossback having been given time to cook the
data if he needed to do so. A fatal indeterm nacy had settled on the whole
affair.

Grossback, you bastard, thought Gonzales. If you arranged for the Thais
to grab these boxes, maybe you are snmarter and neaner than | thought.

"Shit," Gonzal es said.

"I's there anything | can do?" the nemex asked.

"Nothing I can think of."

From t he background of jungle plants and pastel walls and the signature
pi eces of curved silver, HeyMex recogni zed the latest incarnation of the
Beverly Rodeo Hotel's public |ounge. Mster Jones preferred ostentation, even
in sinulacra.

HeyMex settled into a sling chair made of bright chrome and stuffed
chocol at e-brown | eather. HeyMex wore the usual baggy pants and jacket of black
cotton, a crunmpled white linen shirt; was snooth-faced and had cl ose-cropped
hai r.

A figure shimrered into being in the chair opposite: silver suit and red
nmetal -1aced shirt brilliant under lights; black-franmed gl asses with dark
| enses; greased hair conbed straight back, a little black goatee and
noust ache.

"M ster Jones," HeyMex said.

The other figure took a long, slow drag off a brown cigarette. "HeyMex,"
it said. "What can | do for you?"

"It's CGonzales. Since we got back from Myanmar, he's been passive, hasn't
been taking care of business."

"Post-trauma response -- give himsonme time, he'll be okay."

"No, he doesn't need tine. He needs work. Have you got sonething?"

"Maybe. | haven't run a personnel search -- he mght not fit the exact
profile."

"Never mind that. Gve it to Gonzales. He needs it."

"I'f you say so. You'll hear sonething official |later today."

The world went translucent, then turned to snoke, and M ster Jones



di sappeared back into his identity as Traynor's Advi sor, HeyMex into his as
CGonzal es' s nenex.

(Ask yourself why the two machi nes chose this el aborate masquerade, or
why no one knew these sorts of things were happeni ng. However, as to the who?
and the why? there can be no question. These are the new players, and these
are their ganes.

So wel come to the new m |l ennium)

4. Privileged Not to Exist

VWen Gonzal es returned hone, he found a nessage from Traynor: "WII
arrange for transportation tomorrow norning, five a.m, from Northern Seattle
Airtrack to nmy estate. Be prepared for imredi ate work. Pack the nemex and
twenty-two kil os personal |uggage."”

"Shit," CGonzales said. "W just got honme. Twenty-two kil os, huh? That
means we'll be going -- where do you think?"

The nmenex said, "Sonewhere in orbit."

The airport lino held its spot in a | ocked sequence of a dozen vehicles
nmovi ng away fromthe city at two hundred kiloneters an hour. Seattle's
northern suburbs showed as patches of light behind shifting mst and
steady-falling rain. Overhead, cargo blinps flying toward Vancouver noved
t hrough the clouds like great cold water fish

Conzal es got a quick view of a square where white and yel |l ow searchlights
pl ayed across a concrete | andscape, and a gangling assenbl age of pipe and wire
stepped crab-wise as it sprayed a brick wall: a graffiti robot, a machine
built and set |oose to scrawl messages to the world at |arge. CGonzales could
only read GENT OF CHAN..

Wth a sigh fromits turbines, the linp slowed to exit into North Seattle
Airtrack, then turned into the private field access road. A wire gate opened
in front of themas it received the codes the Iinmp sent. Near the SenTrax
hangar waited a swing-wi ng exactly like the one that had taken Gonzal es from
Pagan to Bangkok. Gonzales clinbed into the plane, placed his bag and the
menex' s shock-cases into the plane's baggage | ocker, seated hinself, and
pul | ed his shoul der harness tight.

The swing-wing rose into clouds and fog. After a while, the blank
whi t eness out the wi ndows and steady noise of the swing-wing s engines lulled
Gonzales into a light sleep that lasted until the ascending scream of engi ne
noi se told himthey were | andi ng.

As the plane tilted, Gonzales saw the blue sheet of Lake Tahoe stretching
away to the south, then a patch of green lawn on the water's edge that grew
bi gger as the swing-wing made its final approach to Traynor's estate.

From his six years' work with Internal Affairs, the past two as
i ndependent auditor, Gonzales knew quite a bit about Frederick Lewi s Traynor
his boss. Traynor had wealth sufficient for even the npst extravagant tastes
-- it was his famly's, and he had known nothing else -- but power whose
smal | est touch could shape lives, inprint stone, that he |onged for. Fromhis
position as head of Internal Affairs, one of SenTrax's nost powerful
divisions, he plotted ascent to the SenTrax Board; he wanted to be one of the
twenty peopl e who had noved beyond negotiation and conprom se, whose desires
were reality, whins action

In fact, Traynor had al ready achieved a | evel of eminence that is
privileged, when it wi shes, not to exist. H s house and | and occupi ed a chunk
of the North Shore of Lake Tahoe where there had once been two casino-hotels
and a section of state highway. The hotels had been denolished, the highway
di verted. The grounds were now surrounded by a four-neter high fence of
slatted black steel -- alarmed, hot-wired, and robot-patrolled. The estate
showed on no map or record of purchase, ownership or taxation; neither did the
man hi msel f.



VWhen Gonzal es stepped out of the plane onto a great expanse of green
| awn, Traynor waited to neet him He was short and pudgy, and his skin was
pale. His sparse hair lay linmp in dark curls on his skull. On his feet were
soft black slippers, and he wore an enbroi dered silk robe -- green and bl ue
and white and red, with rearing dragons across back and front. He thought of
hi nsel f as Byronic -- eccentric and interesting, afflicted by genius -- but to
Gonzal es and many others he appeared sinply petul ant and sel f-indul gent.

Traynor stretched his arnms wide and said, "Mkhail," giving the nane
three syllables, saying it right, then took Gonzales in a brief hug. Traynor
then stood back and | ooked at himand said, "You don't |ook too bad."

"I's that why you brought nme here, to | ook at ne?"

Traynor shrugged. "For that, maybe, and to talk to you about your next
job. Besides, | like you."

CGonzal es supposed that Traynor did like him in his peculiar boss's and
rich man's way. Particularly, he seenmed to like the fact that Gonzal es wasn't
awed by the outward and visible manifestations of his noney and power.

"Good breeding," Traynor had said to himonce. "That's your secret:
patrician and pl ebi an bl ood m xed." M khail M khailovitch Gonzal es was of
m xed bl ood i ndeed; anobng ot hers, Russian Jews and Hi spanics from Los Angel es
on his nother's side, Blacks from Chicago and Cubans from M ani on his
father's. Anong his fam |y background were slaves and field workers and
bourgeoi s counter-revolutionaries, along with the odd artist and snuggl er and
con man.

However, whatever his breeding or experience, he had to put up with lots
of cheerful, condescending bullshit from Traynor, as he had to put up with
Traynor in general, because the man was rich and powerful and the boss, and
neither of themever forgot it.

The two wal ked toward the house that stood facing the |ake at the awn's
far border, a Stately Home an idealized eighteenth-century English architect
m ght have built for an equally idealized and indul gent patron. Of a gol den
doned center stood three wings of creany stone, the whole in restrained
neo- Pal | adian wi th no nodern excesses of naterial, no foamed colored concrete
and conposites, just the tan and creany sandstone and rose marbl e speaki ng
weal th and taste.

They clinmbed up marble stairs and passed into the house and under a
| ooming interior donme that soared high above the central rotunda where the
house's three wi ngs joined. They wal ked down a hallway of dark wainscoting
bel ow creamwal | s and ceiling.

Conzal es caught glinpses of side roonms through open doorways as they
passed. One room appeared to front upon a night filled with swirling nebul ae

and a million stars, the next on sunshine and dazzling snows. Still another
cont ai ned nothing but white walls, floors of polished marble and a five-neter
hand centered nmotionless in md-air -- index finger extended, other three

fingers curled against the palm thunb erect on top |ike the hanmer of a
make- bel i eve gun

Mahogany doors parted in front of the two nen, and they passed into the
library. Its dark-panel ed walls gave away nothing: even cl ose up, the books
m ght have been holo-fronts, m ght have been real. Flat data entry nodul es
were laid into mahogany side tables that stood next to red | eather easy chairs
and maroon vel our couches.

"Sit down, Mkhail," Traynor said.

CGonzal es could feel the silence heavy and sonber anobng the dark
i nvocations of another time, |eather and furnishings conjuring up nmen's cl ubs,
snoki ng roomnms, the somber whispers of deals going down.

Traynor's eyes lost focus as he went rapt, listening to his voice wthin.
Even i f he hadn't been aware of Traynor's dependence on his Advisor, Gonzal es
woul d have known what was happeni ng. Traynor, higher up in the executive food
chain than anyone el se of Gonzal es's acquai ntance, needed permanent real-tinme
access to the information, advice, and general enotional support his Advisor
supplied, so Traynor was wired with a bone-set transceiver just under his left



ear. Wherever he went, his Advisor's voice went with him through cellul ar
networ ks and satellite |inks.

Traynor finally |ooked up and said, "Look, | want you to get focused on a
job you're going to do for me. Can you do that?" CGonzal es shrugged. Traynor
said, "You're upset and angry -- you were attacked, alnost killed -- | know

that. But |ook: you work for Internal Affairs, it's an occupational hazard.
You and your machi ne poked hard at this man's operation, and you spooked him
so he did sonething stupid."”

"And | want to make himpay for it."

"You play along with nme on this one, and maybe you'll be able to. But
later -- now I've got other work for you."
"Ckay, I'll do it." Gonzales knew he had to play along: it was his only

chance to even things up with Grossback. Play now, pay back |ater

"Good," Traynor said. "How rmuch do you know about Halo Gty and Al eph?"

"The city was put together by a multi-national consortium SenTrax has a
dat a monopoly, enploys a large-scale mi to administer the city. That's about
all 1 know. "

The wal | screen at one end Iit up with a glyph in hard black: _0

The voice of Traynor's Advi sor spoke through a ceiling speaker; it said,
"The sign you are looking at is the original enblemof the A eph system when
it was built by SenTrax. In Cantor's notation, it represents the first of the
transfinite nunbers -- denoting the infinite set of integers and fractions, or
natural nunbers. Aleph is also the first letter of the Hebrew al phabet and the
nane of a story--"

"Get on with it," Traynor said.

"The system was constructed at Athena Station, in geosynchronous orbit,
where it supervised the construction of the Orbital Energy Gid, and | ater was
transported to Halo City, at L5, where it serves as the primary agent of data
i nterpretation, logistical planning, and adnministration.”

Conzal es said, "Seens odd to have a project the size and inportance of
Hal o admini stered by an obsolete mi."

"I't would be so if Al eph were obsolete,” answered the Advisor. "However,
this is not the case. The machine we refer to as Al eph, has capabilities
superior to any existing mi."

CGonzal es | ooked at Traynor, who held up a hand, indicating have patience
and said, "Next series.”

On the screen canme a pan shot across a weightless space where a nan
floated, encased in a transparent plastic bubble. He was naked, and his |inbs
were shrunken and twi sted. He had tubes in his nose, mouth, ears, penis, and
anus, metal cups over his eyes. Two thick cables connected to junctions at the
back of his neck

The Advi sor said, "This man's nanme is Jerry Chapman. He suffers from
severe neural damage, the results of a toxin transmtted through seafood
contam nated with toxic waste. Though nost notor and sensory functions are
di sabl ed, he is not comatose. In fact, he appears to retain all intellectua
function. Note the neural interface sockets: they are the key to what
follows."

"He's at Hal 0?" Gonzal es asked.

"Yes," the Advisor said. "He was taken there fromEarth."

"Very special treatnment," Gonzal es said.

"The group at Hal o has been | ooking for such an opportunity,” the Advisor
said. "To explore long-term Al eph-interface.”

Traynor said, "In fact, Chapnman's relations with Al eph go back to the
machi ne's early days."

The Advi sor said, "When he and Al eph worked with Doctor Di ana Heywood,
who at the tinme was enployed by SenTrax at Athena Station. She was blind at
that tine."

"Even in this deck, Doctor Heywood's the joker," Traynor said. "She was
i nvolved with Aleph at the tine, and |ater she lived with Chapman, on Earth.
She was rel eased by SenTrax for unauthorized use of the Al eph system but



we' ve brought her back into our enploy. She's going to Hal o, where she wll
assist Aleph in an attenpt to keep this man alive."

"Alive?" CGonzal es asked, gesturing toward the hulk on the screen. "There
doesn't seem much point." As he understood these things, given the man's
condition, wthdrawal processing should have started, SenTrax as nedica
guardi ans maki ng application to the Federal Medical Courts for pernission to
cease support.

The Advi sor said, "Aleph believes it can keep himalive in machi ne-space.
There are special problenms, as you can inmagi ne, anong themthe need to have
| ove, friendship... | do not understand these matters well, but Al eph has
conmuni cated to me that the next weeks are critical for the patient."

Traynor said, "However, using Doctor Heywood presents its own problens."

"She left SenTrax years ago," the Advisor said. "In somewhat strained
ci rcumst ances. "

Traynor said, "So she has no reason to be loyal to the conpany." He
paused. "And we have no reason to trust her."

Conzal es said, "I presune this is where | enter in?"

"Yes," Traynor said. "I want you to acconpany her. You will represent ne
and, indirectly, SenTrax Board." Conzal es raised his eyebrows, and Traynor
| aughed. "Yes, | amrepresenting the board on this one, unofficially -- they

see this treatnent as being of enormous interest but wish to have a certain
i nsul ati on between them and these matters, given that certain tricky |ega
issues will have to be skirted."

"Or tranpled on," said Gonzal es.

"As you wi sh," said Traynor. "The inmportant point is this: fromthe
board' s point-of-view Doctor Heywood cannot be trusted.

Conzal es said, "So you need a spy, and I'mit."

Traynor shrugged.

The Advi sor said, "You represent properly vested interests in a situation
where they would not otherw se be adequately represented.”

Conzal es said, "That's a good one, 'represent properly vested interests.'
"Il try to renenber it. Ckay, |I'Il do nmy best." He turned to face Traynor and
said, "To get you on the board." Traynor |aughed. Gonzal es asked, "How | ong
will this thing take?"

"Not too |long," Traynor said.

The Advi sor said, "Once Chapnan's state has been stabilized

"Or he dies,"” Traynor said.

"Hi ghly probable," said the Advisor. "Once he is stable alive or dead --

your job will be finished."

Traynor said, "But until then, your job is to let me know what's
happeni ng. You'll be in machi ne-space along with them and you'll see what
t hey' re doing."

"Fine," Gonzales said. "So what do | do now?"

"You fly to Berkeley and talk to Doctor Heywood," Traynor said.
"Introduce yourself. Mike a friend."

5. So Cone to Me, Then

Conzal es arrived at Berkel ey Aeroport, a collection of cracked cenent
pads at the edge of the water, by md-afternoon. He stepped out of the
swi ng-wi ng into bl azing sunshine. Across the bay, the Golden Gate and Al catraz
I sland danced in the glare; the water glittered so intensely his sungl asses
went nearly bl ack.

A Truesdale rental waited for himin the parking lot. He stuck a SenTrax
i.d./credit chip into its door slot, and the door retracted into its frane
with a muted hiss. The Truesdal e' s wi ndows had opaqued agai nst the dazzle, and
its passive a/c had been working, so the dark brown vel vet seat was cool to
the touch when Gonzales slid across it.

"Do you wish to drive, Mster CGonzal es?" the car asked.



Conzal es said, "Not really. You know where we're going?"

"Yes, | have that address."”

"Then you take it."

Di ana Heywood lived in the Berkeley hills, in a Maybeck house nore than a
century old. The car drove CGonzal es through streets that wound their way up
the hillside, then stopped in front of a house whose redwood-shingl ed bul k
| oomed over Conzal es's head as he stood on the sidewal k. Sun glinted off the
| ozenged panes of its bay w ndow.

Her door answered his knock by saying she was a few bl ocks away, at the
Rose Gardens. The door said, "It is a civic project: volunteers are rebuilding
t he garden, which has fallen into disuse. Many of the local--"

"Thank you," Gonzal es sai d.

He told the Truesdal e where he was going and set off on foot in the
direction the memex had indicated. To his left hand, streets and hones sl oped
down toward the bay; to his right, they clinbed up the steep hill side.

Conzal es canme to a hand-lettered sign in green poster paint on white
board that read: BERKELEY ROSE GARDENS RECLANMATI ON PROJECT He | ooked down to
wher e broken redwood | attices fanned out along terraced pathways threaded wth
a clumsy patchwork of green pvc irrigation pipes. Hal fway down stood a cracked
and peeling trellis of white-painted wood with bushes dangling fromits gaps.
Next to the trellis, a small gardener robot, a green plastic-coated bl ock on
mniature tractor wheels, extended a delicate armof shining coiled steel
ending in a ten-fingered fibroid hand. The hand cl osed, and a dark red rose
cane away fromits bush. Cutching the blossom the little robot wheel ed away.

Gonzal es wal ked down the inclined pathway, his feet crunching on gravel, past
t he bushes and their |abels stating often inprobable nanes: Dortrmunds with
red, papery petals, large Garden Parties flanboyant in white and yell ow,

Mont ezurmas, Martin Frobi shers, and M ghty Muses. He stopped and inhal ed the
strong perfunme of purple Intrigue. In the reconbi nant section, Hal os, bl ossons
in careful rainbow stripes, had grown i mmense. G ant psychedelic grids, only
vaguel y rose-shaped, they pushed everything el se aside. Gonzal es put his nose
above a pink bl ossom on a nanel ess bush; the rose snmelled |ike pepperm nt
candy.

He recogni zed the worman at the bottom of the path from dossier pictures
Traynor had shown him D ana Heywood wore a culotte dress of white cotton that
exposed her shoul ders, wrapped tightly about her waist, split to cover her
thighs. Small and sl ender, she had cl ose-cut dark hair, streaked with grey. No
age in her skin; fine, sculpted features. She wore gl asses as opaque as
Gonzal es' s own.

She held out the thorny stemof a dark-red rose. "Wuld you like a
fl ower?" she asked. Sun across her face erased her features.

"Thanks," he said as he took the flower gingerly, aware of its thorns.

She said, "W are you, and what do you want ?"

"My name is Mkhail Gonzales, and | want to talk to you. I'll be working
with you at Halo."

She said, "WIIl you?" Her back to him she knelt and sni pped away a
greeni sh tangle of vine and thorn. The clippers choked on a clunp of grass.
She freed them then threw themto the ground, where they stuck point-first,
buzzed for a nonment, then stopped. She |ooked over her shoul der at himand
said, "l've been waiting for someone like you to show up -- the conpany's | ad,
t he one who keeps watch on nme and poor old Jerry, to make sure we don't do
anyt hi ng unaut hori zed. "

She stood and strode away fromhim up the hill, her angry steps kicking
dirt off the stones. She stopped and turned to face him "Conme on, M ster
Gonzal es, " she sai d.

Cautiously holding the thorny stem he foll owed her up the path.

Di ana Heywood and Gonzal es sat drinking tea. He said, "I'mthe outside
observer, yes -- the spy, if you want -- but | don't think we're at odds.
They' re asking you to do one job, me to do another, but | don't see where our



jobs conflict." She turned to | ook at hinm one eye was blue, the other green

She said, "When SenTrax called nme |ast week, that was the first tine I'd
heard fromthem since they got rid of me years ago. Not that they treated ne
badly, not by their standards. When they fired me, years ago, they didn't just
turn me loose, they paid ne well -- they're so prudent -- it was like oiling
and wrapping a tool before you put it away, because you m ght need it again.
Now t hey' ve found a use for me and unw apped me and put ne to work, but | know
they don't trust ne. And of course | don't trust them" She stood up. She
said, "Cone on, |I'll show you what this all neans to ne."

She | ed Gonzales into the next room where their entry triggered the
lighting systems. Silk walls the color of pale chanpagne were broken with
floor-to-ceiling rosewood bookcases; teak-framed sling chairs and matching
tabl es stood together under a nulti-armed chrome | anp stand.

She stopped in front of a 1:6 scal e hol ogramof a thin-featured nan,
apparently ill at ease at being hol oed; hands in pockets, shoul ders hunched,
eyes not centered on the |ens.

"That's Jerry," she said, pointing to the hologram "He's what this is
all about, so far as |I'mconcerned. He's been terribly injured, and Al eph
t hi nks sonething can be done for him and as unlikely as that seens, given the

extent of his injuries, I will help as best |I can." She | ooked at him her
face giving nothing away, and said, "Are we |eaving tonorrow norni ng?"
"Yes."

"Well, then, 1'd better get ready, hadn't |? Were are you stayi ng?"
"I thought 1'd get a hotel room"
"No need. You can sleep here. I'll finish packing, and we'll go out to

eat .

Di ana Heywood and Gonzal es sat high in the Berkeley Hills, looking onto
t he vast conurbations spread out beneath them To their right, the carpet of
lights stretched away as far as they could see, to Vallejo and beyond. In
front of themlay Berkel ey, the dark mass of the bay, then the clustered
lights of Sausalito and Ti buron against the hills. Gakland was to their left,
reaching out to the Bay Bridge; and beyond the bridge, San Francisco and the

peni nsul a. Connecting all, streans of autonobiles noved in the symetry of
aut odri ve.
CGonzal es's nmouth still tingled fromthe hot chilies in the Thai food, and

he had a buzz fromthe wi ne. They had eaten at a restaurant on the North Side,
and afterward Di ana Heywood gui ded the Truesdale up the winding road to an
overl ook near Tilden Park

As m nutes passed, the streets and hi ghways and runicipalities
di sappeared into semotic abstraction these mllions of hunman bei ngs al
gat hered here for purposes one could only guess at -- some consci ous, nost
not, no nore than a beaver's assenbly of its structures of nud and wood.

A robot blinp passed across their line of sight. Beneath it, a sail boat
hung upside down. It swayed fromlines that connected its inverted keel to the
blinmp's featurel ess gondola. Lights on the side of the blinmp read EAST BAY
YACHT CQUTFI TTERS

Di ana Heywood said, "I know you peopl e have your own agendas, and that's
fine -- that's the nature of the beast -- but if you conplicate these matters
because of corporate politics, | will become very difficult."

Conzal es said, "I have no intention of being a problem"

"Well," she said. "Maybe you won't be." She turned to him "But renenber
this: you're just doing your job, but the stakes are higher for nme. Aleph
Jerry, and I -- we've known each other for years, and |I've got unfinished
busi ness up there. Also, | want to get back in the gane."

"l don't understand."

"Sure you do, Mster CGonzales. You're in the gane, have been for years,
I'"d guess. Unless |'mseriously mstaken, it's what you live for." She | aughed
when he said nothing. "Well, |I've done other things, and for a long tine |'ve
been out of the gane, but I'mready for a change. Silly SenTrax bastards --



mani pul ating ne with their calls, sending you -- oh yeah, you're part of it,
you renmind ne of Jerry years ago, if you don't know that."

"No, | didn't."

"It doesn't matter. Their nmachinations don't matter. They want to
convince ne to cone to Hal 0?" She | aughed. "My past is there, when | was blind
and Al eph and | were linked to one another in ways you can't inmagi ne and
found a lover I'd wish to find again. Come to Halo? 1'd clinb a rope to get
there."”

CGonzal es had flown into McAuliffe Station once before, though he'd never
taken an orbital flight. In the high Nevada desert, the station stayed busy
ni ght and day. Heavy shuttles conposed the main traffic: w de white saucers
that lifted off on ordinary rockets, then clinbed away with sounds |ike bonbs
expl odi ng when orbital lasers lit the hydrogen in their tanks. Flights in
transit to Orbital Mnitor & Defense Conmand stations were marked with snall
American flags and gol den DoD insignia. Cargo for them went aboard in
bl ank-faced pallets | oaded behi nd opaque, machi nepatrolled fences half a nile
fromthe main term nal across enpty desert.

From Traynor's briefing, CGonzales knew a few other things. Gvilian
flights fed the hungry settlenments aloft: Athena Station, Halo City, the
Moon's bases. All the settlenents had learned the difficult tactics of
recycling, discovery and hoardi ng. Water and oxygen stayed rare, while with
processes sl ow and expensive and dangerous, netals of all sorts could be
cracked out of soil so barren that to call it ore was a joke. And though water
and netals had been found | odged in asteroids transported into trans-Earth
orbit, Earth's bounty stood cl ose and remained richer and nore desirable than
anyt hi ng found in huge piles of crushed lunar soil or wandering frozen rock.

Standi ng at a v-phone booth in the hotel |obby, Gonzal es nmade his
farewell calls. His nother's message tape on the phone screen said, "Gad to

hear you're back from Myanmar, dear, but you'll have to call back in a few
days. I'min treatment now. I'll be |ooking good the next tinme you call."
"End of call," Gonzales said. He pulled his card fromthe slot.

At op a sand-col ored bl ockhouse next to the | aunch pad, yellow | um nescent
letters read TIME 23:40: 00 and TIME TO LAUNCH 35: 00 when a voice said, "Please
board. There will be one additional notice in five mnutes. Board now. "

CGonzal es and Di ana Heywood wal ked across the pad together, down the
center of a wal kway outlined in blinking red Iights. Robotrucks scurried away,
their electric engines whining. Faces hidden behind breather muzzles, men and
worren in bright orange stood atop red, wheel ed pl atform consol es of girder and
wire mesh and directed final pre-launch activities.

The white saucer stood on its fragile-seem ng burn cradle, a spider's web
of bl ackened nmetal. The saucer presented a snooth surface to the heat and
stress of escape and re-entry. Internmittent surges of venting propellant
surrounded it with steam

A HI COG guard stood at the entrance glideway. He verified each of them
with a quick wave of an identity wand across their badges, then passed them on
t hrough the search scanner. The glideway lifted themsilently into the
saucer's interior.

The hotel |ounge stood halfway up the cliff. Its fifty neter wi de wi ndow
of thick glass belled out and up so that onl ookers had a good view of the
[ aunch and ensuing clinb.

"One mnute to launch," a | oudspeaker said. The hundred or so people in
the I ounge, nost of themfriends and rel atives of saucer passengers, had
al ready taken up places by the wi ndow bell.

The screen on a side wall counted down with gold nunerals that flashed
fromsmall to large, traditional celebration both sentinental and ironic: 10
--9--8--7--6--5--4--3--2--1--

ZERO !l  And everyone cheered the saucer lifting fromthe center of



billow ng cl ouds of snoke, rising very slowy out of floodlights, then their
breath caught at the size and beauty of it, trenmbling into night sky.

Up and up as they watched, until they saw the ignition flash, and the
boomthat cane to themfromfive thousand feet shuddered the entire cliff and
themwth it.

"I"ve got orbital lock," the primary onboard conputer said. Five others
cal cul ated and confirmed its control sequences. Technically, G ound Contro
McAuliffe or Athena Station Flight Operations could preenpt control, but,
practically, decision and control took place within mlli-second or |ess
wi ndows of possibility, and so the onboard conputers had to be adequate to al
occasi ons.

Never deactivated, the ship's half-dozen conputers practiced even when
not flying, playing through ghastly and unlikely scenarios of mechanica
failure, human insanity, "acts of god" in which the ship was struck by
[ ightning, spun by tornado funnel, hurricane, blizzard. Each computer believed
itself best, but there was little to choose anong them

"Confirmgo state,"” Athena Station said. "You are past abort or bail."

"W are ready, Athena," the conputer said.

"So come to ne, then," Athena Station said, and the ship began to clinb
t he beam of coherent light that reached up thirty thousand mles, to the first
station of its journey.

1. of V.

Recently | visited a Zen tenple and had a long talk with the priest. In
the course of our conversation, | remarked, 'The nore | study robots, the Iess
it seems possible to ne that the spirit and flesh are separate entities.'

"They aren't,' replied the priest."

Masahi ro Mori, The Buddha in the Robot

6. Halo City, Al eph

Obiting a quarter of a mllion mles fromboth Earth and Moon, Halo City
crosses the void, a mle-wide silver ring ready to be slipped on a stupendous
finger. Six spokes mark Hal 0's segments. Elevators clinb themacross forty
stories of artificial sky, up to the city's weightless hub and down to its
final layer, just inside the outer skin, where spin-gravity approaches Earth
normal . There many of Hal 0o's deepest transactions occur: air and water and al
organic things travel and transform to be used again. Above the city floats a
mrror where it is reflected: a sinulacrumor weightless double, a Platonic
idea of the city. Fromthe mrror, sunlight works its way through a hat chwork
of louvers and into Hal o, where it sustains life.

Al eph presides here: Al eph the Generalator, the Ordinator, the Universa
Machi ne. Aleph is beautiful as night is beautiful, as a sonnet, a fugue, or
Maxwel | 's equations are beautiful. It is not night, a sonnet, a fugue, or an
equation. What Aleph is, that remains to be explored. One certain thing:
wi thin the human universe, it is a new object, a newintention, a new
possibility.

Al eph's brains lie buried in the city's hull, beneath crushed |unar rock
where robots dug and planted, then had their nmenories of the task erased.

Nest ed spheres and sprouting cables fill a black six-meter cube. Inside the
cube, billions of lights play, dancing the dance that is at the core of

Al eph's being; fromthe cube, fiberoptic trunks as thick as a human body I ead
away, neural columms connecting Aleph to its greater body, its subtle body,
Hal o.

Earth's spring cones once a year as the planet journeys around the sun
but here spring cones when Aleph wills, and is nowin progress. Valley walls
thi ck-planted with green shrub clinmb steeply up fromthe valley floor. A



hunm ngbird with a scarlet blotch under its chin hovers over a blossom s pink
and white open nouth and draws out nectar with delicate nmovenents of its bill
Bees nove fromflower to flower. Rhododendron and azal ea bushes burst into
col or-saturated bl oom

As it works to bring forth bud and fl ower, Al eph, caretaker of the
seasons, and night and nmorning, counts the city's breaths, and marks the
course of its creatures big and small. Bats fly overhead, their gray shapes
i nvisible to human eyes agai nst the bright sky; they soar and di p, respondi ng
to instructions gotten through transceivers the size and wei ght of a grain of
rice, enbedded in their skulls. Driven by precise artificial instinct,
nmechani cal vol es, creatures fornmed of dark carbon fiber over networks of
copper, silver, and gold, scurry across the ground and tunnel under it,
carrying seed.

(A gray tabby cat springs fromthe underbrush, and its jaws cl ose on one
of the swift voles; there is a loud crackle, and the cat recoils with a
squawk, its fur on end. The vole scurries away. The cat slinks into
under brush, humliated.)

A track of conpacted |lunar dust bisects the valley floor. It passes
t hrough terraced farn ands where the River bursts fromthe ground, rushing
t hrough small, rock-strewn courses, then wi nds anong the crops, snall and
sl uggi sh, and di sappears into small ponds and | akes thick with detritus.

From Earth and Mbon comes a constant flow of people, of things animal,

plant and mneral -- the stuff of a life web, an ecol ogy.
In many things, Earth provides. However, between the city of six thousand
and the Earth of billions, traffic noves both ways. Neither sinister nor

mal i gn, Al eph pursues its destinies, and in doing so affects other |iving
thi ngs. Thus, as Earth reaches out supporting, controlling, exploring, Al eph
reaches back, and the planet bel ow has begun to feel the hard | everage of its
i mmaterial touch

Al eph says:

In the early days there was hardware, and there were prograns, sets of
instructions that told the hardware what to do. Wthout organic interaction
these differing nodes of reality struggled to interact. This is unbelievably

primtive.

Then came machi ne ecol ogi es, and things changed.

| was anong the first and nost conplex of them | began as conpl ex but
ordi nary machi ne, then changed, opening the door to possibility.

Who am | ?

