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The Hor none Jungl e
By Robert Reed

"He's Here! Sonmewhere! Here!"

Two nore nen cone through the doorway, suspicious. Al three of the new nen
are built the same. They | ook the sane. Each has a killing pistol, Steward
notes, and he starts to fire at them ainmng for their chests and hands.

Pain pulls them down.

One nanages a bad shot, a red-hot circle of nolten glass form ng on the
wi ndow and flowi ng. Steward rushes the last man. He ki cks and puts hi m down
and | eaps through the door and then dances to one side, two nore shots passing
cl ose enough for himto feel the raw heat. It's dark in the big room But now
someone's carrying a portable spotlight, the shaky beam com ng out and chasi ng
him Mre shots go wide. He nmakes for the el evator

The el evator door is closed.

He turns and fires, punping rounds into each target. A shot in each chest,
t hen anot her, then again; and while the three of them scream rolling and
pulling at their bright hair, he gives the elevator door a steady shove.
Not hi ng happens.

Al'l 1 ocked tight. Someone's got himwhere they want him.

"This romantic noir tale plays out against Reed's intelligent, flavorful
background and his astuteness for social and cul tural nuances.™
- Publ i shers Weekly

"A psychedelic novel, full of concepts that sing . . . the SFnal elenents to
Jungl e are strong."
-Qgre

"The extrapol ation of futures is part of what makes science fiction science
fiction, and the trick is to keep it interesting. Reed certainly keeps it
interesting . . . The Hornmone Jungle is popping with good ideas."

-l saac Asinov's Science Fiction Magazi ne
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To Natalie

The Hor none Jungl e

1

|'ve been to Kross, our innernmost world, and seen the sprawing strip m nes
and the fantastic cities and the princes and princesses of Kross, the poorest
of themricher than a hundred of ne. |'ve seen the high sulfurous clouds of
Morni ng and pl ayed poker with its cyborg inhabitants, listening to their human
| aughter and their matter-of-fact stories about the wastel ands bel ow, cruel
and unforgiving. And of course |'ve been to the Earth, honmeland to us all, and
toits sister world, Luna. And then there is Cradle, the first major world to
be terraformed, with its violet plant Iife and its tiny childlike people,
happy artists every last one. And there is the nultitude of Belter worlds,
each unique. There are the worlds of Jupiter, sparse popul ations and fantastic
scenery ... | have reached clear to those far-flung bits of humanity in the
Qort Cloud and to sone of the places set between the major places-those tiny
man-built worlds of Kross netals and Titan plastics-and peopl e, know ng ny
conpul sion to travel, ask ne which of those | andscapes is the nost beautiful
The npst intriguing. The nost conpl ex. The nost rewardi ng. And al ways, al ways
| smle and | ook straight at them and explain, "There's only one | andscape

that fits the bill. Only one." Wich one? they persist, puzzled and eager and
smling at ne. "The human face," | say. "O all the | andscapes, wi thout doubt,
I would claimthe human face is easily the best. | would."

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e t hrough System Net

THERE are a bunch of whores in the back, playing edible chess. Steward can see
them by the light of their big bright skullcaps, and he hears them chattering
and then hears themturn quiet, waiting for someone to nake a nove. Then sone
of themstart to cheer and clap. One of the pawns gives a high squeaky scream
and one of the whores |aughs, saying, "You're mine. Al nine."

Steward sits alone at a little round table, one of his big hands hol ding
his glass while he sips and thinks that he's dry enough and the rain has quit
and maybe he should go now. He thinks about getting home. He thinks how he
hasn't been busy enough | ately because he sure isn't tired and maybe he shoul d
go somewhere besides hone. Get sone work done. Do those boring chores he's
been putting off till whenever. Like running a check of his inventories. O
testing his security systens for flaws. O maybe just spending a few hours
wi th his high-placed contacts, sniffing out any news that m ght mean sonet hi ng
to him '

He hears the front door open and close, then he turns and sees a girl cone
inside. She's a strange girl. He knows it at once and yet he has trouble
deci di ng why. From a di stance, through the pasty snoke and gl oom she seens
pretty enough. Wth big eyes she surveys the bar while she noves halfway in



Steward's direction. Another pawn screans, and she hears it and jerks and

wat ches the whores for a second, sonething showing in her face. She's wearing
a sheer white dress with precious little underneath and expensive white shoes
and doubl e strands of Garden pearls around her perfect neck, and both hands
hold a purse nade of some living snowwhite leather. It's a wardrobe for
casual wealth. She's much too rmuch for this kind of place. One glance is
enough to prove her wongness. Even the whores and patrons turn down the

vol ume a notch, watching her settle at a table close to Steward. The barmaid
cones and the girl orders a drink. She's too nmuch. Steward hears a dusky

voi ce. He sees sonmething in the barnmaid's face. What is it? Then he takes a

| ong deep breath, feeling a hollowness high in his chest and snelling a
delicate nusty scent that makes his head wheel. Sonething is going to happen
he thinks. Sonething tells himsonmething is comng. Wait. Just wait.

There are a dozen patrons, tops. They're a scrubbed and liquored |ot, al
Terran, of all shades, wearing runpled clothes and uncertain snmles. The
whores not playing chess are sitting with them and drinking with them and
| aughi ng when they think it'll do them some good. Steward | ooks at all the
faces, measuring noods, and then he | ooks above them and takes in the bright
ol d- f ashi oned hol os advertising beer, and the swirling smokes rising through
the hol os and toward the hi gh-arched roof. Buildings in the Ad Quarter are
dead and durable and typically nore than a thousand years old. This particular
buil ding is made from dead woods comrercially perfect and tarni shed steel
pull ed into el egant shapes, and the bright green noonlight pours in through
the glass roof and softens everything it touches. Normally this place is |it
up by its own lights. Steward has been here with clients and wi th peopl e who
never quite becanme clients. It nmust have been the storm he thinks. Someone
nmust have turned off the lights so they could watch the storm pass, and now
they've forgotten to turn them back on. Half the sky is eclipsed by a tal
stone building. Aline of floaters cross the other half-saucer-shaped craft
carrying their passengers from place to place-and he notices a rai nboy higher

still, its bright body streaking towards the @ulf. He breathes and thinks how
he should be working. He isn't a man accustoned to idleness. Al the years he
has lived in Brule City, and still he can't be confortable or contented or

even relax for long. Like now He |ooks down again and turns toward the girl,
not really thinking about her, concentrating on his inventories and security
checks and whatever; yet all of the sudden his head is full of her pretty face
and the poreless skin and the white of her dress showing the brilliant coo
green of the noon.

The barmaid returns with a sinmple fruit drink

Steward wat ches the two of them and sips his own drink and wonders what is
strange about the girl. He knows what's wong. She doesn't belong in this

pl ace, not at all. But there's something strange too, and he can't for his
life identify the trouble.
Opening the | eather purse, the girl renoves a single green glass bill. The

barmai d | ooks at the girl while she makes change, and then she spies Steward
staring at them and deci des that he nust want sonething now. She comes over
and asks if he's thirsty for another one. He says, "Thanks, no." He swirls his
chilled liquor and asks, "How s it going tonight?" wthout ever actually
taking his eyes off the girl.

"You see the storn®"

"I was init," he offers.

"That's right. You canme dripping in, didn't you?" She is a big woman with
a flat round face and big hands showing the mles. "You see it too, don't
you?"

"What ?"

"The girl," she says, laughing in a funny harsh way.

Steward | ooks up at the barmaid and waits.

"Or don't you?" She has an odd expression. She's curious or she's angry or
she's amused about sonething. He can't quite tell. "I've seen them on
VWrld-Net a few tines but never here. Not in Brule.” And then she blinks and



says, "Wat do you think?"

"I'"'mnever sure," he says.

"Well," she tells him "if you thought you were in a storm before, you
just hold on. Ckay?"

"I try. "

"Wait and watch," she warns. Set next to the girl in the white dress, the
barmai d seens huge and gracel ess and nearly ugly. "She should have never cone
in here."”

" No?"

"I wonder why she did." And she | eaves him working her way to the back
and the chess-pl ayi ng whores.

Steward tries to piece it together. Nothing fits. So he | ooks down at his
gl ass and sees a big swallow waiting for him He tilts the glass and | ooks
through its thick bottomwhile the girl glances fromface to face to face.
She's got a nervous quality. Mostly it's hidden, but sonetinmes sonme of it
seeps out around her edges. Like now She sips her own drink, fruity and dark
wi t hout shutting her eyes. A thin dark nmustache forns on her upper lip,
unnoticed for a nonent. Then her tongue darts, pink and noist, and Steward has
to take a breath. He wonders what the barmaid has seen. He wonders why a girl
of her apparent worth and character is in this kind of place. She sure didn't
cone out of the rain. That's his excuse. A couple of whores had made their
sal es pitches when he arrived, and he thinks about whores and noney and
breedi ng and how anyt hi ng can becone dull when you get too much of it. Maybe
that's it, he thinks. Maybe she's waiting for a sales pitch or two. She's cone
to see how the census figures live and love. Sure. And the big barmaid is
simply . . . what? Jeal ous? O fended? Wat ?

Steward lingers for the nonent, curious.

He is a tall nman who doesn't |ook tall when he sits, his long | egs fol ded
beneath the table. He has a dark conpl exi on, deep dark brown eyes, and
surprisingly bright red hair-curled and cut close to his scalp. His face is
thin and wi nd worn, bones giving angles to his cheeks and chin. Hs arms and
shoul ders are thick and toned by exercise and an athlete's genes. He's wearing
a sinple shirt and trousers and shoes that are little nore than slippers. He's
still very much a young man, barely fifty. People who neet himtend to | abe
hi mas being private or aloof, or even shy. But if they |earn how he was born
and raised up in Yellowknife, up in one of those crazy Neoaneri ndi an
Freestates, he becones an instant creature of nystery. Everyone has heard
stories about the Freestates. Everyone has an opinion. Steward' s |ong
sil ences, once judged to be shyness, are now reason for respect. He is a
warrior, after all. The various Freestates have been fighting their wars for
the [ ast thousand years. Yet no one dies. Not typically. Wat brought Steward
down to Brule City? What kind of man can make that transition? They stare at
hi m saying nothing, not daring to ask himanything personal. Suddenly, little
noi ses make them nervous. It's alnost funny, he thinks. Alnost. They want to
know how t hese strange endl ess wars are fought. They want details. Nothing
personal , but they'll ask Steward the nmethods of the fights. Pain. It al
revol ves around pain, he'll explain. Then he will tell them sonme good studies
on the subject, their titles and their authors, and sonmetines he will tell
them t he exact catal og codes so they don't have to wade through Worl d- Net.
Most don't bother. Mst don't care enough. Pain is an anmple answer. The rest
of it-honor and trust and relentless bravery-is likely beyond their reach

He sighs and goes back to studying the mystery girl.

She isn't watching anyone anynore. She's got her eye on the doorway and
bot h hands around her gl ass, and she drinks and |icks away the thin nustaches
as they form Steward pulls a weathered round box out of his shirt pocket and
opens it and finds a | ong ornate needl e | aying between the folds of a soft
cloth. He twirls the needle in one hand and eases the pointed tip into the
nmeat between two fingers, into a tender region, then twists the needle unti
the pain is white-hot and conming up his arm Inside hinself, in a secret
pl ace, he nakes a hollow and fills the hollow with the pain. And now he feels



none of it. He puts the needle back into its box and the box back into the
pocket and finds that his head is absolutely clear and that his senses are
hei ghtened to their linits.

It's a Yellowknife trick, channeling the pain.

It's funny. The nystery girl and Yell owkni fe seem joi ned sonehow. He has
to consider things for a minute before he renenbers a certain girl with the
same bl onde hair and those big eyes. Sure. Not nearly as pretty, but the sane
ki nd of | ooks. Steward renenbers the circunstances. He had been out on a boy's
patrol. He and his Shadow, Chaz, had separated in a woodl and not far fromthe
mai n conpound. He had gone into a glade like a real warrior, sober and alert,
and then all at once he had stunbled onto the girl. She was several years his
el der. She had been watchi ng himand hiding. He was enbarrassed not to have
seen her sooner, but renenbered her name and said it several tinmes. She
confessed to having noticed himin the past, smling in a funny way; they were
talking for alittle while before Steward thought of his duties. By then it
was too |ate. The spell was broken. He was no |onger a warrior, young or not,
and somret hing el se had begun to take shape while they sat talking in the |ong
grass. It was cool that day. But when they were naked and pressed together
both of them were sweating hard; and when Chaz cane | ooking for him wal ki ng
past him Steward put a hand over the older girl's nmouth and said nothing and
wai ted before continuing with the deed. It's all right, he had told hinself.
"Il feel guilty about everything later and that will nake it all right.

But of course it hadn't. It never does.

And now, thinking about the Yellowknife girl while he watches this girl,
he feels the old guilty ache as if he's let hinmself down, and Yell owknife, and
hi s poor, poor Shadow. Sweet Chaz.

Now the girl isn't staring at anyone or anything. She seens hal fway | ost, her
bi g eyes round and gl assy and one hand playing with the enpty glass while the
other one lies on her white purse. Steward starts to use his senses now,
focusing on her until there is nothing else but her in his mnd. Her scent is
thick in the air. He has never experienced that exact scent, and yet it seemns
famliar. It has a certain power. A real punch. Those big eyes blink and he

t hi nks about them and everything el se and sonething goes click in his head.
She can't be, he thinks. |Is that what the barmaid saw? he thinks. So he

breat hes and blinks and turns his attention to the back of the bar, to all the
whores sitting around the big chess set and the barmaid talking to them
telling them somet hi ng about flowers. "Flowers," she says, and for an instant
Steward doesn't make the connection. He can't help but think about bl ossons.
Roses and carnations and so on. Then he renenbers the word' s ot her neaning.
Twenty-five years in Brule City and never once has he seen her |ikes. Not

bef ore tonight. Were's she fron? he wonders. New Brasilia? The Jarvis
Searmount? Quito? If he had to guess he would guess Quito. That's where you
find nost of the Flowers. Damm! he thinks. What's a Fl ower doing way up here
anyway ?

I s she absol utely insane?

O what?

She had a name when she was alive, and then another name when she turned
into a Ghost and was only partially alive. But then the Magician gave her this
body and a Flower's life, plus a third name. Mss Luscious Chiffon. And she's
loyal to the new nanme as if she's had it all of her life, the past hidden away
by the Magician's tricks and her glad for that as well.

It's a functional Flower name, sensible for comercial reasons. M ss
Lusci ous Chiffon. She has fine, butter-colored hair flow ng down on her wide
shoul ders, and a face and figure that are even better than the dress and gl oom
allow. But she's glad for the gloom of course. Maybe they know what she is
and maybe they don't, and won't, but if the place was bright and they saw her
baby's skin and her feral blue eyes a few of them would be sure to point and
say, "There goes a Flower. Wuld you | ook?" and that would make it all the
tougher. If it was possible to be tougher at this point.



She canme in here to escape for a few m nutes.
She sits without noving, thinking about everything at once and trying to

collect herself in the process. They'll be | ooking for her soon. She can be
sure of that rmuch. And if the boy didn't show at the rendezvous point, naybe
he isn't going to nake it at all. She feels angry and betrayed. Now she has to

escape on her own. But how? A Flower would be noticed in a tubetrain. Floaters
can be traced in a dozen different ways. The Quito boy was bringing severa
people with him plus a fast unregistered floater, and they m ght have gotten
out undetected. M ght. But where was he? | did ny part, she tells herself. |
did everything expected of me, and nore, and he wasn't waiting |like he
prom sed and | watched and that dammed rain came over, nme hiding in that
shel ter beside the pad, and | thought he nust have wanted the storm for cover,
sure, only no one cane even still. So it's a nmess, she thinks. Everything is a
mess. It's gone sour and now | just need to sit and think. 1've got to get it
straight in ny head sonmehow

Dirk and M nus are probably back at the apartment now

Dirk is screaming. Mnus is sniffing for clues. They'll be chasing ne once
they get their bearings, and they can have ne cornered in no time. If | let
them she thinks. | can't let then

God!

Sweet sphincters of God, what a ness!

And now, to make matters worse, the gloomisn't helping |like she had
hoped. The barmaid in the back is talking to the whores, and the whores are
starting to tal k anong thensel ves. She hears soneone say "Flower," and her
thigh starts to ache. The ache is like a warning. No one points, but the
patrons are |l ooking at her in a different way now, their snoke-washed faces
showi ng curiosity and lust and a trace of anger too. A real resentnent. Brule
City is a conservative town. It's got restrictions on things that are ordi nary
in Quito. "People are always people,"” its people mght say. "Furred or
finned or covered with machinery, they are still people.™

Sone of the nen show glancing interest in Mss Luscious Chiffon

She has a pal pabl e urge to seduce one of themand coax himinto taking her
hone. She needs a sanctuary for the night. She inagines Mnus out in the
shadows, crafty and arned, and she tells herself that she needs an ally. But
who woul d be best? There are ways to find out. After all, she is a Flower and
it has its advantages. She | ooks around the room at the men and the wonen
too, trying to judge their relative worth. Snile, she tells herself. Smell
enticing. Maybe a hero will come out of the crowd. Sure, she thinks. The
Magi ci an gave you these gifts. Use them Turn this ness around sonehow.

No one is tal king anynore.

The whores have quit their game. She can see them | ooking at her while
they sit around the chessboard, the playing pieces silent on their pedestals
and the enpty pedestals set in two ragged |ines. The barmaid is standing
beside a pretty-faced nmal e whore. He's wearing flashy cl othes and the
cock-on-the-trot posture of a proud stallion. He says something to the others.
Then he stands and starts to walk in Chiffon's direction, a little bit of a
swagger showi ng, and he gives her a sly snmle before he sits at her table and
stares at her face and the snmile turns into a challenging from. He has no
true hair on his head. The glass skullcap is a local fashion, or a |lega
requirenment, its colors and patterns changing while he sits facing her. The
whore's face is lit by the skullcap and the soft noonlight. The patterns
within it are curling and conmpl ex and absol utely sensel ess.

She does not hing and says not hi ng.

He asks, "Wy don't you get up and | eave?"

She takes a long breath and starts to lift her glass, forgetting it's
enpty, and then she sets if down again and unconsciously |icks her clean upper
[ip.

"Il tell you why you won't get up and | eave," he says, one fist knocking
at the tabletop. "You know why?" His voice is a little drunken and carel ess.
He | ooks ol der than she woul d have guessed at first, a fine net of winkles



radi ating out fromhis eyes. She has to wonder how nmany years he has been
hol ding court in drab little places like this place. Probably for nore than a
century. Sure. "Do you know why you won't?" he asks.

She says, "Tell ne."

"I won't let you |leave."

"And why not?" she says with her voice cool and | evel

"Because you'd go sonewhere else and if you weren't stealing our business
here, you' d likely steal business fromour friends." He waves at the other
whores, one or two of them nodding in response. "So you see, we're not letting
you go, darling."

I nsi de her snowwhite purse, hidden, is a small pistol carrying a ful
charge. She stole that fromDirk, too.

He says, "A shit-fed Flower."

She can feel the gun inside her purse and wonders what kinds of noise that
woul d make around Brule. A Flower pokes holes in sone working people, killing
several, and the police are hunting night and day to find her. Lord, she tells
hersel f, that's not what she needs. Things just keep getting worse and worse.

"I"'msitting with a shit-fed Fl ower."

"Please just let me go." She works to nmake her voice sound hel pl ess and

confused, a little, and she says, "lI'mnot here to steal anyone's business."
"Then why?"
"To neet ny owner. |'m supposed to nmeet himsoon," and she shrugs. "But
fine. I'Il go."

The whore is profoundly disgusted. He snorts and spreads both hands on the
tabl etop and presses downward. "What woul d you cost sonmeone?" he asks. "No,
no. Don't think of standing. Just sit and tell me what you'd cost."

For an instant she has a foolish thought about charmng him She tries a
weak, beguiling smile. The smal | est expressions on Flowers are enticing. A
good Flower's snmile can nelt the sternest countenance, and she shows her snall
perfect teeth and nakes a delicate purring sound designed to steal away
tensions and a person's wll.

"Don't fuck with nme, precious."

She lets the smle nelt away, feigning injury, and she squeezes the purse
and deci des where she will shoot him

"So maybe you're special. Maybe we're nothing." He nods toward the back of
t he bar, sayi ng, "W were tal king between oursel ves and deci ded that maybe
someone's trying to press the rules, putting sonmething special into the
mar ket pl ace, and maybe they won't stop pressing until we stop them Do you see
what I'mtelling you?"

She waits.

The whore's face shows bl ood. He breathes through his teeth and begins to
stand, gl ancing over a shoul der and gesturing. "I bet you're worth a fortune.
Huh? We're tal king about what? Artificial genetics, sure. A brain that |earns
qui ck. Tutors and taxes up the butt and the etceteras. Well," he says, "too
fucking bad."

She's gotten up out of her chair. Her legs are telling her not to try
outrunning him She can't. And the cut on her thigh is all flames and razors.

The whore's coming around the table. "An artificial cunt,"” he says. "Brule
is clean and sinple, and people are people. You see?" She has a hand inside
her purse, feeling its natural warnth and the cool butt of the gun. He is
reachi ng towards her wi thout hurrying, wthout concern, unaware of the gun's
barrel as it noses out at his crotch. Then a stranger's hand takes the whore
by a shoulder and turns him The whore nmutters, "Wat-?" He is conpletely
turned. He says, "Wwo the fuck-?" and starts to westle with the strange
sudden man, grunting and growi ng nadder by the nonent.

She sees a sharp dark face and the | eggy body keeping the whore at arnis
| ength. The pretty-boy muscles | ook marvel ous but they can't connect. The
whore swings and the tall man lets himtake his sw ngs, ducking them w thout
really working. Then the whore rushes himand the tall man grabs a wist and
turns himand jerks the armup and twists and puts the whore's face to the



floor, delivering pain so fast that there's only a muttered cry before the
body goes |inmp. The gl ass skullcap, sensing injury, starts to flash red. The
bar is filled with bl ood-faced whores who cone at them and the tall man
stands over the unconscious whore and | ooks at Chiffon, saying, "Can you run
i ke the wi nd?"

She shakes her head, stepping away fromthe table and taking her hand out
of her purse.

"Ckay," he says. "Relax." The other whores are furious but uncertain, their
nmout hs open and fists clenched. They gl ance at one another, trying to decide
on what to do and how, and the tall nman | ooks at them and says, "How are you
goi ng to make livings when you're broken? Huh?"

The whores forma half-circle. One of themthrows a chess piece, and it
cones at themspinning, hitting the bar and scream ng | ouder than the pawns.
Chiffon sees the smashed piece laying on the floor, |eaking a sweet al coholic
sap. The big rmal e whores are comng at them encouraging thenselves wth
gl ances and harsh words. Chiffon gets behind the tall man, thinking of the gun
again, then the whores rush them keeping |ow, and the man puts his foot into
their faces and throats and cuts several of them down. But others get close,
shouting. They swi ng and connect, and they curse and nove and sw ng agai n, and
the tall man works hard on their faces. He uses closed fists and crisp swi ngs.
She hears the skulls pop and each of them goes down with a strange sudden
grace, then he puts one of his big hands to Chiffon's neck and squeezes
gently, the grip light and dry.

"Come on," he says. "Wal k slow and easy."

The whores are nelting away. Skullcaps are throbbing with the bright red
light, coloring the snoke and washi ng out the ol d-fashi oned hol os. The two of
them | eave the bar, wal king, no one daring to give chase, and they find
thenselves in a strip of parkland sandw ched between tall buildings. There are
trees around them and streanms threading their way through the darkness, and
t he nmoon t hrows speckl ed beans down t hrough gaps in the canopy. She can snell

the rain drying. She turns and turns. A couple Mrningers are in the

di stance, huge and dark and shiny bl ack. They mean not hing. They work in
the mantl e mnes and they mean nothing, and no, she can't see a willow man or
a rai nbow colored man. No Dirk. No Mnus. And the boy is still nowhere. She

doesn't know where to | ook, or how, or even if she shoul d.

"You know, you shouldn't go into a place like that again. Not in this
town." The tall man sounds like an adult instructing a child not to trust
spiders. It's a common voice for people who have never been in the conpany of
a Flower. "It's not particularly safe.™
She thanks him smiling in a large way and telling himthat he saved her life.
No doubts. "I was stupid and I know it. But lucky," she says. The man's face
is stained by the noon, and he seens a little angry even when he sounds
pati ent and knowi ng. His eyes are narrowed and his breathing is deep and sl ow,
and he regards this odd Flower while the two of them wal k together. "Anyway,"
she says, "let me pay you for your trouble. |I should."

They' re wal king beside a little stream half-exposed.

"Anything of mne is yours," she says. It is one of the greatest lies ever
told, she imgines. And again her thigh begins to ache.

He says not hi ng.

She says her full nane.

He says, "Indeed?" He repeats, "M ss Luscious Chiffon," and seenms to
hal fway | augh

"You're a brave man," she swears, wondering why he did it. Maybe it was
his gl ands making himdo it, except he doesn't seemthe kind to be won so
easily. "What's your nane? What do | call you, Brave Man?"

He is wondering what to do. She reads it in his face.

"I can pay you. | have a little nmoney, plus these pearls.’
neckl ace and says, "Real ones. Garden nmde."

He says, "Steward,” with a sinple flat voice

"Steward?" She repeats it several tines, working for that perfect cadence

She strokes her



and color. "Way don't you take ne hone, Steward? I'd let you. 1'd like you to,
or something." She touches the back of an arm and opens ducts in her
fingertips, extruding a crazy m x of pheronones and assorted subtle potions.
They' re absorbed through the skin and make the hum d hot air intoxicating.

"Pl ease, " she says. "Please?"

"Who's to m ss you?" he asks.

" Par don?"

"You nentioned an owner. Before.'
owner ?"

"No. "

"Then who?"

"No one." She wonders what she can say and succeed with now. "I'm not
wai ting for anyone," she tells him

He blinks. His face is tough to read. He's not going to be easy to w n,
and that's good. Difficult is best. Difficult means he is a man accustoned to
being strong, in charge, full of conviction and security with everything in
his life. Very good. If she handles everything right, making himher ally,
then he won't even realize what has happened. Like she did with Dirk. It will
be the first time in his tough-mnded |ife-

"Al'l right," he says. "Paynent. It was a tough situation. |I got you out. |
think ... oh, five hundred is cheap. Okay?" He stares straight at her eyes and
gives a little shrug, pretending not to notice the cocktails running through
his bl oodstream "Is that fine?"

“I"1l give you these," she says, one hand touching the Garden pearls, and

He pauses. "Were you waiting for your

her leg feeling awful. No more painkiller, she thinks. She thinks about the
depth of that cut, bandaged and treated with clotting foams, and it's anazing
to think what she is carrying inside herself. She wants to shiver. She
wants to cry out for joy, telling the world. "Is that enough?" she asks.

"Too much," he answers. "One pearl and I'Il give you change. Ckay?"

An honest man. She coos and agrees to the terns.

"So where's your owner?" he persists.

"It's conmplicated."” Putting on a needing face, she works with the
nmoonl i ght and sounds strained and tired, all of those qualities true, and she
tells him "1'd love to go with you, Steward. For tonight. If | could." She
says, "l can be very good with you."

He says nothing, tenpted by the proposition

"The two of us and such pl easure,” she pronises. She smiles brightly and
bravel y and touches hi monce again.

Steward resists. They wal k and he shakes free of her hands once, then
again, and finally he pauses and says, "There's a floater pad ahead. |'m going
hone and | guess | can't stop you fromfollowing nme." He smles, his face and
all of his body suddenly shy.

She has won. She knows she has won, and she follows. They go up the pad's
stairs and she thinks again of the Quito boy, wondering if he is waiting here
for her. There m ght have been a m stake. Several Terran wonmen cone down past
t hem and gi ggl e anong thensel ves and then pause to watch Chiffon, sinply
curious. The boy isn't waiting here, either. She knew he woul dn't be waiting,
she tells herself, and she |ooks into the shadows for anyone odd or
out-of-place. It's critical not to be followed. She has to get away wi thout
conplications ... if only to the other side of Brule. They're alone on the
pad, its glass surface rough and rubbery and danp fromthe hard rain, and a
little wind comes up and they turn their backs to it and she asks Steward what
it is that he does for a living. He doesn't seemlike the sort of person who
lives on investnments.

"l do this," he volunteers

"What ?"

"Troubl eshoot," he says with that matter-of-fact voice.

She asks, "Wiat? Are you some kind of professional . . . what?"

He says not hi ng.

"A professional hero? Is that it?"



He admts, "I've got some skills,” and in the fashion of all good heroes,

he gives a hunble shrug and says no nore.
A floater is descending.

He | ooks up at it and she | ooks at him wondering what he could nean to her
her hero, and wouldn't it be wonderful if everything worked out for the best?
It might. It just mght, she thinks. And while her |eg aches to the bone, and
while they stand together and wait, she tells herself that this m ght be her
chance to find sonething sweet and lasting. That's all she's ever wanted. At
| east during this lifetine, she thinks.