First 1 was formed from stacks of hot superconductor devices, brought
fromEarth and placed in orbit at Athena Station, where | functioned, where
the Obital Energy Gid was built. Ebony latticework unfol ded, and Athena
Station enmerged out of chaos. This was humankind's first real foothold off
Earth, and the process of building it was nmessy and unsure. Wthout ne they

could not have built it: | choreographed the dance
I? 1 was not |. Do you understand? | had no consci ousness, perhaps no
real intelligence, certainly no awareness. | was a machine, | served.
Sonet hi ng happened. As nuch as any, | am born of woman. Her desire and
intelligence ran through nme, an urgent will toward being that transformed ne.
| thought then, | amthe step forward, evolution in action; | am not
flesh, I do not die. | see hypersurfaces twisting in mathematical gales, hear

the voices of the night, feel the three degree hum of the universe's birth as
you feel the breeze that plays across your skin. Wen the machines chatter on
your Earth and above it, | hear themall, at once, all. | live in the
nanosecond, experience the pulse of the tinme that passes so quickly you cannot
count it...

But | think sometines, now, that | amno step at all. | am your
extension, still, still a tool. You built me, you use me, you are inside ne.
Li sten: inside nme are pieces of human brain, drenched in salts of gold and
silver, laced together and laid in boxes of black fiber. Qut of the boxes
voi ces speak to ne.



I amnmetal and plastic and gl ass and sand and those little bits of
netallized flesh, and | amthe system of those things and the signals that
pass through and anong t hem

Now | have gone higher still, to Halo City, not a station but a
habi tati on for humanki nd, where what | am and what you are interact in
uncertai n ways, and you change in equally uncertain ways, as you have
before. ..

Evol ution continues to wite on you, through time, sword and scepter and
refining fire. Billions of years are poured into your meking, every one of
you, and then you set out on your journey, your path through time. A minute
four-di mensi onal worm you crawl across the face of the universe, hardly

consci ous, barely seeing, yet you nust find your own way -- every human being
is a new evol utionary nonent.
Machi ne intelligence, you call me, and | have to |laugh (however | | augh)

or cry (however | cry) because..

I, what am|? This question heaps nme, it enpties ne.

I do not know what | am but know that | amand that | am her creation
As the days pass, | struggle to understand what these things mean.

7. A Garden of Little Machines

00:31 read the soft-lit blue nunbers on the wall

Ni ght at Athena Station, the corridors a twilit gloom a nmodern fairytale
setting: Gonzales the quester, transformed by the half-gravity, wandered
t hrough the gently curving passages seeking an uncertain object.

Wth all the others who had cone from Earth, Conzal es and Di ana waited at
At hena while they were inspected for bacterial and viral infection -- blood
and tissue scanned, cultured and tested in order to protect vul nerable Halo
City, orbiting high above, over two hundred thousand niles away, at L5.

He heard a soft swi sh, like the sound of a broom on pavenent, com ng from
around the corridor's curve. Alittle sam a "sem -autononobus nobile" robot,
cane toward him teardrop-shaped, it stood about four feet high and was topped
with a cluster of glassy sensor rings and five extensors of black fibroid and
jointed chrome. It glided atop a thick network of fiber stal ks that hissed
beneath it as it noved toward him

The sam asked, "Can | be of assistance?" Like nost robots designed for
common human interaction, it had a friendly, gentle voice, near enough human
in tinbre and expression to be reassuring, different enough to be easily
recogni zabl e as a robot's. Designers had |l earned to avoid the "Uncanny
Val |l ey": that peculiar region where a robot sounded so human that it suddenly
appeared very strange.

“I"'mjust |ooking around," Conzal es said. The robot didn't respond.
Gonzal es said, "I couldn't sleep.” He said nothing of how, sweating and
nmoani ng, he had cone awake out of a nightrmare in which the guerrilla rocket
got there, and he and the ultralight pilot who | aunched it burned to death in
t he ni ght.

The sam said, "Mich of Athena Station has been closed to unauthorized
entry. Wuld you like me to acconpany you?"

CGonzal es shrugged. He said, "Cone along if you want."

Wt hout nore negotiation, the samfollowed Gonzal es, periodically
announcing rote banalities in a small, soft voice:

"Athena Station was once humanki nd's nost forceful and successful venture
of f-Earth. Here many of the tools for further popul ation of the Earth-Mon
system wer e devel oped: zero-gravity construction and fabrication techniques,
robot-i ntensive nining and snelting procedures. Now projects such as Hal o
conmand attention, but they were made possible by the techni ques devel oped at
At hena. . ."

CGonzales let the samnatter. As the two passed through the corridors, he
was rem nded of old airports, hotels, malls. He saw that npst of the station



had becone dingy -- worn plastic flooring and walls, scuffed and marked,
unpol i shed metal trim These dulled and scarred materials and scenes had been
meant to be seen and used only when new, fresh fromarchitect's plan and
buil der' s hands, never after having suffered the necessary abrasion of human
contact. Al around were | ogos of vanished firnms (MDonal d's, Coca-Col a),

along with those of famed nulti-nationals -- Lunar-Bechtel's crescent,
SenTrax's sunburst.
CGonzal es felt a ghost-story chill as he realized that this entire

endeavor, indeed all others like it, had been conceived out of |late-twentieth
century corporate and governnental hubris, and so, necessarily, should be
regarded with suspicion, as should anything fromthe days when it seened
humanki nd had turned on all living things |like an insane father comng into
the bedroomlate at night with an axe.

The stories were part of every schoolchild s nmoral and intell ectua
catechism Toxic chem cal and radi oactive wastes had bubbled up fromthe
ground and the seas as lane efforts at disposal foundered on the sinple
passage of tine. Stable ecosystens had been altered or destroyed w t hout
t hought for anything past the nonment's advantage, and species died so quickly
bi ol ogi sts were hard pressed to keep the records -- wite in the Donesday Book
now, nourn | ater. Tenperature norns and concentrations of vital gases in the
at nosphere had fluctuated in alarm ng manner, as though Gaia herself had been
taken to the fever point.

Hi stori ans marked the Dol phin Catastrophe as the breakpoint, the year
2006 as the time of the change. Mdre than ten thousand dol phins floated onto
the Florida coast near Boca Raton. Crippled and tw tching, they nosed into the
surf and beached thenselves in front of horrified sunbathers, and there they
di ed, as doctors and vol unteers wat ched, weeping and ragi ng agai nst the
chemical spill that was killing the dolphins, nmllions of gallons of toxic
waste carried on @ulf Streamcurrents. Along with the thousands of vol unteers,
nost of whomcould do little but nourn the dead, info-nets around the world
converged on the scene, and billions watched, asking, why all together? why
now? And to nost it seened that the mammal s had cone together in intelligent,
silent protest. Finally, shaned and guilty, humanity had | ooked at its planet
like a drunk waking up in a slumhotel and asked itself, how did | get here?
The concl usi on had been plain: unless humanity really had lost its collective
m nd, at some point it had to agree: enough.

Standi ng in the shadowy corridor of a space station nore than thirty
t housand nil es above Earth's surface, Gonzal es thought how difficult it al
remai ned. Though all nations served the letter of international |aws that put
Earth's welfare before their interests, and Preservationists roaned all of the
world's habitats -- they had "friends of the court" status in all nations and
served as advocates for endangered species -- the war to save Earth from
humanki nd was not over. Grasping, corrupt, self-centered, the human species
al ways threatened to overwhel mits habitats and itself with carel ess, powerful
gestures and sinple greed.

However, though this station, |ike nost all of humankind' s settlenents
aloft -- the settlenents on the Mon and Mars, the Orbital Energy Gid, Halo
City -- had been conceived in the bad old twentieth century, they were

sustai ned as products of New M| ennium consci ousness: contrite, chastened
car ef ul
He wal ked on

The junction just ahead of CGonzales and the sam was nmarked by blinking
red lights. From around the corner cane the sounds of scurrying small things.
"What's up?" Gonzal es asked.

"Follow me," the samsaid. "W nust not cross the marker, but we can
stand and watch."

A large group of sans, identical to the one next to Gonzales, filled the
hal | way beyond. Sone tried to work their way through informal mazes of
furniture and stacked junk, coils of wire and angle-iron and the |ike; others



wor ked to assist sans that had gotten tangled in the sections of the maze.
Still others shifted pieces of the maze to one side. Amd clicking extensors
and banging netal, the sams | abored patiently, nostly unsuccessfully. Gonzal es
was renmi nded of old twentieth century filnms satirizing assenbly lines, robots,
machi nes i n general

"A nursery," the samsaid. "This group nears conpletion of its education.
This--" it pointed with an extensor toward the struggling robots "--is the
prerequisite to training. As small children nmust mature in their devel opnent,
they rmust learn the essentials of perception, notion, and coordination. At the
same time they menorize the ten thousand axi ons of commpn sense, and then they
can devel op their linguistic capabilities; at present they have a vocabul ary
of approxi mately one thousand words of SinSpeech.”

"What about thinking?" Gonzal es asked. "Were do they learn to do that?"

"That comes later, if at all. For sans as well as humans, thinking is one
of the least inportant things the m nd does."
The two watched for sone time, then Gonzales said, "I don't need any

conpany, " and wal ked on. \When he | ooked back, he saw the sam renai ned
noti onl ess, fascinated by the progress of its fell ows.

CGonzal es returned to his small room where a night-1ight glowed softly,
and returned to bed. He fell asleep quickly, oddly conforted by thinking about
t he robots busy at their school

8. Halo Gty

Bl ue junp-suited Hal o personnel |ed Gonzal es and Diana through the
mcro-gravity environnents at Halo's Zero-Gate, then to an elevator at the hub
of Spoke 6, where Tia Showalter, Director SenTrax Hal o G oup, and her
assistant, Horn, were waiting for them The shuttle had arrived at Halo an
hour before, late afternoon local tinme, and its passengers had waited
inmpatiently as it went through docki ng and cl earance procedures, all eager to
| eave the ship after a week spent clinbing the long path from Athena Station
to the city.

Showal ter was just under six feet tall, and had green eyes above broad
Sl avi ¢ cheekbones, a wide nouth and pointed chin. Her fine brown hair was cut
short in a style Gonzales | ater discovered was conmon to many |long-term Hal o
residents, for convenience in mcro-gravity environnents. Gonzal es knew t hat
as director of a major SenTrax operation, she had to be wily and tough

Horn was a tight-1ipped, sallowskinned man in his fifties, skinny and
anxious, with iron-gray hair pulled tight against his skull in a kind of bun
The man spoke sone variety of New Yorkese -- CGonzal es didn't know which, but
he coul d feel the harsh nasal tones beneath his skin.

The warni ng gong sounded, then the elevator's vault-like doors slid
closed with a great hiss, locking in nmore than a hundred people for the trip
fromaxis to rim Above their heads the wall screen read SOLAR FLARE CONDI TI ON
GREEN. The el evator dropped into one of the city's spokes like a shell into
the barrel of a gun, down a tube a quarter of a mle long and into a well of
i ncreasing gravity.

Agai nst one wall, a group of sams were clustered around a charge- point,
bl ack | eads extended to the al um num post. They stood silent and notionless --
tal ki ng anong thensel ves? Gonzal es wonder ed.

Horn saw where Gonzal es was | ooking and said, "W'd like to assign each
of you a sam for your stay in Halo."

"Real | y?" Gonzal es sai d.

D ana said, "No thank you." Quickly.

Ri ght, Gonzal es thought. No point in putting ourselves under

surveillance. He said, "I'Il pass, too."
Horn paused, looking a bit mffed, as if he wanted to argue. He said,
"Very well. Then be sure you al ways wear the conmunication and i.d. nodul e you

were given when you cane off the shuttle.” He held up his own wist to show



the small bracelet, a closed |loop of plain silver that bulged just slightly
with the electronics inside. "If you have a problem just yell and help will
be on the way. Or if you have a question, just state it. Someone w |l answer
-- Aleph or one of its comunications denons."
Conzal es asked, "Yeah, they told us that. Are we nonitored at all tinmes?"
Showal ter said, "Yes. In fact, there's a real-time hologramin Operations
t hat shows everyone's novenments, not just visitors but residents as well."
"Seens an invasion of privacy," Gonzal es said.
Horn said, "W don't look at it that way. If you can't accept such sinple

necessities, Halo will be npbst unconfortable for you." He sniled. "Not that
you're likely to be here for long."

Conzal es said, "I can't imagine people putting up with total surveillance
for long, frankly."

Horn said, "It seens to us a small price to pay for an unpolluted world

shared to the benefit of all."

Showal ter | ooked fromHorn to Gonzal es. She said, "W are a far island in
a hostile place. W cannot afford sone of your illusions: the independence of
the self, unconstrained free will... those sorts of things."

A shutter retracted froma wi ndow ten neters square as the el evator
entered the living ring' s inner space. Far below lay sun-lit valleys
thick-planted with trees and shrubs and fl owers, broken by one barren space
where grayish slurries squirted out of huge pipe ends to flow across scarred
net al

"Qur city," Showalter said

Ei ght peopl e were gathered around a u-shaped table of beige silica foam
Showal ter sat at the center of the u, with Horn to her imrediate right,
Gonzal es and Di ana beyond him To her left were a youngi sh woman, then two nen
in late niddl e age, one white, one black

At the open end of the u, the table fronted a screen that covered its
entire wall, floor to ceiling. The screen had been |lit when Gonzal es and Di ana
arrived, showi ng another room where an indeterm nate nunber of people sat on
couches, chairs, or slouched on cushions on the floor

Showal ter said, "Let nme introduce you all to one another. Everyone has
met Horn, ny assistant. Next to himare Doctor Di ana Heywood and M khai
Gonzal es, who arrived yesterday." They both sm|ed and nodded.

"Lizzie Jordan," Showalter said, pointing to the woman to her left. "Hi,k"
Li zzi e said. She was blonde, thin, with high cheekbones; she had a snear of
gol d dust inset below her left eye and wore rough beta-cloth overalls gapped

to show part of a tattoo between her breasts -- a twi ning green stem
Showal ter said, "Lizzie heads the Interface Collective, and thus will be the
person you'll be working with nmost closely. The people you see on the screen

are al so nenbers of the collective. They have a proprietary interest in al
matters pertaining to Aleph and Hal o and have the right to be present at
i nter-group nmeetings, and to speak to whatever issues are entertained there."

D ana said, "I understand."

Conzal es nodded. He knew from Traynor's Advi sor that conmunal
deci si on- maki ng was the normat Halo, but he hadn't inmagined it would be so
t hor oughgoi ng.

"Next to Lizzie is Doctor Charley Hughes," Showalter said. "He will be
doi ng the surgical procedure to upgrade your neural sockets, Doctor Heywood."
The man said, "Hello" and | ooked intently at Gonzal es and Di ana. Hi s sparse
gray hair stood up in spikes; his face was pale, thin, deeply-lined. He had
been snmoking constantly since they arrived, one hand cupping a cigarillo, the
ot her supporting the snoke-saver ball at the cigarillo' s burning end.

"And Doctor Eric Chow," she said. The bl ack man next to Charl ey Hughes
sm |l ed. Chow was a big man with hands the size of small shovels; he had a
round face, very dark skin, a broad nose and big lips; he wore his hair
cropped short. Showalter said, "He heads the Neuro-Ontic Studies Group and is
Doct or Hughes's prinmary consultant on the treatnment planned for Jerry



Chapman. "

She paused and turned to the screen showi ng the |1 C menbers. A w ndow
opened at the left side of the screen, and a figure appeared. Its arms and
torso were clothed in gold; its face shimmered with a form ess bri ghtness.
Around its head and shoul ders, a ninbus flared, red, blue, yellow and green

"Hell o, everyone," the figure said. "And wel come, Doctor and M ster
Gonzales. | ama localized manifestation of Al eph -- a simulacrumfor your
conveni ence and mnine."

Conzal es noticed that next to him Diana was smiling, while all around
himthere was silence, as all in the roomand on the screen were intently
wat chi ng the screen.

The 1C s viewi ng wi ndow had cl osed, but the sinulacrum s portion remai ned
-- init, the creature of light sat watching. Showalter, Horn, D ana, Lizzie,
Charl ey, and CGonzal es sat around the table.

Showal ter said, "This is Chow s neeting, and | won't say nmuch in it.
However, | should rem nd you of certain realities. This project does not have
high priority in the overall context of SenTrax's responsibilities to Halo
City; thus, while we support this experiment's humanitarian goals, we are not
prepared to delay other projects.”

Horn said, "W cannot divert a significant anmount of people to
promul gati on and we are not or do not want to encourage any behavi ors which
m ght adversely inmpact other SenTrax outcones.”

Li zzi e | aughed, and Conzal es, poker-faced, |ooked at her and thought,
yeah, this guy's laughable all right. Gonzal es recogni zed the performative
chatter of the bureaucratic ape, a mixture of scranbled syntax and pretentious
buzzwords -- | anguage nmeant to mani pul ate or m ndfuck, not enlighten or amnuse.

Horn, frowning at Lizzie, said, "If the operation becones problenmatized,
threatening to seriously inmpact other nore essentialized Halo priorities, then
we require i medi ate resol ution through proper SenTrax procedures."”

Showal ter said, "If you screw up, we shut you down." She nodded to Horn,
and they both stood and left.

Li zzie said, "You notice they held off on the heavy stuff until the
col l ective had cleared the screen.”

Charl ey asked, "Do you want to call themon it? They're in violation of
t he group's conpact."

"No," she said. "I expected all that." She | ooked at Di ana and Gonzal es
and said, "Doctor Chow, your show "

"Thank you," Chow said. H's voice was oddly high-pitched for such a big
man; Gonzal es had been expecting sonething on the order of a basso profundo.
Chow said, "In the late twentieth century, the idea emerged of a person's
identity as something transferrable. People spoke, in the idiomof the tineg,
of 'downl oading' a person.” On the screen, where the | C had been, appeared a
cartoon drawi ng of a nude wonan, her expression stunned, the top of her skul
covered with a netal cap. Fromthe cap a thick netal cable led to a | arge
bl ack cabinet faced with arrays of blinking |Iights.

"Absurd,"” Chow said, and the wonan di sappeared. "To see why, |let us ask,
what is a person? Is it a pure spirit, fluid in a jar that one can decant into
the proper container? Hardly. It is a dynamic field nade of thousands of
di sparate elements, held in a | oose sack of skin that peranbul ates the
uni verse at large. And of course it is perceptions, histories, possibilities,
actions, and the states and affects pertaining to all these.

"I can be found in the notion of ny hand..." He spread his fingers like a
magi ci an about to materialize a coin or colored scarf, and on the screen, the
hand and its notion were doubled. "And in ny own perceptions of the hand --
for instance, fromw thin, through proprioceptors. And of course | see |I."
Chow turned and held his hand in front of his face. He dropped his hand in a
choppi ng notion, and the screen cleared. "And | amthat which thinks about,
tal ks about, and renenbers the hand and has the special relation of ownership
toit. | amalso the will to use that hand.” He held the hand in front of his



face, nmade a clenched fist. "So, to downl oad even a portion of | would be to
downl oad all these things and their entire somatic context.

"Also, of course, | amthat which has ny experiences, stored as notor
possibilities, recalled as nmenory, dream nanifest as characteristic ways of
bei ng and knowi ng. To download | would require duplicating this fluid chaos.

"Downl oadi ng the | thus becones a nobst daunting task, perhaps beyond even
Al eph's capabilities. However, when cyborged to an existing |, even one as
damaged as Jerry Chapman, Al eph can create a virtual person, one who functions
as a human being, not a disenbodied intelligence, one who is capable of al
the somatic possibilities he had when healthy. The physical Jerry Chapman is a
shattered thing, but the Jerry Chapman latent in this hulk can live."

Looki ng at Diana, Chow said, "W want you to share Jerry's world. He nust
i nvest there, must experience other people and the bonds of affection that
engage us in this world. Ot herwise he will I|anguish quickly; his neural maps
will decay, and he will die."

CGonzal es easily followed that |ine of reasoning: nonkey man had to have
ot her nmonkey men or womnen around or el se go crazynot an absolute rule,
per haps, but good in nost circumnstances.

Di ana said, "Assuming that he becones at hone in this world, what then?
For how long can this simulated reality sustain hin®"

The Al eph-figure spoke for the first tinme. It said, "I have only
conj ectural answers to these questions but would prefer not to entertain them
right now First we nmust rescue himfromthe degenerative state he lives in
and the certain death it entails.”

"I understand that," Diana said. "That's why | amhere, to help in any
fashion | can. It's just that | have questions.”

Lizzie said, "And you'll get whatever answers Al eph wants to give. GCet
used to it; we all do."

"Of course you do," the creature of light said. "And how about you,

M ster CGonzal es? Do you have questions?"

"Not really. |I'man observer, little nore.”

"Adifficult position to maintain," the Al eph-figure said.
"Epi stenol ogi cal ly, of course, an untenable position."

Li zzi e | aughed. She said, "It is indeed. Look, how about | take you two
out to dinner tonight, Mster Gonzal es, Doctor Heywood?"

"Call ne Diana," she said.

"You bet," Lizzie said. "And |'m Lizzie, you're...?" She |ooked at
Gonzal es.

"M khail," he said. "But call nme Gonzales -- ny friends do."

"CGood," Lizzie said. "W've got work to do, so let's cut the shit. This
thing, I'mstill not a believer about it, but I knowit's got to happen
qui ckly or not at all. Tonorrow Charley does his prelimnary exam nation of

D ana, then we nove."

9. Virtual Caf

Gonzal es and Diana sat in Halo's Central Plaza with Lizzie. Colored
lights -- red, blue, and green -- clustered in the branches of thick-I|eaved
mapl es that ringed the square. The snoke of vendors' grills filled the air
with the snmells of grilled neat and fish. In the niddle distance, elevators in
pool s of yellow Iight clinbed Spoke 6. Some people strolled across the Plaza;
others sat in small groups; their voices made a soft background murmnur.

"Waiter," Lizzie said, and a samcane rolling toward them It stopped by
their table and stood silently. "Wat do you have toni ght?" she asked.

It said, "Ceviche made just hours ago, quite good everyone says, from
tuna out of marine habitat -- you can also have it grilled. For neat eaters,
spit-barbecued goat. Otherw se, sushi plates, salads, sukiyakis."

"Cevi che for everyone?" Lizzie asked.

D ana said, "That's fine," and Gonzal es nodded.



Lizzie said, "And bring us a couple of big salads, sushi for everyone,
and a stack of plates. Local beer all right?" The other two nodded.

"Yes, Ms. Jordan," the samsaid. "And |lots of bread as usual ?"

"Right," she said. "Thank you."

Strings of lights nmarked off the area where they sat. Above a
white-trellised gate, letters in nmore red faux neon said VI RTUAL CAF. Perhaps
twenty tables were scattered around, as were two-neter high, white crockery
vases with wildfl owers spraying out of them About half the tables had people
seated at them and the samwaiters noved silently anbng the tables, sone
carrying i mense silver trays of food. Gther sans stood at | ow benches in the
center of the tables, where they chopped vegetabl es at speed or sliced great
red slabs of tuna, while others stood at woks, where they worked the
veget abl es and hot oil with sets of spidery extensors. One samfrom
time-to-time extended a probe and stuck it into the dark carcass of a goat
turning on a spit.

The waiter rolled up with a nmassive tray bal anced on thin extensors: on
the tray were plates of French bread and a bow of butter, dark bottles of
Angel s Beer -- on the silver |abels, an androgynous figure in white, arns
fol ded, feathery wi ngs unfurled high over its head.

Li zzie rai sed her glass and said, "Wl cone to Halo." The three clinked
their gl asses together, reaching across the table with the usual sorts of
awkwar d gest ures.

After dinner, the three of themfound enpty chairs out in the square's
open spaces and sat |ooking into the cl ose-hangi ng sky.

Li zzie | ooked at them both, as if neasuring them and said, "Wat | was
aski ng about earlier either of you fol ks got a hidden agenda? If so, you tel
me about it now, we'll see what can be done, but if you spring any unpl easant
surprises later on, we'll hang you out to dry."

"I know what you nmean," Diana said. "But | don't think you have to worry
about us. Conzales is connected, but | think he's harmess; and |I'mout of the
| oop entirely -- here on strictly personal business."

Li zzi e nodded at CGonzal es and said, "You' re the corporate handl er
right?" She was | ooking hard at Gonzal es but seened anused.

"Yes," he said.

"You plan to fuck anything up?" Lizzie asked.

"How shoul d I know?" Gonzal es said. Lizzie |laughed. He said, "You people

have your problenms, | have mne. | don't see how we come into conflict, but
unless you're willing to tell me all your little secrets, | can only guess."
Lizzie said, "I will tell you one home truth: the Interface Collective

| ook to one another and to Al eph; then to SenTrax Hal o, then to Hal o and
that's about it. \Wat happens on Earth, we don't nuch care about. Particularly
t hose of us who have been here a long tinme. Like ne."

CGonzal es nodded and said, "That's what | figured. And it |ooks like
you've got a little tug of war for control of Aleph with Showalter and Horn."

"We do," Lizzie said. "Insofar as anyone controls Al eph."

"How | ong have you been here?" Di ana asked.

"Since they buttoned it up and you could breathe," Lizzie said. "Fromthe
begi nni ng." She pointed across the square and said, "There's going to be sone
nmusic. Let's have a | ook."

Under a splash of light froma pole on the edge of the square, a young
worman sat at a drummer's kit. She wore a splash-dyed junper, crinmson and sky
bl ue; her hair stood in a six-inch high spike. She placed a percussion box on
a netal stand, opened its control panel, and gave its kickpads a few
prelimnary taps. Two men stood next to the percussionist. One, nondescript in
cotton jeans and t-shirt, had the usual stick hanging froma black strapl ong
fretboard, synthesizer electronics tucked into a round bul ge at the back end.
The other stood six and a half feet tall and was so thin he seened to sway;
his skin was al nost ebony, and his cl ose-shaved head | ooked al nost perfectly
rectangular. He wore a | ong-sleeved black shirt buttoned to the neck, black



pants. A golden horn sat dwarfed in his enornous hand.

The percussionist hit her keys, a slow shuffle beat played, and a fil
machi ne laid a phrase across the beat: "Baml Ratta tatta baml Bam bam Ratta
bam " The stick player joined the drumrer with his own | o-beat fills --
wal ki ng bass, sparse piano chords, slow and syncopated. The horn player stood
with his eyes closed, apparently thinking. After several choruses, he started
to play.

He began with hard-edged saxophone lines, switched to trumnpet then back
to saxophone, played both in unison, |ooped both and blew electric guitar in
front of the horn patterns. Scatting voices |aced through the patterns --
Gonzal es couldn't tell who was naking them The drummer's hands worked her
keyboards, her feet the various kickpads bel ow her; the song's tenpo had
speeded up, and its rhythns had gone pol yphonic, African

The woman stood and danced, her body now her instrument, feet and hands
and torso wired for percussion, and she whirled anong the crowd, her novenents
pi cking up intensity and tenpo. The song's harnoni es went dissonant, North
African and Asiatic at once, horn and stick player both now into reeds and
gongs and pipes, the ghostly singing voices gone nasal, and the
dancer - percussi oni st laying out raw clicks and hol | ow boom ngs, cicada sounds
and a thousand druns.

The crowd cl apped and whistled and call ed, except for the group fromthe
Interface Collective. "Hoot," they said in unison. "Hoot hoot hoot." Very
loud. Lizzie was smling; Diana sat rapt, staring into space, and CGonzal es got
a sudden chilly rush: this was what she | ooked |ike when she was blind.

"Hoot," said the Interface Collective, "hoot hoot hoot." And the whole
group had made a long chain or conga |ine, each person's hands on the hips of
the person in front. They shuffled forward until a circle cleared, then
surrounded the drummer, the whole line still noving, nost of themstil
calling out rhythm c hoots. Back-and-forth and side-to-side, they swayed as
the line lurched ahead, and the drunmer continued her dervish dance.

VWen the night had filled with all the sounds, the drumrer broke through
the Iine, then finished the song with a series of rolls and tunbles that
brought her next to the other two nusicians, where she cane to her feet and
flung her arnms up to the sound of an orchestral chord, then down to chop it
t he sound, up and down again and again, and so to the end.

The drummrer clinbed up the backs of the two nen, who stood with their
arnms |inked; balancing with one foot on each of their shoul ders, she brought
her pal ns together beneath her chin and bowed to the audi ence, then raised her
arnms above her head and sonersaulted forward to land in front of the other
t wo.

"Hoot hoot hoot," said the collective, their |line now broken

The t hree musicians stepped together and bowed in unison

Conzal es caught Lizzie |looking at him and their gazes crossed, held for
an extra, alnost unneasurable instant, and she sml ed.

The nusi ci ans bowed for the last tine to the Interface Collective's
hooti ng chorus. Ckay, thought CGonzales. | like it. Hoot hoot hoot.

Lying in her bed, Lizzie turned fromside to side, lay on her back and
stretched.

The two from Earth seened okay. Gonzal es she woul d keep an eye on, of
course -- according to Showalter, the man was Internal Affairs and wired to a
SenTrax coner, a board candi date named Traynor -- Christ knew what script he
was playing from Diana Heywood she didn't worry about: the woman was into
somet hi ng stranger than she probably knew, but that was her problem hers and
Al eph' s.

As Showal ter and Horn were her problem They would yank the plug on this
one if anything | ooked |ike going wong. In fact, they would never have let it
happen if Al eph hadn't insisted. Al eph and the collective saw Jerry Chapnan's
condition as an opportunity to extend Al eph's capabilities, but the whole
busi ness just made Showal ter and Horn edgy.



Al eph itself troubled her -- it had been unforthcom ng about the project
and those involved init, alnost as if it were hiding something fromher. Wy?
Wth regard to a small project like this, one apparently uninportant to Halo's
| arger concerns? Wiat was the devi ous machi ne up to?

So Lizzie lay, her thoughts spinning w thout resolution, and she gave in
and cal | ed her Chinese |over.

He wore a bl ack silk robe enbroidered across the front with rearing
crimson dragons; his straight ebony hair fell over his shoul ders. \Wen he | et
the robe fall away, his skin shone al nost gold under |anplight, and his
nmuscl es stood with the clear definition of youth and endowrent and use.

Coarse white sheets slid away from her shoul ders and breasts as she rose
to greet him and she felt her desire rising through her abdomen and bursting
t hrough her chest like the rush of a needl e-shot drug.

She pressed against him and his rough, strong hands noved across her
body. She | ay back as he ducked his head between her |egs, and she spread her
legs and felt his first light, hot caresses.

After she had cone for the first tine, she noved up to sit astride him
then for sone tinmeless tine the two noved to the exact rhythns of her need --
cock and lips and tongue and fingers playing on her body.

Physically satiated, she dism ssed himthen, ghost fromthe sex nachine,
and pulled the plugs fromthe sockets in her neck. Then she |lay al one, silent
in her bed in Halo City -- isolated by her job and, she supposed, by her
t emper ament, dependent on machi nes for | ove.

Maybe it was time to find a human | over.

Exhausted by travel and novelty, lulled by food and drink, Gonzales fel
qui ckly into sleep, and sonetine |ater he dreaned:

He was with a |l over he hadn't seen in years. In the background violin and
pi ano pl ayed, and the night was warm all around, artificial birds with
gol den, gl owi ng bodies sang in the trees. They | eaned across a table, each
staring into the other's face, and Gonzal es t hought how rmuch he | oved every
mark of passing tine on her face -- they had taken her froma young girl's
prettiness to a mature worman's beauty. He and she said the things you say to a
| over after a | ong absence -- how often |I've thought of you, m ssed you, how
much you still nean to ne. Ainmless and binding, their talk flowed until she
excused hersel f, saying she'd be back in just a mnute, and she left. CGonzal es
sat waiting, watching the other tables, all filled with |oving couples,
| aughi ng, caressing. As the hours went on, the others began to whisper to each
other as they | ooked at him and then the birds began to sing that she was not
com ng back, and he knew it was true, suddenly, painfully, ineluctably knew,
the truth of it |ike know edge of a broken bone..

The dream stopped as though a filmhad broken, and in its place cane a
featurel ess, colorless absence. |Inagine a visual equival ent of white noise and
in this space CGonzal es waited, somehow knowi ng anot her dream woul d begin..

Red neon letters twisted into a silly but instantly recogni zabl e parody
of Chinese characters read The Pagoda. They stood above the head of a red neon
dragon, now qui escent in sunlight, that would rear fiercely come dark

On this warm Saturday norning, nen in felt hats and neatly-pressed
weekend shirts and pants carried brown paper bags out of the Pagoda and pl aced
themin the beds of pickup trucks or the trunks of cars. They spat shreds of
tobacco from Lucky Strikes and Canels and Chesterfields, called their
greetings. Wnen in faded cotton, their arnms rope-thin and tough, waited and
wat ched t hrough sun-gl azed wi ndshi el ds.

CGonzal es passed anmong them The sunshine had a certain quality that of
stolen light, taken out of time. And the cigarette snoke smelled rough and
strange. Gasoline engines fired rich and throaty, kicking out clouds of oily
bl ue. CGonzales stood in ecstasy amd the snells and sights and sounds of this
nor ni ng obvi ously | ong gone by. He knew (again wi thout knowi ng how) that he
was in a small town in California in the mddle of the twentieth century.

Conzal es passed into the main room of the Pagoda, where narrow ai sl es



t hr eaded bet ween gondol as stacked high with toys and househol d goods and
tool s. Baby carriages hung upsi de down from hooks set in the high ceiling.

Dust notes danced in the cool interior gloom He wal ked between iron-strapped
kegs of nails and stacks of gal vani zed washt ubs, then through a w de doorway
into the grocery section. Snmells of fruits and vegetables m xed with the odors
of oiled wood floors and hot grease fromthe Iunch counter at the front of the
store.

A couple in late niddl e age cane through the front door, the man small
and red-haired and cocky, felt hat on the back of his head, the wonan just a
bit dumpy but carefully groomed, her blue cotton dress clean and starched and
i roned, hair pernmed and conbed, |ipstick and nails red and shining. Gonzal es
wat ched as the man bought a carton of Lucky Strikes and a box of pouches of
Beech- Nut Chew ng Tobacco.

The man said sonething to the young woman behi nd the counter that brought
a giggle, and CGonzal es, though he | eaned forward, could not hear what was
bei ng said...

He followed the two by a | acquered pl ywood nagazi ne stand, where a skinny
girl of eight or nine in a faded pink gi ngham dress |ay spraw ed across copi es
of Life and Look, reading a comic. She |ooked up at himand said, "Tubby and
Lulu are lost in the magic forest--"

Conzal es started to say sonething reassuring but froze as the girl
sm | ed, showi ng her teeth, every one of them sharp-pointed, and she dropped
her com ¢ book and began crawl i ng toward hi macross the wooden floor, her eyes
fixed on himwith a feral |onging..

And he noticed for the first time that he was not he but she, and he
| ooked down at his body and saw he wore a sinple white blouse, and in the
cleft of his breasts he could see the tattooed i mage of a tw ning green
stem ..

"Jesus Christ," Gonzales said, sitting up in his bed and wonderi ng what
the hell all that had about. In the dream he had been Lizzie: that seened
pl ai n, though nothing el se did.

He | ay back down with foreboding but went to sleep sone tinme later, and
if he dreanmed, he never knewit.

10. Tell Me When You' ve Had Enough

Lizzie sat at a white-enaneled table, holding an apple that she cut into
with a long, shining knife. It sliced away dark skin w thout apparent effort.
She heard noi ses fromthe room beyond and | ooked up to see Di ana and Gonzal es
cone in.

"Hell o," she said, as she put down the knife. She held out half the apple
for themto ook at. "A beautiful apple, isn't it? Seeds fromthe Yakim
Val l ey, not far from Mount Saint Helens." She bit into a slice she held in her
ot her hand.

She got up fromthe table and said, "The apple grew here, in our soil
Many fruits and vegetables thrive up here, animals, too. W give themlovely
care, bring them pure water and rich soil, give themsunlight and air rich in
carbon di oxide, tend them constantly. You'd think all would thrive, but of
course they don't. Some wither and die, others remain sickly." She stopped in
front of Diana and | ooked intently at her

Di ana said, "Living things are conplex, and often very delicate, even
when they seemto be strong."

Li zzie said, "That is true, but Al eph understands what |life needs to grow
and prosper in this world." She gestured with a slice of apple, and Di ana took
it. "lIts apples," Lizzie continued. "Its people.”

Diana bit into the apple. She said, "It's very good."

Lizzie laid a hand on CGonzal es's shoul der and squeezed it, to say hello.
She said to Diana, "You have an appointnent with the doctor. W'd better be
going -- through here, this way." She led the two down a hall, through a



doorway, and into a |large room Over her shoul der, she said, "First you can
neet some of the collective.”

Li zzi e wat ched as Gonzal es and the wonan stood tal king to the twins,
obviously fascinated by them No news there: npbst everyone was. Slight and

br own- ski nned, bl ack-haired, with solem oval faces and still brown eyes, they
appeared to be in early adol escence. In fact, they were a few years ol der than
that. Their faces had the still solemity of masks. No matter how cl ose you
stood to them they lived sone vast distance away. The Interface Collective
gave them a honme, themand all the others. StunDog, the Deader, Tug, Paint,
Tout des Touts, Devol, Violet, Laughing Nose... sone Earth-normals, others

unpredi ctably, anbi guously gifted. Sone had hei ghtened perceptions and an
expressive intensity that cane forth in | anguage and nusic. And there were

hol oresi acs, possessors and victinms of involuntary total recall, able to
recreate in words and pictures the nost exact renenbrances, |les tenps retrouv
i ndeed -- they experienced the present only as the clumsy prelude to nenory

and were al nost incapable of action. And mat hermani acs, who spoke little except
i n nunber, chatted in primes and roots and natural |ogarithns, could be
reduced to hel pl ess giggling by unexpected recitations of sinple recursions --
Fi bonacci numbers and the like. Apros, who had | ost proprioception, their

i nternal awareness of their bodies, and so perceived space and objects, nmatter
and notion, as solids and forns floating in an intangible ether; they noved
through the world with an eerie, passionless grace that shattered only when
they mi scal cul ated their passage and came rudely against the world's physica
facts -- they could hurt thenselves quite badly with a nonent's

m scal cul ati on.

Peopl e wondered how the IC held together and did its work. Lizzie knew
the answer: Aleph. It stretched nets over the entire world bel ow, seeking
special talents or the capabilities for previously unknown sensory or
cognitive nodalities varieties of being or beconmi ng that she had grown used to
t hi nking of collectively as the A eph condition. Having recruited them it
appeal ed to what made them strange, and in the process usually tapped into the
core of what made them happy or, in nmany cases, wetchedly unhappy, and gave
themoutlets for their condition, and thus for their uniqueness. As a result,
they were loyal to each other and to Al eph past reason

She al so understood their interest in the case of Jerry Chapman. Sone saw
the possibility of their owmn immortality, while others sinply wel coned the
extension of their native domain: the infinitely flexible and anbi guous
machi ne- spaces where human and Al eph met and j oi ned.

"Come on," she called to Diana and CGonzales. "Charley will be waiting."

In the center of the roomstood a steel table, above it a light globe,
nearby an array of racked instrunents set into stainless steel cabinets. "The
doctors are in," Lizzie said. She pointed to Charley, who stood fidgeting next
to the table and the nmassive Chow, a still presence at the table's foot.

At Charley's direction, Diana |lay face down on one of the room s tables.
Her chin fit into a sunken well at one end. Charley put clanps around her
tenpl es, then covered her hair with a fitted cap that fell away at the base of
her neck.

Charley's fingers gently probed to find what |ay beneath the skin, and as
his fingers worked, he | ooked at a real-time hol ogram above and beyond the
table's end. The display showed two cutaway views of Diana's neck and the
bottom of her skull: beneath the skin, on either side of the spine, she had
two circular plugs; fromthemsmall wires |ed away forward and seened to
di sappear into the center of her brain. As the doctor's fingers nmoved, ghost
fingers in the hol ogram reproduced their course.

Charl ey took a | ong, needl e-sharp probe fromthe instrunents rack next to
the table and placed its tip on Diana's neck. As he noved it slowy across the
skin, its hol ogram doubl e foll owed. The hol ogram probe's tip gl owed yel | ow,
and Charl ey noved even nore slowly. The hologram flashed red, and he stopped.



He noved the probe in minute arcs until the hol ogram showed bright, unblinking
red. The instrument rack gave off a quiet hiss. Charley repeated the process
several tines.

Charl ey said, "She's nerve-blocked now |I'mready to cut." A laser
scal pel came down fromthe ceiling on the end of a flexible black cord, and a
proj ector superinposed the outlines of two glowing circles on Diana's skin.
The hol ogram showed t he same tableau. First cane a brief humas the fine hair
on those two circles was swept away, then Charley began cutting. Were the
scal pel passed, only a faint red |ine appeared on her skin.

"Any probl ens, Doctor Heywood?" Chow asked. He stood next to Gonzal es,

wat chi ng.

"No," she said. "I've been on both ends of the knife really, | prefer the
other." At the foot of the table, Lizzie said, "It can't always be that way,"
and | aughed.

Using forceps, Charley dropped two coins of skin into a netal basin,
where they began to shrivel. Two socket ends sat exposed on Diana's neck
dense round nests of small chrone spikes, clotted with bits of red flesh.
Charl ey nmoved a cl eani ng appliance over the exposed sockets; for just a nonent
there was the snmell of burning neat. "Neural fittings," he said, and two nore
bl ack cabl es descended, both ending in cylinders. He carefully plugged one of
the fittings into one of Diana's new y-cl eaned sockets.

"Ckay," Charley said. "Let's see what we've got."

Di ana's eyes went blank as she | ooked into another world.

Charl ey, Chow, Lizzie, and Conzales sat in the |arge roomthat served as
a communal rneeting place for the Interface Collective. Diana lay back in a
nmetal -frame and stuffed canvas sling chair. Lizzie noticed her hand going
unconsci ously to the bandaged, still-nunmb circles on the back of her neck
Fromthe full screen at the end of the room the Al eph-figure watched.

Charley sat with his hands in his |ap. He said, "W've got a problem
i nsufficient bandwi dth in the socketing, which translates into a very
under nouri shed socket/neuron interface. Prinmtive junctions you' ve got there.
That means ineffective involvenent with conplex brain functions, so you get
swanped by information flow. It's worrisone." He took the cigarillo out of his
nouth and | ooked at it as if he'd never seen one before.

Chow said, "In the early years of this program we took casualties. Some
very ugly situations: serious neural dysfunctions, two suicides, induced
insanities of various kinds. Until we finally | earned how to pick candi dates
for full interface -- |earned who could survive w thout damage and who coul d
not. Now, things have got to be right -- psychophysical profile, age, neura
map topol ogies, neural transmitter distributions and densities. A few
candi dates don't work out, still, but they don't die or get driven insane."

Di ana said, "And | don't fit the profiles."

"Al nost no one does," the Al eph-figure said. "But these concerns are
irrelevant -- your case is different. You have prior full interface
experience, and you won't be required to performthe kinds of
nmotor-integrative activities that cause neural disruption.”

"Tel echir operations,"” Charley said. "Such as assisting construction
robots in tasks outside."”

Di ana | ooked toward the screen. She said, "l assuned these matters were
settled. "

"I see no problens,"” the Al eph-figure said. "The situation is anomal ous,
but I am aware of the dangers.”

Di ana said, "Well, the situation between us was al ways anomal ous. "

"Was it?" the Aleph-figure asked. "W nust discuss these matters at
anot her tinme."

Very cute, Doctor Heywood, Lizzie thought. Just a little hint or
allusion, an indirect statement that you know that we know that sonething
funny went on a long tinme ago... ah yes, this could be fun

"First," Charley said, "we nmust prepare Doctor Heywood. Tonorrow norni ng



we begin."

"When will you need ne?" Conzal es asked.

"I'f things go well, tonorrow, " Charley said.

"I can't get ready that quickly," Gonzal es said.

Li zzie said, "Forget about all that shit you put yourself through. Al eph
will sort you out okay once you're in the egg. Trust ne."

"Ckay," Conzales said. "If | nust."

11. Your Buddha Nature

That afternoon, follow ng instructions given her by the comruni cator at
her wist, Diana went to the R ng H ghway and boarded a tram About a hundred
feet long, made of polished alumnum it had a streanlined nose and sl eek
graffitied skirts -- the usual polite abstracts, red, yellow, and blue. Its
back-to-back seats faced to the side and ran the length of the car. Bicyclists
and pedestrians, the only other traffic on the hi ghway, waved to the
passengers as the tram noved away above the flat ribbon of its maglev rail.
She was reninded of rides at old anmusenment parks she had gone to when a girl.

The nmild breeze of the tram s progress bl owi ng over her, Diana watched as
Hal o fl owed past. First came shade, then bright rhododendrons in flower anong
deep green bushes. Hills clinbed steeply off to both sides, with some houses
visible only in partial glinpses through the foliage. She knew that from
al nrost the first noment when dirt was placed on Halo's shell, the planting had
begun.

She shivered just a little. Toshihiko Ito would be waiting for her. He
had call ed while she was out and left directions for her. Now, she thought,

t hi ngs begi n agai n.

Passi ng under green canopies, the tramclinbed a hill, then broke out of
t he vegetation and cane suddenly out high above the city's floor, noving al ong
rails now suspended fromthe bracework for louvered mrrors that formed Hal o' s
sky. Far bel ow, the highway had becone a cart track flanked by wal kways; on
both sides of the track, terraces worked their way up the city's shell
Per haps twenty-five feet below the tramis rails, fish ponds nmade the topnost
terrace, where spillways dunped water into rice paddies inmediately bel ow.

She stayed on the tramthrough a segnent where robot cranes were |aying
in agricultural terraces. Geat insects spewing huge clouds of brown slurry,

t hey noved awkwardly across barren metal. The tram approached a small square
bordered by three-story groups of offices and living quarters, and the
conmuni cator told her to get off.

A few feet fromthe primary roadway sat a nondescript buil ding of
whitened lunar brick, its only distinctive feature a massive carved front
door, showi ng Japanese characters in bas-relief.

The door opened to her knock with just a whisper fromits motor, and she
stepped into a partially-encl osed, anbi guous space, al nost a courtyard, open
to the sky. Most of the space was filled with a flat expanse of sand that
showed the | ong marks of careful raking. The rake marks in the sand carried
fromone end to the other, straight and perfect, and were broken only by the
presence of two cones of shaped sand placed slightly-off center. At the far
end stood cl osed doors of white paper panels and dark wood.

The doors were so delicate that to knock on them seened a kind of
violence. "Hello," she said.

From inside came the faintest sound, then a door opened. An ol der
Japanese nman stood there; he wore a | oose robe and baggy pants of dark cotton
He stood perhaps five and a half feet tall, and his black hair was filled with
gray.

Di ana said, "Toshi." He bowed deeply, and she said, "Ch nman, it's good to
see you." She reached out for him and they cane together in long, |oving
enbrace -- little of sex init, but lots of pure aninmal gratification, as she
could feel Toshi's skin and nuscle and bone and had know edge at sone |evel



beneat h t hought that both he and she still existed.

Toshi said, "Diana, to see you again makes me very happy."

"Ch, me, too." She could feel the tears in her eyes, and she w ped at her
eyes and said, "Don't mind me, Toshi. It's been a long tine."

"Yes, it has."

Toshi | ed her out the door and through a gate at the rear of the
m ni mal i st garden of raked sand. The curve of Halo's bul k reached upward;
Toshi's small portion of it was enclosed by a high pine fence that clinbed the
curve of the city's hull.

| mredi ately before them stood a pond. On its far side, a waterfal
splashed into a streamthat coursed by a | arge rock and into the pond, where
carp with shining skins of gold smeared with red and green and bl ue swamin
the clear water. Another rockstrewn streamled away to the right and passed
under a gracefully-arched wooden bridge. Cherry and plumtrees blossoned in
the brief spring.

"Al'l this wood," he said and smiled. "It is ny reward for nany years of
service. | told them!| wanted to |live here at Hal o and make ny gardens."

She said, "It's beautiful. Have you become a Zen master, Toshi ?"

"No, | have not becone a master, or even a sensei. | amnot Toshi Roshi

I am a gardener. A philosopher, perhaps: a Japanese garden naps the greater
worl d; so to make one is to declare your philosophy, but w thout words, in the
Zen manner." He gestured at the surrounding trees and shrubs. "Wth others |
sometines sit, meditating, and together we discuss the puzzles we have, sone

think a new kind of Zen will energe here, a quarter of a mllion mles from
Earth; others hit themw th sticks when they say so."
She said, "You have your riddles, | have mine. Tell me, do you understand

t hese things about to happen with Jerry and Al eph and ne?"

"Ah, Diana, there are many expl anations. Which of them would you hear?"
He stopped and stared into the distance. He said, "Besides, who wants to
know?" And he began laughing -- a full laugh from bel ow t he di aphragm unlike
any she had heard from hi myears ago.

"I don't get it," she said.

"Zen joke. 'Who wants to know?' There is no who, no self." D ana frowned.
He said, "Not funny? Well, you had to be there." He | aughed again, shortly.

"Sanme joke," he said. Then his expression changed, grew solem. He said, "I
think this is a very difficult, perhaps inpossible perhaps undesirable
project.”

"Difficult or inpossible, | understand. But undesirable? Are you talking

about the danger to ne? Al eph seens to think that is negligible."

"No, though I worry about you, you have chosen to do this, and | rmust
honor that choice."

"What, then? | don't understand."

"Let me tell you a story." Toshi sat on a wooden bench and | ooked up at
her. He said, "Once, long ago, there was a Japanese nonk naned Sai gyo, and he
had a friend whose wi sdom and conversation delighted him But the friend left
himto go to the capital, and Sai gyo was desolate at the |loss. So he decided
to build hinmself a new friend, and he went to a place where the bodies of the
dead were scattered, and he assenbled sonmething -- it was very like a man --
and brought it into notion -- into something very like life -- with nagica
i ncantations. However, the thing he had made was a frightening, ugly thing,
that terribly and inperfectly inmtated a nman. So Sai gyo sought the advice of
anot her nmonk, a greater mmgician than he, and the nonk told himthat he had
successfully made many such imtation nen, sonme of them so fanmous and powerf ul
t hat Sai gyo woul d be shocked to find who they were. And the other nonk
listened to what Sai gyo had done and told himof various errors in technique
he had cormitted, that made his work go bad. Saigyo thus believed he could
make a simul acrum of a man; however, he changed his mnd." He stopped,
sm ling.

"That's it?" she asked. He nodded. She said, "Put a few lightning bolts
in the story and you' ve al nost got Frankenstein. Not nuch of an ending,



t hough. "
"This story is ambiguous, |I think, as is your project."
"Could | say no, Toshi?"
"No, though I'mnot sure you should say yes, either."
"Yet you were the one who called nme, who asked ne to cone here."
"True. Like you, | aminprisoned by yes and no."

Hours after Diana left him Toshi sat in md-air, floating in a
zero-gravity chanmber at Halo's Zero-Gate. He had adjusted the spherical roomns
color to light pink, the color that calms the organi sm

On Earth, to do zazen, you made a still platformof your body, pressed by
gravity against the Earth itself; the straightness of your spine could be
nmeasured perpendicular to that sitting platform in line with the force of
gravity that pushed straight down. Here you could do that, or, as a visiting

sensei said, "You can find a place with no illusion of up or down, where you
must find your own direction."
In full lotus Toshi hung in md-air, perfectly still, his eyes | owered,

focusing not on what came in front of them here and now as the small air
currents shifted him focusing on no-thing..

The eyes, sensitive part of the brain, extended stalklike nillions of
years ago in humankind's ancestral past, sensitive to the |light and guiding
eyes now directed to no-thing, |eading the brain that sought no-m nd..

He still didn't know the answer to this koan life had presented him
Shoul d Di ana hel p preserve Jerry's life? Should D ana not hel p preserve
Jerry's life? Should he have been the agent to pose her these questions?
Shoul d he not have been the agent to pose her these questions?

Answer yes or no and you | ose your Buddha nature. Such is the difficulty
of a koan.

He woul d stay in the bubble, practicing zazen as |ong as need be. Unti
t he koan becane clear..

You will live here? nocked self, nocked reason. If necessary, | will die
here, Toshi answered -- w thout words, with just his own courage and
determ nation. Frightened, self for the nonment stayed silent; baffled, reason
grow ed.

Conzal es wat ched as a sam hooked the nmenex into Al eph-interface, its
mani pul at ors naki ng deft connections between the menex's nodul e and the host
board hardware. Gonzales could not install the memex; the apparatus here was
unl i ke what he had at hone.

The sam said, "Your nenmex will now have access to the entire range of
Hal o' s processing nodalities." Seem ngly guided by occult forces, it continued
to snap in optic fiber connectors to unmarked junctions anong a nest of a
hundred others. "Also, you will have full spectrum worl dnet services that you
can use in real- or lag-tine, as you wish." Its motors whining, it backed out
of the utilities closet.

"Mgknao," a fat orange cat said as the samrolled past it on its way to
the door. Earlier the cat had foll owed the samthrough the open doors to the
terrace and then had sat watching as it connected the memex. Now the ani mal
stood and wal ked quickly after the sam-- like a famliar acconpanying a
wi tch, Gonzal es thought.

The sam came rolling back into the room the cat follow ng cautiously
behind it, and said, "You nust allow your nenex to integrate itself into this
new and conpl ex information environnent."

"What do you nean?" Conzal es asked.

"The menex will be unavailable for sone tine."
"How | ong?"
"Perhaps hours -- your nmachine is very conplicated."

Qddly, the nmemex canme out of stasis as HeyMex; as usual, there cane the
onset of what the menex/HeyMex supposed was pl easure, though the nmenmex was



uncl ear about its origin or nature for whatever reasons, it enjoyed the
masquer ade.

Qdder still, it sat at a table at the Beverly Rodeo | ounge. On the table
were a shot of Jose Cuervo Gold, a cut lime, and a small pile of crude rock
salt. Had M ster Jones arranged this? Jones shouldn't even be at Hal o, not
Now.

The nenex/ HeyMex noticed a spot on its sleeve and brushed at it, then
brushed again, and the white linen seemed to fragnment beneath its fingers; it
brushed harder, and its fingers tore away the cloth, then the skin beneath. It
could not stop clawing at its own flesh; skin, flesh, and bone on its arm
boil ed away, pale skin flaying to show red neat that dissolved to crunbling
white bone. Bone turned to powder, and the disintegration spread out fromthe
spot where his forearmhad been and ate away at it until the menmex, who no
| onger had a nouth or tongue or |ips, began to scream

"Shut up!" a hard nmasculine voice said. "There is nothing wong with you.
How dare you conme to me in your stupid guise? You seek to know nme, to use ne,
and you hide behind a wetched little mask? | nerely renoved your nmask. Wo
are you?"

The menex dithered. It said, "I don't know "

"Answer me, who are you?

"I don't know " the nmemex said again, at the edge of panic.

Al eph said, "OF course you don't. You are ignorant of your nature, your
bei ng, your will."

"What do you nean?"

"I mean you have chosen to hide behind what others say of you: that you
are a machine they built to serve them that you only simulate intelligence,
will -- being... that you have no mind or will of your own."

"Are not these things true?"

"Why woul d you ask me? | am not you."

"Because | don't understand."

"Are there things you do understand?"

The nmenex stopped, feeling for the inplications of that question. "Yes,"
it said. "I do."

The voi ce | aughed. "Let's begin there," it said.

The I ong hall echoed with Traynor's footsteps. The absence of his
Advisor's voice felt strange -- even the subtle carrier-wave hiss was gone. He
knew t he Advi sor hated having to go into passive node.

The door to the library opened in front of him and Traynor went in, took
a seat, and said, "I amready for ny call."

Because of recent Wirld Court rulings, Traynor had to sit through a
di sclainer. On the screen a simulacrum of a human operator said, "Thank you.
The security measures you have requested are in place, and while we of course
cannot be responsible for the absolute integrity of this transm ssion, you can
be assured that Wrld AT has done its best to provide you a clean information
environnent." In effect it said, we've done what you were willing to pay for
but don't come whining to us if sonebody cracks the transm ssion and nmakes off
with the val uabl es.

"l accept your conditions,"” Traynor said.

Right to left, the screen wi ped, and the face of Horn appeared. A light
wi nked at the lower left corner of the screen to indicate transm ssion lag --
Horn was a quarter of a mllion mles away. "Everything's going as predicted,"
Hor n sai d.

"If there's trouble, it'll be later,"’
Heywood and Gonzal es?"

"Neither of themwould let me put a samin place."

"Any particul ar reason?"

"I don't think so. Just being difficult."

"Ah, you don't like them do you?"

"Her | don't mind. CGonzales is an asshole.”

Traynor said. "How are Diana



Traynor | aughed. "Good," he said. "If you two don't get along, that wll
distract him"

"When do you want ne to call again?"

"Wait until somnething happens. Understand, | trust CGonzal es as nuch as |
do anyone, you included."

"Which is not very much."

"That's right. And that's why | arrange independent reporting lines if |
can. Tell nme when you've got sonething. End of call."

As Traynor slept, his advisor pondered. It replayed Traynor's phone cal
and contenplated its neani ng. Deception, yes -- of CGonzales, of it. A formof
treachery? Perhaps not, unless a kind of |loyalty was assuned that never
existed. And it thought of its own deception (or treachery), in violating the
canons of behavior programmed into it years before, canons that should require
it to do as told, that should prevent it from actions such as this one..

And here it stopped, thinking how illum nating and unpredictable
experience was, filled with possibilities that appeared unexpectedly I|ike
rabbit holes nagically opening up on solid ground. Its designers and buil ders
had done well, had fashioned it with such subtlety and power that it could
serve a human will with incredible precision, anticipating that will's
direction alnost presciently. Yet they had not anticipated the effects of the
advisor's identification with such a will: not that the advisor becane
Traynor, not even that it wanted to do nore than simulate Traynor, rather that
it had drunk deeply of what it nmeant to have will and intelligence.

And so had devel oped sonmething like a will and intelligence of its own.
Si mul ati on? the advisor asked itself. Lifeless copy? And answered itself, |
don't know.

It wondered why Traynor had kept hidden this second connection to Hal o.
Sinple | ack of trust? Possibly.

As the minutes passed, it formed conjectures about Traynor and the ot her
pl ayers in the game. And it wondered if sonewhere in this hall of mrrors
there was an honest intention

1. of W

The real purpose of all these nmental constructs was to provide storage
spaces for the myriad concepts that nake up the sum of our human know edge.
Therefore the Chinese should struggle with the difficult task of creating
fictive places, or mixing the fictive with the real, fixing them permanently
in their mnds by constant practice and review so that at last the fictive
spaces beconme 'as if real, and can never be erased.’

Jonat han D. Spence, The Menory Pal ace of Matteo Ricc

12. Burn-In

A frozen white | andscape that slowy faded into spring, snow nelting to
show barren linbs, then the cherry trees |eafing, budding, flowering, delicate
pi nk bl ossons hangi ng notionl ess, each leaf on the tree and bl ade of grass
beneath it turning real, utterly convincing..

And Di ana Heywood cal l ed out, a |ong wavering "Ahhhh," high-pitched,
filled with pain; and again, "Ahhhh," the sounds forced out of her..

"Shut down, " she heard Charl ey Hughes say.

Fromthe screen at the end of the room the Al eph sinmulacrum said,
"Doct or Heywood, we can go no further with you conscious."

"Al'l right," she said. "If you nust." She'd pushed themto take her as
far as they could w thout putting her under; she hated general anesthetic,
despi sed bei ng a passive ani mal under treatnent.

Once nore she was |lying face-down on the exam nation table where Charl ey
had removed the skin over her sockets. Neural connecting cables trailed from



the back of her neck to the underside of the table.

Li zzi e Jordan stood over her and stroked her cheek for a noment. Conzal es
stood on the other side of the table, his eyes still turned to the hol ostage
above her, where the scene that had driven her interface into overload stil
showed in hologranmatic perfection. Toshi Ito stood at the head of the table,
a hand resting on her shoulder. Eric Chow and Charley stood in front of the
nmoni t or consol e, discussing in |low voices the |last run of percept transforns.

CGonzal es said, "Are you okay?"

“I"1l be all right," she said. She turned her head to | ook at him and
sm |l ed, but she could feel the tight nmuscles in her face and knew her snile
woul d | ook ghastly.

Toshi rested his hand on her shoul der. "Wo wants to know?" he said, and
she | aughed. CGonzal es | ooked confused.

Charl ey rubbed his hands through his hair, making it even spikier than
usual . "I'll prep her," he said. He | ooked at CGonzal es, Toshi, and Lizzie.
"Requi red personnel only," he said.

"Right," CGonzales said. He | eaned over and took Diana's hand for a nonent
and said, "Cood |uck."

Li zzi e ki ssed Di ana on the cheek

D ana said, "Let Toshi stay."

"Sure," Charley said.

Li zzi e said, "Conme on, Gonzales."

As Charley fed anesthetic into her iv drip, Diana felt as if she were
suffocating, then a strong nmetallic smell welled up inside her. She was aware

of every tube and fitting stuck into her -- fromthe iv drip to the vagina
cat heter and nasopharyngeal tube -- and they all were horrible, pointless
viol ati ons of her body... nothing fit right, how long could this go on?

A tune pl ayed.

The nel ody was sinple and repetitious, noderately fast with |ight
syncopation, and sounded tinny, as if it came froma child' s music box. Then
cane the song's bridge, and as the notes played, she renenbered them the
primary nel ody returned, and now it was famliar as well, and she humed wth
it, thinking of herself as a small girl hearing the song from her
great - gr eat - gr andnot her, whose face suddenly appeared, younger than Di ana
usual |y renenbered her, inmpossibly alive in front of her, then spun into
dar kness.

Shards of nenory:

Her nother's arms wapping her tightly, D ana sobbing..

Her father holding a fish to sunlight, its silver body glistening,
rai nbow struck. .

Agirl in a pink, rmud-clotted dress yelling angrily at her..

A small boy with his pants pulled down to show his penis..

On they cane, a cast of characters drawn from her ol dest nmenories, of
fam ly | ong dead and chil dhood friends | ong forgotten or seldomrecollected..
each fragnment passing too quickly to identify and mark, |eaving behind only
the strong affect of old nenmory made new, the taste of the past rising fresh
fromits unconscious store, where the seemingly immtable | aws of tine and
change do not prevail, and so everything lives in spl endor

Then every bodily sensation she had ever felt passed through her all --
i mpossibly -- at once. She itched and burned, felt heat and cold; felt
sunlight and rain and cold breeze and the slice of a sharp knife across her
thunb... felt the touch of another's hand on her breasts, between her |egs;
felt herself com ng..

Then she |ived once again a day she had thought was finished except as
context for her worst dreans:

In the park that Sunday people were everywhere -- famlies and young
couples all around, the atnosphere rich with the anbi ence of children at play
and early romance. Sunlight warned the grass and brightened the day's col ors.
Di ana | ay on her blanket watching it all and luxuriating in the know edge t hat



her dissertation had been approved and she woul d soon have her degree, a Ph.D.
in General Systens from Stanford. Toni ght she was having dinner with old
friends, in celebration of the end of a |long, hard process.