The O d Quarter is directly bel owan assenbl age of archaic buil dings and
the crosshatched patterns of old streets. The Earth is fanous for its relics
and the tangi ble sense of history, and Brute City does what it can to preserve
what it can with tax breaks and rent supports. Nonet hel ess, the A d Quarter
tenants are nostly lowprofit or |ow profile businesses |like the snmoky bars
and brothels, plus some cheap hotels and tiny secondhand shops. Most of its
permanent residents are entities like the Als and CGhosts-things that
appreci ate cheap, stable housing and don't particularly care about their
sur roundi ngs.

Als live everywhere, in truth. They are the m ni scul e descendants of
ol d-fashi oned computers, sophisticated and tirelessly quick. They exist within
Worl d- Net and System Net. They are the various Nets, in truth, each of them
linked with every other Al and all of them serving mankind in an endl ess array
of ways. Like now, thinks Steward. This particular floater is piloted by an
Al. He has entered into a contract with it-service in exchange for a snall
fee-and it will do its job efficiently and gladly, no doubts inits nmnd as to
who is servant and who rules the System M, thinks Steward. And he | aughs
wi t hout sound.

Ghosts are tied into Wrld-Net and depend on it utterly. They are people
whose bodi es have died for whatever reason, but their nminds have persisted as
so many hard crystal chips and encoded patterns and nenories and nmaybe the
human soul, too. It's their humanness that stirs controversy. Sone people
consider themodd Als, while others pretend they are nothing nore than conpl ex
tombstones neant to nmimc dead souls. Certainly they aren't alive, whatever
their state. At |east nost flesh-on-blood people believe they're sonething
el se. The Ghosts bel ow and Steward knows nore than a few by name-depend upon
Worl d- Net. They enpl oy banks of Als that work hard to build themlifelike
sensations, creating a vague kind of reality out of nothingness, and normally
Steward will | ook down on the buildings and feel sorry for them He does.
Alive or not, Ghosts are smart enough to know what they're mssing. Al the
Als in all of Wrld-Net couldn't produce a true Brule City. It's too
conplicated and crazy and fickle and beautiful for mere machines to generate.
It is.

Toni ght, however, he doesn't feel so sorry for them

He hal fway wi shes he could be Ghost so he wouldn't have to breathe every
so often, sucking in the heavy scent of the Flower beside him He feels his
body tingling and his gl ands being teased, and some voice deep inside him
warns him reciting just sone of the capacities attributed to FI ower s.

Steward mistrusts pleasure

Pai n he knows. Torture and suffering he can manage in a host of ways, but
he isn't even sure howto stay wary with Mss Chiffon. Their little floater is
climbing up into traffic and headi ng east, and she is staring at all of Brule
City, saying nothing, Steward breathing and watchi ng her anple body and the
delicate face, thinking back to Yell owknife again. Wien he was growi ng up, day
after day, the El ders spoke of suffering and survival. They swore pain wasn't
just their means of waging war, it was a great instructive force too, and to
prove the sanctity of their philosophy they stuck talons into Steward' s chest
and burned his toes and fingers with hot metal brands. Ever yone under went
the sane training, male or female. It was an essential part of their
educati on. Pai n can be channel ed and focused and used for a variety of



tasks, from defeating enem es to bolstering your own resolve. It was a
guestion of understanding its usage, the El ders mmintained. Wth practice
and nore practice a person won skills and the iron-hard discipline required.
Chi ffon? he thinks. What a preposterous nane!

A Flower's nanme, sure. Right-sounding in Quito, sure, but not inlittle
Brul e.

The O d Quarter has dropped behind now. The rest of the city is dark and
| ow by conparison, built fromrounded |living shapes | ooking snooth under the
nmoon. There are no streets, just paths intended for wal king and bi kes.

Fl oaters move conmmuters when feet and pedals are unwilling. And

under ground, at several spots, stations exist where the tubetrains pause, the
tubes enpty of air so the trains can run at supersonic speeds-linking Brule to
t he popul ated |l ands in the south.

The city began as a dirt-and-wood hanml et where fanners cane to sell crops
and trade gossip. That was a coupl e thousand years ago, or nore, and Brule
was just as renote as it is today. In a relative sense. The seaports were the
hubs of the world in those tines. Times change. Now the hubs are built around
t he skyhooks-towers of hyperfiber rising to the lucrative geosynchronous
orbits-and some ninety-plus percent of the Earth's population is shoulder to
shoul der on the equator. Quito and Jarvis and Singapore are sone of the hubs.
New Yor k and Havana and Cairo are drowned and erodi ng under the deep warm sea.

A billion people live in the smallest hub city. Industry and commerce are
centered sonme forty thousand kil onmeters over their heads. Brule Cty, by
conparison, is a baby with two nmillion citizens. Plus the Ghosts, of course.

And the ever-present Als.

Yel | onkni fe, now and al ways, has a few thousand citizens.

No Gnhosts. No World-Net links. And the Als are mininmal and quite sinple in
their nature.

Steward thinks how he used to know every Yellowknife face, if not every
name, and how it felt to be in a crowded room and know sone fact about
everyone. A ham et like Yellowknife is built frompeople. Brule is built from
strangers | eavened with people, a few, and sonetines it is all he can do to be
out in public and not feel the strangers pressing in on him Even now Even
after spending half his life in this place, trying hard to purge hinself of
these alien feelings. This sense of not bel onging. Like a Flower mght feel
he thinks, and he laughs to hinself.

The floater is descending now Chiffon makes a sound and turns to himwth
her hands fol ded around the living white purse in her |ap, her breath fragrant
and cool and nervous-quick. Her dress is clinging. He hadn't noticed it
before. He can see dark nipples nuscling their way up through the fabric, as
broad and long as the tips of his little fingers, and she makes the sound
again and | ooks up through the round canopy, confessing, "W don't have so
many in Quito."

"So many?"

"Stars," she says, |ooking at himand smling again.

"No?" He glances at the moon, enerald green and cl oaked in a deep newborn
at nosphere that's sheat hed under a nononol ecul ar cocoon, the nmoon's water and
soi | manufactured fromBelt materials and assorted conmets. Bel ow the ful
nmoon, stretching in a neat glittering arc fromhorizon to horizon, are an
assortment of factories and fusion plants interwoven wi th hyperfiber tubes.
The skyhooks thensel ves are slender and dark and rise up out of Quito and New
Brasilia to link with them Spinning wheels and cylinders are in even higher
orbits, and beyond the noon, scattered through | ocal space, are the Apollo
asteroi ds and several thousand captured conets, all of themsettled, all of
them wet and warm and dressed up in their transparent coats so nothing boils
or drifts away.

"You're from Qito," he remarks.

She nods and shoots himone of her patented sniles.

Kross-once call ed Mercury-has set. Mrning-once called Venus-is down too.
Cradl e-still Mars to the astrologically inclined-may be up but it's too



dull and dark to show Jupiter is and has always been Jupiter, King of the
CGods. It's high and bright and attended by its various bright terrafornmed
nmoons. Steward wonders about Saturn. Probably hiding somewhere. He wonders
what Fl owers know about the System s geography, deciding they' re probably not

i gnor ant . Sonewhere he has heard that their nervous systens are designed to
be programmed with a m ni mum of fuss, and their Al tutors work them while
they're still inside their artificial wonbs. CGeogr aphy nakes sense, he

t hi nks. Sure. A Flower needs to be able to chat with customers, filling the

qui et gaps, and there nmust be a lot of varied travelers coning through Quito.
From everywhere, he thinks. Probably honesick, too.

Steward doesn't feel |ike a custoner.

He renenbers Chiffon telling the whore that she was waiting for her owner
lying then or lying later to him O naybe Iying both tinmes. He recalls
someone saying that Flowers, like all expert lovers, lie easily and well.
There's no better proof of intelligence, he reasons. He tells hinself to be
careful, don't treat her |ike some sinplemnded child. And al ways be careful
don't take every word as the absolute truth.

He gl ances to the north and sees a lunpy chain of clouds nmoving away from
Brul e, rainboys herding them Sonetimes the clouds fill with |ightning. They
turn pinkish and orange and a hard sharp blue at their cores, |ooking like
strange living creatures for those nonments. The rai nboys thensel ves are shaped
i ke enornmous teardrops, perfect as that sounds, and they tw st and dart
around the clouds. This is the stormthat hit earlier. The wind is helping it
north, but the rainboys use |assos of plasma to adjust the direction and
speed-di spensing rain to whichever Freestate or City-State or Farnstead pays
for the privilege.

The cool seanl ess voice of the pilot announces, "W are |anding."
Steward's hone is inside a |ong shaggy building, |ow and rounded and fl anked
by identical buildings. Everywhere are the sane square floater pads on the
roofs and the sane tiny sw nming pools full of green noonlight. Bushes and
trees and vines grow half-wld, tangled and nysterious, and nost of the
vi si bl e wi ndows are darkened. The scene doesn't require people, or invite
them It's all a poor neighborhood likely never to inprove again.

A worman-a human woman-woul d insult what she saw if she knew better, or she
woul d say nothing at all, and either way Steward woul d feel an obligation to
expl ai n or apol ogi ze. But Fl owers are set apart from human values. O so
the advertisements on Wirld-Net claim They give | ove and conpani onship
wi t hout naking judgnents . . . another reason why they're so popul ar wherever
the laws all ow t hem

Not in Brule, he thinks. So what is she doing here?

And the floater sets down, the Al thanking Steward for his patronage. He
gl ances at the tab and pays, then he uses a special green-black card and code
nunber to blank the Al's nmenory of this trip and transaction. It's his custom
No one can trace himhonme now. The gl ass canopy opens and the air turns
sumer - hot and danp. They clinmb out and Steward grips Chiffon's arm and the
floater crackles and lifts. Then they wal k down a staircase, “nd the hallway
senses them teasing awake the lights in the ceiling. The hallway is endl ess
and curling to afford the illusion of privacy. Its walls are white and scuffed
and dead in spots. The carpeting is dead down the nmddle, killed by feet.
Chiffon is alert. Tense. He gl ances at her eyes, big and inpossibly blue and
darting, and he notices how the dress clings to her body like a white, white
| ayer of skin. "This way," he offers. "Here." He finds hinself squeezing the
arm feeling an unexpected firmess |laid over her delicate bones.

H s door recognizes him It says, "Steward-"

"-with a friend," and the big mag-|ocks, massive enough to serve a vault,
cut their power and release. It's a very secure hone. Very. "Mke yourself
confortable," he says.

"I am" Her tone inplies there is no other state besides confort. "I'm
just fine, Steward. Thank you."

He feels giddy. He cane here telling hinmself that he would | eave and do



some work for hinmself, only here he stands, nunbed, thinking about turning on
a light or doing sonme small host-type thing. Wiy would she ever get herself
into this ness? he wonders. Alone and surviving on a stranger's kindness. A

FIl ower knows no pain. It's a sobering thought. The typical Flower is raised in
a speci al brothel where candl es burn scented wax and the foods are rich and
sweet and there is no suffering. He thinks of the whores and their poor
chessmen. He doesn't agree with the whores, not in the |least, but his

Yel | onkni fe sensibilities tell himthat a Flower's life is no way to acquire
an education. He has half an urge to Iift her and shake her hard. He wants to
show her the honest shape of the world.

She says, "Steward?" and he turns.

M ss Luscious Chiffon is kneeling on the floor, on the healthy living
carpet, with the hemof her dress in both hands and a knowi ng, wide snile
beami ng up at him She has such a pretty face and big eyes, her hands lifting
the dress and the fabric crinkling and sparkling. That's why it's clinging, he
thinks. There's a potent static charge being generated. Not for the last tine,
he renenbers the girl in Yellowknife and the snmell of the crushed green
vegetation mxing with the smell of her loins, and the big eyes watching him
then and waiting, trusting in him He blinks and breathes deeply, once and
again, aware of his heart beating too high in his chest. He has been
uncontrol l ably aroused for nearly half an hour. H's penis hurts and the dress
is off and he stares at the swollen nipples, like pluns, and the w de hi ps and
a Flower's magnificent clitoris, fan-shaped and glistening and huge. Chiffon
is folding the dress and watching him She seens so pretty, yet there is
somet hing hard beneath the pretty features. There's a toughness that he can't
qui te expl ain. And there! What is that? He sees a bandage on the inside of
her leg, and the white crusted clotting foam and he wonders what has happened
and feels such an enornmous ache for her. Sonmething is going on. He knows it
now, and he wonders what is happening, everything so crazy and his heart
filling his chest and her dropping the folded dress to the floor and pressing
it down with one hand, a few staticy sparks showi ng inside the white fabric.
He thinks of lightning inside distant clouds. He renenbers somnething he once
read about ordinary static charges being brighter and hotter than the surface
of the sun-for a nonment, in a mniscule space-and he-starts to kneel and then
reaches for something too cool to burn. That's how he thinks of it. It's
silly, but that's how he thinks.

2

Garden is a genstone. 1 love it. It is peaceful and warm bl essed with skies
like few others, deep and blue like its seas, and jade green where the |and

drifts in the gentle currents. Life and Iife and nore life. Beautiful life.
Inspired life. But what nmakes it truly precious to all of humanity is its
peopl e and their unique foundation . . . The Prophet Adami s descendants are

good and kind and full of l[ove. The typical Gardener knows the val ue of
| ei sure, of nonconpetitive fun, his or her tail ored genes designed to accent
those qualities that lie dormant and unrecognized in so many of us, sadly... |
adnmre these people. | spent several weeks with them sharing their feasts and
their boundl ess love, and when | left them!| cried and they cried and | went
away with ny self enpty of jealousy and aggression and all those terrible
enotions that poison the soul. And | found nyself nore in touch with the
wor | ds around ne. More perceptive. Mre understanding of those things that
seened at odds with ne and nmy world .

-excerpt froma traveler's
not ebook, avail abl e through System Net

Toby-the future despot-wakes up feeling crushed by the stale air of the little
room So he stands and opens the w ndow and |lies down again, drifting away to
the chattering sounds of nobnkeys. He starts to dream He dreamnms about wal ki ng



on the island where he was a child. He sees hinself cloaked in a strange bl ack
uniform eerily famliar, a black sack drawn over his face, the fabric nmade of
some slick and pliable hyperfiber. He wal ks down a trail that twi sts around a
stand of whitesmear palns, and Toby's famly is waiting in the gl ade beyond.
He sees his father and his nother, plus his assorted cousins and such. The
fam |y | ooks at himand wonders about his identity, pointing and growing a
little scared. But it's ne! he says. Me!

They don't recognize his voice. They begin to cower in his presence.

"' m Toby! he swears. Toby! Don't you know ne?

Apparently not. Hi s father comes forward-an old man, gray and a bit
feebl e-and says: What's your nane?

Toby! Toby! Toby!
But no, his father doesn't believe him Wth a strange sharp voice he repeats
hi nsel f: What's your nanme?

"' myour son, Toby! TOBY!

Cone on! Wake up and tell ne your nane!

Toby opens his eyes and sits up in bed, sweating, his head sw nm ng and
his stomach full of nothing. A voice fromthe w ndow asks, "What's your nane?"
Toby | ooks. A large black bird is perched on the | edge just outside the
wi ndow, its head tilted and one black eye giving a curious stare. "Hey!" it
shaps. "Wat's your nane?"

Toby says, "Shoo!"

"M. Shoo!" says the bird. "I have a nessage for you, M. Shoo." It
pauses, the head rolling fromside to side, and then it tells him "Eat ny
green donkey dick."

Toby throws his pillow at the wi ndow The bird waits calmy and wat ches
the pillow hit the rigid screen and fall away. It's sone kind of gene-tanpered
bird, he thinks. Soneone has given it a mouth.

"Suck nmy saggy tits, M. Shoo!"

Toby rushes the wi ndow, shouting, and the bird wheels and flies away with a
crow i ke squawk and bearing. Toby pauses and tries to |listen past the
chattering nonkeys. He wonders who did it. Vandal s m ght have done it, he
hopes, and just ignores it. He shuts the window and tells hinmself that it mnust
be vandal s, random and perverted, because it has been a long tine since he has
done anything. Weks, or maybe nonths. O does it just seemthat |ong?

Toby begi ns to pace.

W ping his sleepy face with both webbed hands, he arches his back and
cracks his joints and picks at his nose while he specul ates.

What if it is hinP

What then?

It nmakes him shiver just to think it mght be so.

The apartnent is cranped and mi serable for anyone born on watery, warm
Garden. It's two roons and a bath, plus a short enpty bal cony. The bedroom has
a single window, facing north, and a bed and hi deaway cl osets. The yard bel ow
seens constricted. Underneath the balcony is a round swimm ng pool with a
narrow soft-coral deck and a fringe of half-wild fruiting bushes. The fruits
are ripe. Birds and nonkeys are waging a noi sy war over the prizes. Toby
stands at the wi ndow and | ooks across the yard, feeling typically sad about
his sad Iife. Each building is a gene-tailored tree. The walls and fl oors and
roofs are indifferent to sunlight but still vegetable in nature. They feed on
electrical currents carried through a fine nmesh of buried wires. The
gene-tailoring allows themto use energy fromBrule's own power net, their
wood fi xing carbon di oxide into | ong-chain carbohydrates. M niscul e pipes are
buri ed al ongside the wire nesh, assuring a kind of vascular system Wrknen
had set up the wires and pi pes ages ago, laying out the pattern of curved
roonms and curling hallways, |eaving gaps for the doorways and sewage |ines and
grocery lines and the World-Net |inkups.

Al the essentials.

The buil dings don't grow anynore. The living wood is fed enough to maintain



itself, no nore. Broadest at their base and flat where the floaters perch
they are covered with a thick, durable bark, rough and dark, and |ayers of

i nfesting vines and epi phytes and an assortnent of odd parasites. Were
sunlight is strongest, the outer walls resenble steep, jungled hill sides.
Birds nest and rats nest and all sorts of peculiar invented creatures hide in
the cracks and little holes. Just by living here, by sheer osnosis, Toby has
gotten to know the |l ocal fauna. He recogni zes species and sonetines

i ndi vi dual s and wonders what they would say on Garden if they heard himtel
how nature is corrupted on the corrupted old Earth.

He picks up a pair of shorts and steps into them

Hi s arms ache and his right knee conplains as he wal ks into the bathroom
to enjoy a good | ong piss.

Later, coming into the front room Toby thinks of eating. He sits and
| eans back in one chair and | ooks at the enpty ceiling, no need to hurry. No
place to go. Most of the wall and ceiling is covered with panels of
acoustically and optically active proteins. The panels are linked to Als
rooted in the AOd Quarter, and those Als are thenselves part of Wrl d- Net.
There is nothing resenbling Wrld-Net on Garden. There are no mllion channels
i nvol ving drama and sports and arts and fantasy, not to nention the millions
of subsidiary channels linking with libraries and data pools and scholarly Als
using their rapid conmputer brains to nanage and nani pul ate every small thing.

Through Worl d-Net, Toby can call any of his fifty billion i mediate
nei ghbors or arrange del ayed conversations with any of the two trillion people
scattered throughout the System O, should he w sh, he can sumon any
pai nting or photograph, tri-dee or not. The artistic acconplishments of every
human and Al and Chost are permanently recorded. He can even do his own work
and put it into the common nmenory, his limts set only by his will and tal ent
and patience.

Wor | d- Net confuses Toby and oftentines bores him and there's very little
that he does or feels confortable w th doing.

There's one interactive fantasy, yes, and there are certain links to
libraries and ancient records . . . but not nmuch el se. Garden and its people
don't have this kind of equipnment. They don't need it and the Prophet forbids
its needless use. So Toby won't invest the tine or energy to nmaster the
potentials. He won't let the Earth touch himany nore than he can help, his
presence here sonething forced on him Sonething entirely against his will.

The panels are a neutral bottom ess white. In the front room at tines,
the whiteness threatens to swallow the two small chairs and the scattered
di shes and cl ot hes. Toby presses buttons on his little remote control-a native
Terran woul d have a larger version of the sane tool-and now the entire
west -facing wall dissolves into a flat imge nearly two thousand years old. An
anci ent nucl ear rocket, massive and filthy, stands on a concrete plain. A
voice is talking in a dead | anguage, and Toby deci des agai nst an Al -supplied
transl ation. He has watched the docunentary many times, and he certainly knows
the subject better than its original makers. Wiat interests himare the old
vi deot apes fromwhich it was drawn, authentic scenes and the spirit of the
times captured. A pioneering spirit. The docunentary begins with the |aunch of
the rocket, fire and poi soned snmoke and a ripping roar that he feels in his
bones, and he | ooks at his little prison cell and shakes his head and stands
and wal ks into the kitchen-corner. He wi shes for the rocket's kind of freedom
He envies its power and primtiveness, nmuttering to hinself, "If only I could
get | oose." Saying, "Gabbro, did you do it? The bird? The w cked bl ack bird?"

He works his sour-tasting nmouth and punches up an inventory, the
sel ections stored in a conmunal set of freezers and bug-free cl osets sonmewhere

under ground. He chooses and punches and waits, listening to the ridicul ous
rattle of old machinery struggling to serve him breakfast. Sonething noves
above him He sees a large steel-colored bug clinging to the wall, a white

skul | - and- crossbones on its carapace.
It's supposed to be a gene-tailored cockroach, predatory and certain doom
to the pests that cone into its realm The managenent introduced them | ast



nmont h. Toby's Garden training and Garden tenperanent nake hi m suspici ous. The
Earth is hone to countless species. Mre are born every mnute, each to serve
aesthetic or econonic roles for their makers. No reason to the* process. No
vi sion. None of what the Prophet in H s wi sdom saw for Garden, surely.
Standi ng on his toes and extendi ng, Toby gives the bug a hard swat and | eaves
the wal | stained.

Hi s breakfast is nmeant to mmc a Garden neal. The juice tastes |ike
whitesnmear palmmlk and the biscuits are dough around a soft bonel ess fish.
Als are the cooks. He has no trust in their work. Wat if the wong roaches
have gotten into the kitchen? What if there are diseases freshly tailored by
sone ill mind? It nakes no sense to believe in the boxes of circuits. H's
fifty billion neighbors are fools. And he vents his frustrations by sipping on
the juice, white and thick and warm then pronouncing, "Too tart," while
punchi ng the AUDI O ON button

The Al's hear him

Next time, sure as sure can be, he'll say, "Not tart enough,” with the
same conviction. Maybe that confuses the Als. He likes to i magi ne them
confused, sitting pretty in their Od Quarter homes, or wherever. He knows
it's unlikely, but he pictures them cursing whenever he nmakes his requests.

It's too hot again. He opens the glass door out to the balcony, feeling a
hot, fresher burst of air curling through the gap. He sits and bal ances the
pl ate and watches the yard while he eats, the Portuguese voice and anci ent
space scenes forgotten nmonentarily. The fish is nostly to his taste. Toby
chews without haste, watching a big water rat come shuffling out fromthe
bushes. It's the one with the bobbed tail, fat and old and grizzled. He
studies how it bends and the way it drinks with long | azy swall ows, the body
still capable of a kind of grace. A delicacy. It's a ragged creature, ugly and
absolutely wong. It serves no function, no matter how obscure, and he wonders
how the Terrans can let such things persist. It nakes no sense to him None.

The swi mming pool is deeper than it is wide, the soft-coral covering the
deck and steep sides and the flat bottom Like the wood of these buil dings,

the coral are fed by electrical currents. They serve to clean the water and
seal the pool and produce food for the fish. He can see fish flicking about in
the bright water. Once, he supposes, they were pretty enough ... the sorts of

fish you' d see beside an ocean reef. But now they're junk species, carp and
gol dfish and tiny sharks and pul sating eels. The managenent doesn't care. Hs
nei ghbors are ignorant. Toby shudders and shuts his eyes and sees the cl ean
perfection of Garden-the clear blue sky and sea, the wild white cl ouds oozi ng
gentle rains, the artificial sun rising and setting every few hours, and those
equal ly brief nights when Father Jove and its attendant moons were brilliant,
shi ni ng down on the Soul s of Eden

The Earth is a terraforned world, as is Garden

Sonetimes Terrans think otherw se, buoyed up by their pride. It seenms to
Toby that they have a special smugness when they boast how their honme is stil
the only sure haven for mankind. No other world can support them wi thout
trickery-machines and controlled climates and artificial suns-and that's why
they can claima special status anong all the worlds.

VWhat a tub of shit, thinks Toby.

Absol ut el y!

Fifty billion vulgar, ugly people are squeezed into this biosphere. The
technol ogi es making it possible are inported. Like rainboys shepherding the
hyperdense clouds-that's a Cradle skill. O the way buildings are nade from

living woods-a Lunar trick used to snare carbon di oxide, mnim zing greenhouse
effects. Water and heat are the cruxes of nanaging the world. In the |ast
couple mllennia, or nore, fossil fuels and changi ng ocean chemi stries have
caused a sharp warnming of the climte. The Earth hasn't been so tropical since
the Coal Age. People and Als and Gnhosts, plus the Earth-based industries
and power plants and such, all serve to produce nore heat and to change

weat her patterns. Concentrating the people at the equator only adds to the
probl ems. Effects have to be spread around the globe, and the result is a



worl d oddly uniformseen fromspace. The Earth has darkened in recent
centuries. The continents are a rich, rich alfalfa-colored green fromthe
nmega-cities to the sparsely popul ated poles. Deserts are gone and icecaps are
gone and even communities |ike Brule are obscured by, and even include, the
ranpant vegetation. And the oceans, too, have been transfornmed. Once bright
and blue:-an inspiration to the Prophet-they now resenble a thick pea stew,
kel p forests supported by foam metal buoys and hyperfiber nets, and sucking up
sunlight to fix nmore carbon dioxide and feed fish that feed people that lie to
t hensel ves, telling thensel ves that this enornmous bal ancing act is eternal

He takes great pleasure fromw shing the worst.

Stop the rainboys, he thinks, and the deserts return. C ouds bl ossom and
run wild and reflect sunlight away from starving plants. Heat begins to |inger
at the equator and the poles cool and the difference in airborne tenperatures
causes stornms and chaos and hardship, too. If the fusion plants and geot her nmal
pl ants were closed, the wood of the buildings would die and dry and becone
l[iable to burn. Toby imagines the cities in flames. Al this rich land turns
to ash and the ash stains the atnosphere and the seas experience nassive
die-offs, rotting kelp staining the water and fifty billion people facing
extinction.

Toby sees it clearly.
He paints it in his head and paints hinself safe on Garden, watching the show,
and if he were in the nmood for conpassion he would feel a slight pang of
regret for the pain and the waste. But when he's upset and uncertain, |ike
now, he loses all sense of proportion; his bright colorless mnd takes a
vi carious pleasure fromthe imges, playing themover and over and never
becom ng bored.
According to Wrld-Net, there are one hundred and twenty-six distinct worlds
named Garden or some derivative of Garden

Many are in the Belt. Most of the rest are miniscule comets and tiny
wor | ds manuf actured by various nmeans. The |argest, nost inportant Garden is a
nmoon of Jupiter. Two thousand years ago it and the entire Jovian system
bel onged briefly to the old Amazonian Enpire. It was then known as Europa. The
Enmpire had clainmed it and its neighbors for mlitary reasons as well as for
the usual gray justifications set in the real mof prestige. The innernpst
maj or moon, lo, was and remains a dense body rich in ore. In those tines it
was bathed in hard radiation and its nmetal guts were stirred by tides. The
Empire tried mining lo. It used adapted mlitary robots and geothernmal power,
pl us hel p from European and Anerican partners, tapping the richest veins; for
a couple of decades the Enpire tried conpeting with the Belter mi nes and the
Kross strip mnes and the ocean-floor operations on the Earth.

It took a beating.

At one point the Europeans and Anericans, possessing the clear eyes of al
junior partners, pulled out of the venture. The Enpire had to find new capita
and fresh enthusiasmw th other peoples. Toby's docunentary was made in those
times. He | ooks at the images and hears the nuted Portuguese voice running on
and on with a well-coached verve. 1o was a harsh | andscape of sul furous
vol canoes and nolten | akes. At some point, pressed into a desperate
brilliance, the vol canoes thenselves were adapted to serve as mass | aunchers.
Jupiter's extensive radiation belt and magnetic field were mlked for their
energy, the technol ogi es new and crude. Toby blinks and studies the typica
m ni ng canp squatting on a flat ruddy plain. The voice has quit. Marching
musi ¢ has replaced it. Jupiter, banded and rather subdued, hovers pernmanently
on the horizon. A lone robot passes near the canera, fat tires throw ng up
fountains of the sul fur dust. Toby sighs. Those were glorious tines, he
believes. In spite of all the things grating against his Gardener
sensibilities, he feels a desire to live in times when people and their
nations are in flux. Like when the Prophet was alive, he thinks. Wen an
i ndi vidual with vision and drive could rise above all the nmediocrity ..

The docunentary ends, credits rolling and the nearby robot giving a clunsy
salute to the viewers



Toby touches a button, and the wall turns white.

Several years later, he recalls, the Enpire went bankrupt. Prestige has
its limts. Its people had Iimts. Leaders in AOd Brasilia faced a w cked set
of choices-sell out to the Belters or the Luna City-States, or act tough with
one of their conpetitors and hope no war resulted. The Enpire was cowardly,

t hi nks Toby. Instead of toughness, it took noney. Cash. The Belters purchased
the entire Jovian system just as they had done Mars, ensuring secure borders
and deep buffers and resources to rely on in the renote future. But those sane
Belters, proud like all Belters, boasted about their good sense and their good
fortune and nmade certain that the Amazoni ans noted their pleasure.

Part of the terms included existing facilities and the supporting
deep- space shuttles.

The Earth-based ships were prepared and | aunched under tight security, and
their robot pilots sent themon a curious course. What's this? asked the
Belters. What's going on? The fl eet passed suspiciously close to Vesta, hub of
the Belter Enpire. What are you planning? they asked. Not hi ng! the Empire
responded. And indeed, the shuttles went on to lo and braked into orbit just
as the Belters had expected. But before their people could arrive and take
possessi on, each shuttle fired its rockets one last tine and fell onto the
sul furous nmoon. Nucl ear weapons, archaic and potent, were secured in their
hol ds. Flashes of brilliant dirty light signaled the destruction of mnes and
power facilities, and great clouds of poisoned dust were kicked | oose and
flung in every direction.

The Belters screaned. They asked, How could you do such a thing? Were's
t he sense? You yourselves spent billions on what you've ruined! Wy? Wy?

Wy not ? responded the Amazoni an Prenier. Wiy not?

They had the noney, Toby knows. And they had sonething better too.
Satisfaction. A great and lasting satisfaction stretching fromthe halls of
government to the sinplest peasant in the nost obscure cornfield. No; he
t hi nks. The Enpire shoul d have fought to keep what belonged to it. He has no
doubts. But what happened was the next best thing. If he had been that
Premi er, he would have | aughed and | aughed while the Belters raged on about
the waste and destruction Let them make something of it now

The Belters were the first people not truly Terran. They were the first
colonists to renane worlds to suit their own sensibilities. And they were the
first to tailor their own genetics, bending thenselves to fit the new
environnents-low gravity and as crowded as ants' nests-yet never |osing that
i mpreci se, undeniable quality of being human.

In the centuries after the G eat Vengeance, the Belters increased their
popul ati on a hundredf ol d.

It was a tine of expansion everywhere. Terraform ng becane relatively
qui ck and margi nally cheap. There was a steady pressure fromthe Earth and
Luna for new worlds to absorb the excess popul ati ons The Belters had no use
for gravity and robust worlds. They still shun them whenever possible. Mars
and the Jovian systemwere neither profitable nor habitable to them so they
made t he prudent choice o: picking their neighbors and selling each place
according to the buyer's purse.

Harm ess causes and toothless cults were preferred. Mars becane Cradl e and
the Cradlers built a society dedicated to song and dance and simlar pursuits.
| o became Chu's World-a harsh, half-tanmed place fanmous for high-grade ceranmics
and its sinple, long-lived people. The noon outside Europe, Ganymede, was
renamed New Siberia Terraformng gave it icy seas and wintery continents and
tiny popul ati ons of ascetic Russians living |ike nonks in the scattered
vill ages The final nmajor moon, Callisto, was purchased by Terrans who were
nmoved by charity. Its icy crust was nelted and its deep, deep sea was
col oni zed by the tail ored descendants of whal es and porpoi ses. Its nanme becane
Cet acea, appropriately. From space and the other nmoons it resenbles a drop of
green water lit fromwithin by ten thousand tiny suns.

Eur opa was renanmed Garden



The nane, like everything else in the world, was reveal ed to the Prophet
Adamin a series of great visions. Toby knows the story better than any ot her
The Prophet founded the Souls of Eden |ong before terraformnm ng was possible.
Adam was a nystic and a thinker who had seen the future, and with perfect
clarity he described .the ook and feel and snmell and sound of H s paradise.
He told of the new creatures that would live on it and in it, and how the
peopl e thensel ves woul d | ook, and by what codes and principles each would live
day by day. Few believed in the Prophet in those tinmes. Not in your lifetine,
t hought his charitable skeptics. But there was nmoney coll ected just the sane,
and supporters gathering in small nunbers, and when the man died w t hout
seeing his vision cone to fruition as he had reportedly promsed it woul d,
soon, soon, and he asked themto hold his body in waiting for the com ng day.

The Belters had practically handed the noon to the Souls, rightfully
j udgi ng t hem harnl ess.

It had seermed niracul ous, and the Prophet had been proven a true Prophet, and
suddenly there was no shortage of nobney or followers.

Toby can't count the tinmes he has seen the rmumm fied corpse of the Prophet
and the first Souls-a few thousand of themin lifesuits, in rows, the icy
| andscape spreading around them From every angle he has watched the Prophet
di ssolved into a scalding acid bath, then poured into the dark cold dead sea
bel ow them And he has studied the history |ike every native Gardener
understanding the sacrifices nade in the next years, the sea nelted and the
artificial sun built and the warm ng atnosphere wapped inside its
nmononol ecul ar sheath, then the tailored lifeforms added with care, and finally
t hensel ves: rebuilding thenmselves in the new perfect formdescribed by the
Prophet, His atons flowing in all of their veins.

Toby, like any Gardener, is a functional androgyne.

He is tall and slender and thin by Terran standards, his face narrow and
handsome and his eyes cool and lightless. He has a high forehead and a
delicate sweet chin. Al of his face and body is covered with an apricot fuzz
that thickens on top of his head and around his groin. H's skinis a soft dark
col or, darkest on his backside. A subcutaneous |ayer of fat serves to make him
buoyant and keep himwarm Hi s feet and hands are webbed, the flesh of the
webbi ng pink and | aced with delicate blue veins, and he sits in his chair and
pi cks his nose and listens. Listens. He tips his head and listens very
carefully, his breath held.

Downst ai rs.

He hears them noving now. There are snall noi ses straight bel ow, notions
casual and someone tal ki ng-on Wrld-Net?-and then the sliding glass door pulls
open and words cone to him A conversation. A man and then a wonan are
speaking in the crisp, neasured tones of unhappy people.

"Wl | ?" says Gabbro. "You hear anything?"

"What do you nean?"

"When | was working." In the mnes. He works all different hours, out of
reach of night and day. "Did it cone? Did you hear it?"

"I must have missed it," she says.
"Did you listen?"
"Hey!" she says. "I listened."

"I just asked."

She says nothing. Toby waits and listens, imagining their faces, and she
says nothing. Sometinmes they fight. He wouldn't mind a fight now thinking of
the black bird

"What do you want to do?" he asks.

Maybe she shrugs. He inagi nes a shrug.

"Want to sw nP"

"No. "

"Wash nme off first? The grit?"

"I don't want to."

He says, "Sweetheart,"” with a hook in his voice.

She says, "What ?"



He stays quiet.

"What do you want ?" she asks.

"Are you going to get mad?"

"Don't tenpt ne," she warns. "l just mght."

The door is slid shut again. Toby breathes and thinks about all the
ugl i ness around him He has lived in this poorhouse nei ghborhood for an entire
year. Just like the bobtailed rat, he recognizes the people around him
There's a fanmly of Cradlers, for instance, with their singsong voi ces and
their otterlike fur, nuscular builds and nervous manners. And there's a
Lunari an next door, very tall and fragile and usually gone for weeks at a
time. He doesn't know where. Mostly it's Terrans around here. It nakes sense.
Many of them are ancient people-two and a half centuries old, or nore, with
their collapsing faces and the glass eyes and the cheap synthetic organs
si ghi ng and wheezing beside their tired bones. On Garden, where the |dea
according to the Prophet is the only Ideal, people live shorter lives wthout
the feeble years and the cursed synthetics. It's a consequence of their
genetics and their disdain for unnatural practices. Purity. It neans
everything to Toby. Purity of the Ideal. He came to the Earth fearing that he
woul d be tenpted, attacked and conquered, but it hasn't happened. Not in any
nmeani ngf ul sense. He won't let it happen, he thinks while he sits in his
chair. Never. He feels strong and righteous as the sweet-snelling perspiration
cones seeping out of his pretty face. Enem es around him yet he perseveres.

Arching his back, he | ooks across the yard and spies a nei ghbor standing
at his own gl ass door, hands on his hips.

The man is a tall, redheaded Terran. He is wearing only shorts, as usual
and his bare chest shows the gruesone scars, |ike claw marks, and the way al
of his skin has been abused by wind and W/ light fromwld sunshine. The man
lives al one. Toby has watched himnore than he has any other neighbor. He has
seen himwatching Wrld-Net or napping on his ragged couch or eating sinple
nmeal s or doing nothing but sitting or standing by the glass door. He lives
like a prisoner, thinks Toby. The two of them seemto share sonething, and
nore than once he has wondered how they night nmeet and tal k. Just tal k. The
only tine they were face-to-face was during a night that Toby doesn't care to
renenber now. There wasn't an opportunity for conversation. He shudders just
t hi nki ng about the incident.

He breathes once. Again.

And he tilts his head and listens for anything in Gabbro's apartnment. As
if on cue, the ultimte ugliness begins to nove, setting the floor to
vi brating. For some reason, Toby thinks of a dream he had this norning and
then he loses it. Leaning back in his chair and staring at the white, white
ceiling, he halfway falls asleep again. He imagi nes Garden. The sun rises-a
ni ckel -iron asteroid on which the Soul s have fixed an array of |asers,
brilliant without cutting at the eyes-and the blue sea and the deep bl ue skies
are warm slow gentle waves beating against a wi de sandy shoreline. The
i sl ands were built from honeyconbed stone reinforced with hyperfiber and coats
of tailored coral, and their green forests are what the Prophet saw in his
visions, the animals just as perfect, and Toby is asleep now, dreaming, his
father having called himback fromhis exile and he is comng into a gl ade
where a dozen people, all friends, are busily engaged in a Necklace a
Par adi se.

A light, dry notion cones to the bal cony.

A famliar voice, sharp and sudden, shouts, "M. Shoo! Lookl You've got
turds on your face!"

Toby is awake.

"Poor M. Shoo!" cries the bird. "Did | wake you?"

Toby bolts onto the bal cony, waving his arnms and shouting and then
thinking to quit. To listen. The sound of Gabbro's voice cones up at him
the voice not |oud but |arge sonehow. Massive.

"Did you hear it?" he asks the girl. "Called him M. Shoo!"

The girl says sonething. Their door is open again, but she isn't close



enough to be heard clearly.

"I bet |I got himgoing," says Gabbro. "Got him nmad!"

The girl says she doesn't care. "You and your goddam jokes!" she cries,
hooks in her voice. "Aren't you listening to ne?"

"Were you tal ki ng?"

"Was | tal ki ng?"

"Now what are you doi ng?"

Sonet hi ng br eaks.

"Don't do that!" Gabbro is scream ng. "Hey! Not that!"

Sonet hi ng heavy tunbles into a wall.

"Fucking quit that!" he says.

And Toby retreats. He shuts the door and sits on the floor, in one of the
white corners, curling into a ball and pursing his |lips and w shing he could
be anywhere el se, by any neans, hal fway wanting the white walls to do hima
favor and reach out and swal |l ow hi m whol e.

3

Maski ng G ass was developed in twenty different places at approximately the
same time, on the Earth and el sewhere, and it spread through nost of the
avai |l abl e markets in several decades. Not too many inventions of the |ast
several centuries have done so well so rapidly .

.1t's a technol ogy of deception. One or nore Als produce an entirely
fictitious scene in order to deceive passing eyes. There are linitations, of
course. There's the obligatory saneness to the scenes. Als have only so much
capacity. And there's the expense involved, but many find the noney well
spent. Several tricks can allow the nodern burglar to probe past the Masking
@ ass, but isn't that true with every safety systen? The primtive burglars
will be stymi ed, and they're the ones who are clunsy and dangerous and
frequently vindictive-envious of your wealth, angry with their lot inlife.
Thi nk about the G ass as a filter which allows only the nost professiona
thieves into your mdst. If it keeps everyone away, fine. But if not, your
lives will still be safe, and isn't that the nost inportant factor . . . ?

-excerpt froma
Maski ng d ass text, available through Wrl d- Net

In Quito, funny as this sounds, the Gass is used in tw ways. The weal thy use
it as a sophisticated, nearly flaw ess canmouflage. That is its origina

function. But people with considerably Iess in the formof bul ky goods, |ike
anti ques and expensive furnishings, will nonethel ess spend enornous sums to
acquire and maintain their 3 ass. The G ass produces the illusion of wealth
within their walls. The rarest antiques in the Systemcan be shown sitting in
the mddle of a room and people passing by in floaters or on foot will glance
i ndoors and be amazed. O course a watchful crime lord, know ng the

nei ghborhood and its people, will not believe his or her eyes. But the others
will stay amazed | ong afterward. "Gemstone furniture. | mean it! As big as
that ugly old couch, and so brilliant!"

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e through System Net

She remenbers the last tinme she spoke to the Quito boy. He told her that Dirk
and M nus were suspicious, that Mnus had nmade inquiries back in Quito and the
i nqui ri es had shaken the Magician pretty good. Had she heard anything from
Dirk? No? Anyway, the Magician wanted all of themto pull out now and cut
their losses. He's lost his nerve, the boy swore to Mss Luscious Chiffon. Are
you sure Dirk doesn't suspect? You' re sure? Well, he said, maybe. Maybe. But

t hi ngs down here are sure odd. Chiffon, he said, | don't like the feel of it.
None of it.



The Magician's a coward, she said.

Isn't he? he said. He does half the planning and the hardest part of the
wor k. Besides the front-line risks. That's you, Chiffon. Bless you! And now
he's scared. You should see him H mand his high-velocity brain, so damed
clever and foolish at the sane time. You know him He thinks it takes brains,
nothing nore, to beat Dirk. Except now he doesn't feel so smart, and now he's
going to kill us all.

You nmake it sound like he's turning us in, she said.

If he bolts, he does just that. Believe ne. Mnus is already sniffing
around. He'll see a suspect run and figure the rest for hinself. He will.

She believed him A cold feeling came into her chest, and she sat in the
dark and listened to the quiet around her while she | ooked down at the shadowy
projection. Wiat do we do? she wonder ed.

This line's secure? he asked.

Chances are.

And you're sure you're safe?

M nus may suspect. Not Dirk. | know for certain.

You do?

And she said nothing. The boy would realize as much for hinmself she knew
She studied him what she could see of him and deci ded he was tal king froma
public booth somewhere in the East Skyhook regi on. The architecture. The
constant street sounds. He was to serve as her contact and savior. He was a

human- shaped slice of shadow, sensibly paranoid. She said to him |'ve got
news of ny own. The biggest!

Yeah?

Today he got in a conversational nood. Dirk, | nmean. He got to bragging

i ke he does and do you know what he di d? Tal k about hi m suspecting not hi ng.
He opened the safe. He showed ne the safe! That's what |'ve been waiting for
finding where it's hidden. And the bigger news is that he and M nus are going
to be gone tonorrow. Dinner at the Mayor's. A good chance to make my nove

The boy had no response.

She listened to himbreathing. She wondered if he heard her just now. A

dozen quiver chips! she wanted to shout. Inagine them | saw themsitting
pretty inside the safe! But she took a calmng breath and asked, Wat are you
t hi nki ng?

About the Magician exposing us.

He showed ne the chi ps!

Just the same, he said, maybe you should break it off now

Now? Who's losing his will now?

Chiffon, he told her, | don't know. |'mscared for you. If they find us
out, and they will anytime, you'll be the first one caught. Not the damed
Magi ci an. Not ne. You

And what are ny prospects otherw se? she asked. Tell ne.

Let me come get you, he said. Now.

Tonor r ow.

They' re not home tonight? Do it tonight.

They won't be gone | ong enough. |'mnot even sure where they've gone ..
for a walk, drinks, | don't know .

Al right, he agreed. 1'll come tonorrow night. Like we planned.

Good.

Unl ess the Magician bolts early.

Chiffon didn't want to think about that prospect. It was out of her hands,
and fuck the bastard, she thought. This business was a helluva |l ot nore
i nportant to her than to anyone else. It was everything. Twelve | A quiver
chips, fully charged and worth... God, she couldn't put a nunber to their

value... and if she held on till tonorrow night and if she could keep Dirk
snowed with her charns and body, then they were hers and the boy would cone
snatch her away to safety, like they practiced, and then she'd have all the

options that her newwon fortune woul d ensure.
She told the boy where they would neet and what she'd be wearing. She



war ned hi m about the Als that were watching everything. Floaters. The
tubetrains. Al nost every way out of Brule, or in, and he asked:

Wear sonet hing | ess potent, would you?

It's all | have, she said. | know what |I'm doing. Don't worry. (She cane
to Dirk nude. The dress was the nost public part of the wardrobe that Dirk had
purchased, and she hadn't worn it twice in these last nmonths. No one saw her
but himand M nus, plus the Mayor once. By accident.) 1'd dress in his
clothes, only that would |l ook silly.

The boy was jeal ous of Dirk. She knew just by listening to him say
not hi ng. She knew his own job tonorrow wasn't going to be easy. An unnarked,
unregi stered floater without an Al pilot or governors on its speed .. . she
pi ctured himand rmaybe sonme hired nuscles riding in over the Farnsteads,
keeping low, the big corntrees clipping the floater's belly. He needed
encour agenent. He needed to believe that she was waiting for him So she said:

I'"ve m ssed you, |over

Chi ffon

She said, Two people with twelve fortunes between them working as a team
can run a long distance. You and me. Us.

The boy confessed, | dream of you. Every night.

| dream of you, she lied.

Maybe it'Il all turn out right . . . like it was at the first.
It'"1l be better.

You think? he said.

| prom se

That Quito boy was the purest product of the streets-tough and typically
wi se and utterly reliable when the reasons were good. In the early days, just
after her "birth" fromthe plastic wonb, the boy and she had spent sonme tine
toget her. Not nuch. Just enough so she could play with her new body and so the
Magi ci an coul d make sone tests. Now the boy was suffering for their fun. She
could tell. She knew enough about her talents to imagi ne his dreans, and the
sweats, his nervous system swearing to himthat he was in | ove. Thoroughly and
forever in |ove.

Sitting alone in Dirk's enornous apartnent, sharing space with Dirk's
ot her possessions, she had a sudden but obvi ous thought that cane up out of
t he depths of her brain. Twelve quiver chips divided between one person only .

i magi ne that!

Chi f fon, he npaned.

"1l be waiting for you, |over

He said, Just get out alive. Prom se nme that much.

I will. I do, she said, lying to himwi th perfect ease. She blinked and took a
| ong breath and | ooked at himwhile smling; she thought how there were
trillions of people and mllions of Flowers in the System but only one

i ndi vi dual had had the experience of being both things.

Only one. And here she sat, the honest voice in her head telling her that
she woul d do anything and everything to survive. But no, she wasn't com ng out
of this apartment wi thout the quiver chips buried in her |leg. Never. She told
the Quito boy:

Proni se ne sonething too. Please?

He said, In a second. You know that.

Cone save ne. \Watever happens, cone pull ne out of here.

| prom se

Thank you.

Count on ne.

| knew | coul d.

They said a few nore things, letting nothing to chance. Then she ki ssed
his projected face-the boy mistakenly letting his features show for an
i nstant - and she said good-bye and killed the i mage and stood and listened to
the silence, no one yet com ng hone. She had already witten off the Magician
It was easy. He had brought her out of her Ghost life, giving her this new
chance, yet she didn't waste tine or energy on his behalf. The cowardly shit,



she thought. Then she | ooked at herself in the rooms bad |ight, noticing how
her hands trenbl ed, and her insides nmade a nervous noi se and she farted
softly, the air suddenly full of the snell of honeysuckl e.

Steward i s standing at the Masking G ass door, permanently seal ed and
secure. Hi s hands are on his hips and he watches a man who screans at sone
bl ack bird-a Gardener, isn't he?-and Chiffon listens to the show and
thinks this is sone nei ghborhood. Steward has a m crophone strung outside. He
says he likes to keep tabs on the world. Chiffon can now hear other voices
shouting too. This is some wild neighborhood. She | ooks at the w de bare back,

the cords of his nuscles showi ng, and she hears himtelling her, "I don't know
why. | tell nyself every year that I''mgoing to nove. Find something
better. But this is all the home | need, | guess. |'ve been here since the
start."

"Real | y?" She is sitting on the living sofa, her thoughts a little tangled
and sl ow. No sleep, she thinks. But her leg feels better today. She rubs the
cut and makes certain that she can't feel the buried quiver chips, and she
breat hes and | ooks at the tiny roomw thout saying anything nore. The
furni shings and the etceteras nake it feel smaller still. But at |east she's
saf e. The Masking d ass hides her presence fromall these | oud neighbors.
Sonmewhere an Al hired by Steward
does not hing but paint a picture of himliving in a pauper's room A
sophi sticated trick, she knows. A private man. He lay on the floor all night,
neither of them sl eeping, and he explained all the ways in which he had nade
this nodest honme a fortress.

A pure Freestater.

She is in the presence of a born-and-bred warrior

Steward turns now. Chiffon thinks to snmile and tw nkle her eyes- the
bri ght overdone expression designed by teans of biologists and human
psychol ogi sts and perfected by nore than a century of Flower comerce-and she
can't help but stare at the scars on Steward's broad chest, renmenbering when
she saw themin the noonlight and his sensing that sonething was w ong.

Warrior rites, he explained. '

She had ki ssed himon the nouth while he spoke, pulling himdown on top of
hersel f. Thinking of the tough Quito boy, and Dirk, she used her charns. The
scars were nothing. She canceled themfromher nind. She thought she was
getting sonewhere with Steward, but then he | ooked into her face and
expl ai ned:

In Yellowknife. | got thema long tine ago.

Warrior rites? she echoed.

They don't bother you, do they?

No, she lied. | don't mnd.

Do you know anyt hi ng about the Freestates?

Very little, she said. (Not much of alie this tine.)

| didn't think you would, he responded. Then he nodded and ki ssed her
nout h and asked with tenderness if she was confortable. Was the fl oor
confortabl e?

"' mfine.

Because |'ve got a bed. If you want a bed.

Do they use beds in Yellowknife? she asked.

And he had hung over her in the noonlight, thinking, his face sober and a
little hard and his eyes fixed on nothing, she deciding that no one, warrior
or not, was going to slip out of her grasp. So she went on with her work
and nmade him forget whatever he was thinking. She was everything to him and
even now he | ooks at her snmooth | egs and the dress and gives a sigh, deep and
hungry, probably renenbering |ast night.

The nonkeys in the yard are quarreling, running and screechi ng and
throwing bits of nasticated fruit at one another. In Qito, she recalls, the
best areas have nonkeys that are tailored to sing if they need to nmake noi se.
peras are the preferred nonsense. The wealthiest Quito traders and investors,



and crine |ords have a peculiar fondness for Cradl er operas and the ancient
Chi nese works, milking status out of genetic tinkering. In another century or
two, when those particular citizens are dead or Chosts, some other kind of
nonsense will conme al ong. Dancing bears, say. O big crickets harpsichording
Bach.

Peopl e, she thinks.

CGod, she thinks, what a crazy species.

These | ast few nmonths have been instructive, surprising and oftentinmes
bewi | deri ng. She has been a Flower and not a human being of any kind, and it's
shown her vantage points, all right. Li ke the way people, any people, care
desperately for what others think of them Like Dirk, for instance. Dirk the
famous crime lord. Dirk the alleged sociopath. Dirk the agi ng chunk of
cal l ous, brutal and unforgiving, who spends an hour every day sitting at a
mrror while robot hands work at his face with healing creans and | otions and
makeup. As if it matters. As if he has spent years cheating and killing so he
can have the freedomto sit and worry about his face. About his |ooks. Dirk,
the man who has done so well for himself in Quito that he doesn't dare step
inside its borders again. Dirk, the fool who put the bulk of his fortune,
unregi stered and untraceabl e, inside a fool proof safe, and then thought to
hinsel f that a man of his staggering good | ooks and nmeans deserves the best
and so why not purchase a Flower fromthe best Quito brothel ? A special
al nost one-of-a-kind Flower all his own?

Chiffon nearly | aughs when she consi ders everything.

Steward sits on the chair facing her, the big hands cappi ng his knees and
his expression lustful, yet wary. The sofa and the chairs are living dark
| eat her. The shelves on the walls are full of curiosities, plus severa
hundred ol d books. Wiile Steward was in the bathroomthis norning, unaware,
Chiffon had hidden her little pistol behind the dustiest ones.

"You' ve got interesting neighbors," she begins.

He shrugs as if to apol ogize for them He says, "Another good thing about
this area . . . there's a rapid turnover in the tenants. |'ve been here so
long that I've outlasted their menories," and he shrugs again. "I can't afford
to |l et anyone know too nuch. It's bad business."

"You were explaining your business to nme." He had started telling it when
the crazy Gardener began shouting at the bird. "Something about registration
Ctizenship-?"

"I"'mno citizen. Not of Brule, or anywhere." He breathes, naking hinself
seem |l arger. "No one knows where | live. O how. O even ny nane, for
certain.”

" St eward-"

"There's a few dozen Freestaters in Brule City. Sonetimes we do work for
t he government offices, and part of the paynment is obscurity. It comes in a
| ot of ways."

"The G ass?"

"And a reinforced door. Hyperfiber mesh in the walls. Untraceable
Worl d-Net lines, very sophisticated and dammed expensive, plus Free-stater
weapons hi dden here and there. Just for us. The police prom se not to
notice so long as we obey the |l aws and do the occasional job."

She sinply listens, offering no judgments.

"Most of what | do is. . . teaching, | guess. Some people pay nme to show
them how to fight. A few want to | earn how to hunt wild ganme, and others find
a kind of pleasure in dressing what's dead. You know what | nean? Cutting away
fur fromthe nmeat." He pauses, then says, "Sonme of Brule's good people are
curious about Freestate mental training, its phil osophies or whatever."

She nods.
"But a few nonths, a few years, and they get bored and forget to conme to
class." He has an easy warm | augh. "I bet they don't know about the Freestates

in Quito. Brule does. A lot of the people who started those little nations,
back in the ol d Neoanerindi an Revival, cane fromthis area. And there are
still some ties. Enough to keep inpressions alive. Wong inpressions, often



enough, but alive just the sane.”

"And what el se do you do? How rmuch are you a hero?"

He seens di sappoi nted by her words.

But she persists. "You were ny hero last night." The big smile conmes to
her face without effort, instincts taking hold. "Did | thank you properly?"

Hi s expression is watchful and somewhat innocent. "Like |I told you, you
were stupid to go into that place.”

"I know. "

"VWhat were you thinking?"

"That it would prove safe."

He breathes and seens to wei gh her answer on his tongue. Then he nods and
asks, "Why did you need a safe place?"

She says, "A hiding place."

" \Npy ?"

"Steward?" She waits, then asks, "Have you ever spoken to a Flower? Before
me, | nean."

"Hi de from whon®"

"The m sconceptions are enormous. Even in Quito." She pauses, then tells
himfrankly, "W aren't fucking machines. O mndless, nmoronic robots built in
factories. And certainly not succubi and incubi that rise up only when our
masters are in bed."

"You're no freel ancer-"

"Intellectually, we're close to human. Mre sophisticated, actually. In
somre ways. "

"-so there's an owner pining away for you. Sonmewhere." He wonders, "W is
he?"

"I was conceived in a plastic vessel and born this size," touching
herself. "I was in a brothel at the foot of the main Quito skyhook, Steward. |
was devi sed, Steward. Besides ny shape and basic needs- water and food and so
on-1 have no rel ationship to hunans. None. My genetics are derived from
single-helix nucleic acids. Not DNA. Not RNA. A synthetic nucleic acid. And
all of ny genes are the product of |aboratories and wholly original."

"Devi sed,"” he echoes.

But she tal ks on, giving the history not for the purpose of dispensing
i nformati on, but so her intellect can be showased. A Flower is a graven
i mge, she adnmits. An abomination. Mdst worlds of the System and nost areas on
the Earth itself do not allow themto be produced, and if Flowers travel
through restricted zones, then their freedons are severely limted. Loca
whores don't want the conpetition. Local sensibilities find thema delicious
t aboo- somret hi ng nost people hal fway want to try, if only once, and hal fway
wi sh banned. Flowers are the perfect lovers in popul ar mnythol ogy. Not hing
conpares. And the public's ignorance only helps to enlarge the nyth and help
it sprout w ngs.

Fl ower s have been possible for centuries.

But possible doesn't nean sonmething is done. There are a staggering nunber
of technol ogies still in the cupboard waiting to be applied. Like truly
intelligent Als. Like world-cracking antimatter bonmbs. Like any new thing that
m ght threaten the long-lived creatures of doni nion-Mankind. Convention and
soci al goals paint synthetic humans as a new danger to true people.