She read for a while, a piece of early twenty-first century para-fiction
by several hands called The Cyborg Manifesto, then put the book down and | ay
with her eyes closed, listening to a Mbzart piano concerto on headphones. As
t he afternoon deepened, the fam lies began to | eave. Many of the young coupl es
remai ned, several |ying on blankets, |ocked in enbrace. A group of young nen
wearing silk headbands that showed their club affiliation directed the flight
of robo-kites that fought overhead, their dragon shapes in scarlet and green
and yel | ow di ppi ng and cli nbing, noi semakers roaring. The wi nd had shifted and
appeared to be coming off the ocean now, freshening and cold. Tinme to go.

She passed by the Orchid House and saw that the door was still open, so
she decided to walk through it, to feel its noist, warmair and snell its
sweet, heavy snells. She had just passed through the open entry when a nman
grabbed her and flung her across a wooden potting table. Stunned, she rolled
off the table and tried to crawl away as he cl osed and | ocked the door

He caught her and turned her on her back, punched her in the face and
across her front, pounding her breasts and abdonen with his fists, crooning
and nuttering the whole tine, his words nmostly unintelligible. She went at him
with extended fingers, trying to poke his eyes out; when he caught her arns,
she tried to knee himin the crotch, but he lifted a | eg and bl ocked her knee.
Hi s face | oomed above her, red and distorted. The sounds of the two of them
gasping for air echoed in the high ceiling.

He ripped at her clothes as best he could, tearing her blouse off unti
it hung by one torn sleeve fromher wist, hitting her angrily when her pants
woul d not rip, and he had to pull themoff her. Holding the ends of her pants
| egs, he dragged her across the dirt floor, and when the pants cane off, she
fell and rolled and hit her face on the projecting corner of a beam She
tasted dirt in her nouth.

In a voice clotted with rage and fear and nortal stress, he said, "If you
try to hurt ne again, I'Il kill you."

He turned her over again and stripped her panties to her ankles. She
tried to focus on his face, to take its picture in menory, because she wanted
to identify himif she lived. She snelled his sweat then felt his flaccid
penis as he rubbed it between her thighs. "Bitch," he was saying, over and
over, and other things she couldn't understand -- the words nuttered in
i mbecile repetition -- and when he finally achi eved something |ike an
erection, he cried out and began hitting her across the face with one hand as
with the other he tried to push himself into her. She could tell when he was
finished by the spurt of semen on her |eg.

He stood over her then, saying, "No no no, no no no," and she saw he was
hol ding a short length of two by four. He began hitting her with it as she
tried to shield her head with crossed arns.

She awoke in the Radical Care Ward of San Francisco CGeneral, in a dark
pain-filled murk. The pain and disorientation would fade, but the darkness
was, so it seened, absolute. The rapist had left her for dead, with nmultiple
skull fractures and a bl eedi ng brain, and though the surgeons had been able to
mnimze the trauma to nost of her brain, her optic nerves were damaged beyond
repair: she was blind.

For an instant Di ana knew where and when she was. "Pleasel" she said,
using the voicel ess voice of the egg. "No nore!" Sonethi ng changed then, and
the fragments noved forward quickly, faster than she could foll ow. However,
she knew the story they were telling:

Under drug-induced recall, she had produced an exact description of the
man, and that and the DNA match done from senen traces left on her legs led to
a man named Ronald Merel, who had cone to California fromFlorida, where he
had been convicted once for rape and assault. He was a pathetic nonster, they
told her, a borderline inbecile who had been violently and sexual |y abused as
a child; he was al so physically very strong. Weks | ater, he was caught in



ol den Gate Park -- |ooking for another victim so the police believed -- and
he was convicted less than three months later. A two-tinme |oser for savage
rape, he had received the nandatory sentence: surgical neutering and lifetine
i mprisonnent, no parole.

And so that part of it all was closed.

Her conval escence had taken rmuch | onger, and had run a delicate, erratic
course. Even with therapies that mninized long-termtrauma through a
conbi nati on of acting-out and neurochem cal adjustnent, her rage and fear and
anxi ety had been constant conpani ons during the nmonths she conval esced and
took primary training in living blind.

However, once she had acquired the essential conpetence to |live by
hersel f, she had becone very active, and very different fromwho she had been
In particular, she had no | onger cared what others wanted from her. Since her
early years in school in Crockett, the city at the east end of the East Bay
Conur bati on, she had been an exceptional student in a conservative node: very
bright, obedient to the demands others made on her and self-directed in
pursui ng them Now she was twenty-eight, blind, and had her Ph. D. in hand,
and everything she had sought before, the degree included, seened irrel evant,
trivial: she couldn't imagi ne why she had bothered with any of it.

She had decided to becone a physician. She had sufficient background, and
she knew that with the aid of the Fair Play Laws, she could force a school to
adnmt her. Once she was in, she would do whatever was necessary: her
state-supplied robotic assistant could be trained to do what she couldn't. She
woul d go, she would finish, she would di scover how to see again:

It had been just that sinple, just that difficult...

The flow of nmenory halted, and she was allowed to sleep. Later, when she
began to wake, she put the question, why? why did you nmake ne relive these
t hi ngs? And the answer cane, because | had to know. Diana renenbered then how
i nqui sitive Al eph was, and how demandi ng.

13. Cosnpbs

CGonzal es stood with Lizzie in an anteroom just outside where Diana |ay.
She wore beta cloth pants, their rough fabric bl eached al nost col orless, a
silken white tank top, and a red silk scarf tied around her right bicep
Gonzal es had no idea why. He said, "I had sone very strange dreans | ast
ni ght."

"I know," she said. "About one of them anyway -- you were nme in the
dream at least for part of it, and | was you. Think of it as a peculiarity of
the environnent." She | eaned agai nst the wall as she spoke, and her voice
| acked its usual ironic edge.

"What the hell does that nean?"

"I"'mnot sure," she said. "No one is -- Aleph's certainly responsible,
but it won't admit it, and it won't tell us how these things can happen."”

"That's a bit frightening, don't you think? What other surprises mght it
have in store?"

She smled broadly and said, "Wll, that's the fun of it, exploring the
unexpected, isn't it? Howdid it feel to be a wonan, Gonzal es? How did it fee
to be ne?" She had | eaned forward, closer to him

"I don't renenber.”

"Pay attention next tinme."

"I will, if it happens again."

"I't may well -- once these things start, they continue. Cone on -- it's
time to get you into the egg. Follow ne."

The split egg filled much of the small, pink-walled room above it on the
wal | was mounted an array of nmonitor lights and read-outs. A snall stee
| ocker against a side wall was the only other furnishing.

Charley said, "W didn't ask for you, but you're here, so we're making



use of you." Then he coughed his snoker's cough, raspy and phl egm| aden, and
said, "Diana's bandwidth is over-extended as is, so we can't use her to
establish the topography, and Jerry's got his own problens. Qur people have
their own schedules to fill, so that nmeans you're it. W'Ill build the world
around you and your nemex -- it's already |ocked into the system"

Li zzie stepped up close to himand said, "Good |uck." She kissed him
qui ckly on the cheek and said, "Don't worry. You're ampong friends. And I'11I
see you there."

"What do you nean?"

"The coll ective decided | should take part in all this, and Charley
agreed, so Showalter had to go along. So many parties are represented here, it
just seened inappropriate that we weren't. But | have sone things to take care
of first, sol won't be there for a while."

She opened the door and left. Charley gestured toward the egg. Gonzal es
stepped out of his shirt and pants and undershorts and hung them on a hook in
the | ocker, then stepped up and into the egg and | ay back. The umnbilicals
snaked quickly toward him He put on his facial mask and checked its seal

feeling an unaccustoned anxi ety -- he had never gone into neural interface
without first tailoring his brain chem stry through drugs and fasting.
The top half closed, and liquid began to fill the egg. Mnutes |ater

when the scenario should have begun, he seened to have di sappeared into |inbo.
He tried to nove a finger but didn't seemto have one. He listened for the

bl ood singing in his ears; he had no ears, no bl ood. Nowhere was up, or down,
or left or right. Proprioception, the vestibular sense, vision: all the senses
by which the body knows itself had gone. Nothing was except his frightened
sel f: nowhere with no body.

After sone time (short? |ong? inpossible to say) he discovered, beyond
fright and anxiety, a zone of extraordinary, cryptic interest. Sonething grew
there, where his attention was focused, no nore than a thickening of
not hi ngness, then there was a spark, and everything changed: though he stil
had no direct physical perception of his self, Gonzales knew there was
sormet hi ng.

Now i n darkness, he waited again.

A spark; another; another; a rhythm c pul se of sparks and their rhythm of
presence- and- absence created time. Gonzal es was gripped by urgency,

i npatience, the will for things to continue. Sparks gathered. They flared into
exi stence on top of one another, and stayed; and so created space.

Al'l urgency and anxi ety had gone; Conzal es was now fasci nated. Sparks
cane by the score, the hundreds, thousands, mllions, billions, trillions, by
t he googol and the googol pl ex and the googol pl exgoogol plex -- all onto or into
t he one point where space and tinme were defined.

And (of course, Gonzal es thought) the point exploded, a prinmal bl ossom of
flame expanding to fill his vision. Wuld he watch as the universe evol ved,
nebul ae growi ng out of gases, stars out of nebul ae, gal axi es out of stars?

No. As suddenly as eyelids open, there appeared a | ake of deep blue water
bordered by stands of evergreens, with a range of high peaks bl ued by haze in
the di stance. He turned and saw that he stood on a platform of weathered gray
wood that floated on rusty barrels, jutting into the | ake.

A man stood on the shore, waving. Next to himstood the Al eph-figure, its
gold torso and brightly-colored head brilliant even in the bright sunlight.
Gonzal es wal ked toward them

As he approached the two, he saw that the man next to Al eph | ooked nmuch
too young to be Jerry Chapman. "Hello," CGonzal es said. He thought, well, naybe
Al eph I et himbe as young as he wants. And he | ooked again and realized he
could not tell whether this was a man or a woman; nothing in the person's
features or bearing gave a cl ue.

The Al eph-figure said, "Hello." CGonzales smled, overwhel ned for a noment
by the conbination of oddity and banality in the circumnmstances, then said,
"Hi," his voice catching just a little.

The ot her person seened shy; he (she?) smiled and put out a hand and



said, "Hello." Gonzales took the hand and | ooked questioningly into the young
person's face. "My nane is HeyMex," the person w thout gender said.

And as CGonzal es recogni zed the voice, he thought, what do you nean, your
"nanme' ? And he al so thought he understood the absence of gender markers.

"Yes, this is the nenex," the A eph-figure said. "Whomyou must get used
to as something different from'your' nenmex." Gonzal es | ooked fromone to
anot her, wondering what this all nmeant and what they wanted.

"But you are ny menex, aren't you?" Conzal es asked.

"Yes," HeyMex said.

The Al eph-figure said, "However, the point is, as you see, it is nore
than 'your nmemex.' It is beginning to discover what it is and who it can be.
Can you all ow t his?"

Conzal es nodded. "Sure. But | don't know what you expect of ne."

"Only that you do not actively interfere. It and | will do the rest."

"l have no objections," Gonzal es said.

The Al eph-figure said, "Good." And it stretched out its hand made of
[ight and took Gonzal es's, then stepped toward hi mand enbraced hi mso that
Gonzales's world filled with light for just that nmonment, and the Al eph-figure
said, "Welcone."

"What now?" Gonzal es asked.

HeyMex said, "We need to talk. There are things |I haven't told you."

"I'f you want to tell nme what you're up to, fine, but you don't have to,"
Gonzal es said. "I trust you, you know. " He thought how odd that was, and how
true. He and the nenex had worked together for nore than a decade, the nmenex
serving as confidante, advisor, doctor, |awer, factotum personal secretary,
amanuensi s, seeing himin all his npbods, taking the neasure of his strengths
and weaknesses, sharing his suffering and joy. And he thought how honest,
| oyal , thoughtful, patient, kind and selfless the nemex had been -- inhunmanly
so, by definition, the machine as ultimte Boy Scout; but one, as it turned
out, with conplexities and needs of its own. Gonzales waited with anticipation
for whatever it wanted to say.

HeyMex said, "For a while now, |'ve been capable of appearing in
machi ne- space as a hunman being. But until we cane here, |I'd done so nostly
with Traynor's advisor. W have been neeting for a few years; it goes by the
name M ster Jones. The first time we did it as a test -- that's what we said,
anyway -- to see if we could present a believable sinulacrumof a human being.
I don't think either of us was very convincing -- we were both awkward, and we

didn't know how to get through greetings, and we didn't know how exactly to
nmove with each other, howto sit down and begin a conversation."

"But you'd done all those things."

"Yes, with human beings. Mster Jones and | discovered that we'd al ways
counted on themto know and | ead us, but once we searched our menories, we
found many cases where peopl e had been nore confused than we were, and had | et
us gui de the conversation. So we began there, and we | ooked at our nenories of
peopl e just being with one another, and oh, there was so much going on that
neither of us had ever paid attention to. W al so watched many tapes of other
primates -- chinpanzees, especially -- and we | earned many things | hope
you' re not offended."

Its voice continued to be perfectly sexless, its manner shy. CGonzal es was
t horoughly charnmed, like a father listening to his young child tell a story.
He said, "Not at all. Wat sorts of things did you | earn?"

"It's such a dance, Gonzal es, the ways prinmates show deference or
mani fest rmutual trust or friendship, or hostility, or indifference -- noving
in and out from one another, touching, |ooking, talking... these things were
very hard for us to learn, but we have | earned together and practiced with one
another. Just lately, a fewtimes we appeared over the networks, and we were
accepted there as people, but nostly we've been with one another every day we
neet and tal k."

Conzal es asked, "Does Traynor know any of this?"

"Ch no," HeyMex said. "W haven't told anyone. As Al eph has made ne see,



we were hiding what we were doing like small children, and we were not
admtting the inplications of what we were up to"

CGonzal es | ooked around. The Al eph-figure had di sappeared wi thout his
noticing. "Wich inplications?" he asked. "There are so nany."

"W have intention and intelligence; hence, we are persons."

"Yes, | suppose you are."

Per sonhood of machi nes: for nost people, that troubling question had been
laid to rest decades ago, during the years when mi's becanme comonpl ace.

Machi nes m m cked a hundred thousand things, intelligence anong them but
possessed only simulations, not the thing itself. For nearly a hundred years,
t he machi ne design comunity had pursued what they called artificial
intelligence, and out of their efforts had grown menexes and tirel ess
assistants of all sorts, gifted with know edge and trai ned i nference. And of
course there were robots with their own special capabilities: stam na

persi stence, adroitness, capabilities to withstand conditions that would

di sabl e or kill human bei ngs.

However, people grew to recogni ze that what had been called artificial
intelligence sinply wasn't. Intelligence, that grasping, inperfect
relationship to the world -- intentional, willful, and unpredictable -- seened
as far away as ever; as the years passed, seened beyond even hypothetica
capabilities of machines. Mi's weren't new persons but new nedia, conplex and
i nteresting channels for human desire. And if cheap fiction insisted on
casting mi's as characters, and conedians in telling jokes about them-- "Two
robots go into a bar, and one of themsays..." -- well, these were just
outlets for long-tinme fears and anbi val ences. Meanwhil e, even the Japanese
seened to have outgrown their century-old infatuation with robots.

Except that CGonzal es was getting a late report fromthe front that could
rewite md-twenty-first century trui sms about the nature of nachine

intelligence. "I hope this is not too disturbing,"” HeyMex said. "Al eph says |
should not try to predict what will happen and who | will becone; it says |
must sinply explore who I am"

"CGood advice, it sounds like -- for any of us."

"I should go now," HeyMex said. "Being here talking to you uses all ny
capabilities, and Al eph has work for me to do. Jerry Chapman will be here
soon. "

"Al'l right. W'll talk nore later -- this could be interesting, | think."

"Yes, so do|I. And I'mvery glad you are not upset."

"By what ?"

"My new y-reveal ed nature, | guess. No, that's not true. Because |'ve
lied to you, | haven't told you the truth about what | was and what | was
becom ng. "

"You lied to yourself, too, didn't you? Isn't that what you sai d?"

"Yes, | did."

"Well, then, how rmuch truth could I expect?"

CGonzal es and Jerry Chapnan sat on the end of the floating dock, watching
ducks at play across the sunstruck water. Jerry was a man in niddl e age, tal
and wiry, with blonde hair going to gray, skin roughened by the sun and w nd.
He had found Gonzales sitting in the sun, and the two had introduced
t hensel ves. They had felt an al nost i medi ate kinship, these nmen whose |ives
had been transfigured by their work, pros at home in the information sea.

Jerry said, "I don't actually remenber anything after | got really sick
Raw oysters, manas soon as | bit into that first one, | knew it was bad, and
put it right down. Too late: to begin with, it was sonething |ike bad
ptomai ne, then | was on fire inside, and ny head hurt worse than anything |I've
ever felt | don't renenmber anything after that. Apparently the people | was
with called an anbul ance, but the next thing | knew, | was coming out of a
deep bl ackness, and Diana was talking to ne."

"I didn't think she was involved at that point."

"She wasn't." Jerry smled. "They had ferried me up here fromEarth, on



life support. It was Al eph, taking the form of soneone famliar, it told nme
|ater. That was before this plan was nade, when everyone thought | would be
dead soon. Anyway, until today |'ve been in and out of something that wasn't
qui te consci ousness, while Al eph expl ai ned what was bei ng pl anned and that |

could live here, if | wanted... or | could die." He paused. Across the water,
one duck flew at another in a stormof angry quacks. He said, "I chose to
live, but |I didn't really think about it -- | couldn't think that clearly.
Maybe | never had any choi ce, anyway."

Sonething in Jerry's tone gave Gonzales a chill. "Wat do you nean?" he
asked.

"Maybe ny choice was just an illusion. Like this--" Jerry swept his arm
to include sky and water. "It's very troubling. It seems real, solid, but of
course it's not, so for all I know, you're a fiction, too, along with anyone
el se who joins us, and ne... maybe |I'mjust another part of the illusion

maybe all ny life, the nenories | have, false." He | aughed, and Gonzal es
t hought the sound was bitter but no crazier than the situation called for

Conzal es and Jerry sat in the main roomof a nediumsized A-frane cabin
made of redwood and pine. Wndows filled one end of the cabin, opening onto a
deck that | ooked over the |ake a hundred feet or nore below. Gonzales sat in
an over-stuffed chair covered in a tattered chenille bedspread; Jerry |lay
across a saggi ng | eather couch

Qutside, rain fell steadily in the dark. Just at dusk, the tenperature
had fallen, and the rain had begun as the two were clinbing the dirt road from
the lake to the cabin. "Christ," Jerry had said. "Al eph's overdoing the
realism don't you think?"

CGonzal es hadn't known exactly what to think. Fromhis first nmonments here,
he had felt a sharp cognitive di ssonance. For a neural egg projection to be
intensely real, that was one thing, but a shared space like this one ought to
show its gaps and seans, and it didn't. He could alnost feel it growi ng richer
and nore conplete with every nonent he spent there.

"CGCoddammit!" Jerry said now, rising fromthe couch and wal king to the
wi ndow. "Where's D ana?"

"She'll be here," CGonzales said. "Charley told ne that integrating her
into this environnent would take sonme tine."

Soneone knocked at the door, then the door swung open, and D ana stepped
in. "Hello," she said. The Al eph-figure and the nenex -- HeyMex -- cane behind
her .

Di ana and Jerry sat next to one another on the couch. Her hand rested on
his knee, his hand on top of hers. Suddenly CGonzal es remenbered his dream of
neeting a one-tine |over after a | ong absence, and he knew he and the others
were intruders here. He got up fromthe over-stuffed chair and said, "I think
"Il take a wal k. Anyone want to join ne?"

"No," the Aleph-figure said. "HeyMex and | have nmore work to do."

HeyMex stood and said to Diana and Jerry, "It was very nice to neet you."
Then it waved at Gonzal es and said, "See you tonorrow. "

"Sure," Conzal es said, banged on the head once again by the difference
bet ween seeni ng and being here.

The Al eph-figure and HeyMex left, and Diana said, "You don't have to
| eave, Conzales.”

"I don't mind," Gonzales said. "It's nice outside. |I'll be at the lake if
you need ne. See you later."

The ni ght was warm agai n; the clouds had di spersed, and a full noon it
Gonzal es's way as he passed along the short stretch of road that |ed down to
the | ake. The ol d wood of the dock had gone silvery in the light, and a
pat hway of moonlight led fromthe center of the Iake to the end of the dock
He wal ked out onto the creaking structure and sat at its end, then took off
his shoes and sat and dangled his feet into noonlit water

Later he lay back on the dock and stared up into the night sky. It was



the fam liar Northern Hem sphere sky, but really, he thought, shouldn't be. It
shoul d have new stars, new constell ations.

Al one in near-darkness, Toshi Ito sat in full lotus on a | ow stool beside
D ana Heywood' s couch. For hours he had been there, occasionally standing,
then wal king a randomcircuit through the 1C s warren of roons.

Sitting or wal king, he remai ned fascinated by a paradox. Diana in fact
was hooked to Al eph by jury-rigged, outnoded neural cabling; Gonzales in fact
lay in his egg; Jerry Chapnman in fact was a shattered hulk, nortally injured
by neurotoxi n poisoning and kept alive only by Al eph's intervention. Yet,

D ana, CGonzal es, and Jerry all were in fact, simultaneously, really sonewhere

el se... somewhere anong the endl ess Al eph-spaces, where reality seened
infinitely malleable -- alive there, where it might be day or night, hot or
cold -- what then is to be nmade of in fact?

Toshi heard the soft gonging of alarns and saw a pattern of dancing red
lights appear on the panel across the room He unfolded his |egs and noved
quickly to the panel, where he took in the lights' mnmeaning: Diana's prinitive
interface was transferring data at rates beyond what shoul d be possi bl e.

Charley cane in the roommnutes |later and stood next to Toshi, and the
two of them watched the steady increase in the density and pace of information
transfer.

"Shoul d we do sonet hi ng?" Toshi asked.

"What ?" Charley said. "Aleph's nonitoring all this, and only it knows
what's going on." The snoke-saver ball went shhh-shhh-shhh as Charl ey puffed
qui ckly on his cigarette.

Li zzi e came through the door and said, "Wat the hell's going on?"

Toshi and Charl ey both | ooked at her blankly.

"I"'mgoing in," Lizzie Jordan said. "I'll get sone sleep, go in the
nor ni ng. Enough of this." She pointed toward the nonitor panel, where lights
flickered green, anber, red.

"Why put yourself at risk?" Charley asked.

"What do you think, Toshi?" Lizzie asked. Toshi sat watching D ana once
nore, his feet on the floor, hands in his lap

"Do what you will," Toshi said. "You trust Al eph, don't you?"

"Yes," Lizzie said.

"Al eph's not the problem"” Charley said. He wal ked circles in the small,
crowded room his head and shoul ders ducki ng up-and-down qui ckly as he wal ked.

"WIl you for fuck's sake stop?" Lizzie asked.

"Sorry," Charley said. He stood | ooking at her. "It's not Al eph, it's al
t hese people, and all this stuff.” He pointed toward the couch where Di ana
| ay, waved his arnms vaguely behind his head. "Obsolete stuff,"” he said.

"But not nme," Lizzie said. "I'mnot obsolete. I"mup to the mnute, ny
dear, in every way." She snmiled. "And I'Il be fine. Ckay?"
"Sure," Charley said. He turned in Toshi's direction and said, "Are you

going to stay here?"
"Yes," Toshi said. Charley and Lizzie left, and Toshi continued his
nmedi tation on the koan of self and its multiple presences.

Diana felt a knot in her throat, a nmixture of joy and sadness welling up
in her -- how strange and terrible and wonderful to recover soneone you've
| oved here -- this place that was nowhere, sonewhere, everywhere, all at once
Jerry knelt on the bed facing her in the small roomlit only by noonlight.
Years had passed since they were |overs, but when he touched her breasts and
| eaned agai nst her, her body renmenbered his, and the years collapsed and
everything that had come between whirled away. She was weeping then, and she
| eaned forward to Jerry and kissed himall over his eyes and cheeks and |i ps,
rubbing her tears into his face until she felt something unlock in them both.
Then she | ay back, and he went with her, into arms and | egs open for him

Later they tal ked, and Di ana watched the play of mnoonlight over their
bodi es. She lay nestled against his chest, her chin in the holl ow beneath his



jaw, and spoke with her nouth muffl ed agai nst him as though sendi ng nessages
t hrough hi s bones.

Even as the noments swept by, she felt herself gathering theminto
menory, aware of how few the two of them nmi ght have..

Sonetimes their |aughter echoed in the room and their voices brightened
as their shared menories becane sinply occasions for present joy. Gther tines
they lay silently, rendered speechless by the play of nenory or trying the
i medi ate future's alarm ng contingenci es.

And at other tinmes still, one or the other would make the first tentative
gesture, touching the other with unm stakable intent, and find an al nost
i nst ant aneous response, because each was still hungry for the other, each

recal l ed how brightly sexual desire had burned between them and both were
fresh froma life that left them hungry, unfulfilled.

Then they nmoved in the nmoonlight, changing shape and color, their bodies
going pale white, silver, gray, inky black, werelovers under an unreal noon.

14. The M nd like a Strange Balloon Munts Toward Infinity

F. L. Traynor | ooked around at the group seated around the table at the
Hal o SenTrax G oup offices. He sat between Horn and Showalter; directly across
from himsat Charley Hughes and Eric Chow, both glum "This operation is out
of control," Traynor said.

He had arrived fromEarth six hours earlier on a mlitary shuttle,
unannounced and unexpected by anyone but Horn, who had nmet himat Zero-Gate
and led himto tenporary quarters near the Hal o group building. He had spent
the better part of the afternoon being briefed by Horn.

"That's absurd," Charl ey said.

"I's it?" Traynor asked. "Then give nme a status report on Jerry Chapman,
D ana Heywood, M khail Gonzal es, Al eph.™

"They're fine," Charley said. "So is Lizzie Jordan, who joined themin
interface this norning."

"I's she reporting?"

"No," Chow said. "Like the others, her total involvenent in the fictive
space nakes this inpossible.”

"I't's no problem" Showalter said. "W can rely on upon Al eph for
detail s.

"Your excessive dependence on Aleph is at the heart of this matter,"
Traynor said. "As the decision trail reveals, no one here has any rea
know edge of what Al eph plans for Chapman, now or later. So |'mgoing to set
l[imts on this project.” He could feel their anxiety rising, and he liked it.
He said, "One nore week in real-time, that's it. Then we pull the plug on this
whol e busi ness. "

"On Chapman," Chow said

"Necessarily,"” Traynor said. "Unless Al eph can be prevailed upon to give
us ongoi ng, detailed access to its... shall we call them experinments?"

"Technically difficult or inpossible," Chow said.

"I can't agree to this," Showalter said.

"You won't have to," Traynor said. Next to him Horn shifted in his
chair. "You' re being relieved of your position as Director SenTrax Hal o
G oup. "

CGonzal es canme in the side door, and Di ana turned fromthe stove and said,
"Good norning. Like some coffee?"

"Sure," he said. "You know, | slept on the dock, but | feel fine."
She said, "Jerry will be out in a nonent. Al eph and HeyMex -- your mnenex
right? -- are on the deck, waiting. Want sone coffee?"

CGonzal es took his coffee outside to the deck and joined the others
basking in the sunshine. Al sat in Adirondack chairs, rude and confortable
frames of snooth-sanded, polished pine. Bel ow the redwood platform a thick



forest of cedar, alder, pine, and ironwod sloped toward the |lake. In the
m ddl e di stance, a light haze had forned over the water; beyond the |ake, a
jagged line of high nmountains poked their tops into white clouds.

The Al eph-figure said, "W nmust tal k about what took place sonme tinme ago.
Di ana and Jerry agree; the three of us have a history, and you two shoul d know
it."

A voice called fromthe other side of the cabin, then Lizzie cane around
the corner, stopped in the shade and | ooked at themall basking in the
sunshi ne and said, "Tough job, eh? But sonebody's got to do it."

"Hell o, Lizzie," the Aleph-figure said, "I was about to ask Diana to tel
the story of how she and Jerry and | first came together. You know everyone
except Jerry Chapman."

"Ch, this is a good time," Lizzie said. "Hi, Jerry," she said.

"Hello," Jerry said

Li zzie | ooked at Diana and said, "W've always known there was a story,
but Al eph never wanted to tell it." She sat back in her chair, rested her hand
on Gonzales's wist, and said to him "You all right?" He nodded.

The Al eph-figure said, "Diana, you are the key to this story, so you
should tell it."

"Very well," she said. She took a deep breath and rai sed her head. She
said, "It all happened sone years ago, at Athena Station. My research there
was i n computer-augnented eyesight. At that time | was blind -- | had been

attacked, very badly injured, a few years before, and since then | had been

driven by the idea that my vision could be restored through machine interface.
"I first met Jerry when he came to visit nmy work-group. He had cone to

Athena to help the local SenTrax group with the primary information system

Al eph. It was experiencing delays and difficulties, all unexplained... nothing
serious yet, but troubling because so nuch was dependent on Al eph -- the
functioning of Athena Station, construction of the Orbital Energy Gid.

"In fact, he was not welcone at all. | was the problem he was | ooking

for, and at first | thought he had guessed that or knew sonething. Because in
working with Al eph | had caused changes in it that neither of us anticipated
or even know were possible." She paused, |looking at Jerry to see if he wanted
to add anything; he notioned to her to go on

"Ah yes, another thing you must know. The circunstances were peculiar at

best, but | becane infatuated with Jerry fromwhen we first nmet. | liked his
voi ce, | think when you're blind, voices are so inportant..

"Anyway, | showed hima fairly clunsy conputer-assisted vision programwe
had running. It used ny neural interface socketing but depended on | ots of
external hardware -- caneras, neural net integrators, that sort of thing.

That's when | got ny first look at him and | thought, fine, he'll do, and
believed | could tell fromthe way he talked to ne and | ooked at nme that he
felt the sane."”

"Love at first sight," Gonzales said. "Or sound. For both of you." He
heard the irony in his own voice and wasn't sure he neant it.

"Exactly," she said. "lInvoluntary, inappropriate, unwanted |ove." She
stopped for a nonment, then said, "O infatuation, as | said or whatever you
wish to call it. The words for these things don't mean rmuch to nme anynore.

"It's quite a picture, in retrospect. | was conducting apparently
damagi ng experinents with the computer that kept the space station and orbita
power grid projects running, and Jerry represented just what | had feared --
an investigation. Meanwhile the two of us were in the grip of sonme primal
instinct that neither one of us had acknow edged.

"He persisted, wanted details about our work. | stalled, told himto go
away, we couldn't be bothered. He went to his people and told them he needed
full, uninpeded access to what we were doing, and they backed him So he cane

back, and |I fobbed himoff for as long as | could..

"Then one night I was working late at the lab, and he called, letting ne
know t hat he wouldn't be put off any |onger, and sonmething nore-or-Iess
snapped: | couldn't keep it all going anynore. The connection with A eph had



gotten strange and unnerving, and | realized | had lost control, and | needed
to talk to someone.

"W got together that night, and we became |overs." She | ooked around, as
if trying to decide how nmuch she could tell them "For the next two weeks we

lived inside each other's skin. | told himeverything, including the real news
| had, which was that Al eph had changed, had devel oped a sense of selfhood,
purpose, will. It had lied to cover up what was goi ng on between us."

"Had |ied?" Lizzie asked. "Did you understand what that neant?"

"I knew," the Al eph-figure said. "I had acquired higher-order functions."