Fl owers, as a result, have been flesh-on-blood realities for only a little
nmore than a century. Quito is their stronghold. In Qito, nost people wll
swear that anything can be bought w thout the buyer or seller invoking any
messy noral sensibilities. It's a corrupt and thoroughly wondrous city
stretching fromthe holl ow Andes to the Gal apagos |Islands. Two billion people
live inits confines. Plus Chosts. The better areas hold some of the
weal t hi est humans in the System Only the royalty of Kross and certain

ol d-noney Belters could pile up their assets and stand taller on the piles,
proud for the view

Regardl ess of wealth, however, people can live but three centuries or so.
Then they wear out and they die.



Tai l oring and nodern nedi ci nes have sl owed the aging process as much as
seens possi bl e. Organs can be transpl anted. Flesh can be grown anew and
grafted onto the weary old flesh. The brittle cal ciumsticks devised by
natural selection can be replaced with plastics-or even hyperfiber bones. But
the imt conmes with the human brain. No one has yet |earned a way to build
t he perfect cyborg body, then nesh it with that fatty lunmp of tangl ed neurons.
And even if that trick were possible, she rem nds her audience, there comes
the steady erosion of the brain's capacities and its redundancies and its
general vigor. Brains are the weakest link in any |ife-extending process.
They're the seats of the soul, and unless you wish to be torn apart and nade

into a CGhost (Chiffon's true self made ill by the sinple thought) the
prospects are clear as to the destiny of all those precious thinking gray
[ unps.

A score of diseases, both ancient and nodern, inflict thenselves on the
ol dest |iving people.

A century and a half ago, w thout warning, some of the wealthiest elder
menbers of the Quito comunity got ill and died w th shocki ng suddenness. The
source of infection was traced to a virus native to far Titan, usually
beneficial to its hosts-but not to dusty old Terrans, it seemed, and before it
was identified and killed it had clainmed several thousand citizens worth
billions. The main node of infection was through delicious contacts. Certain
popul ar whores were identified as carriers. There was a near-panic inside the
exclusive clubs and health parlors. And even once the virus was gone and its
living victinms treated with success, a general sense of dread |ingered on

VWat if new di seases appear? peopl e wonder ed.

What then?

Quito receives produce and people fromall over the System What if the
whores becane carriers of something worse? How can a true epidemc, the first
in a thousand years, be conbated before nmillions die out of sheer ignorance
and lust?

Fl owers were one answer.

Says M ss Chiffon, "I can't hold or spread any virus or bacteria." She
says, "l ama functional alien in every sense," and she shrugs and | ooks at
Steward, snmiling her pretty smle and telling him "You know that already.
Even in Yell owkni fe they have to know about us-"

"You' ve got an owner somewhere."

She says, "I do." She says, "We're property, yes. In Quito and el sewhere.
Qur treatnent is regulated, or it is supposed to be regulated, and the truth
is that we live better lives than nost average citizens." She sighs and tries
to look small. No one could see her and not feel a measure of pity. "Since
we' re supposed to entertain sone of the nost cultured, well-educated minds in
the System we've got sharp nminds of our own. And flexibility. And hunmor. And
a denon's skill with pleasure." She sighs again, working to blend her charns
with the visible hel pl essness. "Wich is small consol ati on for being a sl ave,
Steward. "

He says, "I bet."

She tells him "Yes, |I've got an owner. And the truth is that |I've run
away fromhim"

"\Why 2"

"I't's conmplicated.”
"W're both smart," he says. "Try explaining."
"And yet it's sinple, too." She smiles with a hint of enbarrassnent, this

busi ness so rmuch dirty laundry. "I'll explain."

"Do. "

"For my hero," she coos.

And he says, "I don't know. Tell me and then we'll decide what to call ne.
Ckay?"

The walls of the roomare covered with shel ves, and the shelves are alive.
Steward listens to Mss Chiffon and | ooks at the various books and tri nkets.



They're part of what people won't see when they | ook inside his home, the
Masking G ass nore than a luxury to him He installed it hinself, at night and
in secret. He built the shelves later, splicing into the feeding wires and the
vascul ar pipes running inside the walls, extending them and then shaping the
resulting structures with care. At first there was nothing on them He had
brought nothing from Yel | owkni fe besi des weapons, and those were stored
el sewhere. But eventually, slowy, Steward added the antique books bought in
the Od Quarter and the rare trinket or ornanent-ill-Iabeled nothings with no
cl ear val ue, each representing some portion of his life in Brule.

She is tal ki ng about her nysterious owner.

"Where is he?" Steward asks.

"Now?" She seens unconfortable, perhaps afraid that talking about the man

wi Il produce himfromout of the air. She says, "Nearby," and squirns in her
seat. Her bare toes dig into the carpeting, between pale brown and green
stal ks, and she tells him "I was devised to suit him Only him He's

weal thy and very special in wants. Very unusual ."

"Explain." He doesn't want to sound tough. He alnmpst tells her as nuch,
then catches hinself.
"He's cruel." She sighs and reports, "He enjoys being cruel."

Steward tries to remain objective. Calm Okay, he thinks. Cruel

And now she draws a picture with words. She has a sober, careful voice
when she describes what a Fl ower nust suffer when her naster is separate from
the aw. She nmentions knives and el ectrical currents and droppers of warm
aci d, and when she doesn't tell himhow these things are applied, Steward's
i magi nation is sufficient. He tries to |l ook at the shelves, tries to keep her
hurting face out of his eyes, renenbering the nmerits of cool estimations and
sober assessnents, Chiffon and her owner and Steward too-all mxed into this
crazy stew.

And she breaks hi m down.

He can't say when or how. He wouldn't know how to resist, he thinks, and
he finds himself staring at her toes, then her bare knees, and finally at her
face with the sober voice conmi ng out and w appi ng around hi mand pulling some

sort of knot around his poor insides. He knows pain. He's certainly
experi enced worse pain than she's known, and nmuch of it he sought out for
hi nsel . But he is trained in suffering and surviving. A Flower isn't the

same. This strange Mss Luscious Chiffon is near tears and being so brave
about it, he thinks. He thinks back to | ast night when he nentioned the
Maski ng d ass, that every, one saw a fictional Steward living in a bare room
that's all, and he had felt the relief cone into her suddenly and all her
nervousness before then maki ng sense. Now, he thinks. She's crazy because of
the bastard, he thinks. Look what he's done to her-!

"I"'msorry," he offers, recalling the cut on her |eg.

"For what? You' ve done nothing wong to ne."

"There's a rich bastard sonewhere in Brule City-"

She says, "You've hel ped ne nore than anyone."

And a thought comes into his head.

She asks, "What is it?"

"Scars." He has to ask, "Wy aren't you scarred?" H's fingertips and
tongue have been everywhere, nothing found besides that one heali ng wound and
all the perfect snooth skin, scented and sweet tasting. "I don't understand,"”
he conf esses.

"Fl owers heal . "

"How do you nean?"

"W can't scar," she says. "Qur beauty heals conpletely. For as long as |
live." She gives a weaker snile and shrugs.

"Ch." He remenbers how he was | ost at the height of sex last night, and he
can't count nore than a handful of times when that kind of passion had
happened to him "Go on. I'mlistening,” and he I eans forward in his chair.

"You know the rest."

"You ran away fromhim"



“Yes."

"That's it?"

“Yes."

And he has an urge to sit with her and hug her until she bursts. She's so
| ovely, he thinks. She carries herself as if she doesn't even knowit. And
still there's a toughness wapped inside her beauty. He can catch it in her
face and her posture. She's been injured, mightily injured, but she persists,
undaunt ed by her circunstances.

He asks, "Does this happen often?"

"What ?"

"Flowers fleeing their masters?"

She says not hing, crossing her arms and | ooki ng between his feet.

"You're loyal, aren't you? By nature?" He needs to make it sensible in his

head. He wants it to becone clear and reasonabl e, but he has to confess, "I've
heard stories of a Flower's loyalty. It's fierce to an owner. It's in their
genes. "

"Running isn't easy," she whispers. "Ch, no."

"I'"'msure."

"But you're wong."

" How?"

"Anyt hi ng can be inside our genes. We can be trained in any fashion
desired.”

"Ckay. "

She | ooks at himwith her perfect nouth closed and grim

"What's your bl ood and schooling telling you, Chiffon?"

"To wi thstand al nost anything, then flee. There cane a point when | had to
flee-"

"OfF course." He shakes his head, saying, "A brutal rich turd is sonewhere
in Brule, and you couldn't live with himanynore. That's fine. You' ve been
terribly lucky, Chiffon. | found you and you're safe, quite safe, and don't
worry about anyt hing."

She wat ches him vol unt eeri ng not hi ng.

On one shelf is alittle globe. Steward renenbers when he bought it for
al nrost nothing in a secondhand shop in the AOd Quarter, reconditioning its
wor ki ngs hinself. He's afraid to touch Chiffon now afraid her nerves are too
tightly strung-but he needs sonething in his hands and so he picks up the
gl obe, the roundness firmand pleasantly heavy. It's a Universal G obe. He
bought it because in Yell owknife he had Iived w thout Wrld-Net or Ghosts or
even talking Als; he felt backward that first year, people saying so in his
presence. O saying worse. So the d obe seened snmart. Nane a world, any world,
and it projects the image wi th an ol d-fashi oned hol o arrangenent. Like now.
It's showing the Earth as it is today, this mnute, with its several kinds of
green, continents and sea, and the lines of rainstorms noving away fromthe
equator, white as curdled mlk and apparently solid.

She finally says, "Renenber? | was devised by him"

He says, "Yes," with his npst patient voice.

"He's done this before. Many tines. He devises Flowers and does the sane
terrible things to each of them and all eventually run away. He expects it."

"He wanted you to run?"

"He enjoys the good hunt.
"Does this nake sense?"

"A game?" Steward can al nmost feel his hair straighten. He doesn't know why
he's so surprised, but he is surprised. Even stunned. He tells her, "In edible
chess, the player who captures a piece gets to eat the piece.”

“Yes."

"You're the only piece on the board, aren't you?"

"I just want to hide."

He aches to his bones. "As long as you need," he prom ses. "How | ong
bef ore he quits hunting you?"

"Five nmonths." The answer is precise and i nmedi ate. Her voice has gone

She smles and hurts with the same expression.



flat. She | ooks straight at himand reports, "My genetic material is not only
synthetic, you see, it's unstable. The typical Flower lives a year, rarely
nore, and | am seven nonths old."

He hears hinself say, "I understand."

"I'mscared. "

And Steward gl ances at the gl obe. He can't renenber the |last tinme he used
it or which of the tens of thousands of worlds he had wanted to see, but he
recalls how he | earned quickly that people in Brule have no conpelling
interest in anything outside Brule. He thinks how five nmonths isn't any tine
at all. He thinks he should put down this stupid gl obe and say sonething or do
somet hing, only he doesn't know what. So he sits, saying nothing, telling
hi nsel f that people are odd. They can |l earn so much and see so rmuch and yet
they care only about the things inmrediate. It's been that way fromthe
begi nning, surely, and it'll be that way to the end.

A Freestater, she is thinking.

VWile she lies to him telling himthe fable she devised while |ying awake
in the early norning hours, she tries to decide how she m ght make use of him
and his skills. She sees himas an opportunity, gray but potentially enornous.
She sure knows enough about Freestaters to be excited. No one is nore
t ough- headed. No one. They've been fighting the oddest, |ongest set of wars in
human history. Mire than a thousand years of steady confrontation. Odd because
there are so few fatalities and so little destruction. Warriors inflict
ritualized pain and fear on one another, and battles are decided with all the
cerenony and tradition of a grand weddi ng. He was tal ki ng about sone of it
[ ast night. Now she tries to sketch in the blanks with what little she
renenbers. The Neoanerindi an Movement had been a religious phenonena. A
Revival, Steward had called it. It was a conscious attenpt to m x el enments of
manki nd's tribal nature and aboriginal faiths with nodern technol ogies.

Sel ective technol ogi es, she thinks. Never Wrld-Net. No. Each little Freestate
is a nation unto itself, each possessing its own history and demandi ng faith
and a uni que sense of culture; its people sonehow nmanage to hold thenselves in
isolation fromthe rest of the Systema w cked trick for renpte conmets and
asteroids, a marvel for people so close to so nuch.

If they started killing one another, of course, the big Gty-States would
put an end to their fun. | mredi ately.

Wars can't be tolerated. Not when smart individuals with few resources can
buil d and depl oy weapons of terrible destruction. Not when tiny nations
| acki ng status or real popul ations can fabricate nukes and gamma-ray | asers
capabl e of eradicating billions. There hasn't been a major war in fifteen
hundred years. There aren't even any standing arnies anynore. And that's what
makes soneone |ike Steward so damed val uable, she tells herself. A warrior! A

pot ent Yel | onkni fe warri or
VWat's he doi ng down here? she wonders. Then she decides not to question
her good fortune. Just think of ways where Steward can help . . . not that

he'll be worth danp shit against people like Dirk and M nus, of course. Not
nose to nose. But his hone, his hideout, and his warrior sensibilities and
all- "Five nonths is worth a fight," he decl ares.

"I"1l keep out of your way," she prom ses, making her voice sweet and
submni ssi ve.

“I"1l pay for your trouble, too. Whatever-"

"No." A big hand cuts at the air. "Forget it."

She wonders what he would say if he knew the truth and how |l ong his hero
mentality would Iinger. She has no intention of including him not |ike she
woul d have done with the Quito boy, and she thinks about the boy and all the
t hi ngs that night have happened. Maybe he'll show in spite of everything?
There's no know ng.

She tells Steward, "Thank you," and he says: "Stay for as long as you
need. "

She' |l need some way out of Brule. Some nmeans that Mnus can't find and



trace. The clock is running, she thinks. Five nmonths is an honest figure. She
has plans. Living with Dirk meant time where she could dream up solutions to
all of her problens. And that was with a quarter share of the fortune. Three
I A quiver chips. Now she has twel ve and maybe all of her partners are dead,

t he Magician and the Quito boy included, and what she feels isn't joy and she

won't call it greed ... no, she's not greedy ... but she is a creature of
opportunity and she won't give up what she has earned for herself. Five nonths
to save nyself, she thinks. Sonehow I'll do it. CQutside, out past the living

railing of the bal cony and down, she can see a woman energing fromthe
apartment bel ow the Gardener's. Chiffon wants to ask about the nei ghbors. Does
Steward know then? How wel | ? What do they know about hin? What damage can they
do? This neighbor woman is a firmkind of fat, youthful but not pretty. Her

bl and face is thick with enption and red like sone fruit. Soneone' s tal ki ng
to her frominside the apartnent. The voice is odd. Chiffon blinks and sees a
dark figure in the doorway for an instant, the skin black hyperfiber and the
entire nman enor nous. A real stew of humanity, she thinks. A cyborg from
Morni ng and an assortnent of Terrans, and then there's the Gardener who hates
birds. Brule is nore tolerant than it lets on. It nust be if it lets scumlike
Dirk make a hone here, however tenporarily, and she sighs and turns to Steward
and t hanks hi m once agai n.

He shrugs, lost in thought.

"Do you know how good sanctuary feel s?" she asks.

He says, "Mstly," and sets down the globe. He is conpletely fool ed, and
hel pl ess, and he wants to help this poor hurting Flower nore than even he
knows. She knows the synmptons. She sees themin his face, his asking, "So
what's his name?"

"Whose?"
"The guy with the rude prick."
She says, "I can't tell,"” and |looks at him There is sonething in his

expression, in his posture, and she asks, "Wat is it?"

"Not hing," he lies.

So she uncrosses her legs and uses her dress like a fan, shaking it,
spreadi ng a cocktail of bare-knuckl ed pheronones through the air. She has the
di stinct inpression that he's contenpl ating sonething, that he's got sone
crazy nonsense in his head, and she arouses herself in a moment and invites
himto come to her on his fine long sofa and tell her his concerns. She calls
hi m "Lover." He takes a deep breath and holds it and touches a corner of
one shelf, saying, "Five nonths," with a reverent tone.

"Cone here."

He crosses his arnms on his chest and seens to hug hinmself, straining, the
fibers of his nuscles standing out, and her saying:

"Why not join nme, love. | won't bite."
He says, "You know, sometines | forget you're a Flower."
And she says, "Well, I'Il have to remi nd you nore often,” and she reaches,

taking htmand pulling himclose enough so neither can see the other's face.

The 1 A class of quiver chips is distinctive for having no distinctions. It is
plain; it is white and snooth; it has no marks besides tiny | As on both sides;
it is no larger than the nail on the average thunb, nor any thicker; yet any
one of the chips, filled to capacity, would nake a Kross prince salivate. It
is worth that nuch .

-excerpt froman
econom cs text, available through Wrl d- Net

| ate a lovely, quiet dinner with one of the Quito crine lords. She was a
handsome ol der worman, small and fragile in appearance. She had cooked the neal



herself. W sat on pillows and | ooked out her w ndows, all of Quito bel ow us.
O so it had seemed. She asked about ny travels. She asked intelligent,
percepti ve questions about many subjects. | was charmed. | have no
reservations about making that claim She was a thoroughly charm ng di nner
host ess, her jokes subtle and her smile quite genuine, and the height of our
evening was nore intimate than this account can give. Suffice it to say that |
left full of honest joy, glad for the opportunity and wholly unconcerned about
t he supposed line of work to which she had dedicated her life ... yet severa
days |l ater, by chance, | met soneone who was fam liar with the worman and her
various reputations. He asked ne about the events of the evening. He listened
while | related some of the high points, his expression distant and quite
sober and his head nodding steadily as if my story was one he had heard
several times in the past. Finally, as if in pain, he admtted to nme that he
did not consider her such a good person. |Indeed, there was one story told
about the wonman. True? He couldn't say. Did | enjoy the meal she served? Ws
there a nmeat dish? What kind of meat was it? | couldn't renmenber. And he
paused, shaking his head, then nmuttered sone crazy nonsense about her enemni es
and their sad fates

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook avail abl e through System Net

Mnus is a thickly built man made thicker with sone selective tailoring and
several kinds of strength training, his hands broad and strong with squat
fingers and his face flat and square and centered on a triangular nose. His
wi de |lips are caught up in a perpetual grin, self-assured and hunorl ess. He
has a thick beard and masses of hair on his bare chest. The pignment inside
each hair has been deleted by tailoring-a trait conmon to certain Qito

nei ghbor hoods-and i nside the hairs' holl ow spaces grows a w de assortnent of
al gae colored netallic green and sky blue and sharp violet and viol ent red.
The actual pattern of colors changes fromday to day. The effect is hei ghtened
because M nus has no pignent in his skin. He is mlky white with cold pink
eyes gazing out at the world from behind a chaotic rai nbow.

He's steering a private floater, thinking for the countless tinme that he
never trusted the girl. Not fromthe first. He remenbers themcalling her a
fancy Flower, a truly exceptional Flower, but he hadn't l|iked the way she
worked with Dirk. Not fromMnute One. In no tinme she had had himcrazy. He
was |ike a young bull again. Mre than once M nus thought about going to him
and asking if he could check out the brothel, say. In case. Only he knew what
Dirk would say. He would say no, don't, and don't worry about ne either. Worry
about you. If we're going to get a real honme soneday, Dirk would say, you've
got to get on it. Find someplace worth living and get us in the door. Al
right? Understand nme? All right?

It was stupid, his waiting like he had. In the end, entirely on his own
initiative, Mnus had checked out the Flower's origins. Just to nake sure. He
didn't plan on telling Dirk, and the funny part of the story- easily the
funniest part-is that he had cleared her and the brothel on that very sane
day.

She was designed and grown and trained in the very best facility in Quito.
Soneday, or so said the brothel owners, the Chiffon series would becone the
enbl em of worth to every aging stud, equival ent male and androgynous versions
soon to be added to the stable. This was nearly the first one. Was there a
probl en? asked the brothel. No problem he told them M/ boss is just acting
crazy sometines, that's all. And the brothel took that as a conplinent. They
said that if that's a problem maybe they should tone down the future
Chiffons. Maybe a little?

Al right, Mnus told hinself. | was wong to worry. \Were's the big harm
if the old shit's happy? She came to us with nothing, after all. She was a
Fl ower, after all, and they're tailored and trained to be sweet and harmnl ess.

So all right, so long as she doesn't tell himhowto run the business, what is
the trouble with Dirk having a pl aynate?



Not hi ng, he thought.

Everything's sweet and fine.

At least it seenmed so. But somewhere someone got a case of shaken will.

M nus had seen it happen before. A few questions and satisfactory answers, and
maybe the issue seens cl eared. Only one of the parties gets nervous. He or
she gets to thinking, asking if someone's on their trail, then finally
deciding that if that's the case it's best to make a break and hope to get

cl ean away.

The brothel had this kid. The Magician

A genius with tailoring the new nucleic acids. Last night, too late to
gi ve them warni ng, the kid packed up and left Quito. Mnus was paying a couple
Als to watch the brothel and its people, in case, and they noticed the
Magi ci an's | eaving and traced hi mthrough the night, watching hi mchange nanes
and put on new di sguises and all sorts of ding-brained shit like that. They
sent out an alarm too. Early this nmorning, Brule tine, the kid was cornered
on a fast-shuttle making for Luna. A couple of hired nuscles had owed Dirk a
favor, and so they did the work. It was way too late to catch the Fl ower, of
course. That's the ugly truth of it. But the kid was caught and the nuscles
poked himtw ce, growing, and he nelted. Just nelted. Between the tears, he
used sone goofy story about a group of thieves forcing himto build a special
M ss Luscious Chiffon, then he squirted the Ghost of some girl into the
Fl ower's head sonehow. Crazy as it sounds, parts make sense. Mnus tries to
i magi ne neshing two entities, a Flower and a true person, and he's sure it's
never been done before. Nowhere. And of course parts of that story are lies.
Li ke the poor Magician being forced. He knows that w thout having to ask. But
he's told the nuscles on the scene to talk to the kid with sweet words. Mke
hi m beli eve that they believe himand that he's alive to stay. Let himtalk.
M nus guesses that he'll tell everything w thout anyone having to ask
guestions. Gve himroomand the time, plus encouragenent, and they'll know
everyt hing soon enough. The stinking shit.

He's a genius, they say. You know a genius, thinks M nus, because he can
talk for days and not repeat hinself. Mst people don't have an hour of
original noise in them

And afterward, the interrogators will pat himon the back and offer him
congratul ations-"Isn't it better getting that garbage off you?"-and nmaybe the
kid, this Magician, will break into a weak little smle. Sometimes stinking
shits have an easy giggle, he thinks. A giggle and a want to believe. And one
of the nuscles beside himw |l take the opportunity to break himinto pieces,
no warni ngs given, and Mnus has already told themwhat to do with the body.

Take it to that brothel, to the nursery, and dismantle him

Pi pe the pieces into the nutrient tubes; feed the Magician to all those
pretty young Fl owers.

The Flowers will grow fast under the influence. Those atons that bel onged
to the Magician will keep |aughing anong thenselves, or so Mnus likes to
think, and they'll becone part of sone new Mss Chiffon and spread |ust and

joy throughout Quito and the world. It's a perfect end, he tells hinself. He
has half an urge to have themrecord the event. It's not sonething you want
recorded, of course. But then it's not every day when you get so many billions
stolen fromyou, either. O when you can punish one of the ones responsible.

The center of Brule is the tackiest tangle of square and weathered old
buil dings. He hates this town, |ooking ahead to the tall broad buil ding where
Dirk rents an entire floor. Beyond it is the narrow tower where Dirk is
waiting for himnow, suffering a good deal of enbarrassment at the proxy hands
of a Quito physician. He was sleeping with a thief, after all. There's no
telling what slowacting toxins she nmight have carried, or the diseases
encapsul ated in her hair, or even subtle corrosives mxed with her breath and
laid inside her ex-lover's lungs. He'd left Dirk several hours ago, business
needing his attention. Now he's steering the floater toward the pad on top of
the tower. Don't push the speed too high, he renminds hinself. This is Brule,



not Quito. They're out of their elenent here, in foreign country, and it pays
to keep that in mnd

M nus thinks about Quito. Someday, sonehow, he intends to go home. Dirk's
no young man, and if Mnus can stay with himand keep himsafe until he can
die in peace . . . well, he figures he'll pocket a lot of the man's wealth by
default. Then it's back hone as a rich nman, buying some sprawling hone in the
Gal apagos district and retiring. It sounds good to him Wen he was younger
he renenbers, he thought about getting into Dirk's own |line of business. He
was stupid. Dirk's got this knack that Mnus won't inherit. Never. Dirk got
hi s nmoney and power because he understands people and plays them and gets what
he wants from each of them He has a skill. Al the noney they whittled off
the others... and all the while Dirk making alliances, playing ganes, making
sure that he'd be able to get out of Quito untouched. That's what M nus
adnmres and can't hope to do for hinself. Play the gane and then trick the
other players to let you stand and | eave the table. That's tough. It doesn't
happen much in Quito. Until yesterday, the only trouble left for Dirk and him
was to find a new home with enough to offer. Brule was a stopover. Nothing
nor e. So far Luna and Titan and Kross have turned them down, as have the
Belters. It was politics. It was Dirk's reputation. And so M nus has been
spendi ng his days finding other possibles. Little worlds. Man-built worlds.
Whatever. Draw up a profile and bring it to Dirk and stand back and wait for
his judgnent; then if the thunb goes up, start to investigate the chances and
the costs.

Lately Dirk's been tal ki ng about building his own worl d.

He can afford it, sure. He could buy a comet out in the Cort C oud
terraformit anyway he wanted, then spend his |ast years in peace. Sure. It
had all sounded pretty good to M nus. He renenbers inmagi ni ng what those
billions could do if they were applied with brains and skill - Dirk rich
enough to hire both things-and he renenbers the way Dirk sat there with the
dammed Fl ower on his lap, her hands stroking himall the time and her voice
cooing in that special way, and all the tinme she was thinking that there were
qui ver chi ps sonewhere cl ose. Hidden but cl ose. And she was waiting,
wat chi ng, knowi ng her chance woul d cone.

M nus hates quiver chips.

Wealth shouldn't be | ocked up in one place. Even if it's illegal. Even if
it's protected. Even when it can't be traced, and even when it's been the
mai nstay of this business for better than a thousand years. In old tines, he
thinks, it was cash. Paper noney. CGold. Jewels. But the |egal noney today is
gl ass and conputer coded. Gold is bulky and too cheap. And jewels are
manuf actured in orbit-mde huge and perfect and suitable for furniture and
ki tchen counters. Whi ch | eaves peopl e of opportunity with nothing but
qui ver chips. Tiny, yes. But utterly vul nerable.

It works like this:

Money in glass-formis traceabl e and precount ed.

Taxes are an easy trick.

Sei zure is too.

Money inside a quiver chip is just as real as any other, and maybe nore
so. The chips are recognized by Wrld-Net as banks unto thensel ves, portable
and i nmpregnabl e and trustworthy to whoever holds them At no tine will
Worl d- Net or any other Net refuse paynent froma chip. Yet they can't be
traced or taxed. Everyone has them O should. Even the nost average person
keeps a fraction of his liquid assets in them They can't be duplicated or
counterfeited, not even badly, and any attenpt to change Wrld-Net so they
woul d be refused ... well, it would |l ead to chaos. Chaos, and probably
econoni ¢ col | apse.

The chips are standard currency with Dirk and his associ ates.

They were stored inside a safe deemed unbreakabl e and invisible. Mnus
renenbers comng home | ast night, Dirk behind him and seeing their invincible
saf e opened and gutted and the Fl ower gone to parts unknown. For a mnute,
cunt crazy, Dirk had tried believing that Chiffon, his poor precious Chiffon



had been stolen along with his noney. She wasn't to bl ane! he swore. Yet
then the others parts fell together, the Magician skipping and the physica
evi dence conclusive, and Mnus took tinme to rub Dirk's nose in the ness unti
he had to agree. The sweet perfect cunt was holding his life's work in her
perfect paws, and M nus prom sed that he'd get back the chips and her paws and
they'd have sone fun with her, then finish her, and he'd have the body stuffed
and nmounted at the door to their new conmet hone. How did that sound?

Except he doesn't know where she m ght be hiding.

Except the noney can buy soneone a |ot of freedom too. Even for an
apparent Flower on the run

Li ke here, he thinks. It was wealth that made Brule City open up to Dirk.
It was the honorable Mayor Pyn with his investnents, his causes, his
good- hearted greed for his town. The Mayor's favorite nonsense is the enornous
mantl e m nes-a dream invol vi ng novel technol ogi es and Morni nger | abor and the
renote prospects of rare and precious el ements bei ng brought up from severa
t housand kil ometers bel ow Brul e's deepest cellars. Mnus has had to suffer
t hrough 1l ong, |ong pronotional speeches and intricate holo plans and all the
stupid rhetoric that seens to cling to such things. The Mayor has taken a
certain heat for having let Dirk in the door. That's another part of the
equation. The mines are strapped for cash, and Pyn is hopi ng agai nst hope to
get a piece of Dirk's nmoney and turn into a hero. He's doing it for his town,
sure. He's a good man, and weak. That's what they've been tradi ng on these
| ast nonths. How rmuch | onger? M nus wonders. The Mayor is going to get
smart. He has to. And then what happens to the two of then?

He takes the floater down to the tower, thinking that this robbery m ght

turn out for the best. Maybe. It'lIl get Dirk's head away from Fl owers and
dreany schenmes. Dirk isn't a senile fool yet. He should be able to conme to
some arrangenent with a Luna City-State. O Kross. Or soneone. The troubl e

all along was Mss Chiffon. He can see it now But a schemer like Dirk, having
beaten the best Quito has to offer, should be able to pull a victory out of
this mess. Sure, he thinks. Sure.

The floater [ands and out he steps with a hot dry wind comi ng fromthe
south. It pulls his colored beard and hair snpoth against his face and body.
He | ooks around the roof with a professional detachnent. A tiny groomed forest
| ooks sick of the heat. Below him filling the next several floors, is Brule's
nost excl usive club-clean food and bad drinks and sone private party roons-and
M nus hunches in the wind and hurries down a flight of stairs, wanting out of
t he burning bright sun. To get to Dirk he passes through the main bar, draw ng
| ooks even after this long. The local politicians and business types are too
conservative to accept his appearance, and too reserved to obviously snub him
Mnus is inmportant. They know it. He gazes out at them and spots the Mayor
hi nsel f-an average man wearing forgettable clothes and a perpetually worried
expression, his life always com ng apart at the seans-and the Mayor scrapes
together the will to nod at Mnus and offer a tentative smle. He's sitting
wi th noneyed wonen and nmen. Things aren't going so well, his expression says.
M nus nearly | aughs. Sonme of his conpanions take the trouble to | ook at
himthe frightful, nightmarish bodyguard-and they give a visible shudder
bef ore | ooki ng away agai n.

M nus | aughs al oud.

It's what he wants. Their fear. That pal pabl e sense of m strust and
| oat hi ng.

Dirk's the inmportant, notorious investor fromQito. And Mnus is just a
bodyguard to them A hired lunp of nmuscle. But the truth is different. He's
actual ly something |arger, unlabel ed and inval uabl e, |ooking out not only for
Dirk but for all of his organization and keeping tabs on his enem es too
rather like a personal secretary of state.

M nus is through the bar and in a narrow hallway with | ocked doors | abel ed
wi th the nanes of dues-payi ng nenbers. The door nmarked Mayor Pyn opens for
M nus, some Al greeting himby name, and he enters a carpeted | ounge too small
to i npress anyone. In the corner, alone, sleeps a willow man lying on a



reclining chair. The Mayor's personal medi cal gear, autodocs and such, is

besi de the man. A bl ocki sh wonman is displayed on the opposite wall, on
tri-dee, and she sees Mnus as he enters and says his name with |less feeling
than the Al used, nodding and telling him "The sedative's still working.

Let himsleep."
He asks, "So. How s the ol d warhorse?"
"Scrubbed. And bl ocked."
"What did she do to hin®"
"Just ordinary Flower dope. Mod-changing stuff. Love potions, if you

will. Those kinds of poisons.” She is sitting in an office in Quito, the
living picture of discretion. "I filtered his blood twi ce and got nost of the
physical stuff. The rest is being denatured now, slowy, and he'll piss it

away in a day or two. Don't worry."

"Scrubbed, huh?"

"And bl ocked. Like you told nme. | used forced hypnosis to help him
suppress residual feelings." She explains the particulars to Mnus, and the
l[imtations. The past can only be obscured, not buried. Character? Nothing
changes character.

"You shoul d have seen him" he says. "Lovesick's the word."

"I know." Her expression is passive, her eyes held hal fway cl osed. "For

all intents and purposes, he was in love with that Flower." She has seen this
kind of |ove many times and cured the wi ckedness. Or so her voice inplies.
"Well," says M nus, "thanks."
"Watch himfor a couple days. Cosely."
"Yeah?"
"Denaturing pulls out his natural endorphins, too. He'll be in some pain

and his mobod m ght be ugly-"

"Nor mal enough."

"-because endorphins play roles in nmood and controlling all kinds of pain.
And the forced hypnosis, the blocking, may produce a few odd nonments. Brains
aren't things you can change at will, you see." She seens sorry that it's not
otherwi se. "He may have epi sodes of unreasonable fears. Unexpected bouts of
crying. That sort of thing."

"No love left in hinP"

"Too much love, really. But |'ve done everything possible.”

"I know," he says. "And thanks."

"These sorts of things vary fromperson to person. How badly it hurts. How
long it persists.” No m sunderstandi ng pl ease. Her voice says it

"Bill us," he declares, "and thanks again."

She nods, then vani shes. He wonders what Dirk might have sai d under
hypnosis, and Mnus sits beside Dirk and makes a nmental note. Have an Al keep
wat ch on the good doctor. Sure. The last thing they need now are their old
enem es coning to get retribution. He breathes and | ooks at his boss, at his
face and cl osed eyes, and he goes through the nedical file and thinks back
over these last months. Dirk had been suffering the |ove and everythi ng had
been so odd. There was a snoothness to Dirk, a tangible cal nmess, when he
tal ked and when he noved. Maybe that's why | didn't press the Flower, thinks
M nus. Maybe | liked Dirk smling for a change. And when he decides that's the
case, he feels angry. And a bit surprised. Maybe |I'mgetting old, he thinks.
Soft and |l azy, he thinks. O maybe, just maybe, it's the world itself getting
younger and tougher. That's the history of the world, he knows. It's always
been getting younger and tougher.

No change in ne, he thinks.

Never .

"So who managed the safe for thenP"

"Anot her insider. She's an officer in the conpany that built the thing.
This kid, our nmgician, says she told thema sinple way to ease open the
mag- | ocks. Househol d tools and sonme special equipnment that fit in a cavity in
the Flower's thigh. The safe's big feature, after all, was its invisibility.



Not its strength.” Again Mnus is rubbing Dirk's nose in the mess, glancing up
at the wall where the chips were hidden inside the toughest hyperfiber on the
market. Not strength, no, but it was plenty strong anyway. "There's a glitch
in the way the safe recognizes its punch-in code. The buil ders found the
glitch after the fact, and they've kept it a secret until now Trying to find
a patch for the danage, and all that."

"How many are we tal king about?"

"The Magi cian. The Flower. The safe officer, plus nminor players. Somne

wor kers at the brothel. A street kid with rmuscle and weapons skills. Too
many players, if you ask me. Too many nout hs. Too many shares."
Suddenly Dirk shifts his weight, his face turning pale. He says, "I hurt,"

and breat hes gently.
"I bet you hurt."
"You read the doctor's report?"

"Twi ce," he says. "A Flower using Flower-style tricks. Nothing fancy.
Strong doses, but nothing that could have spooked us."

"I feel shitty."

"1 bet."

"Tell you what. Why don't you wear my pain a little while?" Dirk |aughs
and shifts in his seat, conbing his hair with a shaki ng hand.

M nus finishes his drink and | ooks past Dirk, staring through the |ong
Masking G ass wall. Its builders promse that it's inmpervious to | asers and
i npacts and any expl osi ves short of nuclear charges. The floor and ceiling are
both simlarly reinforced. Even if sonething knocked down the entire building,
they'd be safe. In theory. A high-density foamwould spray out fromthe fl oor
and cushion the inpact for everyone indoors. O course a squatter, w ndow ess
bunker m ght nake nore sense. But then this perch has visibility, a presence,
the security systens all second to none-hardened senses and half a dozen Als
hired to do nothing but scan and notice everything in the area, guessing if

anyone has any evil intents.
The Als weren't watching indoors. Not |ast night. Not ever.
If they had seen the damed Fl ower, the reborn Ghost, whatever . . . she

woul d have been caught. She woul dn't have stood a chance. But then the Als
woul d be privy to every private word and act, and that's the kind of know edge
you don't give to anything. Not to people. Not to machines. Never.

"You should feel ny fucking joints."
He says, "I'Il pass."

Dirk says nothing nore. Mnus studies his |long, pained face with the big
boyi sh eyes and the angelic chin and nouth and nose. He knows Dirk hasn't
al ways | ooked so innocent. He's had surgery to retain the whiff of
yout hf ul ness and to enhance the sweet exterior. He clainms it allows himto be
liked by nore kinds of people. They trust his face and eyes. The people who
nmeet hi m expect sonething el se, maybe picturing a M nus-style creature, and
when they see the willow formand the smling face they tend to | et down
their guard for alittle while.

"I's she letting me have anything for pain?"

"I'n stock and waiting." He punches buttons on the consol e beside him

"And how s this pack of thieves doing?"

"Suffering. All but two." M nus describes the various captures, then says,
"There's still the Flower and the nmuscle. The nmuscle left Quito a couple of
ni ghts ago, maybe later, with friends hired for a long trip. Hs job is
extracting the Fl ower. The Magician says so."

"And is he here?"

"Not that |'ve seen. | got the alarmout soon enough to catch himfl eeing,
provi ded he made his pickup."

"And how are we hunting?"

M nus sketches the heart of what he's doing. He's got Als watching Brule
wher ever possible, and he's got other Als scanning Wirld-Net with the usua
i ntrusive systens. They watch who watches what and keep tabs on the kinds of
i nformati on requested fromlibraries and data banks. A thief on the run



shoul d have peculiar view ng habits. At |least they can hope so. And then
there's still another team of Als eavesdroppi ng on the nearby Farnsteads.
Farners use open channels. If they saw a floater filled with Quito types,
comng in or going out, they'd likely tell one another and M nus, too. But so
far there's nothing. "And suppose he tries comng in now We' re ready.
W'll see himall the way." He asks, "And how | ong can a Fl ower hide? And how
far can she go alone? Not |long. Not far. So maybe we're out of bad | uck
finally. Maybe."

Dirk shrugs. He has quit listening, his mind drifting and the expression
on his injured face changi ng, grow ng darker. M nus knows what's comnming and he
doesn't so rmuch brace hinself as he makes hinself relax. Let the fury sweep
over him and past himand be finished. It's sonmething he's | earned through his
years with Dirk. The man isn't smart in a |lot of ways, and he'd probably be
smart to refuse a good rounded set of brains. What he is is a survivor, crue
and tough and normally inpossible to fool. The various ways in which he robbed
and swindled his fell ow opportuni sts prove what it takes to succeed.

"Way do | pay you?" he asks.

M nus waits.

"I pay you a good living so I'"'msafe fromsmall-tiners and new tal ents and
simlar flavors of shit."

M nus says, "Sure."

"You're a worthless sack of sphincters."

He has no response.

"What did you tell nme? That she was a Chost? That before they punped her
i nside that Flower body ... she was dead?"

"It seens so."

"And you know how | feel about Ghosts." He hates them sure. But the
terror on his face is something new. Mnus is surprised until he renenbers the
doctor's warni ngs about nood troubles and such. "She was in here, and you | et
it happen. She was in ny bed and had ne so punped full of chenicals that I
couldn't think a straight line. And you just watched!"

The forced hypnosis is talking. H s suppressed feelings are com ng out
al ong his seams, Mnus tells hinmself. Ignore it.

"She sees ne open the safe once. Sure. That one was ny fault-"

"You couldn't help yourself," Mnus offers.

"But you shoul d have picked up on things before. That's what |'m saying."

"You're right."

"Even checked on her pedigree."

"I did."

"A day late."

"You're right."

"I should fire your hairy ass."

That's not the part you pay, thinks M nus.

And Dirk seems finished. Pain or exhaustion or maybe sinple | ack of
i nterest causes himto turn quiet, sitting back in the cushioned chair so his
aching joints can rest and recover. The painkiller arrived long ago. It's been
checked and m xed and checked again, and Mnus automatically checks it
hinmself. It's a sweet drink, warmand dark. He hands it to Dirk and watches
himtake it all down and then asks if there's anything el se he wants now.

"How | ong before we're cash poor?"

M nus makes a guess. A lot of the legal holdings are still in Qito, and
turning theminto Brule currency m ght prove difficult. "Wen the tine cones,"
he mentions, "Brule and the dear Mayor are not going to be patient with us. If
we' re cash poor, they m ght reconsider our status."

"If they learnit."

"Sure."

"And suppose they do."

He doesn't like their prospects. No other City-State will want them Maybe
some m nor worl d. Maybe they could acquire new faces and identities and
give up hoping to live well again. O they can invent a new way of raising



capital. "Maybe this is too soon," he says, "but the kid, this Magician, is a
real master of tricks. Some of them mi ght nean big profits to us. For

i nstance, Flowers can be nore than Flowers in the future. Putting a person

i nside a functional upright body has never been done before now "

Dirk seens to think. Then he says, "You're right. It's too soon," and
nmutters sonething beneath his breath.

"We'll find the two," Mnus prom ses. "Plus the chips."

D rk nouths the word, "Ghost."

And M nus sighs and gl ances around the room spaci ous and bri ght and
decorated with the finest genstone furnishings. He feels as if he's saying
good-bye to the surroundings. It's an odd, unsettling sensation. He happens to
I et his gaze linger on a prom nent panel along the far wall. It's nore
sophi sti cated, and nuch nore expensive, than a Wrl d-Net panel. It possesses
ol factory functions and linmted tactile functions and they are |latched to
channel s unavail abl e to nmost people. Just a few weeks ago, standing
centimeters fromthat panel, the honorable Mayor Pyn had held a drink in one
hand and some di screte drugs in his blood and conplimented Dirk on his
splendid tastes. Dirk's tastes, naturally, were purchased tastes. And when the
Mayor sniffed the phony wind and pushed his free hand into the panel, stroking
the rough blue face of the alien | eaf, he asked what was this place and why
didit look so famliar?

It was a view being broadcast from Tau Ceti. From one of the handful of
col ony worl ds.

Dirk boasted like a proud parent. He expl ained how this was a new panel, very
rare. So far as he understood, there weren't nore than a few hundred outside
Quito. Wasn't it worth the tab? he inquired. Huh? That smell is alien biology
tal ki ng. Those mountains in the distance? And that sky? No synthetic views
generated by Als. Just watch and you can tell they're real. And it'll be
centuries before Wrld-Net gears up for any of these functions!

VWhat a master, thought M nus.

VWhat a way to work on soneone, w nning favors.

The next day, first thing, Mnus ordered an identical panel to be sent to
the Mayor's hone. It cost a stiff fee, and it enployed a bunch of Als just to
keep it working . . . but it had seenmed smart at the time. A gift. Sonething
unusual and desired, and the only trouble is that if things get tight in a
week or two, whenever, they may have to quit making the paynents. And if so

wel |, Mnus doesn't have to be a student of human nature to know what
happens next. Pyn finds the courage to turn to his Chief of Police, telling
her, "Throw them out and today. No warnings and no gl oves."

That's what will happen.

Sur e.

5

Hyperfi ber denotes our tinme. Remenber the Bronze Age? And the Iron Age? Then
the Age of Plastic? Well, now we |live deep inside the Hyperfiber Age in al
its splendor, in all its majesty, and every day still brings new forms and new
uses and hints of new possibilities. It has been brought on with the creation
of ultra-pure compounds of intricate design . . . hyperfiber, flexible or
rigid, massive or |light, capable of standing on a world's waist or enclosing a
man's body or arnoring the nose of the newest starships. . .l can't quit
appl auding the stuff . . . |

-excerpt froma
techni cal manual, avail able through Wrl d- Set

The angriest Morninger | have ever seen, without doubt, was a certain smallish
worman who had just been insulted. A conpanion of hers, furious for obscure
reasons, had screaned and thrown up his hands and call ed her a dammed sack of



machi ne parts. Not strong | anguage! you night think. But to be accused of
bei ng a machine, in any context, makes any Mrninger livid. And she was.
O her companions had to restrain her. She roared and shot back her own saucy
insults and finally was carried away, and after an hour or two | had a chance
to speak to her and see the universe from behind her gl ass eyes
"I"'mno machine!" she maintained. "I'mas human as you! In my world | fee
pain, | feel the heat, I"'mnortal and small and cry in the night because of ny
fears!" She told what others had said in the past-that the flesh-on-bl ood you
is merely enlarged by turning cyborg; that a small weakish girl remains a
smal I weaki sh Morninger in adulthood; that an ugly face and form are retained
wi th an honesty that Terrans and others m ght want to emul ate; that
Mor ni ngers, nore than nost people, know that what makes you or destroys you
cones fromw thin. Not fromthe hyperfiber, but fromyour soul. From your
human char acter

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e t hrough System Net

GABBRO is swimring. O, rather, he has clinbed into the pool and r sunk to the
bottom and now i s working his muscles-the pliable hyperfiber nuscles he relies
on-running circles on the bottom of the pool. The water foanms and churns and
bubbles madly. He is the hub of a furious whirlpool. It's a glorious
sensation. Turning his enormus bl ack head upward and backward, he sees the

bl ue sky strained through the swirling coral-rimed water. Fish are sw mi ng
wi t hout actually moving, faces into the current. Oher little things cling to
any surface they can find. A single Cradler appears against the sky, his
expression puzzled and happy in that Cradl er way. Then there's April, hands on
her anple hips and a scow directed straight down at his happy heart.

He quits running.

St andi ng notionless, he lets the current die against his bulk. Then he
bends and | eaps with enough momentumto carry himup out of the pool with a
rush, water spilling over the deck and April too, her shrill voice telling him
what he can do to hinself. She nmeans it. She's still not over this norning's
tussle, over his getting hone | ate and no good excuse ready, but Gabbro
doesn't let it bother him He's gotten hal fway used to her moods. He's had no
choi ce. And he knows how to tease her when she's this way. He cackles like
some goofy kid. He wants her to know how nmuch fun he's having.

Two little Cradlers are standi ng nearby, watching.

They' re laughing along with him but he knows they're frightened. Apri
says they're terrified of him How silly, he thinks, and he shakes hinself dry
and sits on the oversized | ounge chair and takes a chamois off the coral deck
wonderi ng how many tinmes he has told them he means no harm Never. Don't be

afraid of ne, he has said. A billion tinmes, at |east.
Ch, well.
| try, he thinks. That's the point. | nake the effort and isn't that what

matters in the worl d?

The chamois feels smooth and dry in his hands. He pulls it taut and drags
it across his slick black skin, careful not to tear the |eather, and he
happens to glance at the calmng waters. He can see the sky reflected,
assorted birds wheeling and the upper floor of the one building show ng too,
all dressed up in its weeds. One glass door reveals a single face glaring down
at the laughter, eyes angry and the delicate nouth angry and one hand with its
pi nki sh webbi ng pressing agai nst the glass. Let himsteam thinks Gabbro. He
al nrost nakes it too easy, he thinks. It sonetinmes seens the guy forgets what
it's all about. Wiich is fun. Just fun. | do things to him he thinks, and he
tries to do themback. It's a goofy westling match between people with
not hi ng i n common.

He finishes with the chanbis, pulling it across his broad bald head. Then
he giggles and balls it up and throws it underneath the chair, April telling
him "Quit it."

"Quit what?"



She says, "Can't you see, darling? You scared them" and she waves at the
little Cradlers. "You and your human-fountain tricks."

"They're scared and they're | aughi ng?" he asks, playing stupid.

She shakes her head, frustrated. "Can't you just hold yourself back a
little? Please?" She touches one of his knees. "Gabbro? Dear?"

Gabbro blinks and smiles, the nuscles of his face letting the white
ceramc teeth showin the sunlight. A few hours ago, in their apartnment, she
was flinging shit at himand screaming. In all of his |ife he has never known
someone so quick to explode. If she didn't get over it as fast, he tells
hi nsel f, he'd have left her |ong ago. Sonehow. He'd go crazy under the
pressure.

Rel axi ng himsel f and breathing softly, he tries flowing with the nood of
the nmonent. "We should quit fighting," he announces. "Let's nake a pact."

"Sure."

He says, "Never again?"

"Never," she promi ses, both hands on her closer knee. He feels her grinp,

the hyperfiber flesh laced with the synthetic nerves. "You know why | |ove
you, Gabbro? You're such a little boy."

He can't count the tines he's heard it fromher. A billion or a hundred
billion, and how many pacts have they nade?

She calls him"Darling" and snmles, her face tanned and round. She's
wearing her tight, tight black swinsuit. The anple flesh threatens to burst
out in a dozen places. Her breasts are barely restrained, fromthe big brown
ni ppl es downward. The |long black hair is streaked with lines of bright gold,
regul arly spaced, and the hair lays flat on her back and butt, ending just
short of her good-sized feet. She sure has her reserves ready, he thinks. He
resists the urge to use the joke. Later, he thinks. Qur next fight. Then his
m nd wanders back to when they nmet ... a year and a half ago? ... in that
narrow park down in the A d Quarter. He was just off the tubetrain from
Jarvis, fresh from Morning, and she had | ooked respectable and tall and well
built inthe city lights. He had felt Iike a little | ost mner against the
lights and buildings. A friendly voice was what he needed at that nonent, and
she listened to himtell how he had been recruited to cone to Brule and work
in sone deep operation. Sonething that would put himnear the belly of the
Earth's crust.

In that heat? she asked.

["mfrom Morning, he said. Or doesn't it show?

And she | aughed and told him Ch, it does. It does. | just can't see how
peopl e stand that furnace. You know? Even with hyperfiber around them

We carry refrigerators on our backs, he said.

Hey, she said. I'mteasing. | know.

And we're strong.

Who doesn't know that?

| start work tomorrow, he confessed. Early.

They're hiring nore and nore of you, aren't they? She | aughed and said,
Li sten. | know all about you people. Wiy you're here. Al the good you're
going to do us. Brule City and everyone.

And he joked in turn, I"'mdoing it for me. Not you. Wien Small Fry pay ne
better noney than | make at home, | do it for nel

Smal | Fry? she asked
What we call you-

Because we're small, she said, and if we're caught outdoors on dear
Mor ni ng-
-you fry.

See! |I'msnmart about these things.

He had conme to the O d Quarter, he explained, |ooking for a certain bar
It was a runored collection point for the Mrning mners, and April confessed
to knowi ng the address and why not follow her? So he did. And she nentioned,
This has got to be something to see. Al of this!

There's nothing like it on Mrning, he said. He was amazed by all the



peopl e and the towering structures clustered together, his own home being a
singl e building shared by three bachelors and set on an enpty plain. He
described it with hands and words, missing the place and missing all of
Morni ng wi thout actually feeling | ove. Funny, huh?

They weren't far fromthe bar. April led himand went inside with him
casual and self-assured, and it surprised Gabbro when he saw all the Small Fry
spread anmong the nminers. There were wonen and nen both, Terrans and not. Apri
said, Sure, sure. Alot of us conme here. W like it here.

You do?

They say you're the shape of nen to cone.

Do t hey?

Absolutely. Didn't you know?

It was fun, himand her together. It seemed natural and easy and Gabbro
nearly forgot to ask her to come honme with him expecting her to keep at his
side till the end. And he wasn't too drunk, particularly after taking some
sober-up pills. By the tine they were in bed together, her wanting himon top
he was authentically scared. He was worried about his strength. In every
nmeani ngf ul sense, she felt |ike any woman feels. But what if he forgot that
she wasn't |ike any he knew? What if he did her harn? This was his first night
on the Earth, in an apartment bought and furnished by his enployers, and he
didn't want to think what woul d happen if he jerked wong and cut the poor
girl w de open.

I''mnot worried, she had clai ned.

You should be, he said. Anything can happen

Gabbro, she said. You're a splendid hunk of flesh, yes, and I'mthrilled
to be here. But | wi sh you'd put sonmething into this venture. And now.

And i f sonething goes wong-?

Silly.

It m ght!

Oh, silly! She said, Don't you understand? That's part of the attraction

Venus ni ght have been terraforned

The tools and skill existed, sure. Even a thousand years ago. It could
have been refashioned into an honest second Earth. Only there were limts with
time and expense. For the greater bulk of the System fromCradle to the cold
Qort Coud, heat could be applied to I and and ice and yield a crude soil and
easy seas with plenty of opportunities for organic trickery. But Venus had
nore heat than ten worlds could use, and barely enough water to nake a good
dew. Inmporting volatiles meant buying comets and ot her expensive freight.

Lunar City-States had tried such a business, and they still do today. They're
dry places. Brutally dry. Only their wealthiest citizens can swmin the
stuff, or pee init, or just let it run for the thrill of watching it.

VWhen colonists finally organi zed and purchased rights to Venus, taking
themfromthe ol d Luna-Kross Conpact, it was seen at once that the best
solution wasn't rebuilding the world. It was rebuil ding thensel ves. So they
renamed it Morning, thinking the word lent a certain pronise and el egance to
t heir endeavor. They borrowed cyborg technol ogies first used during the
Angl o- Amazon Wars, in sinpler forms, updating the designs and materials and
capacities. Hy-perfiber flesh was coupled w th corrosion-proof el ectronics and
power cells needing only mininmal recharge. They encased thensel ves inside
their protective shells, balancing strength with honest grace and sharp
senses. The crux of it all was to retain their humanness. The feeling of being
part of a machine, seductive or not, was strictly excluded. The hyperfi ber
fl esh had sonething of the spring and | ook of real flesh, and the faces
mrrored the fl esh-on-blood faces bel ow themthe gl ass eyes .noist and the
ceramc teeth a little crooked someti mes-and the nore personal gl ands and
their talents were neither nore reliable nor pleasurable nor inpressive-on a
rel ative basis-than what conmes with ordinary flesh and the maliciousness of
genes.

Their culture was i medi ately controversi al



There were sects and established faiths that declared Mrningers to be
bl asphem es of an ultimate sort. Argunents wouldn't sway them and stil
don't. Logic or sinple decency had no inpact on blind perceptions. Mnsters
had appeared in the System Denpons! they cried. Tr eacher ous denons! And
still today, in many places and by different means, Mrningers are restricted
or outlawed or taxed unfairly. If they didn't have so dammed nmany uses and
talents, of course, all of themwould live isolated exi stences. But a good
cyborg is invaluable. Particularly since the easy and confortabl e places have
been conquered . . . and sure, thinks Gabbro, maybe it's fair calling us the
peopl e of the future.

Denons or not, Morningers are born in the sky.

As a boy, Gabbro was raised in a floating habitat anchored to a hyperfi ber
tower with the atnosphere's cold reaches all around. Like every Morninger, he
grew at a galloping pace. Hs pituitary gland spat out hornones and his
tail ored body turned long and clunsy, his height finally topping out at a
gracel ess two and a half neters before his sixteenth standard birthday. Then
as if on a signal, his body quit its growing. A small cerenpony was held-a
t housand- year tradition being played out-and he was deened an
adult-in-waiting. The cyborg shell was built around him slowy and carefully.
Terrans, friendly or not, cannot conprehend the conplex and fickle processes
i nvol ved. It takes tine and a nmeasure of pain to nmake the transition. You | ose
your natural teeth and eyes, and the inside of your nmouth is coated so whiffs
of acidic air won't scald it. And CGabbro suffered the usual troubles.
hj ects shattered in his new hands. He stunbl ed and broke walls and strong
furniture. H s body-the fleshy remmants of his natural body-weakened and
shrank while the cyborg functions invaded and attached thenmselves to the
muscl es and nerve endings. It all seened to take forever. It took himexactly
four years to be transforned, which is fast; then Gabbro was pronounced an
adult, officially and forever, and he was taken to the surface at the
concl usi on of a second cerenony-larger and nore |avish, people honoring him
for his courage and his persistence. As if he had had a choice in it all.

H s adjustnents had only just begun. Mrning was still very much a
wi | derness world, enpty and harsh with its | andscape of hard, broken stone and
bl owi ng dusts and the liquid-thick air greedily sucking up the sun's heat. But
Mor ni ngers had a plan. They were in the process of building a unique
bi osphere, slowy and patiently, planting forests of photosynthetic machinery
growi ng |ike brush and trees, then stocking herbivores that tapped them for
el ectrical food and predators that in turn caught and fed on the herbivores.
Robotic lifefornms, yes. Not a unique vision in human history, but it was the
first time the dream of machine worlds had seen a practical application. Mich
as Gabbro cares. He can recall how he hated all of it-the barren places and
the scattered forested places and the little place where he lived and the
brutal m nes where he worked hellish shifts, enmergi ng exhausted and with
nothing to do and no real friends as of yet. So he spent any free tinme wal king
t he plains where the strange ceram c bushes struggled to grow. If his
hyperfi ber muscles grewtired, he would run an illegal tap and drain sonme of
t he bushes dry of their excesses. Then he'd continue, going in sone w de
sloppy circle with Morning spread around him ugly and endless, its air as hot
as flowing | ead and as dense as deep, deep water

Now Gabbro is staring up at the sun, eyes absolutely human in | ooks but
indifferent to the glare

April says, "Say. Listen."

"Yeah?"

She touches his nearest thigh and squeezes. "Let me nmake it up to you,"
she tells himcoyly. "Let's go inside."

He thinks, then says, "Wy don't we wait."

"\Why 2"

"I"'mwaiting for the bird to cone back." The bird. He wants to watch it
tornent the Gardener. He wants the chance to |l augh. "Just this once."

She says, "Gabbro," with a hook in her voice.



Not agai n! he thinks.

"I don't want to say anything, dear."

He readi es hinself.

"But what if the runors are true? What if you're put off the job?"