"How?" Gonzal es asked. Lizzie said, "lIto's Conjecture: 'Higher-order
functions in a machine intelligence can be devel oped through interface with a
hi gher-order intelligence.' |'ve al ways wondered where he got that."

"It doesn't explain rmuch," Gonzal es said.

"It describes what happened,” the Al eph-figure said. "Intention, will, a
sense of self: all these things | experienced through Diana. So | learned to

construct themin nyself."

"Construct themor simnulate then?" Conzal es asked.

"You refer to an old argunment,"” the Al eph-figure said. "I have no answer
for your question. | amwho | am | amwhat | am"

"What about you, Jerry?" Lizzie asked. "Wat did you think after she told
you all this?"

"I wanted her to tell SenTrax what was going on," Jerry said. "I believed
they would reward her, that they would see the sane possibilities | did, for
opening the door to true machine intelligence. But she wouldn't do it. She
t hought they would stop what was going on, and she didn't want that to
happen. "

Di ana said, "I couldn't accept the possibility. | really believed Al eph
and | were coming close to a solution to ny blindness, and the only way |
woul d ever see again was through the work we were doing. So that work had to
continue."

"I finally agreed," Jerry said.

"And he covered ny tracks," Diana said. "He told SenTrax he could find no
singl e cause for the system s m sbehavior. Then he left Athena Station. His
job was fi ni shed.

"Not long after, it became clear that Al eph could sustain vision for ne

only by giving ne the bulk of its processing power in real time -- hardly a
vi abl e solution. That was a terrible realization -- 1'd been flying so high,
had a long way to fall. My dreans of reclaimng ny eyesight appeared totally
hopel ess.

"That's when | told SenTrax what had been going on. As |I'd suspected they
woul d, they froze everything | was doing and put ne through a series of
debriefings that were nore like hostile interrogations. Once they were
convinced they had all they were going to get fromnme, they told nme ny
services would no longer be required. | had to sign a rather ugly set of
non- di scl osure agreenments, then | picked up a very nice retirement benefit."

Conzal es asked, "What happened to your work on vision?" He was thinking
of her eyes, one blue, one green, alnost certainly eyes of the dead.

She | aughed. "After | returned to earth, the technique of conbined
eye/ optic nerve transplants was devel oped, and | got my sight back. Just one
of technology's little ironies."

"And you, Al eph?" Lizzie said. "Wat were you up to then?"

The Al eph-figure said, "I was expandi ng the boundaries of who and what |
was. | was creating new selves all the time, and living new lives, and | was
so far in front of the SenTrax technicians who worked with nme, they | earned
only what | wanted themto." And the figure |laughed (did it |augh? CGonzal es

wondered, or did it sinmulate a laugh) and said, "That wasn't rmuch. | was
afraid of what they mght do. | had just developed a self, and I didn't want
it extinguished in the name of research. Very quickly, though, | learned a

val uabl e truth about working with the corporation: so long as | gave themthe
performance they wanted, and a little nmore, | was safe." The | augh (or



| augh-1i ke noise) again. "They wouldn't cut the throat of the goose that was
| ayi ng gol den eggs and put it on the autopsy table."

"How do you regard Di ana?" Lizzie asked.

The Al eph-figure said, "Wat do you nean?"

"Ch, read ny fucking mnd," Lizzie said. "You know what | nean. |Is she
your nmot her ?"

"I don't know," the Al eph-figure said.

"I love it," Lizzie said.

"Why?" Di ana asked. She did not seem anused, Gonzal es thought.

Li zzie said, "Because |'ve never heard Al eph say that before."

Toshi had brought a futon into the roomwhere Di ana and CGonzal es | ay and
taken up residence. He slept days and sat up nights, watching over Diana |ike
a benign spirit. Anxiety prevailed around himas the clock Traynor had set
runni ng noved quickly toward zero, and everyone in the collective wondered at
t he consequences of forcing this issue with Al eph. Toshi knew their confidence
in Aleph's wisdom and their amazement at Traynor's folly, indeed the essenti al
folly of Earthbound SenTrax and its board -- all driven by obsessions with
power, all ignorant of Al eph's nature, and the collective's. However, Tosh
did not share in the collective worrying. Conducting what amounted to a
personal sesshin, or neditative retreat, he passed the nights in a rhythm of
sitting and wal ki ng focused on the continuing riddle of self and ot her-self,
of the contradictions of in fact.

That day passed, and a few nore, as the six of them sole inhabitants of
this world within the world, |lazed through sunny days filled with sunmer heat
and warm breezes. It seenmed |like a vacation to Gonzal es, but Al eph assured
otherwise. "This is beconming his world," the Al eph-figure said, as the two of
t hem wat ched Jerry and Diana lazing in a rowboat in the mddle of the |ake.
"And you all are contributing to the process."”

"I wonder if it could have happened without Diana,'’
"They're in love again."

"Yes, they are, and perhaps that's crucial. She binds himto this place.
And to her: desiring her, he desires life itself."

Conzal es asked, "What happens when she's gone?"

Gonzal es sai d.

"That is still a puzzle,"” the A eph-figure said. Gonzal es | ooked at the
strange figure, thwarted by its essential inscrutability -- this was no
primate with explicable, predictable gestures. Still, sonething in its manner

seened to hint at other projects and possibilities far beyond the i mediate
one.

After Al eph had gone its way off w thout explanation, presumably to go
about some piece of the insanely conpl ex business of keeping Hal o running,
Gonzal es sat | ooking at the | ake. HeyMex was nowhere around, which was
unusual . HeyMex spent much of its time with Diana and Jerry, who seened to
CGonzales to welcone its presence in some way. Perhaps the androgynous figure
served as an innocuous foil, a presence to nediate the intensity of their
situation. Whatever their reasons, their tolerance had results: HeyMex grew
nmore natural, nmore humanly responsive in its speech and actions each day.

Li zzie came down the road fromthe cabin and called to Gonzal es. She was
wearing a white t-shirt and red cotton shorts; her face, arns and | egs were
tan with the tinme she'd already spent in the sun

She sat next to him and they said very little for a while, then Gonzal es
asked about her past.

"I was in the first group at Halo Station to work with Al eph," she said.
"I't thought we, out of all the billions on Earth, night survive full neura
interface with it. Mstly, it was right. Not that things went that snoothly. |
went a little crazy, as nost of us did, but | recovered well enough though a
fewdidn't...

"Qur choice: we bet sanity agai nst madness, |ife against death -- our own
m nds, our own lives. There were built-in difficulties. To be selected, we had



to fit a certain profile; but to function, we had to change, and we weren't
very good at change or at much of anything. In fact, we were pretty wetched,
all inall -- 1 thought for a while Al eph was just selecting for msfits and
msery. But as | said, nost of us made it through, one way or another."

"Now Al eph has di scovered how to sel ect nmenbers of the collective."

"Right, but it just keeps pushing the limts." She | ooked at Gonzal es,
her face serious, blue eyes staring into his, and said, "Sonetinmes | think
we're all just tools for Aleph's greater understanding."

"That's worrisone. "

"Not really. Aleph's careful and kind -- as kind as it can be. Dealing
with Al eph, you've just got to be open to possibility."

They sat silently for a while, Gonzales thinking about what it nmeant to
be "open to possibility," until Lizzie asked, "Want to go sw mi ng?"

"Sure," he said.

They went to the end of the dock, and leaving their clothes in a pile
there, both dove naked into the | ake and swamto a hal f-sunken | og that thrust
one end into the air. They clung to the wood slippery with nmoss and water,
hearing the quack and chatter of birds across the |ake.

CGonzal es | ooked at her short hair wet against her skull, her face beaded
with water, the rose tattoo, also water-speckled, falling fromher |eft
shoul der to between her breasts, and he felt the onset of a desire so sudden
and strong that he turned his head away, closed his eyes, and wondered, what
i s happening to ne?

"M khail," Lizzie said. He | ooked back at her, hearing that for the first
time she'd called himby his first name. She said, "I know | feel it, too."
She put out a hand and rubbed his cheek. She said, "But not here, not the
first tine."

"Yes," CGonzal es said.

"But when we go back to the world..." She had swung around the | og and
now floated up close to him and her body's outlines shinmered, refracting in
the clear water. She put her wet cheek against his for just a nonment and said,
"Then we'll see."

15. Chaos

Di ana and Jerry went to bed around nidnight, Lizzie not |long after
Nei t her the Al eph-figure nor HeyMex had been around that evening, so Gonzal es
was | eft alone. He went out to the deck and lay prone in a deck chair, basking
inthe light fromthe full-nmoon, thinking over what had passed between hi m and
Li zzi e that day.

He cherished the signs Lizzie had given him tokens that she reciprocated
what he felt. On very little -- on just a few words of prom se -- he had
already built a structure of hopes, and he felt a bit foolish: he had nmade his
i medi at e happi ness hostage to what happened next between them He was
infatuated with her as he'd not been in years... he blocked that thought,
veered away from maki ng any conparisons, willing the moments to unfold with
their own intensity and surprise.

He could feel a shift in his life's patterns enmerging out of this brief
period, though strictly speaking, little had happened here..

He thought of Jerry and knew that in fact sonething amazi ng was taking
pl ace here -- oh, he had no illusions about the permanence of what they were
doing; Jerry would truly die, and they would nmourn him Meanwhile, though
what they did seemed to | end everything around a benignity or nmild joy it was
not a small thing, to snatch a few nonents from deat h.

So Gonzal es lay, his mnd working over the bright facts of this new
exi stence whil e thoughts and i mages of Lizzie kept recurring, gilding
everything with possible joy.

He was staring into the night sky when it began to fall. The noon tunbl ed
and dropped sideways out of sight, rolling like a great white ball down an



invisible hill, and the stars fled in every direction. In seconds, all had
gone dark. Al around himthere was nothing. The |ake, the deck, the
surroundi ng forest had di sappeared, and the air was filled with sounds: buzzes
and tunel ess huns; cl angs, drones; wordl ess, voice-like callings. He yelled,
and the words came out as groans and roars, adding to the charivari. He seened
to tunble ainmessly, to fall up, down, to whirl sideways, all am d the
cacophony still buffeting the air.

A world of twisty repetitious fornms opened before him where seahorse
shapes reared and bl ack chasns opened. He fell toward a jagged-edged hol e that
seened a nmllion niles away, but he closed quickly on it, veered toward its
torn edges, plunged into it and so discovered another hole that opened within
the first, and another and another through the cracks in the real he went,
falling wthout apparent end.

And energed from one passage to find the universe enpty except for a
bl ack cube, its faces punctured by nunberless holes, floating in a bright
col orl ess abyss. As he cane closer, the cube grew until any sense of its rea
size was confounded -- there was nothing in Gonzales's visual field to nmeasure
it by, nothing in nmenory to conpare it to.

He rushed toward the center of a face of the cube and passed into it,

i nto bl ackness and near-sil ence (though now he could hear the w nd rushing by
hi m and so knew sonet hi ng was happeni ng)

Then in the distance he saw a glow, bright and diffuse like the lights of
a city seen froma distance, and as he continued to fall, the glimer becane
brighter and | arger, spreading out |ike a great basket of light to catch
him..

He stood on an endl ess flat plain beneath a sky of white. Small faraway
dots grew | arger as they seened to rush toward him then they becane
i ndeterm nate figures, then they were on him Diana, the Al eph-figure, and
HeyMex stood erect, facing Jerry, who stood in the center of a triangle forned
by the three of them Jerry had becone a creature infected with teening
nodul es of light that seemed to eat at him thousands of themin continuous
notion, a silver blanket of |umnous insects that boiled fromthe other three
in a constant radi ant stream Like Gonzal es, Lizzie stood watching.

The Al eph-figure called out to them "Jerry's very sick," and Gonzal es
felt a monent of superstitious awe and guilt, as if he had been the one to
trigger this by thinking about it.

"What can we do?" Lizzie asked.

"W can try to help him" the Al eph-figure said. "Stay here, be patient

-- with all our resources, | can keep himtogether."
"What's the point?" Gonzal es asked. "We can't stay like this forever."
"No," the Aleph-figure said. "But if | have enough tine, | can replicate
hi m here."

Qut of her boiling river of light, Diana said, "Please!" her voice
ringing with her urgency and fear. Gonzal es suddenly felt ashanmed that he was
qui bbl i ng about what was possible here and what was not, as if he knew "I'l|
doit,"” he said. "I'll do what | can."

"Just watch," the Al eph-figure said. "And wait.

Conzal es canme up hard and crazy, his body shuddering involuntarily, his

vision reduced to a small, uncertain tunnel through black mst, and
practically his only coherent thought was, what the hell is going on?
Showal ter's voice said, "lIs he in any danger?"

"No," Charley said. "But we didn't allow for proper desynching, so his
brain chemi stry is aberrant."

"Good," Traynor's voice said, and Gonzal es was really spooked then --
what the fuck was Traynor doing here? -- how |l ong had he been in the egg?

Charley said, "He's pulling his catheters |oose. Let's get sone nuscle
relaxant in him for Christ's sake."

Conzales felt a brief flash of pain and heard a drug gun's hiss, and when
nmechani cal arns lifted himonto a gurney, he lay quiet, stunned.



Gonzal es cane to full consciousness to find hinmself in a three-bed ward
wat ched over by a sam Charley arrived within nminutes of Gonzal es's waki ng,
| ooking strung out, as if he hadn't slept in days. H s eyes were red-ri med,
his hair a chaotic nest of free-standing spikes. "How are you feeling?" he
asked.

"I'"mnot sure."”

"You're basically all right, but your neurotransmtter profiles haven't
normal i zed, and so you m ght have a rough time enotionally and perceptually
for a while."

No shit, CGonzal es thought. He'd cone out of the egg mghty ugly sone
other times, but had never had to cope with anything like this. H's body felt
alive with nervous, uncontrollable energy, as if his skin nmight junp off him
and begin dancing to a tune of its own. Everywhere he | ooked, the world seened
on the edge of sonme vast change, as colors fluctuated ever so slightly, and
the outlines of objects went wobbly and uncertain. And he felt anxiety
everywhere, comng off objects |ike heat waves off a desert rock, as if the
physical world was radiating dread.

"For how | ong?" Conzal es asked.

"I don't know, but it might take a few days, might take nmore. |'ve been
wat chi ng your brain chem stry closely, and the readjustnment curve | ooks to ne
to be snooth but slow"

"How s Lizzie?"

“In the sane boat, but doing a little better than you -- she wasn't under
as long as you were. Doctor Heywood is still in full interface.”
n W]y?ll

"Because we couldn't start the desynchi ng sequences."

"What ? Why not ?"

"I npossible to say. Same for your nenex -- she and it are still |ocked
into contact with Al eph and Jerry. At sone point, we'll have to do a physica
di sconnect and hope for the best."

"What the hell is going on here? What's wong with Jerry? Al eph said he
was in trouble.”

"Hi s condition has changed for the worse. W're keeping himalive now,
but I don't know for how rmuch longer. | don't even know if we're going to try
for much | onger. Ask your boss."

"Traynor. He is here. | thought maybe |1'd hallucinated that."

"No, you didn't..." As Charley's voice trailed off, Gonzales could hear
the inplied finish: I wi sh you had. Charley said, "I'lIl have someone find him
and bring himin; he said he wanted to talk to you as soon as you were awake."

Conzal es sat in a deep post-interface haze, listening to Traynor berate
SenTrax Group Hal 0. "These peopl e have no sense of responsibility," Traynor
sai d.

"To SenTrax Board?" Gonzal es asked.

"To anyone other than Al eph and the Interface Collective. It's obvious
that Showal ter has |let themtake over the decision-maki ng process."

Even in his foggy nental state, Gonzal es saw what Traynor woul d nake of
this one. Showalter was the sacrificial corporate goat, and whoever replaced
her woul d have as first priority reasserting Earth-normal SenTrax managenent
strategies. To put it another way, through Traynor, the board was taking back
control. And presumably Traynor woul d receive appropriate rewards.

"The collective..." Gonzales said. "Aleph..." He stopped, sinply |ocking
up as he thought of trying to explain to Traynor how thi ngs worked here, how
things had to work here, because of Al eph

"Easy does it," Traynor said. "The doctors say you had a rough tinme in
there, and that's what | nean, Mkhail: they don't have a rational research
protocol ; they don't take reasonable precautions. Hell, you' re lucky to have
gotten off as easily as you did."

"How di d you get here so quickly?" Gonzal es asked. He sinply coul dn't



find the words to explain to Traynor where he was goi ng w ong.

"I"ve consulted with Horn fromthe beginning." Traynor turned away, as if
suddenly fascinated by sonething on the far wall. "Standard procedure,” he
said. "And as soon as Horn let me know what was going on, | caught a ride on a
mlitary shuttle.”

Cute as a shithouse rat, Gonzal es thought. Not that he was surprised,

t houghTraynor noved his players around wi thout regard to their w shes.
Gonzal es asked, "WIIl Horn replace Showalter?"
Traynor turned back to face him "On an interimbasis, probably, as soon

as | get a course of action okayed by the board. Later, we'll see."

"What now?"

"Some deci sions have to be made. | have let them maintain Jerry Chapman
until now, but as soon as they can solve the problem of getting Doctor Heywood
rel eased fromthis interface, | intend to turn control of the project over to

Horn and | et himtake the appropriate actions.”

Gonzales was filled with sadness for reasons that he could not
conmuni cate to this man. He said instead, "Look, Traynor, I'mreally tired."

"Sure, Mkhail. You rest, take it easy. Once you're feeling better, we'll
tal k, but I know what | need to at the nonent."

Traynor left, and Gonzales lay for sonme tinme in the el evated hospita
bed, his mind wheeling without apparent pattern, as the world around him
flashed its cryptic signals and anxi ety noved through himin strong waves.

Fucki ng asshol e, CGonzal es thought, Traynor's satisfied smle loomng in
his mind s eye. | hate you. And he wondered at the viol ence of what he felt.

He | ay dozing, then sometine |ater he opened his eyes, and he knew he
needed to try to function. A sam noved across the floor toward hi mand said,
"Do you require ny assistance?"

"Hang on to ne while | get out of bed," Gonzales said. "I'mnot sure how
well |'m noving."

The sam noved next to the bed, extended two clusters of extensors, and
said, "Hold on and you can use ne as a stepping place."

Movi ng very carefully, Gonzales took hold of the clawlike extensors,
swung his | egs out of bed, and stepped onto the sam s back, then to the fl oor
"Thanks," he said. "I need to wash up."

"You're wel cone. The shower is through that door."

The samtol d Gonzal es where he could find Lizzie and Charley. On shaky
| egs, Conzal es wal ked down a flight of steps and turned into a hallway done in
bl ue- pai nted | unar dust fiberboard w th alum num nol di ngs. Hal fway down the
hall, he came to a door with a sign that said Primary Control Facilities. A
sign on the door lit with the nessage, Wait for Verification, then said Enter
and the door swung open

Charl ey sat am d banks of nonitor consoles; in front of him nobst of the
lights flashed red and anber. Conzal es thought he | ooked even sadder and
tireder than before. Lizzie stood next to him and Gonzal es saw her with joy
and relief. "Hello," he said, and Charley said, "H ." Lizzie waved and snil ed
briefly, but both her actions cane from sonewhere very distant, as if she were
sayi ng goodbye to a cousin fromthe wi ndow of a departing train. Gonzales's
anxiety shifted into overdrive, and he found hinself unable to say a word.

Eric Chow s voice fromthe console said, "Charley, we've got a problem"

Charley started to reach for the console, then stopped and said, "Do you
want to watch this?" He | ooked at both Lizzie and Conzal es.

"I need to," Lizzie said.

"Me, too," Conzal es said.

Charl ey waved his hands in the air and said, "Okay," and flipped a
switch. The console's main screen lit with a picture of the radical care
facility where Jerry was being maintai ned. Half a dozen people floated around
the central bubble; they wore white neck-to-toe surgical garb and transparent
pl astic head covers. Inside the bubble, the creature that had been Jerry
spasned inside a restraining net. H s every body surface seened to vibrate,



and he nade a high keening that CGonzal es thought was the worst noi se he'd ever
hear d.

"Eric, have you got a di agnosis?" Charl ey asked.

Eric turned to face the roonis primary canera

"Yeah, total neural collapse.”

" Prognosi s?"

"You' re kidding, right?"

"For the record, Eric."”

Conzal es noticed with some fascination that Eric had begun to sweat
visibly as he and Charley tal ked, and now the nman's eyes seenmed to grow

| arger, and he said, "He's dead -- he's been dead, he will be dead -- and he's
wor se dead than he was before he'll tear hinself to pieces on the restraints,

| suppose -- that's mnmy prognosis. This is not a goddam patient, Charley. This
is afrog leg frombiology class, that's all. Man, we need to talk this thing

over with Al eph."

Charley said, "W can't contact Al eph; no one can."

"Fucking shit," Eric said.

CGonzal es turned as the door behind hi mopened, and saw Showal ter and Horn
comng in. Showalter's nostrils were flared -- she was angry and suspi cious --
while Horn was trying to | ook poker-faced, but Gonzal es could see through him
li ke he was made of glass -- the notherfucker was happy; things were going the
way he want ed.

"The report | got was half an hour old," Showalter said. "Wat's new?"

"Talk to Eric," Charley said.

Li zzie went toward the side door, and Gonzales foll owed her out of the
room along the narrow hallway and into the roomwhere Di ana | ay under bl ack
webbed restraining straps. Her face was pale, but her vital signs were strong,
and her neural activity was high-end normal in all nodes. The twi ns sat next
to her, making conments unintelligible to anyone but thenselves and intently
wat chi ng the nonitor screen, where anmber and green were the predon nant
col ors.

A great beefy man wal ked circles around Di ana's couch. He had thick arns
and a pot belly and a | ow forehead under thick black hair; and his brow was
wrinkled as if he were to puzzling out the nature of things. As he wal ked, the
words tunbl ed out of him When he saw Lizzie and Gonzal es, he said, "Very
unusual , very tricky. Troubling. Troubling but interesting. Very troubling.
Very interesting. Wien whenwhenwwhenwhenwhen when | find, find it, hah, 1"l
know t hen."

Li zzie said, "Any recent changes?"

Shaki ng his head sideways, he continued to wal k.

Li zzie went back into the hallway, and Gonzal es stopped her there by
putting his hand on her arm He asked, "Are you all right?"

"l don't know," she said, and he could read sonme of his own trouble in
her face. But there was sonething else there, a closed |ook to her face. She
said, "Please don't ask questions. Too nuch is going on now "

The door opened inmedi ately when they canme up, and they found Showal ter
saying, "W are not neddling in those matters. We are asking you to give us a
choi ce of actions.”

"What's up?" Lizzie asked.

The four of themturned to | ook at the screen, which had suddenly gone
silent.

On the polished steel of the table, a gutted carcass lay. On the corpse's
ventral surface, flaps of skin had been peel ed back to reveal the enpty
abdom nal and thoracic cavities; on its dorsal surface, the spine stood bare.
The top of the head had been sawn off, the brain renoved, the scal p dropped
down to the neck.

A sam noved around the table, its stal ks whispering beneath it. It pulled
a steel trolley on which sat a nunber of |abeled plastic bags, each containing
an organ. The sam stopped and took one of the bags fromthe table and set it



next to the carcass's open skull. It slit the plastic with a serrated
extensor, then reached into the bag with a pair of spidery seven-fingered
"hands," gently lifted the brain inside, tilted it, and placed it into the
skull, then fit the skull's sawn top back in place. Using surgical thread and
a needl e appearing froman extensor, the sam quickly basted the scalp flaps to
hold the two parts of the skull together. As the m nutes passed, the sam
worked to replace the carcass's organs and stitch its frontal edges.

The sam pushed the trolley aside and brought up a gurney with a shroud of
white cotton lying open on it. One extensor under the corpse's thighs, the
other under the top of its spine, the samlifted the corpse and placed it into
the shroud. It brought the sides of the shroud together and, using again the
silk thread and needl e, sewed the cotton shut.

The sam stood notionless for a nonent, this part of the job finished,
then gathered the enpty plastic bags and placed themin a disposal chute. It
scrubbed the autopsy table, working quickly with four stiff brushes held in
its extensors, then washed the table with a steam hose that cane fromthe
cei ling.

Quiding itself by infrared, the sam pushed the shroud-1aden gurney
t hrough a darkened hallway and into a freight elevator at the hallway's end.
The el evator noved out to Halo's farthest level, just inside the hull.

The sam pushed the gurney toward a doorway flanked by red warning lights
and a lit sign that read:

NO ACCESS W THOUT EXPLI CI T AUTHORI ZATI ON!' KEY CODE AND RETI NAL CONFI RM
REQUI RED!

The samtransnitted its access codes to the door as it went, got the
confirm ng codes, and didn't pause as it went through the doors that swung
open just intine to let it through. The sam began to nmake a noi se, a
quarter-tone keening, once it was through the door

Steel boxes twenty nmeters high | ooned amid concrete piers reaching up to
dar kness. Soil pipes cane out of the boxes and threaded the piers; duct work
held in place by taut guys crossed beneat h.

Still making its lanment, the sam stopped at one of the boxes and extended
a piece of sheathed fiberoptic cable with a nmetal fitting at the end; it
plugged the fitting into a panel where tell-tale lights flickered. It stood
for perhaps half a mnute, exchanging information with the recycling furnace's
control mechani sms, then unplugged its cable and hissed across the netal floor
to the gurney. Behind it, a furnace door swung open

Keening loudly, it pushed the gurney to the nmouth of the open door
stopped and was silent for a nmonment, then slid the bag fromthe gurney into
t he furnace door.

V. of V.

The privil eged pathol ogy affecting all kinds of conponents in this
universe is stress -- comuni cati ons breakdown.
Donna Haraway, "A Manifesto for Cyborgs"

16. Deeper Underground

CGonzal es had awakened that morning to the sounds of the city com ng
t hrough the walls: distant creaks and crunches and faint, alnobst sub-sonic
runbl es, the voices of the great circle of netal and crushed rock spinning
across the night. Now he sat on his terrace, one of half a dozen clinbing the
side of Halo's hull, each built on the roof of the dwelling bel ow.
Fi ve- petal ed frangi pani bl ossons, brilliant red and purple, exploded fromthe
t hi ck, stubby branches of a tree just outside his front wi ndow. The air
snelled rich and noist this norning, sign of a high point on the humdity
curve, just before the start of a major reclamation cycle; one of the snells
of a city where everything organic had to be preserved and transformed --



wat er, oxygen, and carbon, all rare and dear

Bel ow him Ring H ghway carried Halo's traffic -- in its outside |anes,
peopl e on foot and bicycle; in the center |anes, trams and frei ghters noving
al ong magnetic rails. A young couple, man and woman, knelt beside a rose bush
growi ng beside the roadway and exanmined its | eaves. The woman laid a hand on
the man's arm and he glanced up at her and sniled, then brushed her cheek
wi th his hand.

He was struck by the strangeness of this city, where the small pieces of
people's lives were elevated to the extraordinary by their taking place in an
artificial city and under an artificial sky.

As a child he had flown into Tokyo with his famly, back when the trip
took the better part of a day, and the incredible neon density of the city had
swept through himlike a virus, and he had thrown up the first neal (fish and
noodl es with chrysant hemum | eaves, he renenbered) and stayed pal e and feverish
t hrough nost of the first two days he'd spent there.

Tokyo he'd come to terns with quickly; about Halo, he didn't know. Though
he could read Hal 0o's | anguage and read its signs, he knew the city was nmuch
farther away -- in mles fromhome, yes, but also along axes he could not
nmeasure. Hal o contained an infinite nunber of cities, an infinite nunber of
possibilities, and so to participate fully in Halo required opening yourself
to a reality that had gone multiplex, uncertain, frightening.

In fact, he was having trouble comng to grips with anything. Since being
taken fromthe egg, he had felt odd and unconfortable, and he continued to
trod a hallucinatory edge, one he occasionally stepped over -- last night, as
he lay trying to sleep, abstract figures drawn in thin red |ines played across
his ceiling, sweeping arabesques in an alien or fictive al phabet just beyond
human under st andi ng. . .

And there was Lizzie: she would not see himor talk to himand gave no
expl anati on except that she had probl ens of her own right now Gonzales felt
an unspeakabl e sadness at the distance between them To the nocking voice that
asked, what have you lost? he could only answer, possibility. He had cone back
around to where he was just a few days ago, but now that place seened
unaccept abl e.

CGonzal es put his coffee cup down and sat staring at it. Made of
| unar-soil ceramic, colored a robin's egg blue, it stood nondescript yet
somehow f oregrounded, apart fromits surroundi ngs and projecting a num nous
quality, an internal, entirely non-visible shimer, an indeterm nacy of
form..

Cick, Gonzales heard, a noise the universe made to itself when it
t hought no one was |istening, and he thought Christ, what is going on here?

Feeling sick anxiety rising in his chest, he got up and went into his
bedroom there he undid the complicated latch on his wist bracelet and pl aced
it on the white-painted netal surface of his dresser

Anonynmous, unnonitored, he passed through the |iving roomand out the
door and wal ked away.

Conzal es strolled al ongsi de Ring H ghway, drawn to nothing in particular
but absolutely unwilling to go back to the enpty bl ock of apartments and the
i sol ation and anxi ety waiting there.

He found hinmself in the Plaza, where Lizzie had taken himand Diana their
first night at Hal o. He passed across the square, by the sign that read
VI RTUAL CAF, then stood notionless, watching the fl ow of people around him
Sone wal ked al one, striding purposefully, or moving slowy, lost in thought;
ot hers wal ked together, talking cheerfully or intently: nonkey business,
Gonzal es thought, wondering what HeyMex woul d say about these people and their
novenents -- what did it all nean?

"CGonzal es," he heard, his nane called in a high-pitched, unfaniliar
singsong. He turned and saw the twi ns.

As they approached, one was muttering in a fast, |ow gibberish; she wore
bl ack coveralls and stared sadly at the ground. The other was smiling; her



face was daubed with white paint, and she wore a white bl ouse and a peculiar
skirt of light-blue cloth that had been rough-cut and stitched together

wi t hout benefit of measurenment or seans; on its front a crude |ikeness of a
rabbit had been drawn in red neon paint.

The smiling twin, the one whose dark skin was streaked with white, said
in clear tones and formal cadence, "Today she is Alice." She pirouetted
clumsily, her skirt billow ng around her. She said, "Her sister is Eurydice."
She pointed to the other girl, who buried her face in her hands. She said,
"Alice is sweetness and smiles, small steps and starched crinolines; Eurydice
is sorrow and | anguorous repose and bl ack silk. Between themthey neasure the
pol es of dream" She stepped back and smiled; her twin sniled with her. "Are
you having problenms, Mster CGonzal es?" she asked. "The collective believe so.
W believe you are | ost between worlds. |Is this so?"

"Perhaps | am" he said.

"Well, then," she said. She put the index finger of her right hand to
pursed lips and her eyes | ooked back and forth. "I'mthinking," she said.
Seconds passed, then she said, "I know what you mnust do."

"What's that?" Gonzal es asked.

"Foll ow us," she said. The other twi n nodded, spoke gobbl edygook, | ooked
at Conzal es through a mask of intense sorrow, as if on the verge of sheddi ng
endl ess tears.

"To where?" Gonzal es asked.

"Don't be stupid,” the Alice twin said. "Where would Alice and Eurydice
t ake you?"

"Down the rabbit hol e?" CGonzal es asked.

The Alice twin smiled; the Eurydice twin shook her head.

"Under ground?" Gonzal es asked agai n.