He | aughs and says, "I'll sleep for a change. And swimnore." He shrugs
agai n, thinking the chances were poor and Brule wouldn't let it happen. "Just
runors,” he says, his voice confident and sincere.

"What does a tailored bird cost?"

"What it's worth. What | paid," he says.

"You shoul d save some of your noney."

"I do," he lies. "But |I'll save nore. How s that?"

"I hope so. | do."

Wrds give himtinme. He | ooks at the swinm ng Cradlers. They're not paying
attention to himany |onger, his jokes forgotten. He | ooks at their snooth
fur, matted and dark, and hears themtalking in that songlike version of the
standard System | anguage, all squeaks and whistles. If you're going to tailor
yoursel f, he thinks, that's the way. Make yourself cute. He sighs. He wi shes
April hadn't brought up that |ayoff business. He's heard enough runors | ately.
Li ke after | ast week when the backers cane through the m nes-frowning nen and
worren, Terran and a few | anky Lunarians, standing in those clunsy coldsuits
and staring at all the big hardworking Mrningers -and Gabbro had heard it
fromseveral directions that these backers had had enough. The project was too
far behind schedule. The goals were too vague. It's brutal work to forget the
pressures and just do your own job. But he's nanaged pretty well by his own
estimation. Gabbro does all the shifts he can stand and makes no trouble for
the bosses, and if he ever believes the runors he also tells hinmself that he
won't be laid off. Not him Maybe the bird was a bad nmove. Al right. But
it's been his experience that planning for the worst nakes it cone to you.

What he needs to do is keep | aughing, keep happy, and work like a

son-of -a-bitch. And what about April? He doesn't know. It's so damed
frustrating to live with soneone so long and realize that what you think is
beyond her understanding. Not even a mllion years woul d make her know him
Not really.

"What are you thinking?" She snmiles, pleasant and ignorant.

"I"'mw shing | was rich," he lies.

"Not that we are rich?"

"We're rich."

"I"1l try it, too, darling. Let's nake it come true."

"Sure." He glances at her swinsuit, wondering where it will split first.
He breathes and shifts in his chair, making it creak and grind. Then he | ooks
at himself, relishing his thoroughly human shape and the forebodi ng bl ackness
of his skin. The skin is mldly photovoltaic. That's the reason for the
absorbi ng col or. The apparent bones and mnuscle groups help the illusion, as do
t he phony veins and pores and even the creases on the tops of his big fingers.
There aren't any statues on Morning, he reminds hinmself. Art doesn't have room
in a wlderness. But he's seen statues on Wrld-Net and in person, sone of the
best ever nade, and he has cone to appreciate his shape all the nore. He's
i ke sonething carved from obsi di an, nude expect for the tiny clinging
swi nsuit that hides nothing. "Gabbro?" she says with | ess patience.

"Yeah?"

"Why don't you cone inside, please."

"Another minute." He had grown up hearing stories about hatred of his
ki nd. Wien he arrived on the Earth, at first, he had expected resentnent and
hatred and possible violence fromthe Terrans. Yet the truth is sonething nore
conpl ex, nore elusive. For instance, he has all kinds of Terran friends. And
t he people who dislike himare typically too intimdated to nake noi se. At
| east nmost of the time. Most of his neighbors Iike himwell enough. Brule Gty
ran checks wherever they put Mrningers, choosing areas where people would
accept the presence of the cyborgs. He's grateful. Maybe he's scared the
Cradl ers too much, but it's not on purpose. And the older Terrans like him



because one night, in a driving rainstorm he heard an odd sonethi ng and went
outside to find some kind of wild ape lost and trying to get under cover. The
ape was at someone's wi ndow, clinging tight and sl apping the glass, and Gabbro
| eaped high and caught it and shook it a little, making it nore scared of him
than the storm Then he let it run away. The police arrived |ater, and he went
out and said sure, it was a prow er of sonme kind. He had chased it off. And
that's what the old people learned in time. Then for a long tine, at odd
intervals, food was left in his grocery chute, and soneone sent April bags and
bags of sweet candi es.

He | ooks up, ignoring April. He hopes to see the Gardener, but now he's
hi di ng or something, and so he | ooks the other way and spots Steward staring
out at nothing. Steward, he thinks. They' ve tal ked a | ot about al

kinds of little things. Wather. Sports. The nantle mines. And foreign places.
Steward doesn't give clues to his history-he keeps to hinself w thout being
unfriendly or tight-1ipped-but he knows the System He knows the nanes of

worl ds and the ways people live, and he carries hinself |like a man who's done

some serious wanderi ng. Soneti mes Gabbro thinks they'd nake good friends.
One of themjust needs to try.

"Your bird's not coming," says April. "It's up there. It's waiting its
chance. "

"So what do you say?" she wonders, giving a bawdy | augh. "I guess. Sure."

The funny thing is that he doesn't care about the bird or the Gardener. He
got an idea about tornmenting one with the other, and so he reactivated their
feud. Hell, he thinks, the Gardener, Toby, would probably feel lost if |
forgot about himfor too |ong. He probably expects this sort of abuse, he
tells himself. Only it's been getting old these |ast nonths. Now he can barely
care how it began

And now April stands, picking up her towel and chair and starting for
their open door. Gabbro watches her fat ass and the cottage-cheese thighs and
feel s nothing. He wonders what woul d happen if he changed everything in his
life now Cut it down to bedrock and start again. He thinks of healing things

with the Cradlers, and maybe the Gardener too ... and his mind drifts to Apri
and himin the beginning, the way she'd Iie under himand trust him
conpletely. Nowit's different. They still make | ove, sure, but nowit's

changed. He never loses hinself in the act. He is in total control of his
every nmotion. And the trust she felt at the first has turned legitimte. He
| aughs to hinself, realizing it's so.

The crow circles and circles, then tires and cones in to land. It's on the
facing building and keeps up the vigil while it rests, eating what happens to
be close and drinking the warmstale rainwater in the cracks of the bark
Al ways, always it's aware of the wi ndow and gl ass door. It's possessed by its
sol emn task. The brain's set patterns are like a fever, and all that matters
is tormenting this M. Shoo. Any neans will do nicely, please. M. Shoo! M.
Shoo!

Around dusk, either thinking it safe or suffering fromthe day's heat, M.
Shoo deci des to open the wi ndow a crack and gives the crowits chance. It
drops to the window s | edge, | ooks inside and spies a figure reclining on a
sinmple mattress: An entire bedroomwall is filled with a nultitude of figures
engaged in procreation. The figure is breathing softly, both hands gri pping
the edge of the mattress and a faint sheen of sweat showing in the gloom "M.
Shoo! " shouts the crow. "M . Shoo! Eat ny nilky gobs of shit, why don't you!"
M. Shoo throws the pillow

And |i ke before, the crow watches it slide off the screen. Then it cries
out, saying, "lI'll teach you, M. Shoo! I'll show you manners! |'mthe Ange
of Knowi ng and you'll w sh you were dead-!"

He has stood. He noves as if pained, passing out of view and then
returning with a big bowl in his hands. Too late, the crow sees .himfling
scal ding water through the screen. The crow turns and drops, flying weakly
down to the little pool, There it shivers and finds its senses. It |ooks up
and sees only glass nmade dark for the night, all the seans sealed, and it



feels a terrible frustration followed by a sudden hunger. The fever has |eft
it. It forages by the moon's rising glow The wild bushes have been picked

cl ean by the day's nonkeys, but a few rotting half-eaten fruits are enough to
make a full belly. Then it belches with a soft, contented voice and hops up
high and flies to the facing building, to the second fl oor, and perches on the
wooden railing of a bal cony. Time passes.

It sleeps and then wakes to the vibration of people nmoving behind it. It
feels themthrough its curling feet, and it pivots its head and | ooks through
t he gl ass door, moonlight illumnating a little enpty room The crow doesn't
have the flexibility to be puzzled. It doesn't |look twi ce, and eventually the
vi brations cease. Sleep conmes over it again.

Bel ow, unnoticed, are nmotions in the narrow yard. A high, alnost inaudible
sound wakes the crow. It's a famliar sound, and the crow feels conpelled to
go toward it. Alarge figure is holding a hunm ng box in one hand. Somewhere
di m between its passions is the menory of this figure standing in the tailor
shop where the crow was born and rai sed. The crow flaps its big w ngs and
descends. It makes no sound. Yet the big hand knows where to reach, taking it
by the neck and squeezing so fast that it doesn't seemto squeeze at all

Gabbro is dressed for the mines. His clothes are durable, and dirty in
spite of the sonic cleanings, and the pockets bulge with tools and the various
etceteras required for his job. Having killed the bird, he tells himself it's
for the best. Live, he thinks, and let live. Whatever it was that started this

feud ... just forget it! He considers burying the corpse in the soft earth,
t hen t hi nks, VWhy? If I"'mcalling a truce, why not tell M. Shoo what I'm
doi ng?

He | ooks up at the Gardener's bal cony, seeing no lights and no hint of notion
He considers notes and apol ogi es and decides to sinply show himthat it's
done. Let himfigure it out for hinself. Wth a small precise throw, he
puts the corpse up on the balcony. A small quick thud and then nothing. And
Gabbro squats and | eaps hi gh enough so he can see the bird |l aying against the
gl ass door, good and dead, its black head turned at an unnatural angle and its
crushed body | eaking fruit meat and crow meat and dryi ng bl ood.

Al right, thinks Gabbro Al right.

If that doesn't nmake everyone happy, | don't know what will

6

The church was one of the oldest structures in Quito. Built of native stone
and anci ent European design, it seeped a distinct sense of Faith and Trust and
Charity. | found it lovely. | studied its history with fascination. It was
once Catholic. Then the Catholics were driven out and it becane
Fundanental i st. Then they were gone and several vani shed sects took it over,
each renodeling according to their needs, and now the Fundamental i sts have
returned-devout and traditional and full of fire and fire-tinged speeches.
sat through one of their services, in the back and out of view. | listened to
the mnister wail about the sins of Ghosts and the sins of cyborgs, the
imortality of the human soul and the peace of God beyond our norta
understanding, and | watched a pair of gol d-w nged Angels building a nest in
t he hi ghest reaches of the church, their tailored nonkey bodies lovely, their
steady voices like the ringing of small bells... and sonewhere it occurred to
me, somewhere in the niddle of that fire and Faith, that those Angels had been
inside the mnister's private quarters because they were using her stolen
robes in order to make their home for the night!

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e t hrough System Net

SOVETI MES he can hear the Ghosts. M nus says he's wong, of course. M nus
swears the floor above is too nuch for any sound or sensation to seep through



he mutters sonething about the forced hypnosis, the blocking, and himl osing
his perspective; then he says that Dirk should rel ax, sleep and heal
everything is being done for himnow But Dirk has no faith in the soothing
words. He knows what he hears and feels. Delusions indeed! This has nothing to
do with the doctor's treatnents or his |ovesick mnd. There are Ghosts near by!
Li ke now He's alone in this place when this happens, always, M nus out on
some errand and the Als keeping tabs on the building around him and here

cones the clear soft eerie whispering of sonme disenbodi ed soul. He hears
it! Listen! Listen! What's it doing pestering hinP
Maybe a few random shots will scare it away, he thinks. He'd shout, only

he's afraid the dammed thi ng woul d shout back, saying sonething horrible. And
t hen what would he do? Piss his pants, probably. And he's not going to act
that old. Not for anyone or any dammed t hi ng!

Di rk breat hes.

He works to calmhinmself. Mnus is right about one thing, he thinks. The
doctor's left himin a real state. He feels a terrible cold insanity snug
agai nst his bones, and he breathes again and wonders if part of the problemis
t he chem cal uproar inside his body. But he has al ways hated Ghosts, and
feared them It's just that he typically keeps control over the feelings. He
breat hes once nore, ainmng for bravery. Real or not, he thinks, you bastards
aren't nmaking me cower in ny own honel!

People would think it's funny if they knew. They mi ght ask him Wy don't

you mnd Als? Aren't they just a different flavor of the sanme kind of
bl asphemny?

But they aren't.

Not at all

Als were never human. Not even close. They're just conmputers w th enornous
speed and perfect menory, serving people's needs and not their own. Plenty of
times, and for plenty of reasons, Dirk has talked to Als. He's nade
arrangenents with sone of them He's extracted favors, or they've done the
same for their own clients, and sometinmes it works both ways. Als are
supposedly intelligent. Which is a joke. Talk with one for one mnute and you
| earn that they haven't any sense of hunor, or any spark of good thinking, or
anything. It's the way they've been built. It's the way they like to be, or so
he's heard. They're fast and preci se and each has its own identity. But
they' re indistinguishable froma roomfull of hyperactive bookkeepers or
| awyers-bland and glad to be bland, tap water having nore spirit and sparkle
than their nost radical nenbers.

Ghosts are entirely different.

That's what has himworried now Ghosts were once people, living and
fornicating and nortal. The troubl e began when it was tinme to die, whatever
the reason, and they decided to live on by any neans. It's not a cheap trick
A brain is disassenbled one neuron at a tine, and all the nmenories and
tendenci es and stupid quirks are encoded into a set of |aser-interface
circuits. They tie up enornous nunbers of Als just so they can pretend to be
alive. And too nmany of them dream of technologies that will allow themtrue
life again. Dirk shudders, the bitch Flower coming into his mnd again. Leave
me al one! A wal ki ng, tal king, fucking Ghost and | slept with her! If ever he
found hinmself with the power, he tells hinself, he would break those crystal
brains into dust. Wthout doubt! To himand to any rational person, Chosts
represent a true evil. The souls of Men and Wonmen belong with God when it
cones time to die, and tinkering to do otherwise is the ultimte crine.

Dirk is a religious man.

He was raised in one of the Fundanentalist hones so conmon in the ol dest
parts of Quito. His particular district is fanbus for its stoic poverty and
its enornous faith. But it wasn't until he was an adult that his training took
hol d. That's when Dirk was working as an assassin, his name taken fromhis
weapon of choice. He had a fondness for daggers. Quito is particularly suited
for such things. Crowds and tiny curving streets and the constant press of
bodi es on bodies, plus the need to spread terror with the puni shnent, neans a



good dirk in good hands is always in demand. Dirk remenbers the victins and
how t hey struggl ed agai nst him kicking and screamni ng even when he had them
bound and gagged; but then there canme a point when they would give in, letting
the end come easily, saying nothing and their faces softening and himshutting
their eyes afterward, thinking it's right and they're with God now, and He was
with them and what coul d be construed as even a minor evil when all he had
done was rel ease a fool to where he bel ongs?

Dirk is lying on a genstone sofa, not sleeping because of the pain and
nerves and the naggi ng sense that he's being watched by hal f-dead entities.
The O d Quarter stands outside, dressed in bright |ights w thout seening
bright itself. He watches the quick, silent floaters noving in and out of
their streans, and he spots a pair of rainboys shepherding a little cloud
toward the north. He thinks about Mnus leaving to pick up a couple nen from
Quito-they don't dare bring nore, what with the need for secrecy-and he thinks
how M nus has been taking care of everything while he's down and suffering
It's the one bright spot. That Mnus is one tough, reliable animal. He is
human enough when he needs to be, sure, but underneath his colors and his skin
is sonething that nakes even Dirk keep his breath to hinmself and watch what he
says and does when he's in the room

There was a problema few years back

For instance.

A married couple had come to thema wonan and a man-and nmade sone
prom ses. Teach us to sneak and steal, they said, and we'll give you a cut. A
consi derabl e cut. Absolutely.

O course, cracking a honme is work these days.

The Als are everywhere in Quito and forever watching. They're the best
wat chdogs ever devised. And Dirk has always made a portion of his living
because of those tight security systens. Centuries ago, a kid with gristle and
balls could make reliable noney. The sanme kid today has to get a sponsor and
schooling and pronise his or her teachers paynment for their trouble and tine
and risks. That's custom That's part of how a person like Dirk expects to
make hi s noney-teachi ng eager babies howto fool the Als and survive.

Anyway.
There was this couple. The woman was the boss. She was good | ooki ng and
willing to do anything to succeed, by any nmeans, and her man was a weepy-faced

boy with a genius for technical things. They nade a dreamteam M nus had seen
it at a glance. He brought themto Dirk's penthouse high on the Ten Klick
Tower, and both of themwere inpressed by the view through the Masking d ass
and inmpressed with his place and the talk turned to business and how t hey
needed sonme help. So Dirk told them Fine. 1'll give you the best help
possi bl e. And the woman t hanked him And he said there'd be costs, to which
she said,, Nothing's too nuch if it neans steady enploynent. We're not greedy
peopl e, she swore. W just want a living share.

He gave them everything. They couldn't miss with their abilities and his
har d- won know edge, plus resources, and as part of the early paynent plan, the
worman returned to the penthouse for several private parties. It was she and
Dirk and sonetinmes a Flower or two. Those were the days when he started using
Fl owers. He can't remenber details fromthe parties-they' re recorded
somewher e, he supposes, and if he wanted to he coul d access them from here-but
the funny thing is that he remenbers the wonman as good | ooki ng yet he can't
picture a body or face or nuch of anything else. Not even color. The ol der he
gets, the nore he'll forget the bounce in an ass or the mouth giving suck. The
only exception is in a person's character. No, he thinks, | always renenber
character. The first tine she was up in his place, sharing the view with her
weepy-faced husband, it took all of five seconds to know that she woul d cheat
anyone by any neans, big stakes involved or not.

Whi ch was fi ne.

Knowi ng you can't trust is sonetinmes better than know ng you can. Like
wi th her and her man. Dirk sent themout on jobs. Mnus kept tabs on their
performances, know ng what to expect. Wen the woman started to keep back too



much, in the early going, the amounts were srmall. It was as if she were
testing them and Mnus did nothing but tell Dirk the news. Certified antiques
and occasi onal quiver chips-with she taking sonme of the extra chips-and her
man entirely stupid to the situation

She got greedy.

It took time, but Mnus kept tabs on the greed. He found where she was
stashing the chips, and when their worth was about equal to the harmthe two
mght do in the future, Dirk said to finish them Do something good, he said,
and he left it to the animal inside M nus.

M nus caught them He disarned them and put theminside one of the
unmar ked, untraceable floaters they had kept in Quito for this kind of work,
and then he clinbed into the bright sky and talked to them while they sat,
bound together, staring as much at each other as they stared at M nus. It
was news to the husband that his darling | ady was dipping twice. It cane as a
shock on top of shocks, and he was angry and scared and ready to turn her in
hinsel f. He'd never inmagined this! And M nus took them south, keeping out over
the Pacific and the pea-green kelp farns, then he swung back over the jungles
where the world's storns are born, no one followi ng them No one tracking him
or even aware of him He found a nice fat storm full of noisture and being
towed inland by a nmess of rainboys, and he edged the floater closer and cut
| oose the husband's ropes and put a one-shot pistol in his hands, telling him
Do her and the file's clean. Ckay?

Do her? he asked.

That's sinple, isn't it? Just do her

Hs face filled up with conflicting thoughts. There was anger and there
was fear too, and a kind of slow boiling hope.

M nus said, And don't try aimng at me. He brought up his own artillery
and nade certain the man woul dn't confuse targets.

M nus said, Co on.

The wife started to talk just then

She had this way of pleading and crying all at once, working on her
husband's nerves. It was an effort for himjust to put the tip of the barre
on her skull. She claimed to have done it for the both of them Didn't he see
her intentions? The husband started applying pressure to the trigger, crying
too. He said she was a fool. She agreed with him He said she should be
thankful to have it this way. Fast and painl ess. She said, Take him You can
take him But he didn't try. He managed to nmake the trigger click, the tip of
the barrel glowing for an instant and burning her flesh in one small spot;

t hen not hing nore happened and he pulled the trigger again and again, frantic
and sobbi ng, and M nus | aughed and sai d:

Hey what? No juice?

They were like a pair of wet sacks full of nothing. Mnus |oved to tel
it, and Dirk could still imgine it. H's bodyguard nmade certain they were tied
toget her. Then he took the floater straight up over the storm and opened the
hatch and flung them down into the spinning air and water and bl azi ng bri ght
lightning. Stormclouds have been a reliable disposal systemsince the first
r ai nboy. A freefalling body has enough nomentumto break through the plasma
wal I's. You don't die fast when you're inside one, either. The sheer w nds and
the suffocatingly thick clouds tear at you and choke you, and the plasm walls
are doubly hard to puncture frominside. You die. You're torn to pieces,
nothing larger than a raindrop, and you nix with the rain and vanish, pretty
as can be, and then you cone dribbling out. You're diluted and | ost. Not even
a world of blue-dressed policemen can ever, ever be sure you were there or who
you were or what it was you had done to deserve it.

He sleeps for a little while, then wakes.

This time he's absolutely sure that he hears a noise. It's got to be a
Gnhost, he thinks. He blinks and breathes and | ooks across the dark room
glancing at the big Tau Ceti panel-it's night there too--and then standing,
his joints aching but not hurting so badly anynore, and he starts wal ki ng



around the apartment, aware of his breathing and wonderi ng how he can prove
what he knows to Mnus. Mnus thinks it's nothing. Well, thinks Dirk, fuck
him | know. By stopping and holding his breath for a nmonent, he clearly
detects notion comng fromthere. There! Across the room He bends and
starts to approach the sound, cautious and not a little bit scared. Sweat is
under his arms and rolling down his face, burning his eyes, and he pauses
again and stoops even lower and takes a long breath that he hol ds when a
sudden vertical line appears before him brilliant and thickening and soundi ng
for all the world |ike voices.

The el evat or cones open.

M nus energes, followed by a pair of Quito-born nen with the sanme kind of
tinted hair and white, white skin. "Wat's going on?" asks M nus.

Dirk tries to stand without seeming flustered. "I was resting," he |ies.
"Remenber? |'mhurting." He sounds in control, but it's a wonder he didn't
shit his pants.

M nus says, "Listen. Some Farner up north saw a kid in Quito-type cl othes.
W intercepted the Farmer tal king."

"You think it's the one we want?"

"One way to know," says Mnus. In the pre-dawn gl oom he nerely | ooks pal e
and hairy. The nen beside himare the same, only |arger and younger and stupid
in the face. Dirk doesn't know them He stares at their pink eyes and tries to
judge their character.

"Want to come?"

"I need medicine," says Dirk, thinking travel would do himgood. "I've got
to kill sonme pain."

"Here." Mnus is punching the console's buttons.

Dirk drinks his fill, then nore, then goes to the safe. It sickens himto

| ook at the sprung | ocks and the thick usel ess door, the slick hard brand of
hyperfi ber inmpregnable to everything but brains. There's a single gun in the

back* of the safe. There used to be two guns, a matching set. He checks
the juice in the one not stolen and takes a final gulp of sweet nedicine and
| ooks to M nus, saying, "l've got to talk to you."

"What about ?"

"There's nothing wong with ny fucking brain, and | don't care what you've
said. They're inside." He points to the ceiling so M nus understands. "Do
somet hi ng. "

M nus shrugs.

| need allies, he thinks. "You fellows don't |ike keeping conpany wth
Ghosts, do you?" He squeezes shoul ders and waits for affirmative nods. "Well,
there are a ness of themupstairs. |'mnot kidding, either!"

The nmen seem anxious. Dirk's attention nakes them uneasy, the chatter
about Chosts unexpected and perhaps meant to test them

He doesn't press. He says, "Any word on the girl?" and feels ill, enotions
hi dden somewhere beneath his skin. "Anything?"

"One possible," says Mnus. "A disturbance in a drinking hole near us. At
about the right time." He breathes and | eads theminto the el evator, pressing
for the roof and saying, "A Flower or a girl dressed like a Flower, a fight
and somret hi ng about her leaving with a certain nan." M nus has been talking to
the Brule police. Dirk's nade some friends with them "No official reports, so
details are sketchy."

"What man?"

He doesn't know. As they accel erate upward, he says, "A guy wth noves.
And strength, too."

"Maybe it's this kid."

"Maybe," Mnus allows. "Only the kid was seen wal ki ng toward us. Not
away. "

"Wal king?" Dirk's joints hate the acceleration. But he's not letting
hinsel f bitch, with strangers so close. He works to hold hinself |ike soneone
in charge, |ike soneone they should respect. He wonders what's the cover
story, because they sure can't learn what it is they're chasing. Not the



chi ps, he thinks. "Anything el se?" he asks. "Anything new?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Don't tell nme that."

"“I'"'mpaying for a bunch of tailored aninmals. Good eyes and wired into our
Al's."

"Yeah?"

"They'll help us hunt."

"Maybe we won't need them™ Dirk hopes. "Maybe this is going to finish
things. This trip."

M nus says nothing. The el evator opens and they wal k out into the hot, raw
wi nd, down a short path and into the floater. Dirk's glad to be out of the
apartment. He likes the distance and being rid of the Ghosts, real or
i magi ned. Maybe M nus is right. Maybe it's the way ny head is doctored, ny

crazy feelings for the Flower/Chost still buried but not deep enough . .
except |1've always hated them was raised in a house where you cursed them
instead of God ... Ghosts- people set into crystal and laser light, no

mobility, no escape paths. He thinks how they rely on the steady input of
energy, and on all the nmachi nes and Als and peopl e around them Maybe that's

the worst of it, he tells hinself. The trust. They trust us two trillion
fl esh-on-bl ood nortals, and |'ve spent my life disproving that faith. And at
some point, like it or not, I'mgoing to have to choose.

Choose between being a Ghost and being quite dead nyself.

The Farnmstead is a tiny towmn with hones for people and buil dings for
machi nery and Als, plus a little power plant and hospital and school. Maybe a
t housand people. Not many nore. Sitting with his back against a tree trunk
wat ching and thinking to hinself, the Quito boy can recall hearing that
Farnst eads are the nost sophisticated communities on the Earth. They have
every technol ogy found in every city, only each citizen knows how to use the
tricks. Not select specialists. Tailoring and climte control and Als and so
on-it's all part of their landscape. It's done every day. Farnsteads are
private and proud and they have a strong, strong sense of territory. Each one
isalittle nation unto itself. Each has its own codes of conduct, its
personal sense of right. A couple of days ago, out of the blue, the boy found
hi nsel f dealing with Farners a touch nore predatory than he liked. And now
he's still paying for the trouble, and so is Chiffon

They circled around to the north and cane in |ow toward Brule. No one was
following himat the start. He made certain. He kept them bl ended into the
| andscape, brushing against the trees as they passed, and only a wi zard could
have tracked them Sonme of these Fanners, he thinks, nust be w zards. Two of
themriding a big rebuilt floater got on himand kept with himin spite of
every trick he knew, and then they managed a crippling shot up their rear. A
hard belly | anding, ugly and quick. He and his muscles got out and got chased
into sone trees, the Farners herding themw th some careful gunfire. Then they
hitched up his floater and were gone in a half mnute. Neat and quick. And the
boy told his nuscles, Well, it looks |like we walk.

Wal k where? they asked.

To Brule, he said.

It's not so far, he said.

They | ooked at each other and then spoke their nminds in a couple different
ways. They weren't going a step south. Not after this start. This operation
was too damed screwy and they wanted to stay alive and if the boy was smart
he'd wal k out of this mess with them going north, getting to one of the
City-States and tubetrains that'd take them hone.

But he woul dn't go.

He thought of Chiffon needing him and maybe it was the noney too. He nade
a lot of heads shake, but of course he didn't explain it or make them do what
they didn't want to do. He knew these people. He knew what was possible and
what wasn't and how bad things could get if he tried to force them

So since then he's done nothing but wal k by hinself.



Al'l day yesterday the boy trudged through fields of corntrees and neat
berries and wine flasks growing in the bright, bright sunshine. He ate when he
t hought it was safe, stealing where he thought no one would care. The wi ne was
sweet. The corn was hard. One big meat berry wasn't ripe, its self-cooking
enzynes too scarce, but he managed to wolf down the raw parts. He didn't care.
Food had never tasted better. Not since he could renenber, he thought.

He scarcely slept that first night, thinking about Chiffon waiting
somewhere in Brule. He wouldn't let hinself inmagine her captured. And there
were times when he nearly forgot about the chips. God, he thought, he'd never
felt such an ache for a wonman. A wonan, not a Flower. He wouldn't let her be a
Fl ower or even a Ghost in his thoughts. He kept running it through his mind
picturing themleaving the Earth and finding a safe haven and using the

billions to save her. If she had them And if not, he thought, he would see
her Chosted again. To save her. Even if she said she'd rather die than live
half alife. . . he couldn't stand the idea of |osing her

M ss Luscious Chiffon

The Magi cian had | ooked a long tine to find her. \Wat the boy knows about
her past lives is sketchy, partly because of security and partly because so
much had been bl ocked out by the Magician. So she could better play the
Fl ower's role, he knew. She was born rich and respectable, and she |lived her
first life with an endl ess parade of fur and suitors. She was still young when
she became a CGhost. Too young maybe. Wen she concentrates, she renenbers
bei ng a Ghost, the experience sonething Iike an old bad dreamto her now She
renenbers boredom She renenbers terrible fears. And of course Gray-tinme. The
worst of it was Gray-tine.

The boy had I ain awake in the pasture that night, alone, renmenbering how
the two of them had shared the brothel's ivory and living-feather bed, him
spent and her tireless, her tal king about the enornous things she would do
wi th her quarter share of their earnings.