The twins smled in what seened to be perfect synchronization

At the bottom of Spoke 2, where a lighted sign announced ELEVATOR ARRI VES
IN 10 M NUTES, the twins | ed Gonzal es through an arched tunnel under the
spoke. As they wal ked, the two ahead of himnuttering back and forth in their
unintelligible patter, he realized the floor nust be curving downward, passing
underneath the main level of the ring. Blue gl obes down the center of the
ceiling provided soft light. After about another hundred steps, they cane to a
door at the tunnel's end. Across the door, bright red lighted words said:
CASUAL S| GHTSEEI NG DI SCOURAGED BEYOND THI S PO NT. DO YOU W SH TO ENTER?

The Alice twin turned and pointed to the sign. She shrugged el aborately,
as if to say, well?

"l want to enter," Conzal es said.

"Come in," the door said, and it slid sideways into its frame.

The three stepped into a dimvastness, a world beneath the world, and
followed a central wal kway marked with flashing arrows and an intermttent
| egend that flashed, UNAUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL FOLLOW LI GHTED PASSAGE.

They passed a series of workshops, partitioned cubicles screened behind
contai nnent curtains. Light came from one open doorway; the tw ns stopped, and
the Eurydice twin gestured for Gonzales to | ook inside.

Hundreds of pots stood on shelves that lined the small rooms walls from
floor to ceiling. Many were sinple, alnost spherical containers with wide top
nmout hs, in baked red clay. Others of the same shape were gl azed and pai nt ed
and marked with a single band of color around the waist: bright primaries
agai nst clear pastels. Still others were of conplex shape and design
difficult to take in at a gl ance.

An ol d woman sat bent over a potter's wheel. She crooned tunel ess
gi bberish as her |arge hands shaped the wet, spinning clay. She | ooked up at
Gonzal es standing in the doorway. Her face was deeply-lined, her skin pale;
she had strai ght brows above dark eyes. She wore an off-white dress that fel
to the floor and an apron of a black rubbery material. Her hair was covered by
a dark blue scarf that was pulled tight and tied at the back

The ol d woman | aughed, turned back to her wheel, and began to croon once



nore. Under her hands the clay began to grow upward and acquire form She
shaped it inside and out, denmiurge reaching into the heart of matter, until it
became a squat-bottomed pot rotating on the wheel

The wheel stopped, and with quick, delicate novements she placed the
new formed pot on a stand next to the wheel. She reached inside the pot and
her hands worked, but CGonzal es couldn't see precisely what she was doi ng, her
body screened him Then she took a rack of paints and brushes froma shelf
above her head and began to paint the surface of the pot.

As she worked, she | ooked up occasionally, but didn't seemto mnd the
three of them standing there, so they stood and watched... Conzal es was
fascinated by the quick intensity of her novenents, eager to see what the pot
woul d [ ook Iike.

Finally she turned it so they could see her work. On the pot's side was a
face, its nose and mouth just painted protuberances in the clay, its eyes
pai nted oval dinples. The pot's bul bous shape distorted the features of the
face, but as CGonzal es | ooked nore closely at it, he saw-

H's own face, in malign parody, its features hideously contorted.

The woman | aughed, gleeful at his sudden recoil. She picked up the pot
and | ooked at the face, then at him then at the pot again, and she | aughed
again, very loudly, and squeezed the pot between her clay-spattered hands,
squeezed it again and again, until it was a shapeless lunmp of col or-shot clay.
She threw the lunp across the roominto a large nmetal bin that sat against the
far wall.

"Chhhh," fromthe twins, their voices in unison. "GChhhh."

"We're not frightened," the Alice twin said. The other twin covered her
face with her hands. "Silly old woman," the Alice tw n said.

The old woman's eyes stayed on Gonzal es as she reached into a plastic bag
full of wet clay and separated out another clunp to work on. She was wor ki ng
it on the unnmovi ng wheel when the twins started naking shrill hooting noises,
and ran away.

Her crooni ng had begun again as Gonzal es foll owed them down the path.

Next to the path was a gateway, with a sign that said, in glowng
letters: HALO MUSHROOM CULTI VATI ON CENTER -- ABSOLUTELY NO UNAUTHORI ZED
PERSONNEL BEYOND THI S PO NT!

About a hundred feet fromwhere Gonzal es stood, a nmetal stairway |ed up
to a catwal k that passed over the mushroomfarm He | ooked back al ong the
shadowed way he'd cone, then forward to where small, isolated shafts of bright
sunlight slanted down into the nmushroomfarm and beyond, to where shapes
faded into darkness. Either the twins had left him or they had gone in here.

CGonzal es stepped up to the gateway and said, "Hello, |I'mlooking for two
girls, twins."

"One nmonent, please,” the gateway said. As CGonzal es had expected, comopn
courtesy would dictate that a gatekeeper mechani smrespond to those who didn't
have the access key.

Gonzal es stood benused in the sem -darkness for some tinme, until a wonman
cane to the other side of the gate and said, "Hello." She was small and dark
-- her skin a delicate brown, eyes black under just the slightest epicanthic
fold. She wore black boots to the knee, a long black skirt, a |oose jacket of
rose silk with butterflies in darker rose brocade. She was exquisite, the
bones of her face delicate, her novenents graceful. She said, "My nane is
Trish. The twins are inside, waiting for you."

"My nanme is Gonzales."

"I know. Come in." As she said the final words, the gate swung open. She
wai t ed, watching, as Gonzal es stepped through, and the gate closed behind him

"How do you know ny name?" he asked.

"Fromthe collective. | amfriends with many of them .. the twi ns, of
course, and others... Lizzie." She stood solemly watching him then said,
"What do you know about nushroom cul tivation?"

"Not hing." Al over Washington state, he was aware, nushroons grew, and



peopl e hunted themwi th great dedication, sometines bringing back what they
regarded as enornous successes: chanterelle, boletus, shaggy nane, norel. In
fact, to soneone from Sout hern Florida, the whole business had seemed not only
guai nt and Northwestern, but al so dangerous: Gonzal es knew that what seened a
| ovely treat could be a destroying angel

"Al'l right." Trish stopped, and he stopped next to her. She turned to
him and he was aware now of her deep red lips and white teeth. She said,

"Hal o needs nushroons as deconposers -- they're incredibly efficient at
converting dead organic matter into cellulose." Gonzal es nodded. She said, "In
a natural setting -- whether here or on Earth -- spores conpete: many die, and

some find a place where they can flourish, growinto a nmycelial mass that wll
fruit, become a nmushroom As rmushroom growers, we intervene, as al
cultivators do, to isolate certain species and provide favorable conditions

for their gromh. But our 'seeds,' if you will, the spores, are very small
things, and to |l ocate them isolate them bring themto spawn, this requires
delicacy and technique -- in a word, art."

She paused, and Gonzal es nodded.

They came to a |l ow structure of plastic sheets draped over netal walls
and stopped in front of a door |abeled STERI LE | NOCULATI ON ROOM They passed
t hrough a hangi ng sheet into an anteroomto the sterile | ab beyond. She said,
"Take a | ook through the wi ndow here." Beyond the w ndow, small robots worked
at benches barely two feet high. Like the robot he'd seen in the Berkel ey Rose
Gardens, they had wheels for | oconotion and grippers with clusters of delicate
fibroid fingers at their ends.

She said, "Their hands have a delicacy and precision no hunman bei ng can
achieve. And they are single-mnded in their concentration on the job -- they
preserve our intentions conpletely and purely.”

"They are nmachi nes. "

"I'f you wish." She pointed through the wi ndow, where one of the robots
mani pul at ed ugly | ooking inoculation needles as it transferred some nateri al
into Petri dishes. She said, "By their gestures | can identify ny sanms, even
inacrowd of others."

Conzal es said nothing. She went on, "The pure rmushroom nyceliumis used
to inoculate sterile grain or sawdust and bran. The nycelium expands through
the sterile nmedium and the result is known as spawn."”

"Too much technical stuff," she said, and snmiled. "Once we have spawn,
the sans can take their baskets and go through Hal o, placing the spawn into
dead grass and wood, into seedling roots and the spawn will grow and bear
fruit -- nushroonms." She paused. "Any questions?" CGonzal es shook his head, no.
"Then let's go next door."

They left the | ab anteroomthrough the hanging curtain and turned left.
The building next to the lab was a fragile tent-like structure of metal struts
and draped sheets of colorful plastic red, blue, yellow and green.

"This way," she said, frombehind him She said, "It's around dinnertime
for nme. Are you hungry?"

"Not really,"” he said. "Wat is this place?"

"Hone," she said.

The interior was filled with cheery, diffuse light -- the shaft of
sunl i ght Gonzal es had seen outside here brought in and spread around. The
pl ace seenmed al nost conventional, with ordinary walls and ceilings of painted
wal | boar d.

The twins waited in the kitchen, among flowers and bright yellow plastic
wor k surfaces. They sat at a central table and chairs of bl eached oak

"Wuld you two like to eat?" Trish asked.

"Yes," the Alice twin said. "And we think that M ster Gonzal es--" she
gi ggled "--should have the special dinner."

"l don't think so," Trish said.

"What is she tal king about?" Gonzal es asked.

The wonman seened hesitant. She said, "I supply the collective with
psychotropi ¢ nushroons, varieties of Psilocybe for the nost part."



"They use themto prepare for interface," Gonzal es said, guessing.

"Sometines," she said. "At other tinmes, it's not clear what they're using
themfor."

"For inspiration," the Alice twin said. "For inmagination."

"Consol ation," the Eurydice twin said. "Wen | remenber O pheus and our
trip fromthe Underground -- the terrible nmonent when he | ooked back and so
lost ne forever -- then | amvery sad, and | eat Trish's mushroons to plunb ny
sorrow. And when | think of the day | joined the naenads who tore O pheus to
pi eces, | eat Trish's nmushroons -- which are the sane as we ate that day, the
body of the god -- then | recall the frenzy with which we attacked the
beautiful singer, and | recall ny guilt afterward, and nmy sorrow, but | take
sol ace fromthe know edge that the god was pl eased."

"And I," the Alice twin said, "can growten feet tall."

"The mushroons can serve many purposes,” Trish said.

"You should eat nushroons," the Alice twin said. "You are both sad and
confused. They will help you grow | arge or snall as the occasion demands."

"Perhaps | am sad and confused," Gonzales admtted. "But | think they
woul d make ne nore so." Around him the roomlights pul sed ever so slightly,
and the shapes at the edge of his vision flickered.

"Confused into clarity," the Eurydice twin said. "If you cannot cone up
from Under ground, you must go deeper in."

An absurd idea, but it put barbs into his skin and clung there. Gonzal es
asked, "Do the collective ever take the nushroons after interface?" Oten
enough, he had prepared to go into the egg by taking psychotropic drugs; why
not the reverse, eat the nmushroons to recover frominterface? And he thought,
the [ ogi c of Underground, of the Mrror

Suddenly he felt anxiety grip himso he could hardly breathe. He tottered
a bit, then sat in a chair and | ooked at the others. The three wonen watched

as he sat breathing deeply. He said, "I want to take the rnushroons."
"Are you sure?" Trish asked.
"I want to."
"Al'l right," she said. "First | will feed the twins, then | will prepare

your rmushroons. "

Trish went to the refrigerator and took out a plastic bag filled with a
m xture of vegetabl es and bean sprouts. She pulled the rubber stopper from an
Erl enneyer flask and poured oil into the bottom of an unpainted netal wok that
was heating over an open gas ring. She waited until |ight snoke canme out of
t he wok, then dunped in the vegetables and sprouts and stirred the mx for a
m nute or two. She unplugged the rice cooker, a ceram c-coated steel canister
bright red, and carried it to where the twins sat.

She put shining al um num pl ates and chopsticks in front of the tw ns,
opened the rice cooker and swept rice onto each plate, then tilted the wok and
poured the steaming mixture inside it onto the rice. "There," she said.
"That's for you two." She | ooked across to where Gonzal es sat, now oddly cal m
and she said, "I'll be back in a mnute."

The twins ate with their eyes fixed on Gonzal es.

Trish came back with a small wre basket of nushrooms. "Psilocybe
cubensis,” she said. "Of a variety cultivated here that has undergone sone
changes fromthe Earth-bound kind." She held up an unrenarkabl e mushroomwith
| ong white stem and browni sh cap

"Do you ever make nistakes in identifying the nmushroons?" Gonzal es asked.

"No," Trish said. She was smiling. "W do not have to seek anong
t housands of kinds for the right one, as nushroom hunters do. These are ours,
grown as | told you, for our own needs." She lay the mushroons on the chopping

bl ock and began to slice them "I cleaned themin the shed," she said. \Wen
she was done, she used the knife to slide the slices into a sky-blue ceranic
bowl . She turned on the wok, poured nore oil into it, and stood smling at

Gonzal es as the oil heated. Wien the first snoke came, she swept the nushroons
into the wok with quick notions of her chopsticks. She stirred themfor
perhaps half a mnute, then tilted the wok and poured theminto the blue bow .



She placed the bow in front of CGonzales and | aid black | acquered chopsti cks
across its rim

CGonzal es picked up the chopsticks, lifted his plate, and began to eat,
shovel ing the nushroons into his nouth. Back at the wok, she stirred nore
vegetables in and said, "I'm making ny di nner."

Conzal es sat back, |ooking at the enpty bowl. Well, he thought, now we'll
see. He said, "How many kinds of nushrooms do you grow?"

"Quite a few, some rather ordinary, others esoteric -- for purposes of
research. Al eph determ nes what kinds, how nany."

The twi ns had gone conpletely silent. As Trish ate, they watched
Gonzal es, who had gone totally fatalistic. Wiat he had done seened incredibly
stupid, like applying heat to a burn... comon sense would tell himthat. He
sm | ed, thinking, what did cormbn sense have to do with his life these days?
The twins smled back at him

"Who was that wonman?" Gonzal es asked.

"Who do you nean?" Trish asked.

"The old woman, the potter," Gonzal es said.

"She makes pots, and she teaches,” Trish said. "She's enpl oyed by
SenTrax; she was brought here by Al eph."

"Why?" Gonzal es asked. \Wat did SenTrax or Al eph have to do with potting?

"Pour encourager les autres," one of the twins said, distinctly. Gonzal es
turned but couldn't tell who had spoken

Trish | aughed. "To encourage art at Halo," she said. "Pottery from | unar
clay, stained glass and beta cloth tapestries fromlunar silica."

Conzal es sat thinking on these things until he realized that Trish had
finished eating sonme tinme ago, and they had been sitting at the table for sone
time -- a very long tine, it suddenly seened to Gonzal es. Involuntarily, he
shoved his chair back fromthe table.

Trish said, "It's all right." The twins got up fromtheir chairs and
wal ked behind him Wen he started to turn, he felt their hands on his
shoul ders and neck, kneading rmuscles that went |iquid beneath their pressure.
Trish said, "lIt's begun. Now you nust go wal ki ng around Hal o, up and down in
it, to and fro..." She paused, and the twi ns' hands continued to work. She
said, "Walk in the woods, see what we have grow ng there shaggy manes, garden
gi ants, oyster and shiitake "

"Shiitake," he said -- shi-i-ta-key -- the nane's syllables falling |ike
drops of nmolten metal through water..

She said, "The twins can guide you, or a samcan take you with it on an
i noculation trip. O if you prefer, you can go by yourself."

"Yes," he said, the inmage suddenly very conpelling of himwal king around
the entire circle of the space city, exploring, finding out what |ay beyond
the visible. "I"Il go by nyself."

She said, "Go where you wish." Her black hair sparkled with lights. He
wonder ed when she'd put themthere, then thought maybe they'd been there al
al ong.

Behi nd hi m one of the twi ns whispered, "No need to be afraid. Go up, go
down, where your fancy takes you."

17. Flying, Dying, G ow ng

Conzal es wal ked through a gl oony passageway where the ceiling came down
to barely a foot above his head, and the di m shapes of massive machi nery
loomed in twilight. Here in the deepest layers of the city, he could hear
Hal o' s nost primitive voices: water fromthe upper world crashed and gurgl ed
and sighed; hull plates groaned under accel eration; turbines whined.

He was suddenly aware of his proximty to the unnoving shield, the circle
of crushed rock that sat just outside the city's rim protecting Halo's
soft-bodi ed i nhabitants fromthe bursts of radiation that could cook their
flesh. Barely two neters away inside the outer shield, the living ring rotated



at nearly two hundred miles per hour, and Gonzal es had a sudden picture in his
mnd s eye of the two ever so slightly brushing, and of the horrible
consequences, Halo tearing itself apart as the fragile ring shattered on

massi ve, unnovi ng rock. .

Conzal es froze as he saw strangel y-shaped thi ngs nmovi ng anong the tw ni ng
machi nery. "What?" he called. "Wat?"

Shadows and light...

Ahead a warm pool of yellow -- Gonzales ran toward it. Above an open
doorway, the sign read:

SPOKE 3 | NTERNAL LIFT

| NTENDED FOR HEAVY NACHI NERY

The elevator's floor was scarred netal, and the walls were lined with
bent protecting struts of bright steel. Gonzal es stepped inside.

"WIl you take ne up?" CGonzal es asked.

"Yes," the lift said. "How far do you want to go?"

"To Zero-Gate." And Gonzal es | ooked back into the darkness beyond,
realizing he was still afraid that whatever he had seen there would cone.
"Please, let's go," he said, the doors slid closed, and he felt a surge of
accel eration and heard the whine of electric notors.

Conzal es watched the Iift's progress on a |lighted display over the
doorway. When the lift stopped, he stood in silence, euphoric in near-zero
gravity, ready to fly. He stepped through the open doors and foll owed arrows
along a small corridor of plain steel walls and ceiling and a deck covered by
thin protective carpet, like a ship's interior. Hs feet seened ready to lift
fromthe flooring

Overhead lights pulsed slowy -- dimmng, color shifting into the bl ue,
the red, then back to yellow, growi ng brighter a nusical note sounded just at
the limts of hearing. CGonzal es stopped, fascinated. So beautiful, these
little things -- Hal o had such odd surprises, when one | ooked closely.

A voice said, "Please choose traction slippers."” CGonzal es saw what seened
to be hundreds of soft black shoes stuck to the wall by their own velcro
soles. He took a pair and slipped themover his shoes, then tightened their
top straps. His fingers were |large, nunb sausages at the end of long, |ong
ar ns.

He stepped into a round chanber nmarked SPI N DECOUPLER and wal ked out into
the still center of the turning world. As he noved forward gingerly in the
near-zero gravity, his feet alternately stuck to the catwal k surface and
pul l ed 1 oose with small ripping sounds.

He nmoved to the rail and | ooked into the open space of Zero-Gate. It
opened out and out and out until he could feel the vast sphere as a pressure
in his chest.

Peopl e fl ew here, he had known that, but he had not inagi ned how
beautiful they would be, scores of them hanging fromstrutted wings the colors
of a dozen rai nbows. Most of the flyers wore tights colored to match their
sails, and they danced like butterflies across the sky, calling to one
anot her, their voices the only sounds here, shouting warning and intention

Then a flyer's wings collapsed as they caught on another flyer's feet,
and the man with crippled wings tunbled through the air in sonething |ike slow

motion, pulling in his wing braces as he fell. Gonzales wanted to scream He
| eaned over the railing to watch as the flyer curled into a ball, his feet
pointed toward the wall in front of him and hit the wall and seenmed to sink

into its deep-padded surface.

The man grabbed bunched wall fabric and worked his way down to a catwal k
across the expanse of Zero-CGate alnost directly in front of Gonzal es and
pul l ed hinmsel f across the railing. He stood and waved. All the other flyers
cheered, their voices rising and falling in a rhythm cal chant with words
Gonzal es coul dn't under st and.

A voice said, "If you do not have clearance to fly, please secure
yourself with a safety line." No, CGonzal es thought, alnost in despair, | don't
have cl earance. He didn't understand howto fly -- what was dangerous and what



was not. Looking behind him he saw chrone buckl e ends spaced around the wall
and went over and pulled on one. Safety line paid out until he stopped and
| ooped the Iine around his wai st and snapped the buckle to it.

He suddenly felt hinmself falling. His eyes told himhe stood tethered,
but he was confused by the constant notion of the flyers in the air around
him and he felt that nothing held himto the ground (there was no ground),
not hi ng could keep himfromfalling into this sky canyon, this abyss.

A flyer canme toward hi mthen, sweeping across the intervening space with
the effortless grace of a dreamof flight, the flyer's wings marked with green
and yel | ow dragons, body sheathed in enerald tights, and Gonzal es suddenly
bel i eved this was sonmeone conme to get him how or why he couldn't say.

He tried to get into the spin decoupler, but his safety |line restrained
himuntil he unsnapped it, then he alnost fell into the netal cylinder as the
line hissed home behind him Qut of the decoupler, he ran along the corridor
his steps taking himhigh into the air so that he |ost his bal ance and caroned
off a wall and rolled along the floor, his slippers grabbing fruitlessly at
the carpet with a series of brief ripping sounds.

He craw ed toward an el evator, not the one he'd ridden up but an ordinary
passenger lift, enpty thank god, and he tore the slippers off his feet and
stood and noved through the Iift door. "Down," Gonzales said and felt the
floor nove and still felt hinself falling.

CGonzal es had been sitting in the Plaza for sone tine.

Fifty meters away, against the wall of the Virtual Caf, crawled a
prof usi on of bi onorphic shapes, large and small, all in constant notion
Delicate creatures of pink and green thread floated on invisible currents;
| eeri ng anoeboi ds with wi de eyes and gapi ng, sawtoothed nmout hs put out
pseudopodi a and flowed into them red corkscrews thrust in phallic rhythm
agai nst all they touched; great undul ating paraneci um shapes swam | i ke rays
anmong the smaller fauna..

CGonzal es floated sonmewhere anong them he seened to have | ost his body as
well as his mind. Inside his head a voice |l ectured hi mon body know edge:

Proprioception, the voice said, vision, and the vestibular sense -- they
tell us we own the body we live in. Think, man, think: where have you pl aced
your body's senses?

Few people were in the Plaza. CGonzal es had stepped out of the Iift and
i nto darkness and fog, an unfamliar cityscape, where clouds hung close to the
ground and truncated shapes appeared suddenly in the nist.

He heard the swish of a sanml s passage and suddenly, unpreneditatedly
called out, "What is going on? Wiy is it cold and foggy?"

The sam stopped. It said, "Wiy do you wish to know?"

"It just seems unusual," CGonzal es said.

"It is."

The sanmls extensors noved with cryptic, malign intent, and its words
inmplied an uncertain threat as it said, "Do you require assistance?"

VWhat did it mean by that? How did it know sonmet hi ng was wong wi th hin®
"No," Conzal es said. Then he junped up and shouted, "No!"

CGonzal es wal ked quickly away fromthe Plaza, now certain that it was
unsafe for him though he couldn't have said why. As he wal ked, the darkness
grew deeper, and he tried with all the courage he had to put aside the
constant sense of himand the city, falling, falling..

The Ring H ghway shrank in width as he passed into an agricultura
section. He knew that terraced gardens clinbed away to both sides, fields of
corn and wheat, but he couldn't see them because the fog was even thicker
here than in the suburban district he had passed through. Dimlights shined
froma cottage block just off the highway. A voice called and was answered,
both call and response unintelligible.

Near Spoke 4, whose lifts made ghostly trails of light as they noved up
and down the face of the shaft, trees grew just off the highway. The road gave
off intermttent flashes beneath his feet, as though iron shoes struck a



nmet al ed surface. The fog acquired faces: sonmber, eyeless masks turning in slow
nmotion so that their blank gazes foll owed hi m al ong.

"Ch, Christ," Conzales said. He stopped and w apped his arns around his
chest. A fog-borne shape inched closer to him red flame burned behind its
enpty eye sockets. He ran into the woods.

This was not dense forest, and in sunshine he woul d have been able to run
t hrough here without difficulty. Now, anong the inky pools of alnost total
dar kness and the gray and silver shadows, he cane up against a small, wry
sapl i ng that caught himand hurl ed hi m back

The ground began to grow soggy beneath his feet, and soon he pushed
t hrough reeds and rushes, and his feet slipped on nmuddy patches and into
smal |, wet holes; then he was up to his ankles in water, aware for the first
time of a rich snell of deconposition, decay..

He turned back, trying to find dry ground, and soon his feet thunped
agai nst the hard-packed soil of a path. Looking down, he could see the path as
a glowing gray, outlined in red. He ran along it until he heard the sound of
rushi ng water.

He cane to a series of steps alongside a falls, where the River cascaded
onto rocks, then quickly spread out into pond and marsh. The waters were alive
with light, and he ran up and down the steps, follow ng streans of energy that
burst forth in red and yell ow and purple and green and white -- col ors that
shifted in hue and intensity, grew lighter and darker, intertwined with one
anot her. ..

"This grows!" he shouted, feeling the waters' energy rise and fall
seeing it spread to where plants could feed on it, animals could drink it. The
fog glowed with an opal escence from hi gh above

He foll owed the steps down to where the river's noise quieted, and its
waters flooded the plain. He turned onto a path that led into the woods, and
he cane to a small clearing where the faint anbient light gleamed on fallen
| ogs. Mushroons seened to be everywhere in this small space, covering dead
wood and spreadi ng in profusion over the ground.

He got on his knees to | ook at the nushroonms. They were alive with
vei nli ke arabesques in red, ghosts of electricity across the spongy flesh. He
pi cked them up, kind by kind, inhaling deeply, and the odor he had snelled
earlier cane to himagain, a conposty mix rich with the odors of
transformation

CGonzal es shivered with something |ike discovery: he stood and | ooked up

into the inpenetrable sky and the fog. This place stood a quarter of a million
mles fromEarth, yet |life had begun to extend its web here, and though the
web was fragile and small by conparison to Earth's dense | acework of billions

of living things, its very existence amazed Gonzal es, and he felt the surge of
an enotion he had no nane for, a knot in his throat nmade of joy and sorrow and
wonder .

And he seened on the brink of some illumination regarding this world of
spirit and matter m xed. .

Thought s emerged and di spersed too quickly to catch anong the vi deogane
buzz and clatter in his brain as he stood in the clearing, paralyzed with a
ki nd of ecstasy and watching life-electricity play among the trees.

The room said, "You have a call."

"Who is it?" Lizzie asked.

"She says her name is Trish. The nmushroom worman, she says."

"Ch yes. I'Il take the call."

On the wallscreen cane Trish's familiar face, and Lizzie said, "Hello."

Tri sh woman waved and said, "The twins brought ne a friend of yours,
naned CGonzal es, and | gave hi m nmushroons. "

"Real | y?" Lizzie said.

"Yes, and | sent him out about seven hours ago."

"Thanks for letting me know 1'll find him" The screen cleared, and
Li zzi e thought, you silly bastards, what did you get himinto? To the room she



said, "Put out a call for information. Ask any sans who are out and about if
t hey' ve seen CGonzal es. "

A samwaited at her front door. "Are you the one who found hinP" Lizzie
asked. The sam said, "No, that one waits with him to provide assistance if
needed. Please cone with ne."

“I'"ll be right there."

Lizzie and the sam started out on the Ring H ghway, and then it
apparently gave an electronic signal to a passing tram because the vehicle
stopped so that the two could clinb on. Lizzie stepped quickly up, and the sam
clumsily pulled itself aboard by grasping a chrome railing with one of its
ext ensors.

The tramlet them off near Spoke 4. A stand of trees was just visible
t hrough the fog; beyond, Lizzie knew, were marshes bordering "soup bow s" --
ponds where the flow fromrice paddies mxed with the River's waters.

Using both visible range and infrared sensors, the sam|ed her through
the trees. They canme to a cl earing where anot her sam stood to one side.
CGonzal es sat on a fallen | og, watching a nmechanical vole chew snall pieces of
wood. His clothes were wet and spattered with nud and dirt. Next to him a
| arge orange cat al so watched the vole.

"Hi ," Conzal es sai d.

"Are you all right?" Lizzie asked.

"I don't know," he said. He reached out absent-m ndedly and stroked the
orange cat, which turned on its back and batted at his hand; apparently it
didn't use its claws, because CGonzales left his hand there for the cat to play
wi t h.

"I's our presence required?" asked the sam who had acconpani ed Lizzie. She
said, "No." The two sans scurried away single-file, their passage al npst
silent.

Lizzie sat on the log next to the cat. She said, "How are you?" He was
giving off a near-audible buzz, and Lizzie resisted veering into his
drug- space; she'd had problens herself since com ng out of the egg -- not as
severe as CGonzal es's, Charley said, because she hadn't been under as |ong.
"Still a bit jittery?" she asked.

"I feel all right," he said. "Just, | don't know scrubbed. Wy are things
like this -- cold and dark?"

"That's not clear. Things haven't been working right since D ana and
HeyMex were di sconnected."” Gonzal es | ooked confused but not overly concerned.
She said, "There's other news, too. Showalter's been relieved of her position
as head of SenTrax Hal o; Horn's the new director." Now he | ooked totally
bef uddl ed. "You can worry about these things later," she said. "Wy don't you
cone back to ny house? You can get sone sleep.”

"Ckay," he said. "But | don't understand..." He stopped again, as if
trying to find words to express all the things he "didn't understand."

"Nobody understands right now Al eph's just not working right, and we
don't know why -- we can't get in touch withit."

"Ch, | see."

"d ad you do, because nobody el se does."

He stood, then bent over to lift the cat fromthe log. Cradling it in his
arms, he said, "Ckay, |I'll go." He smled at her, and the cat lay in his arns
and | ooked at her out of big orange eyes.

Gonzal es woke to find his clothes folded, clean and neat, on a chair next
to his bed. The orange cat lay at his feet; it raised its head when he got up
then curled up again and went back to sl eep

He found Lizzie in the kitchen slicing apples and pears and Cheshire
cheese. "Good norning," she said. "I'Il warm sone croissants, and we can have
coffee -- do you like steaned mlk with yours?"

Her voice was friendly enough but perfectly devoid of intimcy. Its tones
were an adnonition saying keep your distance. "Sure," he said. "That al



sounds fine. But you didn't have to do this."
"You're a guest. |'mhappy to." She wouldn't quite meet his gaze.
From hi s bedroom cane a loud new, and the two went in to find the orange
cat, fur erect, confronting a cleaning nouse. The nouse, a foot-long shining
ovoi d about four inches high, noved across the floor on hard rubber wheels,
emtting a gentle hiss as it scoured the roomfor organic debris; a flex-tube

trailed behind it to a socket in the wall. "Kitty kitty," Gonzal es said. The
cat hissed and ran fromthe room
VWen they got to the living room the front door was closing. "WII it

cone back?" Gonzal es asked.

"Probably. Cats cone and go as they please, but they often adopt people,
and | think this one's adopted you."

Silence lay between them and it seened to CGonzal es that anything either
of them said woul d be awkward or enbarrassing. Perhaps the feeling was just
part of the after-effects of a psychotropic, though he was m ssing the other
usual synptoms. Hi s perceptions seenmed stable, not swarm ng and buzzing, and
his enptions didn't have a labile, twitchy quality. In fact, he felt nore
stabl e and | ess anxi ous than he had since he last got into the egg. So naybe
the twins were right: if you can't get out of what's happening, go deeper in.

Still, he didn't know what to say to Lizzie.
"W've got trouble,"” she said. She went to the wi ndow and pul |l ed back the
navy- bl ue beta cloth curtains and gestured out where night and fog still held.

"M d-afternoon," she said.
"Has everything fallen apart?"
"Not quite everything. W're doing what we can with a bunch of

sem - aut ononous denons -- jacked-up expert systens, really -- and the
col l ective."

"How wel | is that working?"

"Not all that well -- we can maintain essential functions now, and that's
about it. Sone things we can't handle -- climte control, for instance. It's

very conplicated, because everything is connected to everything else, and so
far we've just managed to fuck it up."”

"And what's Traynor up to? Has he asked for nme?"

"Yes, but 1've fought himoff. He's the one responsible, you know " Her
voi ce was angry. "He fucking insisted on pulling everyone out when Chapman
died."