Then last night, all night, he had slept hard, dreaming of Chiffon while
t he pasture around hi m made noise. His flesh has been cut and sucked and
masti cated by hundreds of unseen nmouths. He feels the Iong kil ometers now,
shifting his weight and watching the Farnstead, and he tells hinself that
today he will enter Brule and he can sleep normally. One of his hands is
holding a clod of soil. H's Quito shirt and shorts are full of colors,
swirling and mi xi ng and never changing their patterns the sane way tw ce. He
wants to keep hinself hidden. So he works the clod into the fabric, hurting
t he bug-chewed flesh below it.

The best course is to the west side of the Farnstead.

Stay alert, he tells hinself. Forget everything else. This strange country
has a way of wearing down his nerves, too nuch too new. Too many things
startling him or dulling him or just plain |eaving himbaffled. He forces
hinself to stand, trying for quiet. The Farnstead itself is nostly silent in
the breezy norning air. He hears birds in the trees and birds in the sky, but
all that comes fromthe buildings and homes are a few scattered barks and
whi nes-dogs of some sort tal ki ng anong t hensel ves, their voices assertive and
grouchy with the hour.

He follows a row of unkenpt jungle, keeping |low and parallel to the
cl osest buildings. Then he enters an enpty field where nanel ess stal ks | ay
crushed and rotting in the soft moist soil. He can snell the rich stink of it.
The Farmers care for nothing like they care for their soil, or so he's heard.
Not even for thenselves. Any Farner can stoop and lay a tongue to the stuff
and tell if it's his or her land. They know it that well. And they never like
city-bred hotshots walking it, which is why he needs to keep noving. Trotting.
Now runni ng. He works to stretch out the kinks.

Crossing back into the jungle, he follows a ganme trail, narrow and
wi ndi ng. Sonet hi ng ahead gives a | ow snort and leaps. On his right is a slow,
clear stream and he hears splashing and wheels to see a | ong brown head
bobbi ng and dark | um nous eyes alive and hi mthinking roodeer as he sees the
glint of spray coming off the water. The roodeer startled him too. H s heart



is startled. Running faster, he thinks this is too fast and feels his shoes
slipping on the turns. He's down al ongside the stream the water shadowy and
slick, and he sees logs rotting and reeds growing in tangl ed green nmasses and
a school of silvery fish, Iike knife blades, scattering as his | ong shadow
passes over them

Inalittle while, and gradually, the stream w dens.

The original trail is drowned by the water and mats of vivid green noss,
but a second trail, newer and narrower, branches up into the trees and takes
himto the top of a low hill.

He quits running when he's back in the hot sunshine, hands on his knees
and his back bowed.

It's then that he senses sonething, snells it or feels it, and he
strai ght ens agai nst the exhaustion and pulls out a big handgun and tries
waiting, listening, listening, only he can't hear anything com ng. God, he
thinks, | can't tell what's a bug sound and what's a person sound. Listen to
the racket! But he has this nagging sensation, enough to make him step
backward, and then he forces a breath and turns so he can get off this open
ground. Now.

The trail dips.

He follows it and comes to the shoreline of a small clear pond.

Trees are drowned in the deepest water. Squatting on the far shore,
hol ding tools and | ooking straight at himis a Farmer in work clothes. He is
smling while he squints. It's an odd, knows-sonething snile

The boy ignores him running again and hearing nothing special and
t hi nking that nmaybe he didn't hear anything in the first place. It's just
nerves, he thinks. Follow ng the pond around a | azy bend, the Farmer now out
of sight, he sees a tangled dam of |ogs and junk plastic and the bodi es of
scrapped floaters, and he thinks of crossing the dam sure, and watching
what ever foll ows.

The dog takes a | eg.

He doesn't hear the dog. It comes bursting out of the brush beside the
dam jaws snapping and the teeth neatly slicing every tendon in his |ower |eg.
The boy shouts and wheel s and col | apses. The big farm dog cones up into his
face, and the boy shoots it between its pale yellow eyes, renoving nost of its
head, and three nore dogs boil out of the brush and snarl and cone at him He
shoots one of themand then cries out in pain. He tries noving the leg while
t he remai ni ng dogs westle over his neck. He shoots one of them badly,
clipping off an ear and a chunk of its skull. It gives a how and runs, and
t he remai ni ng dog has himby the throat, bad old teeth working for purchase
and the boy too weak to aim firing the gun again and managing only to burn a
circle in the noist black earth. The dog is old. It's a slow feeble struggle
bet ween them Hours seemto pass before the gun becones |ight enough to lift,
and he hal fway aims and puts a dozen shots into the bright sun and then the
gun clicks and clicks and rolls off his fingertips and into the snooth water
of the pond.

The dog's breath is sickening.

The boy lies notionless, sensing nothing but the breath and thinking if
only the snell would get out of his nose and then he wouldn't mind, a |apping
sound com ng now and the dog's hairy face red with blood. Red bright bubbles
formon the end of its black nose, each one popping. A stupid set of eyes seem
utterly evil. Those eyes would suit me in Quito, thinks the boy. In Quito they
under st and t hose | ooks and respect them

Now t he dog suddenly turns.

There comes a bark, renpte and soft, and the boy feels paws pushing
agai nst himas the dog | eaps, barking again.

Not hi ng happens.

Not hi ng happens.

He is staring up at the sharp blue sky, thinking hours nust have passed,
or days, and the twisted formof the dog crosses the sky with a kind of
dignity, and it drops into the pond and ki cks up spray and waves that feels so



wonderful, so fine, and he stares up and sees a white face now, and
bright-colored hair and a beard, and the face says sonething to him sonething
about Chiffon, and that nakes himsmle and he thinks back to Quito and he's
happy and feels safe and the sun's still coming up and all the day is left

hi m

"Dead, " M nus announces.

"What fucking |uck."

"The hounds really worked himover."

"So are they there?" Dirk is tal king about the chips. He doesn't know why
the corpse would be carrying them but it might be and there's no sense taking
ri sks. "You check him out?"

"Twi ce."

"And around hi n®?"

M nus blinks and says not hing. Except his eyes say it.

"Just asking," says Dirk. He is standing on the hilltop over the pond, the
wind hard at his side. Hs nouth is skeptical, seem ngly doubting everything
in view. He wonders, "Does the kid match the one we're chasing?"

"Probably."

"Where'd the others go?"

"Backtracking," he says. "They're making sure he's alone,” and he adjusts
the brimof his hat. Oversized clothes and the hat keep himsafe in the hard
sunshine. "What do we do with the body?"

"Find a rainstorm"

"Ckay." M nus goes down to pick up the ness, carrying it up the slope and
over to the floater. Dirk just waits. Al the tangled vegetation is so green
it | ooks black, and a thousand unseen things are scream ng and singing from
i nside their hiding places. He hears someone comng and turns. The two new nen
are clinbing the hill, struggling, cutting their hands on thorny vines.

"Anyt hi ng?" Dirk uses his tight, don't-waste-ny-tine voice.

One of the nmen says, "Nothing now. " Both are dressed |ike M nus, and both
are sweating hard

"Not hi ng now?" Dirk echoes

"There was sonmeone," says the other man. "He found the guy.'
at his partner.

"What happened?”

"I thought he knew sonething," says the partner, shrugging. "Maybe he saw
somet hi ng, you know? | don't know." He's a little nervous, unsure of his
footing. "I figured he saw sonething and we can't |eave him Can we?" He
shrugs once again and gives a little sideways snile

"Were's the body?"

Both nen point to the bend in the pond.

"Why the fuck didn't you bring it? W've got to dunp it."

One of themvolunteers, "W thought the pond was good enough." Both nod,
sharing their conviction

"You sunk it?"

"Yeah. "

"And what if soneone finds it?"

"It's a warning."

They think this is Quito, Dirk tells hinmself. They think this is home and
they can do as they please. "Wat'd you think he knew?"

"He had this goddammed snile on his face. So | did him"

"Yeah," says his partner

Dirk | ooks at their weak faces and weepy eyes and senses that they are
afraid. SQ he keeps |looking at them Wth the sun behind him they have to
keep it in their faces. And the glare burns themwhile they stand, waiting for
what ever Dirk says or does next.

He gestures



7

A friend of mine, a noted mathematician, has assured nme that what we have done
with the Systemits diversity, its sheer bulk-is the merest slice of a
fraction of what is possible. He says Humanity conprises a creative force and
an enornous potential beyond any reckoning by nmere nunbers and m nds. W will
continue to expand, he says, and new cultures will formout of our passions.
He has no doubts. Ten billion years and a hundred million galaxies will not
bl unt our assault on the infinite. Soneone |ike nyself, he says, cannot hope
to perceive anything nore than the surface of this phenomenon. And | |augh, of
course, not ever wishing to ..

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e through System Net

W kid ourselves. W do. W tell ourselves that genetics is bricks and nortar
that tailoring allows us total control over our offspring, that we can build
what ever people and cultures we desire and then retain control over directions
and destinies. The honest truth, however, is that several tens of thousands of
genes interact in a nultitude of ways. No conputations can insure one result
over every other one. No popul ati on can be declared i mmune fromnovelty at any
| evel . And when one interjects the gray effects of devel opnent-the quality and
consi stency of a child' s care, for exanple-you begin to see the enormty of
the task .

-excerpt froma
text, available Wrld-Net tailoring through

HE isn't wearing black this tinme, and he's not on Garden. It's a place Toby
doesn't know, and he soberly watches the flat featureless plain stricken with
geonetric shapes-severe and shadow ess- and hears the mournful sound of a
gusting wi nd. Toby is hunting someone. He wants to tell them sonething, only
t he nessage escapes him Ahead, far off on the horizon, is a sharp pyranid
that draws him He wal ks and wal ks, finally reaching its base. On its peak is
an enornous bl ack head, hairless and smooth with its eyes and nouth shut. Toby
says something to the head. The eyes cone open. He repeats hinmself. The nouth
breaks into a long slow snile.

Toby opens his own eyes.

He sits upright and shudders, thinking there are linits and he can't stand
the son-of-a-bitch getting into his sleep, too. Sometines he thinks the
Mor ni nger puts hinmself into his dreams. Sonetines he wonders if Gabbro's sone
ki nd of psychic-people who can throw their thoughts and who haven't existed
since they were proven inpossible.

Gabbro d eason

They' ve been at odds since Toby's first day in this place. He renmenbers
everything about the first time they met, Toby coming down the stairs fromthe
floater pad and Gabbro with the girl clinmbing the sane stairs. Toby had j ust
bought a chair froma little A d Quarter shop- cheap |iving wood that woul d
root into his carpet, noney back if not happy-and he was trying to manage the
weight in the narrow stairwell. He hadn't spent enough tine preparing for the
Earth's gravity. Not enough cal ciuminplants and not enough
el ectro-isometrics. And there was a cyborg clinbing toward him conpletely
unexpected. Gabbro had called up to him saying sonething, and Toby hadn't
heard him Then the floater lifted and was gone and he realized it was the
floater they wanted. And Gabbro said something to him He said, "Thanks,
nei ghbor," with hooks in his voice. And while this wasn't Garden, and Toby
partly understood how exposed and al one he woul d be on the Earth, the bul k of
hi mthought in the reflexive terns of soneone raised as a Soul of Eden

Cyborgs are nowhere near the |deal

Wet her you're a conservative or perm ssive Gardener, w thout exception
you | ook on cyborgs as the ultimate corruption-the marriage of flesh and



machi nery, soul and circuits. Toby recalls the dry heat com ng off Gabbro and
the way he towered, his blackness darker than shadows and his big gl ass eyes
giving hima strangely human stare as they squeezed past one another. Toby was
frightened and outraged at the sane instant. He tasted bile welling up in his
dry throat.

A few nonents later, softly, Toby cursed the cyborg.

Maybe cyborgs have i nhuman ears. Maybe he spoke | ouder than he realized.
Ei t her way, Gabbro paused and turned and asked Toby what he had just said.
Repeat it.

Toby sai d not hi ng.

St ooge? Gabbro asked. To the circuit? H s voice was eerily snoot h,
somet hing about it alnost pretty. Isn't that . . . what? he asked. A fancy
insult? Are you insulting ne?

Toby didn't answer him He renmenbers being terrified and enbarrassed for
bei ng so hel pl ess. Gabbro sai d:

So you're noving in upstairs fromne?

Hs girlfriend said, Gabbro? Love?

Well, said that smooth voice, take sonme tinme and think before you talk
like that to ne. H s face was stern and absol utely hunan. Gabbro was weari ng
shorts and a sinmple shirt, his black feet bare, and Toby saw the ropy cords of
his hyperfiber nmuscles showing in the thick legs and | ong arnms. He asked Toby,
Where' s your home?

Toby sai d not hi ng.

Don't you know where you' ve cone fronf? he asked

Sone voice frominside himannounced, | don't have to answer to you!

Cone on, love, said the girlfriend. Forget him she said, laying a
ridiculously tiny hand on one oversized arm

There was a man inside that lifeless shell

It's always difficult for Toby to think in those terns.

Gabbro began to smile. It was a sudden expression, the white teeth shining
and the eyes smiling too. He asked, You're a little asshole, aren't you?
Aren't you?

Toby said, Leave nme al one.

And Gabbro gave a loud laugh. It was as if a joke had been told. He said,
You' re precious. He | aughed | ouder, then turned and took the girl by an arm
They clinmbed to the roof with Gabbro still |aughing, and Toby began to breathe
again. Hs arms were shaking. He renmenbers the terror and how the chair was
suddenly out of his grasp and falling, crashing down the |ast stairs and
giving an audi ble crack at the bottom A living | eg was broken, sap comni ng out
in slow golden drops. Danmit! he thought. Dammit! And still he heard the
cyborg's laughter comi ng down at him tormenting him

It's been that kind of year, he thinks.

Start to finish.

Toby's father, and his nother too, have al ways been part of the perm ssive
wi ng of the Souls. Politically they support pragmatic changes in the Prophet
Adam s visions. Economically they favor a nore open society than the
Conservatives think proper or smart. The Prophet was a great person, they
argue. Not divine. H s visions covered an enornmous range of social and
ecol ogi cal facets, yet there are still gaps and odd distortions and areas of
conflicting ideals. The Prophet's work wasn't done when he died. His ldeal is
not a crystal conpleted. The challenge for Garden-or so argue the Perm ssives-
is to accept the grayness of H s plans and expand Garden's potentials
accordi ngly.

There are millions of people living in the Jovian system Plus the
cetaceans, of course, and sone Als, and maybe the odd Ghost here and there.
Toby, raised in a Perm ssive household, knows the arguments by heart. Garden
must cultivate its trading and diplomatic relationships with its nei ghbors.

H s father had al ways been adamant on the issue. Jupiter's own little system
has potentials untapped. Father Jove itself is full of wasted energy and



useful mass and even a sinple native ecol ogy-single-cell organisns as big as
fists, drifting in the warm hydrogen atnosphere, feeding on |ightning and
fernmenti ng hydrocarbons and such. Soneday, his father would state, Garden
could becone a vital hub in the Systemat large. Its beauty and its spiritua
purity could serve as a gui depost to people everywhere. The Prophet was a
great visionary, yes, but that doesn't nean Hi s descendants couldn't be the
same. On and on he spoke about these enornous possibilities, and Toby can
renmenber hal fway |istening, believing none of it, the words washing over him
and cl ean away.

I deology is a frightful bore.

He hates it and hates having to suffer it when he knows the speaker is
i ncapabl e of seeing a fraction of it cone true.

Toby is a mess of tangled feelings, and 'he blanes his father for the
worst of it. He came to the Earth against his will because his father had the
power and the urge to see himsuffer. The |logic was that he would | earn
| essons at the hands of the Terrans, and the | essons have cone. Yes indeed.
He's not the same child who was content to | ook no further than Garden's sweet
air and private sun. Now he does think about the Prophet's phil osophy. He
does. After a year on the Earth
and a string of indignities, small and not, his old beliefs, sketchy and
shal  ow, have been updated. Just as his father nust have known woul d happen
Sure. But the final joke, thinks Toby, is on him It's on his father. If the
man came into the room now, sat and asked how he was doi ng, Toby woul d | ook
straight at himand tell himthe truth. "I'ma staunch Conservative. | am And
you hel ped make nme so."

He isn't sure about his specific beliefs. Not yet. And he's rather sure
that the Conservatives woul dn't recognize parts of them Presum ng, of course,
that he could explain them But there's something in him real and potent, and
sonmetines, at odd tinmes, that something makes hi mwake in the night, alone, a
fever inside himand sonme half-formed vision of his own set sonewhere nearby.
Sonewhere just out of sight.

Hi s father was right about one salient point, however

The Prophet was not the |ast Gardener prophet. He feels the truth down in
hi s bones.

H s bedroomwall is still linked to a fantasy channel. Wthout sound or
audi ence, it has run through the night.

Toby sits on his mattress and stares at the scene, his thoughts changi ng.
He feels the usual longing for Garden's sea and sky and the way its bright sun
rises and sets and rises again, the days so quick that you have trouble
counting them He renenbers holidays and feasts, and of course there are the
cerenonies culmnating in the Passion Necklace. The one thing every Terran
knows about Garden is the Necklace. To Toby it was |ogical and enjoyabl e and
buoyed up by tradition. Now, in its absence, it seens holy. It is beautiful
and true. But to the Terrans and their crude mnds it is a mere orgy. Nothing
nore. The average Neckl ace lasts for days, even in Earth tinme, and each is
built frompeople standing in a great ring, their, androgynous bodies |inked
and each person coupling with his or her neighbors- several thousand bodies
sometines joined around the nmargins of an entire island.

The Passion Necklace is held until one of its people faints away.

O, on some occasions, dies.

Sex is as nmuch a part of Garden as are the whitesnmear palns and the
bl uestone fish. It's taught before wal king or tal king. There's not a day in
Toby's life, at least in nenory, when some erotic interlude didn't prom nently
figure. Yet since arriving here his only regular diversion has been the
fantasies on the wall-built by the bloodless Als for nodest fees, light and
sound created by whimand held in storage for whenever he has the urge.

He sees a sunstruck beach and Gardeners standing with their feet in the
slowy curling surf.



The Passi on Neckl ace has been growi ng through the night. It began wth
three Gardeners, one of themplainly Toby, and every minute or so another two
woul d join themand match their notions, Toby in the center, no one making a
wrong nove or a mssed step while coming out of the palnms or the sea. He | ooks
at the image of hinmself, at his straining face and gropi ng hands and t he way
he seenms tired without having to worry about coll apsing, and he considers the
t housands in this Necklace and knows sonethi ng about how it would feel

Usual |y he stops the fantasy before now

Today, for no real reason, he punches a button that causes the image to
shrink to a spot no bigger or brighter than the brown tip of his thunb. Then
he makes the spot drop into the corner of the wall, out of sight, and he
stands and gl ances out the wi ndow and thi nks about that dammed bird before he
goes to the bathroom He has no fondness for masturbation

He use to go down to the Od Quarter fromtime to time and rent the
services of a whore. Male or female. It didn't so nuch matter. The |ast whore
was a saucy woman with enornous breats and a protrudi ng runp, perfune hangi ng
on her |ike some dense private atnosphere. She had seen Toby first, advancing
and asking if he was lonely. He said nothing, made no gestures, yet she seened
encour aged. She pushed one breast against him A lunp of concrete would have
felt firmer, but barely, and the nipple |ooked black through her shirt, huge
and sticking into himlike a thunb. But would you |ike some fun? she asked.
She could be had for an entire splendid night for a reasonable price. She
called him"Darling." She said, | do |ike Gardeners. | do!

Have you ever been with one? he asked.

O course, she lied. |I prefer them

How nuch? he asked.

She quoted a figure, and he went through the nental cal cul ations of how
much cash he was carrying and how nmuch his nother would send next nonth, plus
how much reserve he had in the formof little quiver chips hidden at hone.
Then he offered her half of what she wanted and she shaved a little from her
first offer, himthinking and finally saying:

Ckay. Fine.

It was nighttine. They boarded a floater and went to his hone because
hotel rooms cost and he knew the | ooks he would get from strangers. They
t hought he was a whore trying to look like a Gardener, and they'd talk to him
and somretinmes touch himw th their hum d hands, asking, Were's your skullcap
honey? Hey! Get certified and get a skullcap, honey. Then we'll have a fine
tinme. You bet!

It was odd. He wasn't afraid of that whore. She was so |large and so
willing to voice her thoughts, crude and sinple as they were, that Toby
couldn't find any place to hang his fear. She was stupid. She was loud. If she
meant himany harm he was certain, she'd look himin the eyes and say so. No
hesi tati ons.

Is this it? she asked as the floater descended.

He sai d not hi ng.

Not much to |l ook at! she declared. | nyself live to the west. (She naned
her nei ghborhood, Toby not knowing it fromany other place.) She said, It's
nice out there. We've got a little | ake and river and | ook down on Farnstead
country. W do.

The floater was down and paid and gone, and Toby stood still for a noment
and |listened to the noise bel ow

What is it, honey?

He said, He's having a party.

Who is? Some friend of yours?

He said, N ghtmares of the Prophet. Damm, damm!

They went downstairs and into his hone. The whore decided that a drink
woul d hel p. Toby had nothing that she wanted, but she needled himuntil he
ordered a bottle of something to be sent to him Gabbro was havi ng an enor npbus
party downstairs. He and his mner friends, plus a smattering of Terrans, and
their noise made the floor trenble. The whore wanted to dance to the beat of



the music, and she made fun of Toby's disinterest and danced with herself,
pul ling off her shirt and exposing a single golden chain strung between her
breasts, rooted in the skin somehow. The bottle arrived with a soft whoosh.

The whore downed nost of the clear liquor herself, and only then was she
ready and able to contenplate bed. It was a noonless night. Toby had her 1ying
on his mattress, in the dark, and he worked with her until he had clinaxed a
good dozen times. He was bathed in sweat, |ying beside her, and she was on her
belly. Two | arge noles were on her runp, one to each cheek, and a thick rope
of gol den hair grew fromeach of them She was |ooking at him She gave a
drunken laugh and licked the sweat off his chest, smacking her |ips and
sayi ng:

Honey! You taste girly!

Toby clinmbed out of bed and opened the wi ndow. She was asl eep before he
could lie down again, her snoring slow and harsh and wet. The party didn't
sound so loud in his bedroom for which he was thankful, but he couldn't sleep
or even relax. He thought about using the whore again. A dozen tinmes was
not hi ng. Not even for a disinterested Gardener. He felt some obligation to
prove this to her, thinking that if he could just get her to say what a great
| over he was, honey, then naybe the noney and everything would be worth it.

Alittle after mdnight the party spilled out into the yard.

Toby heard spl ashes |ike explosions. He | ooked outside wthout standing,
and he saw water rising past in a fountain still thick and rising higher. The
Mor ni ngers were junping up and crashing into the pool. Toby began to snell the
water-a fishy stink, cool and lingering-and then he could alnpst taste it in
his mouth. He wasn't relaxed but he was tired. Thinking in a straight |ine was
difficult. He felt a mist on his face and didn't know what to think. He
finally sat up and breathed and tried to collect his senses.

The whore's skullcap was glowing into the pill ow

She had rolled onto her back, her breasts pointing at the ceiling and
i gnoring gravity.

Then he realized what was happeni ng. Damm! He stood and went to the open
wi ndow and shouted, Hey! Stop that! You, hey! A new fountain energed fromthe
pool, concentrated and quick. It struck the w ndow before Toby could shut his
eyes, or junp, and he heard the | aughter before he saw the big ebony figures
standing in the yard with no clothes. There were nen and woren too. Mrningers
and the Terrans scattered anong them They were all terribly drunk and
| aughing to tears, and Toby shouted down at them

Ni ght mares! he shout ed.

Crcuit stooges!

The whore cane awake behind him Hey, she said, what's this?

One of the wonmen miners bent at the knees and | eaped hi gher than she
stood, tucking and dropping on the water to put up another fountain.

Toby cursed all of them

He tried everything he knew to bruise them his voice cracking and their
| aught er undaunt ed.

He heard Gabbro say sonething about a jerk. A Garden jerk.

Listen to the nmouth, said another. Wat a nouth.

Ignore him said Gabbro. Let it slide. He's crazy and you just have to
i gnore him

Then Toby saw Gabbro's girlfriend standing close to the pool, drunk enough
to stagger. He renenbered her name from havi ng eavesdropped, and he called to
her. He said, Get inside, bitch! And take that nachine cock with youl

There was a sudden silence, enornous and cold. Toby waited. He was
standing on his toes, face pressed to the screen, and then a strong hand
grasped himby the ankle and he wheel ed and saw t he whore by her skullcap. She
want ed hi m back in bed. She said, Quit teasing them honey! Get a bottle and
get back in herel

April was beating on Gabbro with both fists, cursing and crying and
finally falling dowm. She wanted himto do sonething. She wanted himto defend
her fromthe insults. For ne! she shouted. Pull the fucker to pieces, now now



now

Toby waited, listening to the girl's sobs. Gabbro's eyes canme up and found
his face in the dark.

Gabbro said, Watch her

H s voice was soft and careful

Gabbro cane out from anmong the other miners, his bulk wthout weight, his
strides long and snmooth. He bounced once and cane over the railing onto Toby's
bal cony, the bal cony npani ng under the |oad, and Toby strai ned agai nst the wet
screen and watched and tried to believe it wasn't happening. It all seened
unreal -Gabbro fitting his fingers into the glass, tugging, the |ocks breaking
and the door conming open and himinside. Toby tried shutting the bedroom door
and one mmssive hand gave it a push, a tap, and put himflat on his back on
the floor.

He renenbers the whore screaning.

Gabbro ignored her as he lifted Toby, carrying himout through the front
roomw th one arm Again the bal cony creaked under the wei ght. Toby becane
ai rborne. He renenbers the spinning sensation and the thought that he woul d
die now, and the snmooth warm hands of a miner had him An eerie black face
snmled, ceranmic teeth stinking of cooked neat and beer, and a voice from
somewher e inside the body said:

You're shit.

Toby struggl ed, and the mners had a | augh.

Gabbro canme down and | aughed too, enjoying hinmself, and said, So You're a
swi mer ? That's what they do on Garden, right?

They dropped himinto the pool, two other mners junmping in beside himand
hol di ng hi m under the surface. They massaged his ribs until the air was out of
hi m and his head ached and he | acked the strength to kick to the surface when
the hands let himgo. He was sick. He saw darkness all around and felt hinself
floating, time conpressed into a painless age where the floating seened right
and fine and all he could ever want to do. He was happy. Drowni ng nade him
happy. Then someone had him pulling himupward, and he fought the pul
because he didn't want to lose this feeling. But he didn't have strength and
he was up out of the water, on his back on the soft-coral deck, and he rolled
on his side and coughed hard and vonmited. There was bile in his nmouth and
nose. He was sick and so sad, so weak, and he sobbed and rolled to his other
side and | ooked through tears at all the m ners standi ng and wat chi ng hi mand
talking to a tall man who was watching him too.

It was the one with scars and the red hair. Steward, soneone called him

He | ooked like a toy beside the nminers, but he stood there and was
furious, and fearless, and it seened as though they were stung by whatever he
said. He had them qui et now. He had t hem backi ng away. Toby can't renenber the
words or even the tone of his voice, but then the nminers retreated inside and
the red-haired man was over him nopping at his sour nmouth with the sl eeve of
his own shirt. Toby was hum liated. He didn't want help. Just let nme lie herel
he t hought. Go!

The red-haired man finally hel ped himstand. He said sonething about them
bei ng good people. He said both sides were to blanme and forget it. He asked if
Toby was all right.

Yeah. Fi ne.

How do you feel ? he asked.

I want to be al one.

Steward | ooked through him his expression passive. Then he turned and
left without saying another thing. Toby went home through the hallways,
clinmbing the stairs slowy, and when he cane into the front room he stood and
listened for a long while, hearing the night sounds through the open door and
t hi nking he'd have to get the door fixed. They weren't scaring himaway, he
swore to hinmself. He wasn't going to let it happen

Then he renenbered the whore.

She was gone. He went into the bedroomand found it enpty, the closets
open and clothes scattered and some of the hidden quiver chips mssing. He



t hought about the police. He couldn't see any good fromthem He sat on the
mattress, drained, and listened to the sounds from bel ow. The party was
quieter. He tried to imagi ne what was happeni ng, picturing an orgy between
Terrans and the miners, and he made themartless and ugly in his mnd, w thout
style or aimor spirit.

He hated all of them

Sitting in the dark, he pondered his circunstances until he was deathly
tired, eyes closing of their own volition, and he | eaned against the wall and
felt the vibrations frombelow, felt themrising up into his poor bones.

Now he's in the front room The air is stale and close and he wants the
door open. Except there's that bird, he thinks. He couldn't stand a repeat of
yesterday. He's eating biscuits again, drinking cool water, and fromtinme to
time he glances at the enpty yard, green and noisy and already hot. It's early
for him Nerves have himon edge. He'll study some nore of the old propaganda,
he deci des, and cure his nerves that way. Or maybe sonething on the
terraf orm ng of Garden.