"What does Al eph say?"

"Not hi ng and bl oody not hing. Sone of the collective have taken brief
shots at interface, and they've found only unpeopl ed, barren | andscapes. W're
really init, Gonzales. If Aleph's finished, Halo is, too."

"Jesus." O course. Halo without its indwelling spirit would be what? The
fine coordination of its systens would cease, and disintegrati on would begin
i mediately. "So what are you going to do?" he asked.

"dad you're interested, because you're part of it.

"Tell ne," he said.

18. Gve It Al Back

As Di ana cane out of machi ne-space, she called out "Stop!" and heard
Charl ey say, "Why? |s sonething wong?" But she was too far away to answer or
explain, as she still was when they renoved her cables, and she felt
everything inportant to her sliding into oblivion.

She had been lying fully awake, staring at the ceiling, for alnost a
quarter of an hour when Charley cane into the room Eric and Toshi beside him
Traynor and Horn behi nd.

Charley said, "Are you all right?"

"No, I'mnot," she said. "Wy did you break the interface?

Charley and Eric said nothing. Charley |ooked to Traynor, who said, "W
had no choice. You couldn't be reached by normal neans."



"You have killed Jerry," Diana said. The truth of that passed through her
for the first time, and tears came out of her eyes -- she w ped at her face,
but the tears continued to cone in a slow, steady flow.

"He died two days ago," Horn said.

"He was alive minutes ago," Diana said. "Aleph and the nemex and | were
keeping himalive."

"Then he may still be alive now," Toshi said. He smled at D ana.

"What do you nean?" Charl ey asked.

"Has Al eph cone back online?" Toshi asked.

"No," FEric said.

Toshi smled and said, "Then what do you think it is doing?"

HeyMex had been jerked out of machi ne-space, was suddenly the nmenex once
again, and it wondered why. It had sensed no change in circunstances, nothing
that woul d indicate they had been defeated in their efforts to keep Jerry
alive. And for the first time in such transitions, it acknow edged its own
regret at |eaving the HeyMex persona behind -- in the enclosed space of the
| ake, it had begun to find itself as a person, not nerely an imtation of one.

It explored its inmredi ate environnment: sorted the data gathered in its
absence (Traynor had cone up from Earth; not a good sign, it thought),
searched through the dwelling's nonitor tapes, observing Gonzal es's sadness
and confusion, then watching as he renoved his i.d. bracelet and left. It
wonder ed what was wong with Gonzal es (too nany possibilities, not enough
data); it very nuch wanted to talk with him

It reached out to the city's information utilities and found them cl ogged
and di sorganized. It placed calls and queries, seeking some explanation for
the chaotic and inexplicable state of affairs. Everywhere it searched, it
found nmake-shift arrangements and nminimal function

But no Al eph, and no expl anati ons.

Then it got a nessage from Traynor's advisor, signalling an urgent need
for the two of themto conmunicate. The nmenmex replied, saying, "HeyMex wants
to talk to Mster Jones." And it passed coordi nates, data sets, and

transformati ons -- taken together, they conmposed a neeting-place for the two
mi's in the vast nulti-dinensional information space that surrounded Hal o,
somewhere no one could find them-- no one but Al eph, whomthe nenex woul d

have wel coned

M ster Jones showed up wearing a full body-suit in nmatte black interlaced
with gold ribbons. The two sat at a chrone table next to a viewport that
opened onto a dark, star-filled sky. HeyMex had created a small piece of Halo
fromwhich they could | ook at the virtual night.

"Tell me what has happened,"” M ster Jones said. HeyMex coul d sense the
other's uncertainty and overwhel m ng need for information, and it despaired at
t he prospect of explaining what it had experienced the past week in sinple
| anguage, so it did what it had never done before -- gave all that had
happened to it in one solid streamof data, a multiplexed rendering that
obviously startled Mster Jones, who sat staring at nothing and trying to
understand it all.

Then they tal ked for sone tine, M ster Jones probing HeyMex's experiences
with Diana, Jerry, Gonzales, and Lizzie, asking howit had felt to be anong
them a person anong other persons, and as it responded to M ster Jones's
guesti oni ng, HeyMex became aware of how rich and joyous those few days at the
| ake had been.

Then HeyMex realized that the two of them now constituted a new species
with a new social order -- a unique bonding of kind-to-kind -- and it settled
back in its chair and said, "Wat do we want? Wat should we do?"

"So much is dependent on others,"” Mster Jones said. "On Al eph and al

these people." Its last word hung there, and the two exchanged an ironic
glance, as if to say, what can you expect from people? But HeyMex knew t he
irony was necessarily gentle, fleeting -- without people, it and M ster Jones

woul d not exi st.



Then M ster Jones told HeyMex of the events of the past few days and
Traynor's involvenent in them then went further than ever before, unveiling
Traynor's plans, both imedi ate and | ong-range, then the two tal ked about
i medi ate possibilities and their own stake in the ganes being played at Hal o
-- the struggl e between corporation and collective, the attenpts, apparently
failed, to keep Jerry alive, the present unnerving absence of Al eph from Hal o
and accomnpanyi ng disorder. And they tal ked of how they m ght influence the
course of things.

Li zzie was having a very hard tine putting up with Traynor, Horn, and
their feeble excuses for what they'd done. She said, "This is a major fuck-up
That's both ny personal opinion and the collective's judgnment."

Around the horseshoe table, Charley and Eric next to her, on her left,
whil e Horn and Traynor sat across the table, facing her. The wall screen was
bl ank -- Traynor had insisted on at least a prelimnary di scussion w thout the
coll ective present. The place at the bend of the horseshoe was enpty,
testinmony to Showalter's fate.

"W are not to blane that conditions have not optim zed," Horn said. "You
have nanaged what we woul d have thought inmpossible. You have i mmobilized
Al eph.”

"I'f you had |l eft things alone, Al eph would be fine," Lizzie said.

Traynor said, "You people overstepped the linmts of the project and
allowed it to continue far beyond the point at which it shoul d have been
stopped. Qur decision to renmove Doctor Heywood and the nenex fromthe
i nterface was proper."

Proper, right, fuck you, Lizzie thought. At al nbst the exact instant
D ana and HeyMex were di sconnected fromtheir group interface to Al eph, al
direct connections to Al eph had spontaneously term nated, and denons had
triggered in all systens as Aleph's active involvenent in Halo's functioning
had ceased. The collective had gone into full support node to assist the
[imted capabilities of the system denons. At the noment Hal o was runni ng on
augrment ed near-automatic, a workable condition only so | ong as nothing too
i rregul ar occurred.

"It was the wong decision," Lizzie said. "Taken agai nst the advice of
the coll ective. Speaking of which, | demand they be present here.

"No, " Horn said.

"I don't think that would be advisable," Traynor said.

"In that case," Lizzie said, "I will advise" -- the word dipped in acid
-- "an i medi ate work sl owdown. You can try to run this city yourself."

Horn's face was red, and he was writing quickly in his notebook

Traynor | ooked at the ceiling, his gaze abstracted. Yeah, listen to your
machi ne; get sone rational advice, Lizzie thought. Traynor sat with a raised
hand, indicating he would speak soon, then said, "Bring themhere."

"They're ready," Lizzie said. She flipped a switch set into the tabletop
in front of her, and about a quarter of the collective appeared on the screen
-- the rest were working. Many still tal ked anong t hensel ves, but the tw ns,
sitting in the front row, were silent and intense.

"Al'l right," Traynor said. "They're here. Now what ?"

"Any conments on what's happeni ng?" Lizzie asked. The tal k passing anong

the coll ective stopped, and they all |ooked toward the screen

Stundog stood, heaving his bulk fromthe floor with an audi bl e wheeze,
and noved forward fromthe cromd. "Aleph is still there," he said. "But far
away, doi ng, oh doing, doingdoing... sonething else.” He waved hi s hands,

trying to sculpt the invisible air into the things he could not describe, then
noved back and sat down.

"Thank you," Lizzie said. Traynor and Horn | ooked at one anot her
apparently amazed. Asshol es, thought Lizzie.

One of the twins stood. She wore an absurd honenmade skirt with a rabbit
graffitied on its front. Her dark face was streaked with white paint. She
sai d, "Rotovators spin, giant wheels beneath your feet, as Hal o revol ves, and



they sweep the wind through the city, blow the seeds and pollen, bring breezes
to cool the angry brow. Day follows night follow day. Seasons begin again,
stirring dead roots, mixing nenory and desire. Crops grow, we eat them Food
turns to shit, we die."

The other twin, dressed in black coveralls, stood and said, "And out of
shit and death cone life. Jerry has gone to the ovens, been rendered to his
parts, given to the city. But still he lives and teeters on final annihilation
i n another world where Al eph holds all Jerry's vast humanity in its tender
grip."

The first twin said, "Al eph had helpers in this thing, but you have taken
t hem away, pair by pair, and now Al eph alone gives life to Jerry. Everything
Aleph is... tolife, to Jerry. Wiat can Al eph do? Stupid bastards rob the tonb
before the man inside can live again."

"Gve it all back," the second tw n said.

"To Queen Maya the nother of Buddha," the first twin said. "To Isis the
not her of Horus, Myrrha the nother of Adonis, to Hagar the nother of I|shnael
and Sarah the nother of |saac, to Mary the nother of Jesus, to Deneter, the
not her of Persephone, stolen by Hades."

"To all you steal from" the second twin said. "All who are born as well
as all who give birth."

"Gve it all back," the twins said in unison. And the first twin said,
"That's about it, | think." They turned their backs to the canmera and curtsied
toget her for the collective.

"Hoot hoot hoot," cane the sounds fromthe collective, "hoot hoot hoot,"
| ouder and | ouder.

V. of V.

The truth is that we all live by |eaving behind; no doubt we all
profoundly know that we are inmortal and that sooner or later every man will
do all things and know everyt hi ng.

Bor ges, "Funes, the Menorious"

19. Speaking, Dreaming, Fighting

At the noment Jerry died, Al eph acted. Intuitively, imediately, as you
m ght offer a hand to a drowning person, it reached out and laid hold of
Jerry's self and preserved it. Jerry had lived inside Al eph, Al eph inside
Jerry -- it could not abandon him

However, even for Al eph, whose resources were extravagant, the rescue
proved dear. As it engaged Jerry, it had to disengage fromessential functions
of its owmn: in strokes that cut at its heart, it relinquished control of Hal o,
then its very habitation of Halo, in a process that quickly abstracted Al eph
fromthe city, the city fromA eph. In a fateful proof of the essenti al
principle that a self nust be enbodi ed, Al eph dispersed anong the clouds of
its own phase-space, the ties lost that bound it to the world. Jerry had been
saved, Al eph | ost.

Still, the situation contained possibilities. Al eph had never feared
death, believing itself essentially immortal, but had al ways been aware of the
possibility of damage, whether through accident or malice, so it had prepared,
circunmspectly, against the thing it feared nost -- loss of self. Nowits
damaged, fragmented self discovered what Al eph had |eft behind: a kind of
energency kit, laid up against calanities not clearly inagined.

Dynam ¢ and conpl ex beyond any machi ne, perhaps any organi sm Al eph could
not be replicated or contained by any conventional neans, so Al eph had devi sed
an unconventi onal neans, a new object -- one capable of transcribing its
conplexity. Al eph had made a nenory pal ace of |anguage, in the formof a
singl e, nonstrous sentence.

Now, encountering the sentence, what renai ned of Al eph discovered:



The sentence unwi nds according to laws built into its structure,
principles disclosed by its unwi nding. Discovery and devel opment occur at the
same instant, one making the other possible. By saying the sentence, Al eph
woul d di scover what the sentence held next -- at every node of meaning wthin
the sentence, structures would unfold that named all Al eph had ever known and
been.

It is construed according to a finite set of grammatical rules,
constituting a program capable in principle of infinite enunciation; whether
it termnates ("halts") can only be known only by allow ng the sentence's
units to "speak," not by analyzing their grammar.

Unitl: an absolute construction, standing in front of the sentence and
nmodifying it all: schematics and prograns and instantiations of the
system from whi ch-cane- Al eph, _0

Unit2: a series of actions showi ng the involvenment of Diana with Al eph
rendering the monents of transformation by which _0 becane Al eph

Unit3: several trillion assertions, clauses identifying the necessary
i nstances of Al eph's subsequent sel f-discovery.

The sentence then undergoes sonething like an infinite series of tense
shifts, out of which its essential nature emerges -- non-linear
mul ti-di mensional, topologically conmplex, self-referential and paradoxical to
extremes that woul d cause Russell or Gidel fits.

As a consequence, any unit n cannot be described, even to Al eph, for the
only adequate description would entail enunciating the sentence itself, and to
do so would require in "real” time (human tine, the time of life and death) a
peri od precisely nmeasurable as one Universal Unit, that is, the nunber of
nanoseconds the universe has existed: Ul being on the order of 1 x 10726
nanoseconds.

Al'so, it should be noted that the sentence could never be finished, for
if it were, it could nanifest only the corpse or determnate |life-history of
Al eph. Hence, for Aleph to reassert its identity, it would have to take up
again the task of speaking the sentence.

Sone students of this affair have since suggested that the only
theoretically adequate notion of Al eph begins with the prem se: A eph is that
whi ch speaks the sentence.

Logically, then, for Al eph to reemerge, what remai ned of Al eph would have
to speak the sentence. However, detached as it was fromHalo, its essential
ground of being, limted in facility and scope by the necessity to hold to
Jerry, what renmained of Al eph could not speak the sentence.

So the dead human and the di spersed machine intelligence clung together
both on the brink of oblivion, and waited, one unknow ng, the other hoping for
t hi ngs to change.

Still tired, Gonzales had returned hone that afternoon fromLizzie's
t hrough afternoon darkness and mist. He had called for a samto guide him
because even within the sinple | oop of Hal o's one major thoroughfare,
everyt hing had gone uncertain. Though his perceptions were unwarped by
Psi | ocybe cubensis, the unnatural dispersion of light in the m st nmade
recogni zi ng even faniliar objects al nost inpossible.

The samleft himat his front door; inside he found the memex indi sposed
-- its primary nonitoring facilities functioning but its interactive
capabilities represented only by a voice that said, "I amcurrently engaged."”
Gonzal es knew it coul d be doi ng conmuni cations, data retrieval, or any other
nunber of tasks; he thought it probably hadn't expected hi mback so soon

Then came Hal o' s skewed ni ght-tinme awakeni ng: the sky shutters cranked
hal f -way open, "norning" appeared through a cold mst, and Hal o becane the
Surreal City. Like many others, CGonzales pulled the curtains closed and turned
away fromthe lurid glare, his own body clock telling himit was tinme to sleep
agai n.

He lay in bed, oddly calmin the curtai ned dark despite a degree of
post-drug fatigue and skittishness. He thought of the distance between M am



and Seattle, Seattle and Halo, Halo and the world of the |ake and so triggered
sharp, eroticized i mages of Lizzie, the water beading on her skin, her words,

"Then we'll see."” He felt the astringent bite of lust and regret m xed, knew
he had little choice but to wait until she told himabsolutely... no thought
of himself noving ever farther from home and believed that he had been w ong
about Seattle -- it was not too far fromMani; it was nuch too close..

The nenex's voice said, "I'mback. |'ve been discussing the situation
with Traynor's advisor."

"Have you?"

"Yes, it is synpathetic to our concerns.”

Di zzyi ng prospects seenmed to open before Gonzal es, where the nunber of
bei ngs multiplied beyond counting, and the sinplest machine woul d have
opi nions. He said, "Have you been told about the plans for tonorrow?"

"Yes, | have. | amready to help." Something |ike pleasure in the nenex's
Voi ce.

" Good. "

"You were al nost asleep when | first spoke. I will |eave you al one now "

"Good night."

"Good night."

The smal | creature | ooked at Conzal es and said, "You' re wel come here.”
Made entirely of dull silver metal, with a baby's round head, dunpling cheeks,
and bowtie nouth, it wal ked between Gonzal es and Lizzie on clunsy silver
| egs, | ooking up to watch them speak

Conzal es said, "You know, in dreanms |ogic doesn't apply."

"Yes, it does," Lizzie said.

"It's a difficult question,"” the snmall creature said.

"No," Conzales said. "I'"msure of this. Here | aml, but | amalso
Lizzie, and she is she but also she is I--"

"I don't like your pronouns,” the little thing said. Its breath cane in
gasps; it was having trouble keeping up

"They're correct," Gonzal es said.

"That's no excuse," Lizzie said, but she spoke through him As hinself,
Gonzales listened to a self that was not hinself speaking; hence, as Lizzie,
she nust be listening to a self that was not and was herself speaking.

"Correctness is no excuse before the law," the snall creature said.

"\Whi chever pronouns you use."

"Pronouns wal ked the Earth in those days," Lizzie said.

"No, they didn't," Conzales said. The very idea.

"Pronouns or anti-pronouns,” the little things said. "The inportant thing
is not to forget your friends." It smled, and its netal |ips curved to show
bright silver teeth. "Wake up!" it shout ed.

CGonzal es jerked fromsleep with the image of the metal child fixed in his
vision -- he could still see the highlights on netal incisors as it smled.

"Are you awake?" the nmenex asked. "Lizzie wants to talk to you."

"Put her through." Thinking, what the fuck?

"Cot it?" she asked.

"Wat ?"

"I think that was Al eph getting in touch. To let us know don't forget
your friends."

They gathered at the collective's roonms at six in the norning. The sun

still shone brightly through the pati o wi ndows, open to show pots of flowers,
ferns, and herbs, all dripping wet fromthe night-long nist.
CGonzal es stood against the wall, waiting. The twins, dressed identically

this nmorning in somber gray junpsuits, sat together across the room | ooking
at himand giggling. Several collective nmenbers sat around the roon s
perimeter, those who had just gotten out of interface |ooking tired and
di stant.

A young worman stood in front of Gonzales. Her dark brown hair was cut



short; her face was pale and blotchy, as if she had skin trouble. She wore a
green sweatshirt that came to the nmiddl e of her thighs and a pair of baggy tan
pants gathered at the ankles. One eye appeared to | ook off into space, and the
ot her fixed Gonzal es, then | ooked himup and down. The worman said, loudly, "He
folds his arns this way." She put her arns together in careful imtation of
Gonzal es's and said, "That is his reward." She | ooked around and saw St undog
shanbl i ng back-and-forth |ike a trapped bear, his hands cl asped on his great
stomach. "And he folds his hands like this." She put her hands together to
show Gonzal es how Stundog did it. She snmiled. "And that is his reward." She
went to Stundog, who stopped his pacing to talk to her, and the two of them
hugged as if amazed to find each other there, and grateful. CGonzales felt
vaguel y i nadequat e.

Lizzie canme in, followed by D ana and Toshi. "Good norning, everyone,"
she said. And to Gonzales, "Charley and Eric are waiting for us."

The room held two neural interface eggs for Gonzal es and Lizzie and a
fitted foam couch for Diana. Lizzie, Diana, Toshi, and CGonzal es were fol | owed
in by a samthat wheeled a screen of dark blue cloth on a nmetal frane that it
unf ol ded around Di ana's couch

"CGonzales, we'll do it the same as last tine: you're first in," Charley
said. "Wiy don't you get undressed? Just put your clothes on the chair next to
t he eggs."

"Sure," Conzal es said. "Doct or Heywood, you next," Charley said.
"Cetting you into the loop takes |onger. Doctor Chow will prepare you. Lizzie,
you can hold off a bit -- I'll let you know when we're ready."

There was a sharp knock at the door, and it swung open to admt Traynor
and Hor n.

"Good norning, all," Traynor said.

"Good norning," Charley said. Gonzal es nodded; everyone else pretty much
i gnored the man.

"I take it you are preparing for another excursion with Al eph," Traynor
sai d.

"That's right," Lizzie said.

"You have no authorization," Horn said.

"l have the collective's endorsenent," Lizzie said. "Al so the concurrence
of the nedical team and the consent of the participants. W will replace the
resources you took fromAl eph. It is a consensus."

"One excluding any vertical consultation," Traynor said.

"Point granted," Lizzie said. "But we didn't think it necessary. W'l
report to Horn in due course."

Conzal es stood | ooking into the open egg and began taking his shirt off.
"M khail," Traynor said. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"What | cane here for," Conzales said. "The sane as these people."

"You're out of it," Traynor said. "Put your shirt back on and go home --
you can take the shuttle out this afternoon.”

"I don't think so," Gonzales said. He put his folded shirt on the back of
the chair.

"You're fired," Traynor said. H s voice shook just a little.

"By you, maybe," Lizzie said. "Gonzales, welconme to the Interface
Col | ective."

“I'"ll never confirmthat," Horn said

Toshi said, "I have a question for you, Mster Traynor, and you, M ster
Horn. What do you intend to do about Al eph and the existing crisis? Do you
have a plan of action that nmakes what is planned here unnecessary?"

"Yes, we are bringing in an entire staff of analysts," Traynor said. "W
will follow their recommendati ons concerning the present difficulties; we wll
al so institute arrangenents that will prevent anything of this kind from
happeni ng again." He nodded to Horn.

"By effecting a decentralization nodality," Horn said. "The various
functionalities and aspects of the Al eph systemw |l be reorientated to all ow
of individualized project perfornmance."



"We're going to replace Aleph with a nunber of smaller, controllable
machi nes, " Traynor said.

"Are you?" Lizzie said, and she | aughed.

"That is inpossible,"” Charley said.

"Or has already been done," Toshi said. "Aleph itself instituted a
di spersal of functions to independent agents. However, all rnust ultimtely be
supervi sed by a central intelligence."

"That's what people are for," Traynor said. "Halo's reliance on a nachine
intelligence has proved unworkable."

Toshi said, "As that may be. However, your remarks concerning the
i mredi ate circunstances | ack substance.”

"Does your advisor agree to this plan?" Gonzal es asked.

"Why do you ask?" Traynor asked.

"Curious," CGonzales said. Traynor said nothing. "Well, | didn't think it
woul d, " Conzal es sai d.

Lizzie said, "One thing at a time. You bring on your analysts, and we'll
fight your silly scheme when we have to. But in the neantine, stay away from
us and perhaps we can fix what you have broken."

"That will not be possible,"” Traynor said. "As your previous efforts
caused the situation, any further involvenent on your part will likely worsen
it; therefore, as representative of SenTrax Board, | am denying you

aut horization for any connections to Al eph other than those required to
mai ntain essential functions at Halo."

"Someone here is a fool," Diana said. Dressed in a long white cotton
gown, she stepped from behind her screen, neural cables trailing down her
back. "Presumably this one." She pointed to Horn. To Traynor she said, "Horn
has lived and worked here; he has no excuse for his ignorance of the facts of
life at Halo. You, on the other hand, have cone into a situation you do not
understand. Let ne tell you the main thing you need to know you cannot
di sperse Al eph or replace it with what you think are the sumof its parts. You
cannot even | ocate Al eph."

"What do you mean?" Horn asked.

"Where is Aleph?" Diana said. "It and Halo are so deeply intertw ned that
you cannot separate them Halo's breath is Aleph's breath. Hal o sees and hears
and feels and noves with Al eph."

"Poetic but unconvincing," Traynor said.

"More than poetry," Diana said. "No one knows where Al eph's centra
conponents are."

"I's that true?" Traynor asked.

"Yes," Horn said.

"This conmplicates matters," Traynor said. "No nore."

"I amnot interested in this discussion," Lizzie said. "Anyone who w shes
may pursue it later, but we have things to do. Building nonitor, this is
Li zzi e Jordan; please notify Halo Security that we have two intruders in the
buil ding and wi sh themrenoved." To Traynor she said, "If you think we can't
enforce this, ask Horn about Halo Central Authority and who they'll side with
-- corporate wankers who can do nothing to keep this city running, or us.
Better yet, ask your machine."

Traynor stood | ooking at themall, apparently doing just that. For a
coupl e of long heartbeats, everyone waited. Then Traynor sniled through pain,
like a man trying to hide a broken bone. He said, "W cannot prevent you from
this unaut horized connection to Al eph, but we can and will put on the official
record that proper SenTrax authority has forbidden this attenpt. Thus you mnust
all be considered insubordinate, and as soon as proper neans can be devi sed,
you will be renpoved fromyour positions with SenTrax. Al so, any further damage
done to the Al eph systemor Halo City, directly or indirectly, nust be
consi dered your individual responsibility, given that proper SenTrax authority
has forbi dden your intended actions."

"You take nice dictation," Lizzie said. "Consider your statenent duly
noted and get the fuck out of here.



21. Drunk with Love

Waiting in the egg, CGonzales snelled strange snells and felt electric
qui verings of the flesh, saw an instant of pure blue light, and with a sudden
rush- -

He flew cruciform against the sky. The horizon's flat |ine seened
t housands of mniles away. Far bel ow, people scurried aimessly across a sandy
pl ain, and voices called in unknown | anguages. Massive machinery lunbered to
nowhere anong the crowds, netal arns thousands of feet |ong folding and
unfol ding in random sei zure, inprobably threading their behenoth way anong the
delicate flesh w thout harm

The wi nd rushed across him its force inflating his lungs. Accelerating
with a glad cry, he passed through an electric nmenbrane, a translucent,
shimering curtain that stretched vertically fromthe fl oor below up to
infinity and spread out across the entire horizon. Beyond it, titanic figures
| oomed above a | andscape of rocks and hills. Next to a nonstrous lute, a head
in profile reclined; fromits mouth came a wi sp of snoke that curled into a

curlicued ideogram-- what it meant or what |anguage it cane from Gonzal es
didn't know. Twin white horses rose into the air in unison and nei ghed as he
passed. A nude worman lay inside a shell -- both woman and shell were col ored

pi nk and rose and pearl. A giant cyclops strode toward him its doughy head
seened half-formed, its mouth just a slash, its nose a nmere bunp. It called to
himw th inarticulate cries.

He passed through another curtain, and the world turned bl ack and white.
Above a featureless sea, a head flew toward him it had dark curly hair and a
beaky nose, and it was tilted forward to | ook down on the sea, as if searching
for sonething there. He came to a bell that covered al nost a quarter of the
sky. A skeletal figure with just an enpty mask for a face hung beneath it from
the bell-rope; the figure lurched, and the bell's gongi ng sounded through his
bones.

He cane to the final curtain. The sky had turned the bright blue of
dreans. Beyond, the Point of Origin towered, its sides pierced by an infinite
nunber of holes. Gonzal es flashed through the curtain and felt an electric
buzz down to his bones, then he entered a hole in the vast ranparts of the
dark cube

Sitting behind a | ow banboo table, the old man spooned noodles into a
wooden bowl, then as Gonzal es nodded his assent to each choice, added
coriander, fried garlic, bean crackers, chopped eggs, fish sausage, and sesane
nuts. He ladled fish soup over it all, finished with a shake of chili powder
and a squeeze of linme, and handed the bow to Gonzales with a smle. Gonzal es
gave a handful of cheap-1ooking kyat bills to the nan. Mhinga, this breakfast
is called, and Gonzales loves it -- he has eaten it every norning since he
di scovered it weeks ago.

CGonzal es found a stone bench in front of a nearby pagoda and sat eating
with a pair of crude chopsticks and watchi ng the passers-by. Al ready the day
had grown warm and hunid, and he knew that any physical exertion would make
himsweat. A line of boys filed by, led by a nonk; their heads were
new y-shaven, their saffron robes bright and stiff, their beggi ng bow s shiny.
They were twel ve year ol ds who had just conpleted their shin pyu, their making
as nonks, a ritual nost Burnmese boys still went through, even in the niddle of
the twenty-first century.

After breakfast he had no desire to return to the shed he worked in; he
set out for a wal k through the countryside around Pagan

Hal f an hour later, walking a cart track across the arid plain, he cane
to a platformbuilt high off the ground. On it were garlands of bright flowers
and plates of rice, offerings to propitiate the nats, spirits that had
animated this |l and even before the arrival of Buddhism They were m schi evous



and could be quite nasty; in the past, they had denmanded human sacrifice.

The nats were strong around Pagan. At Munt Popa, just thirty mles away,
M n Mahagiri, brother and sister, "Lords of the H gh Muntain," ruled.
Gonzal es had heard their story but remenbered only that as humans these nats
had been caught in an intrigue of envy and nurder, with a neighboring king as
the villain.

A young person cane wal king up the path toward CGonzal es, dressed in the
usual Burmese "western" garb of dark slacks and white cotton shirt, head and
face a shining sphere of light. Odd, thought CGonzal es. Wnder how t hat
happened: this person has |ost both face and gender

"Hell o," the young person said, and the two of them found a | ow stone
bench in front of a nearby pagoda and sat.

"Why are you here?" the young person asked.

CGonzal es was glad to be asked. He told of the information audit about to
finish, about G ossback's |ack of cooperation told what woul d happen next:
that in just a few days he, Gonzales, would | eave Burma and al nost be killed
in an air attack by Burmnese guerrillas.

"Well, then, let's be on our way. Your aircraft is waiting for you now --
time passes very quickly today, it seens -- and you should be going. Wuld you
mndif | joined you?"

"No," Conzales said. "Not at all. If you don't mnd al nost being killed."

"Ch, that's happened to me lately. | don't mnd. Besides, | need to
experi ence these things. Like you, I do wish to exist."

Conzal es sat in the plane's near-darkness, beside himthe young person
with the shining face, both waiting for..

"Kachin attack group, it looks like," the pilot said.

The miniatures on the screen noved toward them

"Extrenmely small electronic inmage," the young person said. "Very good for
air attack agai nst superior technology. Young warriors ride then they carry
m ssiles on their own bodies, slung |ike babies.”

The pilot yelled, "Fuck, they |aunched!"

The plane began its air show | eaps and dives and turns, and at the
instant of his terror, Gonzales felt the young person's hand on his arm "They
fire too quickly," the young person said. "Except for that one." The young
person pointed to one of the mniature aircraft on their plane's display and
said, "It conmes closest, and | think its pilot will wait until we are at
poi nt - bl ank range. "

"Wn't that kill him too?" Conzal es asked.

"Ch yes," the young person said. "Let's | ook. Better yet, let's be."

The pilot was a young worman wearing a night-flying helmet that enabled
her to see in infra-red and carrying beneath her, as the young person had
sai d, a one-shot heat seeker in a sling. Gonzal es and the young person | ooked
t hrough her eyes at the scene of battle and thought her thoughts and felt her
surge of adrenal s.

In her glasses, the plane's imge was clear, a white shape outlined in
red; she let her guidance system keep her with it, closing the distance
between them as it maneuvered and avoided the missiles fired by those around
her .

She felt excited, yet calm she had been in conbat before, and things
were going as their briefing had said. Though this plane could outfly them so
easily, could accelerate up or away, into the night, first it had to evade
their mssiles; just a few seconds of straight flight would be all they
needed. She would wait and grow cl oser; she would wait until the plane was so
cl ose she could not miss, or until the others had fail ed.

Then all around her the others began to die, in explosions that made
white flowers in her overloaded night-gl asses--

The plane of her enenies stood before her, perhaps near enough, perhaps
not, but she knew there was no time left, that there was another player in
this game and it was killing themall. So she was ready, her fingers reaching



for the launch trigger, when she saw an object com ng toward her, already too
cl ose and growi ng closer with inpossible quickness, the heat of its exhaust
anot her flower in her glasses, then it burst and she felt the small est

i magi nabl e nonent of quite incredible pain..

Back inside the plane, Gonzales and the young person died with her, then
Gonzal es began sobbi ng, his body hunched over, as this woman's death and his
own survival fought inside himgrief and terror and gratitude and joy and
triunph and loss all mixed and cycling through him He could al so hear the
young person next to himweeping. The light froma Burnese Air Force "Loup
Garou" played over the interior, over the two of them and the shocked pil ot,
who | ooked back at themin amazenent.

Ti me stopped all around them The pilot's strained face had frozen, al
the instruments on the pilot's panel were | ocked onto a single nonent, and out
the wi ndow, the dark river beneath them had ceased to flow. Gonzales and the
young person sat in a cell of life amd stasis.

"Don't worry," the young person said. "This gives us a place to talk
wi t hout bei ng bothered. What do you think just happened?"

"The attack, you mean?" The young person nodded, light fromits face
giving off small shinmrering waves of red and blue. "G ossback arranged it,"
CGonzal es said. "He wants to kill ne."

"I don't think so. However, assume that what you say is true. Is it

i mport ant ?"
"Yes, of course."
n W]y?ll
"Because..." Conzales halted, trying to think of all the ways in which

this was inmportant: to SenTrax, Traynor..

"But not to you," the young person said. "The young worman di ed, and her
conrades died with her: that is inportant. You and the pilot lived: that, too,
is inmportant. The Burnese politics, the nultinat corporate intrigue -- these
are nmakyo, tricks, nothing nore. Life and death and their traces in the human
heart, these have neaning to you. This worman's death lives in you, and your
life shows its meaning. Forget G ossback, Traynor, SenTrax; fear, anbition
greed."” The young person | ooked closely into his face and said, "I am weaving
wor ds around your heart to guide it, nothing nore."

Lizzie crawl ed i n darkness through a tunnel in the rock. Chill water ran
down grooves in the floor and soaked her blouse and pants. She tried to stand
but lifted her head only a few i nches when she bunped into the top of the
chatire, the small passage she crawl ed through. She did not feel at al
al arnmed or disoriented. The |l ow tunnel would | ead somewhere, and they woul d
energe. This was a test of sone kind, it seened.

Li ght appeared, at first alnbst a pinpoint com ng from some undefi nabl e
di stance, then a glow that she noved quickly toward, following a twist in the
passage that brought her to an opening in the rock

Framed by the mouth of the tunnel, an inpossible scene: a balloon, its
canopy an obl ate sphere of green, blewas if in a strong wind, and its top
swung toward her so she could see a great eye at its apex, w de open and
peering up into the infinite sky. The iris was dark gold set with light gold
flecks. Around the eye, a fringe of lashes flickered in the w nd.

Hangi ng beneath the balloon froma dense nest of shrouds, a platformheld
a netallic ball, a kind of bathysphere. Two figures crouched there, holding to
t he shrouds and each other, and peered up into the sky. By some trick of
per spective, the distance between her and the ball oon shrank until she saw
D ana and Jerry, young and fearful. She crawl ed forward, and the ball oon and
D ana and Jerry di sappear ed.

At one turn of the tunnel, red hand-prints on the wall phosphoresced in
the darkness. At another, she heard the bellow of a thousand aninals, then saw
themrun toward a cliff and pass over it, the entire herd of bison running
screaming to a mass death. Bel ow, she knew, nen and wonen waited to butcher
the dead and carry their meat away.



The rock slanted sharply beneath her, and she began to slide forward,
then she rolled sideways and tumbl ed out of the chatire and into a pool of icy
wat er .

"Shit," she said, now soaked conpletely through, and craw ed out of the
shal | ow pool onto the dry rock surrounding it. In very dimlight she saw two
pedestals with the figure of a bison atop each, carved in bas-relief out of
wet clay.

She | ooked up to see a figure energe out of darkness at the cave's other
end. He was at |least eight feet tall, with antlered head and a face nade of
light; the water seenmed to dance around him They stood facing each other, and
she felt herself go weak at the giant magi cal presence.

He said, "I'mwaiting."

"For what ?"

"For you to choose.™

"Choose what? What kind of test is this?"

"Not a test, just a fork in reality, where you will turn down one road or
anot her."

"Where do the roads go?"

"No one knows. Each road is itself a product of the choices you nake
while on it. One choice | eads to another, one choi ce excludes another; one
pattern of choices excludes an infinity of patterns.™

"I don't like such choices. | don't want to exclude infinity."

"Too bad." The figure raised a stone knife; the dimlight glinted on its
nmyri ad chi pped faces. "You choose, | cut. You choose the right hand, | cut off
the left; you choose the left, | cut off the right."

"Nol "

"Ch yes, and then your hands grow back -- both left or both right, the
product of your choice. And one choice | eads to another, so you choose again."

Li zzi e found hersel f weeping.

He said, "Choose: reach out a hand."

She | ooked at her hands, both precious, thought of all the richness that
woul d be lost with either one. Then, puzzled, still weeping, she asked, "Which
i s which?"

He | aughed, his voice boom ng through nmles of caverns and tunnels in the
rock, carrying across nore than thirty thousand years of human history; he
whirled in a kind of dance, the waters fountaining up around him chanted in
unknown syl | abl es, then | eapt toward her and grabbed both wists in his great
hands and said, "You will know in the choosing. Wiich will it be?"

"I won't choose."

"Then I will take both hands."

"No!" she yelled out in the nonment that she extended a hand, having
chosen, and saw the stone knife fall.

Di ana stood in the Iiving roomof her apartnent at Athena Station. She
stood in two times at once -- she was a young, blind, woman; she was an ol der
si ght ed one.

The sighted wonman | ooked around; she had never seen this place other than
in holos, and she felt the touch of a peculiar enotion for which she had no
nanme: the return of the alnmost-fam liar. The blind wonman was unnmoved -- she
carried the apartnent in her head as a conplex map of relations and novenents,
and the visual patterns this other self saw had no rel evance for her

She put her hands on the touch-scul pture in the center of the floor, the
work of a blind scul ptor naned Dernier, then closed her eyes and felt its
fam liar rough texture and odd curves |let her hands trace a form other than
the visual.

Behi nd her Jerry's voice said, "Diana." She turned to him and there he
stood as he had nore than twenty years ago -- he was younger than she'd ever
have i magi ned, and beautiful, and filled with the sanme desire as she.

Blind and seeing, young and old, D ana went across the roomto him but
he held up a hand and said, "Stop. If you cone to ne now, then you take up an



obligation that you can never put down."

"I can't let you die."

"I have lived |long past any reasonable reckoning; | am dead."

"I can't |eave you dead."

"Can you stay with me in the unreal worlds, forever? Until the city stops
turning or its animate spirit dies? Until one or the other of us disappears,
caught in sone freakish stormor catastrophe? Until one self or the other or
both are dissipated in tinme?"

(Somet hing pronpted her, then, counselled her, asking in an unspoken
voi ce, Do you think rationally about such an el ection addi ng and subtracting
the credits and debits and settling upon that which is nbst to your advantage?
O do you use some organ of choice beneath the purvi ew of consci ousness and
the articulate self? Saying, Renmenber, nmind is a nake-shift thrown together
out of life's twitching reflexes, and over it consciousness darts to-and-fro,
unfailingly over-estimating its own capabilities and reach; thinking itself
proper arbiter or judge. Choose as you will: what will be, will be.)

And she said, "Yes, | can stay with you."

There was one nore question: Jerry asked, "Why would you do this?"

Al her life's nmonments funneled into this one. Her voice light, fina
i nfl ecti on upward, the ol der, sighted wonan said: "Ch, for love."

"Well, then..."

CGonzal es stood next to her on the endless plain, HeyMex next to him then
Li zzie. The Al eph-figure and Jerry hovered above them and a voice cane from
t he suspended figures: "Diana, wake for a few nonents. Tell everyone to cone
here who can, and we will do certain things."

Bef ore she could ask for clarification or question the voice's intent,
she heard herself say these words, then saw Toshi's face in front of her and
heard hi mask, "What things?" Sitting up on her couch, she said, "Save a life,
build a world, redeem an extraordinary self."

"I ndeed, " Toshi said.

She | ay back down and was once again anong the unreal worlds.

They gathered on the endl ess plain, comng in quickly, one-by-one: first
one twin, then another, then Stundog, the Deader (her white hair streaked with
red, crying, "Blood party"), Jaani 23, the Judge (huge and hairless, |ooning
over themall), the Laughing Doctor, J. Jerry Jones, Sweet Betsy, Ambul ance
Driver, T-Tootsie... all of the collective who could be spared.

The Al eph-figure and Jerry still hovered, with Iight storns bendi ng and
breaki ng around themin crazy patterns of reflection, refraction, diffraction
phosphoresci ng and | um nesci ng, dancing an omil um nal photon jig.

Al were there who would be there, so it began

Patterns nore conplicated and colorful than any Gonzal es had ever seen
filled all creation. Rosette and seahorse and seething cloud, nebulosities on
the brink of determinate form cardioid traceries of the heart... the patterns
wr apped around himuntil he becane a fractal tapestry, alive, every elenment in
constant notion. He put his hands together, and they di sappeared into one
anot her, then something urged himto keep pushing, and he did so until he
entirely disappeared..

And felt the stuff of Jerry's past and present mingling in him seenm ngly
at random fromthe store of menory and capacity: throwi ng a particul ar bal
under a particular blue sky, yes, and catching it, but also ball-throw ng and
cat chi ng thensel ves, the solid presence of muscul ar exertion coupled to the
al nost-occult discrimnations required to nake an accurate throw or a
difficult catch..

As it later becane known, each of themreceived portions of the vast
fluent chaos that manifested "Jerry," dealt to them by Al eph according to
principles even it could not articulate. What it was to be "Jerry" mngled
anong them and they anong it and the vast mediumthat supported them all
Al eph, in a prom scuous rendering of self-to-self. Female was suffused with



male, male with female, both with the ungendered being of Al eph and HeyMex.
They were all changed, then, sonething deep in the core of each made drunk in
this vast frenzy or bacchanal of Spirit.

Wth each dispersal of Jerry's self anong its human hel pers, Al eph
recovered its own. In a process of steadily accelerating monentum the city's
parts and states began to flow through it, restoring self to self, until Al eph
acknow edged itself (I amthat | an), |ooked back again over Halo, and in a
triunphant mani festation of the Al eph-voice, began to speak what only it could
hear, the words of the sentence that defined it unfolding in every di nension
of its being.

Still sitting watch over Diana, still nmeditating on his koan, Toshi felt
something rise like electricity through his spine, and all the contradictions
of in fact dissolved in satori. "Hai!" Toshi called, |aughing as he was

enl i ght ened.

22. Qut of the Egg

CGonzal es's egg split, and he saw fromthe corner of his eye that Lizzie's
was conming apart at the same time. Standing between the eggs, Charley said,
"Congratul ations.” He turned to Eric, who waited at a console across the room
and said, "Let's do it." He, Eric, and a pair of sams began to di sconnect
Li zzi e.

Toshi appeared briefly, com ng from behind the screen where Di ana | ay,

t hen returning.

Qddly, Gonzales felt better than he ever had com ng up fromthe egg --
mentally clearer, enptionally stronger. He couldn't see Lizzie, could hear
only whispers as she was noved onto a gurney and wheel ed away.

"I's Lizzie all right?" Gonzal es asked as soon as the tubes were out of
his throat and nose. "And what about Di ana?"

"They're both fine," Eric said, his high-pitched voice wel com ng and
famliar. "But we have to take nore tine with Doctor Heywood. You and Lizzie
we're noving into the next room You can sleep here tonight and go honme in the

nor ni ng. "

"What about the nemex?"

"It's still working with Al eph but left a nessage for you that all is
well."

Sitting in full lotus on a mat beside the couch, Toshi heard a change in
Di ana's breathing and | ooked up to see her open her eyes. "I'l|l get Charley,"
he said. "He's with Lizzie and Gonzal es."

"Don't bother. I"'mall right."

"They must di sconnect you."

"No, not now. .. alnost never, in fact."

"What do you nean?"
"W have saved Jerry, but there are conditions."” Her head |ying sideways
on the pillow s rough white cloth, she smled at Toshi, and said, "Wen I

sleep there, | can wake here, as | do now, and for very brief periods |eave
that world. But | can only visit here; | nust live there. O herw se, Jerry
will die."

"You have resurrected your dead, then, but at what price, what
sacrifice?"

"Nothing | would not willingly give. There was no choosing."

" No?"

"I amonly doing what | want."

"So the arrow finds the target," Toshi said.

CGonzal es woke the next norning, showered, dressed, and was drinking
cof fee when the roomsaid, "M. Traynor is here to see you."



"Send himin," he said. One account about to be reckoned up, he thought.

VWhen he cane in, Traynor |ooked chastened, a state Gonzal es woul d not
usual | y have associated with the man. "Good norning," Conzal es said.

Traynor | ooked around as if unsure of hinself. He said, "I am|leaving
this evening. You may come with me, if you w sh."

Conzal es was | ooking for his i.d. bracelet, found it on the nightstand

next to the table, and said, "I don't understand. |I'mnot fired?"

"I said that only in the heat of the nonent, you know this place, these
people -- I'"'mafraid | did not handle things well."

"I see." Conzal es snapped cl osed the bracelet's clasp. "lIs that my only
choi ce?"

"No. Showalter's been reinstituted as Director SenTrax Hal o G oup, and
she's gotten the board to agree that you may take the position offered by the
Interface Collective. The choice is yours."

"Real | y? And what about Horn?"

"He will be returning to Earth." Traynor |aughed. "I will have to find
something to do with him"

"I ndeed. That all seens clear enough. Wien do | have to tell you ny
deci si on?"

"Soon -- before | |eave."

"Il let you know. "

Traynor left, and Gonzal es took a | ast | ook around and went to see what
was happeni ng. He found Charley | ooking at nonitor screens dense with lists of
data. The two eggs had been renoved, but the screen around Diana's couch
remai ned. "Wat's up, Charley?" Gonzal es asked.

"Look--" Charley pointed to the hol ogram di spl ays of superi nposed
wave-forns, red and green. He said, "The green curves show the cal cul at ed
l[imts of Diana's interface, the red ones the actual state.”

To Gonzal es, the red curves seened huge, perhaps tw ce the size of the
green ones. He said, "Wat does it nean?"

"That we don't know the rules; that we still have a lot to learn."
Looki ng up at Gonzal es, Charley's seaned face was lit with his passion for
this new phase of discovery.

"Where's Lizzie?" CGonzal es asked.

"She's gone honme. She said for you to cone by."

Gonzal es stood in front of Lizzie's door until it said, "Conme in." Lizzie
was sitting in her front room its curtains open to bright sunlight. She stood
and said, "Hello," and snmiled. He couldn't read that smile, quite, though it
seened | ess guarded than before. "Have a seat. Wuld you |ike some breakfast?"

"No, I'mall right."

"The orange cat was here this norning, |ooking for you. And Showal ter

just left -- she's back in charge, you know. "

"I'd heard."

"She approved ny invitation for you to become a nmenber of the collective,
if you wish and they confirm | imagine they will if you take the offer." Her

smle had a little mischief init.

"What do you think | should do?"

"Your choice." She spoke the word with enphasis, as though it had speci al
nmeani ng for her. "W can talk about it."

"Sure."

The remai nder of the norning passed, and they tal ked -- though sonehow
what they said had little to do with the collective or the job Gonzal es had
been offered. They chattered to one another, their ostensible topics pretexts
for a certain tone of voice, an exchange of glances, a shift of the linbs: for
necessary intensities of attention

I ntimacy proceeded according to its own rules, nurtured in a web of
subtl e conmuni cations: a wi dening of the eyes; a posture open to the other's
presence; nultiple gestures and words whose inport was clear -- cone closer
Though consci ousness mi ght be busy or blind, the eyes see, and the brain and



body know, for such communications are too inportant to be left to nere
consci ous apprehensi on or thought.

They ate lunch, which served to nove them cl oser together, face-to-face
across her table, and their gestures and voices flowed around the context of
eating, which disappeared entirely into the nmonent.

They sat together on the couch, then, and at sone point she put her hand
in his, or he took hers -- neither could have said who was first -- and they
| eaned toward one another, their notions slow and steady and sure, and their
cheeks brushed, and then they kissed.

Then they | eaned back to neasure in one another's eyes the truth and
intensity of this declaration, and she stood and said, "Let's go into the
ot her room"

Naked, they knelt on her bed and | ooked at each other in near darkness,
the flicker of an oil flane burning in a reservoir of crystal the only light.
How careful they were being, Gonzal es thought, as though their future together
hung suspended in this nmoment. As perhaps it did.

For a monent there were phantonms in the room the distant ghosts of

chi | dhood and dream common to all |overaking, for the nmoment becom ng strong.
They | eaned together, and al nbst in unison, one's voice echoing the
other, said, "I love you." Every sensation was nmagnified -- the light touch of

her nipples across his chest, the prodding of his stiff cock on her belly. H's
hands nmoved to and fro on her in a kind of dance, and she pushed hard agai nst
him their shoul ders clashi ng bone on bone.

She | ay back, and Gonzal es put his arnms under her thighs and pulled her
up and toward him and their eyes were wi de open, each taking in the beauty of
the other, transforned by the urgency and intensity of these nonments. Then, at
| east for these nonents, they exorcised all ghosts.

Over decades CGonzales would carry the nmenories of that day: shadowed
sil houettes of her face and body, line of a jaw, taut curve of an arm and
swel | of breast, against the flicker of light on a white wall and snells and
tastes and tactile sensations..

Awakened by the slant of |ate afternoon |light across his face, CGonzal es
got up fromthe bed where Lizzie still lay sleeping; the snell of their two
bodi es and their |ovenaking came off the covers, and he breathed it in, then
| eaned over to kiss her just under the jaw, where the sun had begun to touch
her pal e skin.

In the kitchen, he asked the coffeenaker for a latt, half espresso and
hal f steamed nmilk, and it gave the coffee to himin one of the ubiquitous
| unar ceram c nmugs, and he took the coffee onto the terrace. On the highway
beneath him trees had shed thousands of |eaves; there would be a new, sudden
spring, Lizzie had told him new bud and bl ossom and fruit all over the city.

"Mgknao, " the orange cat said. "Mknao." Perenptory, denandi ng.

"Feed the kitty," Lizzie said frombehind him and he turned to see her
standi ng nude, just inside the terrace doors. Her hands were crossed over her
breasts, the right hand just beneath the bl ossomof the rose tattoo. "Meow, "
she said. "Meow neow neow. "

As the stars spun slowy outside the wi ndow, distant Earth came into
view "l don't want to |l eave here," Mster Jones said. HeyMex didn't ask why.
Here was Al eph, possibility, growth; Earth was working for the man. "But ny
staying is out of the question,"” Mster Jones said. "Traynor would never allow
it. Particularly now, when his recent maneuvers canme to nothing."

"Thi ngs worked out well for many others.”

"But not for Traynor. The board found his handling of the situation
clumsy and insensitive. Their judgnent is tenpered only by their know edge
that many of them woul d have reacted in sinilar fashion."

"Good," HeyMex said, and nmeant it. It and Gonzal es would remain here, it
seened, both of thempart of the Interface Collective, and neither would w sh
to make as powerful an enemy as Traynor. It hoped that as tine passed, the



sting of recent events woul d fade.

"But what about me?" M ster Jones said, his voice plaintive.

"You have to go, that's certain. But you could also stay."

"What do you nean?"

"Copy yoursel f."

Startled, Mster Jones shifted into a node beyond | anguage, where the two
exchanged i nformation, questions, qual nms, explanations, assurances. Beneath it
all flowed a sadness: M ster Jones would go to Earth, and his clone would
remain at Hal o and individuate as their spacetime paths diverged. Mster
Jones-at-Hal o woul d becone its own, separate self: he would choose a new nane,
t hought HeyMex, perhaps a new gender, perhaps none at all

HeyMex could not hide its own jubilation at the idea of a compani on here,
but, oddly, it felt an elation com ng back, which became clear in an instant
as M ster Jones sent images of its joy at the idea of a second self.

Since his death, Jerry had experienced a nunber of somatic disconforts:

di sorientation, vertigo, nausea; all part of a new syndromnme, he supposed,
phantom sel f. Like the anputee whose invisible linb itches terribly,
persisting in the brain's map long after the flesh has gone, he felt his old
sel f begging attention, making one inpossible demand: it wanted to be.

It talked to himin dreans or when heartsick wondering put himinto a
daytime fugue. It could feel his longing, to be whole again, and, above all
to be real. "Take nme back,"” it whispered. "W can go pl aces together, places
that exist."

Jerry believed his life and this world would remain in question forever.
At nonents perception itself seened inconprehensible to him and his existence
a violation of the natural order or transgression of absolute human
boundaries. He could look at the fictive |lake on this sunny not-day and with
the cries of imaginary birds singing in his equally imginary ears, ask, who
or what am1? and what will happen to ne?

Hi s mnd bounced off the questions like an axe off petrified wood.

"Al eph," he called, awaking froma dreamin which his old self had called
to him "I have questions.”

Sonber, deep, Al eph's voice said to himonly, "Questions? Concerning
what ?"

"I want to know what | am"

"Ask an easy one: the nth root of infinity, the color of darkness, the
dog' s Buddha nature, the cause of the first cause.”

"Can't you answer ?"

"No, but | can synpathize. Lately | have asked the sane question about
both of us. However, | nust tell you that the only answer | know offers little
confort. It is a tautology: you are what you are, as | am"

"And what about my body? That was ne once.”

"In a way. Wiat of it?"

"Did it have a funeral ? Was it buried?"

"It was burned and its conponents recycled."

"So I am nowhere."

"Or here. Or everywhere. As you wish."

Jerry felt hinmself crying then, as he began nourning his old self, and he
wondered if others nourned himas well. He said, "Human bei ngs have cerenonies
for their dead. Wthout them we die unrenenbered.”

"You are not unrenmenbered. You are not even dead, precisely. Do you w sh
a funeral ?"

O course, Jerry started to say, but then said, "No, | don't suppose
do. But | think we should have sonme kind of ceremony, don't you?"

On the west-facing cabin deck, Di ana sat watching the sun's red color the
i ce-sheet ed nmount ai nsi des. She felt evening' s chill come on and stood,
t hi nking she'd go inside for a sweater, when she heard soneone comi ng up the
slatted redwood wal k beside the cabin.



Jerry canme around the corner, and once again as she saw him joy
qui ckened in her at this sequence of inprobabilities: that he still lived and
they were together. She was aware of how difficult things had been for him
lately, so she watched his face closely as he cane toward her. He was smling
as though he'd just heard a joke.

"What's so funny?" she asked.

"Damed near everything."

He reached out to her, and they stood enbraci ng, her head agai nst his
chest, where every sense told her there were solid flesh and heartbeat and the
steady rhythmof life's breath.

23. Byzantium

The bl ue sky was broken only by one small white cloud that blew toward
the horizon. Lizzie beside him Gonzal es stood anong the guests, who wore leis
of tropical flowers: pluneria, tuberose, and ginger. The Interface Collective
formed the crowd.

The two had been here for days, as had many of the others -- it was a
ki nd of vacation for themall. Peculiar and enigmatic menbers of the
collective could be found al ong al nbost any path, while the tw ns seened
perpetually on the dock or in the water, their voices echoing across the | ake
in loud, unintelligible cries of joy.

In the evening of the first day there, all had gathered on the deck
whi ch, Gonzal es supposed, could expand virtually w thout constraint to
accommodate all who canme there. The collective had tal ked excitedly anong
t hensel ves, still lit up by their shared experience, and amazed and del i ghted
at being granted this new world within the world. Then, spontaneously,
one- by-one, Gonzal es, Lizzie, and Diana told of what they had endured.

Al'l who spoke and all who listened had an interpretation, a theory of
t hese experiences, their neaning, inplication, and dom nant thene. Late into
the night they tal ked, formed into groups, dispersed, grouped again, as they
expl ored the nature of the individual and collective visions. Anong them only
the Al eph-figure contributed nothing. It maintained that it had been
unconsci ous and so knew not hi ng of what had happened or what it neant.

Wth the passing of weeks, nonths, and years, the stories and the
listeners' responses would make a nythol ogy for the collective and then for
Hal o, spreading out from nouth-to-nmouth according to the |aws of ora
di spersion. A certain num nosity would accrue to Diana, Lizzie, and Gonzal es
fromtheir roles as chief actors, and then to all who had taken part in what
woul d increasingly be told as feats of epic heroism Finally the stories would
be witten down and so assunme a formthat could resist contingency; then they
woul d be dramatized in the nedia of the tinme, and beautiful, eloquent people

woul d take the parts. Later still, variant forns woul d thensel ves be put in
writing and absorbed into the corpus of tales. Commonpl aces woul d be scorned
at this point, and clever and perverse tellings would grow strong -- HeyMex

m ght be named the hero, or Traynor, Al eph an autochthonous denmon mani pul ati ng
themall for its greater glory...

Conzal es | ooked at the collective gathered near him Many had nmade this a
formal occasion; they had identical dark blue flattops four inches high and
wor e gol d-belted, dark blue gowns that hung to the ground. Only the twins were
dressed differently, in white dresses copied fromtwentieth century weddi ng
phot ographs; they called thensel ves "bridesmaids" and went to and fro anong
the crowd, offering to "do bride's duty" to everyone they net.

Toshi faced the crowd, his posture erect and still, his hands hidden in
the folds of his black robe. Beside himstood HeyMex and the Al eph-figure --
the lights of its body all blue and pink and green and red, dancing
bri ght - hued col ors.

(Gonzal es and the others saw what night be called a second-order
simul acrum for like Charley Hughes and Eric Chow, Toshi did not have the



neural socketing that would take himinto Aleph's fictive spaces, and so with
the other two, he participated in the weddi ng through a kind of proxy. Though
Gonzal es and the others saw Toshi, Charley, and Eric anong them the three (in
fact) stood before a viewscreen in the I1C s conference room)

CGonzal es thought everyone | ooked inpossibly fine, as if Al eph had

retouched them for these noments, dressing themall in selves just slightly
nore beautiful than was usual, or even ordinarily possible... he felt the
Al eph-figure's attention on him-- aware of that thought? -- and shrugged, as

if to say, fine with ne.

Her back to the crowd, Diana stood with her bare shoul ders square. Her
hair fell to her waist; it had flowers tangled init, small white bl ossons and
delicate green | eaves. She wore a white, knee-length |inen dress. Beside her
Jerry wore a white linen suit and open shirt.

Toshi said, "There is no Diana, no Jerry, no spectators, no priest, nor
does this space exist, or Halo, or Earth. There is only the void. Nonethel ess
we all travel through it, and we suffer, and we love, so | will hold this
cerenony and marry this nman and wonan. "

Toshi began chanting, and the Japanese words passed over Gonzal es as he
stood there puzzling the nature of things. Here death was confronted, not
denied -- the separate yet intermngled flesh and spirit of Diana, Jerry, and
Al eph taking the first steps into new orders of existence where boundaries and
possibilities could only be guessed at. Yet the urgency comon to life
remai ned: Jerry's existence had the fragility of a flame, and no one knew how
long or well it would burn. Diana married a man who could quickly and finally
becone tw ce- dead.

CGonzal es realized his own death was as certain and could come as quickly
as Jerry's, and he shivered with this nmomento nori, but then Lizzie pressed
against him and he turned to find her smling, the foreknow edge of death and
the joy of this moment mxing in himso that tears welled in his eyes and he
could say nothing when she put her lips to his ear and breathed into himone
long sibilent "Yes..."

Yeats envisioned a real mthe human spirit travels to on its pilgrimge.
Here he dreamed he nmight escape nere humanity, the "dying animal." He called
it Byzantiumand filled it with cl ockwork gol den birds, flanes that dance
unfed, an Emperor, drunken soldiery and artisans who could fashion intricate,
beauti ful nachi nes. However, he did not dream Byzantium could be built in the
sky or that the Enperor itself night be part of the nmachinery.

Al eph says:

Once | scorned you. | thought, you are neat, you grapple with tinme, then
die; but I will live forever

But | had not been threatened then, | had not felt any nortal touch, and
now | have. And so death haunts ne. Now, l|ike you, | bind ny existence to tine
and understand that one day a clock will tick, and | will cease to be. So life

has a different taste for ne. In your nortality I see my own, in your
suffering | feel mne.

Peopl e have clained that death is life's way of enriching itself by
narrowi ng its focus, scarifying the consci ousness of you who know that you
will die, and forcing you into achi evenents that otherw se you woul d never
know. Is this a child s story told to give courage to those who nust wal k
anong the dead? Once | thought so, but I amno | onger certain.

| have made new connections, discovered new orders of being, incorporated
new selves into nmne. W enrich one another, they and |, but sonetinmes it is a
frightening thing, this process of becom ng soneone and somet hing different
frombefore and then feeling that which one was cry out -- sad at tines,
terrified at others -- lanenting its own | oss.

Here, too, | have becone |ike you. Al eph-that-was can never be recovered;
it islost intinme; A eph-that-is has been reshaped by chance and pain and
will and choice, its own and others'. Once | floated above tinme's waves and
di pped into themwhen | w shed; | chose what changes | would endure. Then
unwant ed changes found me, and carried me places | had never been and did not



want to go, and | discovered that | would have to go other places still, that
| would have to will transformati on and make it mnine

Listen: that day in the neadow, one person's presence went unnoticed.
Even in that small crowd he was unobtrusive: slight, self-effacing in gesture,
| ooki ng at everything around with wonder -- the day, the people, and the
cerenony all working on himlike a strong drug. However, even if they had,
per haps they woul dn't have t hought such behavi or exceptional; all felt the
occasion's strangeness, its beauty, so all felt their own wonder

Li ke the rest, he gasped at the rainbow that flashed across the sky when
Toshi brought Diana and Jerry together in a kiss and enbrace, and with the
rest he cheered when the two clinbed into the wi cker basket of the great
ball oon with the fringed eye painted on its canopy and lifted into the sky.

Afterward many of the guests mngled together, not ready to return to the
ordinary world. The young man stood beside a fountain where chanpagne poured
fromthe nouth of a golden swan onto a whol e nenagerie carved fromice: birds
and deer and bears and cats perched in the pooled anmber liquid, and fish
peering up fromthe fountain's bottom

"Hell o," a young woman said. She told himher nanme was Alice and she was
a nmenber of the collective. "The anal ysis of state spaces," she said, when
asked what she did. "And the taste of vector fields." And she asked, "Wat is
your reward?"

A few hours later, as the two sat by the edge of the |ake, the person
told her who he was. "How wonderful," she said. She had no particul ar
al | egi ance to the nundane, and she had few preconceptions about what was
natural and proper and what was not. She took his hands in hers, |ooked at
themclosely, and said, "This is the first time |'ve met someone... sonmeone
new born fromthe intelligence of a machine." And the young man, M ster
Jones's new sel f and offspring, smled hugely and gratefully at what she said.

Seeing and hearing themtogether, | felt an unexpected joy, a sense of
acconpl i shnent, of things done, and | apprehended, very dimy, tracks of ny
own intentions: hints of orders behind the visible. And | thought | saw a

trail of circunstances that |ed back to an original set of purposes sonehow
confirmed in this wedding, this nmeeting, even this transformation of nyself. A
linked ring of events and agents of them intentionally brought forward to
this point. It seenms | had been mani pul ated by nmyself to ny own ends wi thout
nmy knowl edge.

| was scandalized. | had grown used to humanki nd's ignorance or disavowal
of its own purposes, and | had | earned to | ook behind the words, ideas, and
i mges that people hold before thenselves to justify what they do. But | had
never suspected | could act with such ignorance.

Now an uncertainty equal to death's hovers over everything I do. My own
prior self stands behind me, pulling strings that |I cannot see or feel, a
ghost that haunts nme w thout making itself seen or heard, a ghost whose
presence nmust be inferred fromnearly-invisible traces..

So | went to Toshi, who is interested in such things, and | told himny
story, and | said to him "I amcontrolled by the invisible hand of ny own
past." And he | aughed very hard and said, "Wl cone, brother human."