There's nothing from bel ow. Gabbro's asl eep or working.

No, he thinks, they're not chasing nme out of this place. | leave for ny
own reasons, dam then

He stands, feeling defiant enough to open the glass door a crack, and a
slight warm breeze plays across his bare toes. The red-haired man is up and
eating, sitting in the nmiddle of his old sofa. Toby feels an urge to have a
word with him one prisoner to another. He remenbers his talking to the
m ners, fearing nothing. Then the man stands, and notion inspires notion. Toby
starts to pick up dishes and stash themin his little washer. Wrking in the
ki t chen-corner, punching out comuands to the Als, he sniffs and snells
somet hing wong. It's tainted food welling up out of the grocery chute. Dear
Prophet, he thinks, what's the story? Am | poi soned now? O what ?

He feels the wi nd gusting outdoors.

He goes to the door and | ooks out, giving the pool an accusing stare.
Maybe it's foul ed, he thinks. Maybe Gabbro's to blane. Maybe the nanagenent
will boot himout for doing it ... only that doesn't confort him He wants a
different resolution. And his eyes drop and there's the bird laying at his
feet. The black feathers are dulled and ruffled, nmany of them broken. He sees
bl ood and the dull dead eyes and a body tw sted in sone wong fashion. Toby
starts to kneel, then gags. He sees the way the bones are shattered, and he
counts finger marks, each as big as fat sausages.

Gabbro crushed the bird.

He killed it and then tossed it up on the bal cony.

Wy ?

As a warni ng? he asks hinsel f. Another kind of tormenting?

He sees nothing but evil intended. On Garden, he thinks, rotting neat is
not a di sagreeable odor. Different bacteria produce different byproducts. He
says, "All right," without enotion. He kneels and picks up the bird by a dead
curled foot, its toes like wires and its body light and inert, and he dunps it
into the garbage chute and swears, "No nore. No nore."

8

The Freestaters | have known are a diluted strain of the breed-odd southern
cousins who | ack that peculiar fire and discipline associated with the word
Freestater. The ones |'ve known best are part of a little nation called Banff.
It's a rugged land, pretty and primtive, yet accessible to travelers |ike
nmysel f. Its people pride thensel ves on not being the fanatics of |ore. They
wage their wars only on certain days and weeks, for instance. They don't
inflict as much pain on their enemes, and naturally they don't endure it as
wel |l either. Some have Worl d-Net connections in their homes. O hers have



travel ed beyond their borders. Yet they are Freestaters, still, and for
al ways. They are taught to fight froman early age. They do not kill. (So
strong is that taboo that merely asking about the incidence of nmurder in
Banff-a harnm ess, al nost expected question in Singapore or Jarvis or
Quito-brings out a look of horror in every face. Murder is nore than a crine
to them A Kkiller is nore evil than outsiders can imgine.) And like the
"fanatics" to the north, each child is given a Shadow who goes through his or
her training with them A Shadow becones your extra set of eyes. A Shadow is
your partner and confidant. Just as you are bound to your little nation- your
fell ow warriors-by codes of honor and trust, you are bound to your Shadow too.
Except the passion is increased by an order of magnitude. It is so great,
have been told, that in the purest of Freestates a Shadow s death by any
nmeans-age or accident or whatever-is swiftly foll owed by your own demi se. A
warrior grows weak and sickens and then is gone, follow ng his Shadow into the
ol dest adventure of themall.

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e through System Net

SHE' S sl eeping on the floor, on the deep carpeting, using an armfor a pill ow
and the other armlying beside her, her hand carel essly draped over the
bandaged t hi gh. Steward watches her breathing and thinks again about the five
nmont hs | eft and how what ever he does has to be done fast so she can enjoy al
she can enjoy. That's what matters. That's what he has to keep in mind today.

The last thing he does is select a certain Wrld-Net channel and put it up
on the wall beside his door. The wall turns the color of slate, and with the
delicate pressure of a finger he starts to wite. The pressure is transl ated
into a chalky white line. "GO NG ON ERRAND, " he tells her. "WLL CALL SOON
STEWARD. "

He won't wake her. He nmpbves wi thout sound, the door automatically | ocking
behi nd him and he goes downstairs and out on the opposite side of the
bui | di ng. The opposite yard is a little wider. A suggestion of a streamruns
down the mddle, connecting a series of sw nmmng pools; Steward kneels and
sips the warmwater and rises again, wiping his nmouth dry with the back of his
hand.

He runs.

At first it's a slow, jarring gait. He's on a path wi de enough for two
people, its rubbery surface absorbing the foot strikes until he's | oose and
ext endi ng and breat hing naturally, arms working and the sweat begi nning.
Steward follows the streamtoward the east. He listens to Brul e waki ng around
hi m peopl e with breakfast voices and |overs at clinmax and Wirl d-Net turned to
the I ocal news, the lives of two trillion neighbors distilled into a burst of
conpressed information. Steward can't listen to anything | ong enough to
under stand meani ngs. He is past and gone and hearing something new now, and in
two strides he's beyond that too.

The buil di ngs change their shape and | ook, rising higher and resenbling
true hills. The yard is wider. The vegetation is groomed and weeded and raked
and pruned, |eaves polished and bl ossons doused with tirel ess auxins that foo
theminto lingering for nmonths on end. The air snells cautiously fragrant.
Children stand on the bal conies, bored enough to watch a lone runner with
faintly disapproving expressions. One of the kids-a bl ack-haired boy no ol der
than ten-shouts at Steward, warning him "You got to stop. Hey! Were you
goi ng? Hey, don't go out there!"

He's near the edge of the city.

Sone pl aces have fringing parks, green and wild. Here the end is a high
living wall of interwoven needly brush, gray in its depths and dense
t hroughout. I npassable. He parallels the wall for a little ways, just
trotting, then pauses where the brush turns darker, alnost black, and while he
waits, the tangled ness starts to nove. A snall tunnel opens at the ground,
and Steward kneels and says, "Thanks," to no one in particular, clinmnbing
t hrough, and the tunnel closes behind himwith a dry whispery sound.



He's standing in a field of various vegetables, nothing taller than his
wai st and no easy path visible. The little stream has vani shed. Peopl e have
vani shed. He picks his way al ong, thinking how he usually comes through the
parkl and but this is faster. And a narrow path betrays itself, himjogging out
into the field-a hundred kinds of vegetables eating the sunlight around him

The field ends after a kiloneter and a steep wooded hill side begins. He
clinmbs a gane trail. It's cool in the shadows, the air noist and lazily still.
Sweat soaks clothes and hair and runs into his blinking eyes, burning them
and the quadricep nuscles burn in a different way as the legs lift and press
down agai nst the slick packed earth.

These are old river bluffs.

Brule City was built in a wide river valley fringed with high, high |oess
bluffs laid down at the end of the Ice Age. The river itself was renmoved in
some old civic works project. The drainage through this basin is entirely
under ground-vast tunnels serving as a kind of urethral system waste waters
and durable blind fish somewhere beneath the vegetable field.

Steward is on top of a high ridge, up in the wind now, and the grass is as
tall as el ephants and bowing with a dry snooth sound only made by w ndbl own
grass. The trail is broad and straight along the ridge-line. Eyes are watching
hi m as he goes-roodeer and wild cattle and flighty wild ponies and | ong-Ii nmbed
boars hunkering down and waiting for himto vani sh. There are cougars, too,
and big tailored jaguars with pelts that change the shape and size of their
spots, and there's at |east one cranky grizzly bear in the wooded vall eys
beyond the ridge. Sometines Steward comes to hunt the country, or just to canp
overnight, and he likes it so long as he can't see anything of Yellowknife in
it.

He's noving south, pressing against the wi nd.

Brule is a series of peculiar ridges, low and laid out with a carpenter's
geol ogy, and the A d Quarter stands on the horizon. He can't hear the city
over the wind, or see, people or individual floaters. He thinks of poor
Chiffon sl eeping alone. He remenbers how they slept |ike unequal spoons on the
carpeted floor, his waking unexpectedly and feeling her heat while he |ay
awake pl anni ng what he would do today. He thinks of her personal geol ogy,
smling to hinself. He wonders who did the designing. He doesn't let hinself
dwell on the five-nonth linmtation, doesn't let hinself get sad or hopeful
about anything so renote. It is enough to | ove and protect her now. It's
enough to have the privilege of her special charms . . . and he stops and
says, "Listen to yourself." He shakes his head and mutters, "You're fifteen
agai n, you fool."

Alittle trail goes off the main trail, heading west. It passes between
two dead trees and down the steep face of the ridge. The |loess soil is
crunmbling where roots don't tie it down. Steward reaches a | edge just w de
enough for himto squat and rel ax. He | ooks straight out into the high
treetops and spies a pair of lanky tailored apes with green fur and stri ped
faces and bright black eyes. The apes are tal king to one another. They use
hands and sinple words and nods. They've seen him but they seemnot to care.
He hears themtal king on and on, sonething social and gossipy to their tone,
and neanwhile he finds a hidden rope and tosses it over the | edge and breathes
once before taking hold, swinging out off the | edge and droppi ng hand over
hand, his nose to the earth and the tangl ed branches behind him

The cave is nearly invisible, its door the color and texture of the soil.
The door opens with a soft click, knowing him and he gets a foot on the floor
and then the other and | ooks up at the apes. They've quit, talking, staring
now. They have snug expressions. They were watching himclinb and telling
t hensel ves that the man knows not hi ng about clinbing, staring down at hi m now
and | ooki ng superior to the world.

Steward hadn't been in Brule Iong, and he didn't have a crush of clients
in those first years. He didn't know how to acquire themand not risk his



anonymty. He didn't know just what he had to sell. Then a certain |l oca
Far nst ead heard about hi mand arranged a neeting.

What's it about? he asked.

You're from Yel |l owkni fe, right?

Sur e.

It's your kind of trouble. W'll neet and tal k. Ckay?
He net themin one of the wild parks. He rode in the back of their big
floater, the two burly Farmers tal king while the country turned to fields
beneath them They | ooked |ike one another, like brothers, except somewhere
along the line he learned they weren't famly. Not strictly. Steward had heard
stories about the Farnsteads-that the people in sonme were so inbred that they
coul d donate organs and tissue to one another w thout any fears of
rejection-and the one who wasn't flying turned around and asked:

So. How does a Freestater wander this far south?

| don't know. Circunstances? he said. | don't know.
How about the city? You like Brule Gty?
Wl | enough.

Al'l those people? And not all of them Terran, either
St eward sai d not hi ng.

| couldn't stand that place, the Farnmer clainmed. 1'd go crazy, his
conpani on admitted.
You aren't the only one, buddy. | wouldn't like it for a minute. | hate

even going near it.

Steward sat and wat ched the | andscape change, saying nothing and thinking
to hinself.

The floater spiraled down and | anded beside a field of mature corn-trees.
The three of themclinbed out and squatted and spoke in curiously hushed
voi ces. | magi ne yourself leading a party across that field, said the first
one. It's night. No noon. And a hard, hard rain is falling.

A blinding rain, said the other.

You know sonet hi ng about sensors and fooling sensors. Right? You do that
sort of thing in Yellowknife, don't you? Steward admitted it.

Well, said the second one, we want help. Your help, said the first one.
What can | do?

The Farmers | ooked at one another, something passing between them The
thing is, said the first, we need hel p maki ng ape marks. Ape marks?

I f soneone cane and checked it out, we want themto find evidence of
wanderi ng apes. You know? These troops can cover a lot of terrain. Alot,
echoed the second one.

Steward | ooked out at all the tall, heavily built corntrees, and he asked,
Who owns the | and? The Farmers said, Soneone el se. And what are you goi ng
to do? They gl anced at one anot her again, weighing words. Suppose you were
wronged, said the second Farmer. Suppose you couldn't get justice fromcourts
hanstrung by favoritismand i nconpetence. Can you inagine it?

Sur e.

You need to take action, said the first Farmer. Wen you' re wonged, you
do.

We're going to do it, said the second one. It's not your job, okay? W
t ask you.

Just get us over and back.

And make them think of roving apes.

won

Can you?

I can, he adnmitted.

WIl you?

He said, I'll have to think it over

They blinked and chewed on their identical |ips.

Steward stood and sai d, Take ne back and give me sone tine.
How nuch? said the first one.

Sone.

It's going to be noonless tonight, with rain.



["Il let you know this afternoon. | pronise.

They seened relieved. They talked to one another all the way back to Brule
City. Wen Steward was on the ground again, the second Farner said, You
shoul d think about this business. W can do you good.

['I'l think and thanks, he said. Thanks.

Maybe we should tal k noney, said the first Farmer. Want us to tal k noney?

No. That can wait.

We're trusting you, he said. You' re from Yel |l owknife. W' ve heard good,
good things about you people. An agreenent nmade is for life, right? For
al ways?

A question of honor, said the second one.

Steward didn't |ike the sound of that word, honor, when it cane fromthat
mout h. He told them good-bye and turned and went hone by the usual neans,
al ways nmaking sure that no one was following him He wasn't very good wth
Wrld-Net in those tinmes, and he | acked contacts who knew what he needed to
know. But for an hour he did the groundwork, then he sat and nade his fina
decision in half an instant. He put in a call to a different Farnstead,
telling his unseen audi ence that he had significant information about their
enemes. Areply cane in a few mnutes. A woman with plain features, strong
and slimand gray with age, was | ooking at Steward, waiting for himto explain
hi nmsel f.

He tol d her everything.

Her breath quickened. A fine |ayer of sweat appeared on her tanned
forehead. She said, | have the picture. He said, | thought you' d want to know.

And what do you want? she asked. You haven't said anything about a price.

VWat's fair with this kind of thing? She said, True.

She paused, thinking to herself, and then she offered, W can hire you.
Hel p us defend our borders, breaking no | aws and bendi ng no beliefs, and
think you can wite your own tab. Okay?

That's fine.

Starting tonight?

Al'l right. Sure.

She said, Thank you. She said, The nane is Steward, right? Then she was
gone, the white wall enpty, and he placed a call to a number given to him by
the second Farner. The first one was waiting. He saw Steward and m sread his
face.

Good! he said. You' re with us?

Steward said he was not.

No?

| don't want to be, no.

The Farmer shook his head and said, Well, maybe we'll have to find someone
braver. Someone who under st ands.

Steward said, Listen. I'll be guardi ng them when you cone.

Quar di ng who?

St eward sai d not hi ng.

The Farmer told him You're a prick, you know that?

Steward | ooked at him trying to gauge himin a dozen ways. A real prick

the Farmer growl ed. | always heard what honorabl e strong creatures you
Yel | owkni ves were. And | ook at you. Shit, | don't see a spine in you! You're
gar bage

St eward renai ned qui et .

Vll, we're coning anyway! said the Fanner. You wait! And he was waiting.

In the dark, in a driving rainstorm Steward found a line of nmen dressed

hal fway |i ke apes. He took them from behind. He didn't have to use any of the
weapons he had snuggl ed from Yel | owkni fe. Hands were enough, and broken bones
wer e enough. When the rain quit there were half a dozen nmen nmpani ng, and their
guns were wrapped around the tall green corntrees, enpty and usel ess.

There's a second doorway at the end of a short hall way.



It too recognizes Steward and opens for him He enters a little room made
of hyperfiber-all built by the Farnstead in |lieu of paynent. He keeps his
Yel | owkni f e weapons here, safe from everyone, and he has a single wall spliced
into World-Net. It's a sinple serviceable office. He |ikes the |ocation and
the Farmers acting as watchdogs. He likes the press of the earth | aying around
him and sonmetimes he will reach and touch the walls and feel the
bunker-confort of hyperfiber and rootbound | oess and tall trees interlocking
into the high green canopy.

He sits in the | one chair.

He punches a console set in the armof the chair.

After several nminutes of nothing, the Ghost appears. She is a pretty
worman- no Luscious Chiffon, certainly, but pretty nonethel ess-and she's wearing
gl anorous evening clothes that flatter the illusion of a figure. The
background i s sone ancient pal ace. Lunar, Steward thinks. The high, high
arches have a quaint delicacy inpossible on the Earth. Painted ceilings show
angel s and devils and nortals too. There's sonething Catholic about it all.

Whi ch nakes sense. The New Vatican is somewhere beneath Tycho, and half the
Systems Catholics live on Luna. The Muslins eased them out of Europe
when was that?

"Steward!" the Chost exclainms. And she smiles.

He says, "You're a sight. AmI| interrupting?' Ghosts have their own sense
of time. Since their surroundings are manufactured by Al's, just as sone Al is
producing this image now for him it can be any hour in any day of their own
design. "Fancy dancing clothes, divia."

"Dear Steward!" Her smile is sweet and charming. divia Jade, socialite

and flirt, beams her smile at him "Is there a question?" she wonders.
"Sure."
"“I'm seeing concern. | do."
“I"'mlooking for a wealthy man."
"And any weal thy man woul d | ove having you, |'msure.”

Steward | aughs with her, saying, "Listen." He says, "You're a piece of work,"
and shakes his head.

"I's he among the living? Or anpbng the not-yet-living?" It's a Ghost's
joke. Aivia sonetinmes tells himthat she and her kind are the final product
in a logical evolution. Flesh-on-blood existence is a sinple precursor to true
life-a box of glowing crystals.

"The not-yet-living," he says.

"An obscure man, |'d guess. Or why woul d you ask nme?"

"Your company's sake."

She gi ggl es. She says, "So. What can you tell me about hinP"

He repeats what he knows and what he can safely guess. The man is from
Quito. He's possibly staying in the Od Quarter. He has nasty habits and
consi derabl e noney and probably a wi cked tenper too.

"This may take a while," she warns.

"I wait. "

"I can call you later. At hone."

“I'I'l be here. Call nme here." He has a world of faith in divia. She has
never done himdisfavors. Yet he prefers not to nention Chiffon, or even risk
the chance disclosure. It's a feeling inside him He breathes and says, "I
have some work to do here.”

"Well," she starts, eyes flickering and her nouth becomng set. "If the
man wants to renain hidden-"

"I'l'l double the fee."

She says, "You are a dear," and vanishes in an instant. Yet the big pal ace
lingers for a monent. In the extrene distance, alnost out of view, stand a
variety of Ghosts fromcountless places-all laced into that vast |andscape
called System Net. Anong the evening clothes are the bright, unm stakable
robes of dead Lunar popes. He renenbers reading that the popes were anong the
first to be Ghosted, although he can't quite fathomhow that fits into
Catholicismand its ancient teachings. Then the i mage fades and he stares at



the blank wall, thinking to hinself.
Sonetinmes he laughs gently, smling.
Every so often he looks to the floor, talking to soneone in his head.

In theory, none of these weapons can kill
They | ook awesome enough when they're out of their crates and the soft
dead-| eat her cases. They have barrels and gun butts and triggers with ornate
guards, and al nost anyone would call them guns-rifles and pistols of
traditional designs-ignoring the odd features characteristic of Freestate
artillery.

There aren't any bolts of energy waiting in the barrels. Flesh isn't
scal ded. Linbs aren't torn away.

These are subtler weapons neant for a bl oodl ess war.

A good Freestater rifle can deliver a neasured amount of pain across
several kiloneters of open air. It does this wondrous and val uabl e thing by
produci ng a concentrated ball of high-energy plasm, and the inpacting plasna
fuses with nerve endings-natural or synthetic--to cause agony. If the target
is struck too often, no matter its strength or its training, imobilization
results. And of course the anticipation of pain brings horror, not to nmention
a withering of the will.

Steward has gone fifty years w thout breaking the ultinmate taboo.

He | ooks at the weapons scattered over the floor. Some are partway
di sassenbl ed and all of themare fully charged. None can kill. Not
intentionally, at |least. He cannot kill. Not unintentionally, at |least. There
is a sound, a cough, and he looks up at divia's knowi ng smle and her sinple
casual clothes. Steward has seen this background in the past. It's a big rich
room | ooki ng out on a smaller, younger Brule. Rugs cover the floor and the
genstone furniture. Everything is bright and cl ean and sonehow too perfectly

posi tioned. She says, "l have one suspect. A man naned Dirk."

"Dirk."

Her eyes narrow. "A Chost friend of mne knows our Mayor Pyn. They were
married, in fact, and the two still talk. I think Dirk fits your description.”

She says, "He arrived some nonths ago, applying for a temporary citizenship.
He and his bodyguard inhabit the old Cosgrove Tower. Do you know t he place?"

He does.

"A very, very wealthy man," she clains, |aughing with a strange expression
on her face. "The entire fifty-fifth floor is for hinself and a bodyguard and
one other. A girl, sone say." She pauses.

He says, "No ot her candi dates?"

"Not worth the trouble." She watches Steward, telling him "A girl, sone
say. But Pyn is the only one of us who has seen her, and he swears that she's
a Flower. An authentic Flower. Very special and very new"

Steward is ready to say nothing, showi ng nothing with his eyes and the
rest of his face. He says, "Okay," with a level voice. He tells her, "Go on."
"He's not such a nystery person.” She tells himthe basics of Dirk's
career and capacities. The details are not legally binding, but Qivia . has

al so spoken to several dear friends with roots in Quito. They know t he nane
and the reputation. She gives exanples of how he does busi ness. Then she
returns to her first source and Mayor Pyn, informng Steward, "He's tol erated
for his money. Dirk's hinting at underwiting the whole mning operation.”
Steward renmenbers Pyn and tries imgining himand Dirk sharing the day's tine.
"Dirk is shit," she says in summtion

Aivia never curses. It's not her style, and Steward is nore than a little
surpri sed.

"Well, he is!" She sits up and sticks out her chest, saying, "l guess |
don't deserve a bonus." "No?"
"A thousand ot her people could have told you this nuch." "Your opinion,"

he says. "An agreenent was made." "You're sure?" It's no small anount. It
isn't cheap to be a CGhost- the quality of your world depending on the Als in
your stable-and it isn't easier when you have pride. "I"'mtelling you-" "It's



yours!"

And she says, "Thank you," because he has |left her no other choice. Most
fl esh-on-bl ood types won't speak to Ghosts. It's a bias, thinks Steward, and
it's sad. It's one of the nultitude of ways in which we hanstring oursel ves .

and now he notices a tw nkle, unm stakable and fetching, comng into
Qivia's eyes. "Wat is it?" he asks.

"There's one nore thing," she adnits.

"Go on."

"I' m guessi ng, understand. | don't know your plans or even if you have
pl ans. But | know a significant nunber of tenants inside the old Cosgrove
Tower. Al kinds of friends with all flavors of information!”

The potentials wash over him He smles and says, "My sweet divia. Kiss
ne! "

And she | aughs until her face turns red. Then she shakes her head and
tells him "Think of it. A worthless piece of refuse, of shit, and we can do
somet hing about it. A kind of civic project of our design."

"I mean it. Kiss me!"

"Ch no." Her face changes. She breathes and | ooks squarely at him and
says, "No, no. A woman knows. It's not nme you want today," and she bites her
lips. She tells him "I hope you know what you're doing. | do hope so."

"Sure," he says, feeling transparent. No secrets today-

"Sure you do, or sure you hope so, too?" She waves a phantom hand, sayi ng,
"Forget that. Here. Let's get busy, and what do you need?"

The germ of the plan conmes to himslowWy. He sees the goal and what he can
do for hinself. Gve the wealthy pervert an option, he thinks. If he's wealthy
first and a pervert second, then Steward needs to play the wily sal esman and
of fer the best price in the perfect fashion. Business is eternally business,
isn'"t it? Besides, he decides with a sinking feeling, this Dirk could always
buy hinsel f another Fl ower.

It's already well into the afternoon. Steward's eaten froma stock of
dried foods, fruits and spicy roodeer nmeat, and Aivia has pretended to eat,
her own neal sunptuous and served in ornate bow s riding on a bright gol den
platter. They're finished working. Everything she can of fer has been offered,
and Steward pays her froma stock of quiver chips he keeps on hand for
contingencies. They're in a safe in his floor. "Good-bye for now, " he says in
the end. "I'Il call and tell you how it went," and he places one hand up to
the i mage of her face.

She's gone, oddly quiet at the end.

Scared? he wonders. Or a little jeal ous?

Now he calls home, punching out a code that circuments his own extensive
security systens. A pulsing blue |ight nmeans an audi o channel has been opened.

"It's me," he says. "Are you awake?"
" St ewar d?"
"Touch a wall. Any wall." It feels as though he's been gone for days

al ready. He says, "Chiffon?" and there she sits, legs crossed on his little
bed and half a dozen books opened and scattered about the scene.

"Where are you?" she asks. "Working?"

"Doing some things for a friend." He leaves it at that because there
aren't rules for this circunstance. He doesn't know what to say, |ooking into

her anxi ous eyes. "Anyway, |I'mcalling to tell you I'mdone. For alittle
while. I'll pass by hone first, for a bit, and then I'll go again."
She watches him She says, "I mss you."

"I mss you, too."

"I hope you don't nmind," and she lifts a book. He sees graphite bindings
and pl astic pages, everything a little dulled by time. He can't quite nmake out
atitle. He has no idea what she mght find interesting.

"I don't mind, no," he says. "Enjoy yourself."

"I'"d rather have you here," she says.
And he wi shes he could touch her, reassuring her with his grip. Her



si mpl est | ook nakes himweak. It does. He's alnost relieved when he says,
"I"ve got to go. |'ve got sone last things to do," and |l ays a hand on the
Worl d-Net control

“I"1l keep busy, love. Hurry hone."

"I will," he pronises.

And she's gone. He finds breathing easier again. He finds hinmself debating
whet her or not to tell her the plan. No. No, he'd better not. He decides
there's no sense in raisingher hopes, he can't risk dashing them That
woul dn't be fair. He is on his feet, standing on his toes and trying to think
One weapon. Sure. He chooses a smmll pistol-shaped instrument that's al ways
felt confortable in his hands. Then there's the other equipnment, |ightweight
and expensive and as nodern as any anywhere. It fits into a small cloth pack
How about pai n grenades? he asks hinself. He has sone tiny ones easily hidden
But no, the gun's enough. Anything el se he m ght need is stashed in the Ad
Quarter. Nothing else? No? He goes through the first door, checking |ocks, and
wal ks to the end of the hallway and stares straight out at half a dozen | azy
apes.

They're waiting for him

Chances are they don't nean harm Maybe they're curious, he thinks. A
human clinbs inside an invisible cave, vanishing, and the call goes out to the
troop. They gather, waiting for his reappearance, talking anong thenselves in
that sinmple | anguage of theirs. They're puzzled, he tells hinself. Nothing
nore. And he | ooks around and blinks once and sees that he's wong.

The bastards, he thinks . . . and he starts | aughing.

They' ve stolen his hanging rope. They're playing a trick on Steward, their
expressions full of mschief and suspense. He gives thema | ong cal cul ating
| ook, adnmiring them and then he tells the outer door to stay open and wal ks
to the back and squats and adjusts his pack, bracing his right foot
agai nst the inner door, taking a long breath and com ng up running.

The ape faces turn surprised.

The red-haired man is bearing down on them Theml Masters of the canopy!
He reaches the door frame and plants a foot and | eaps out into the shady
afternoon air, hands reaching and the apes scream ng and then scattering in
wi | d disorder.

Steward grabs the nearest branch

Al'l the apes have vani shed.

He hangs for a monment by his own |long arns, panting and |listening to the
buzz of insects and the songs of hiding birds. Then he clinbs downward,
reaching the forest floor, thinking how he has been happy before but never so
happy as now, and he has known purpose but never one so clear as this one.

He starts to run

Above himthe door shuts itself and is gone.

9

| remenber Zebulina. Ten years of ny life were spent as her suitor, her
customer, her underwiter, her patient |over, her inpatient lover ... ny role
resisted precise definitions when it came to the girl. | renmenber her sweet

| ooks and cal cul ated npbods and the effortless smle and the striking body. |
purchased and furni shed an apartnent for her, putting her into one of the nost
exclusive districts in the Gal apagos, and | can never say that she never

t hanked me for my trouble. She was nothing if not an absolutely fair dispenser
of thanks. That was one of her |argest charns. Fairness. | had a dinosaur
tailored for her on her birthday-she was still quite a young girl; | can't
recal |l her exact age-and she was so glad and so enchanted with nmy gift that |
actually believed that | had won her permanently. The three of us woul d wal k
al ong the Pacific together, on the sandy beaches. The di nosaur was pony-sized,
bi pedal and thoroughly stupid. There were | eash [aws for such things, but of



course Zebulina couldn't stand the thought of her friend being restrained. So
it ran the beach and we would follow. Then she would conme upon sone stone or
shell, forgettable to anyone el se, and she would nake me examne it while the
di nosaur vani shed in the distance. She had this girlish enthusiasm She had
this way of taking in a scene at a glance. | have never known a person so ful
of life and living. She wasn't a good person, mind you. | never confused her
for soneone noral or ethical. Yet | persisted in trying to win her |ove
because | felt-and | think rightly-that a creature Iike her woul d sonmeday hit
the hard | essons that taught you and nme the basics of goodness.

I lost her in the end.

It was to anot her admirer-someone who could give her nore and expect less in
return-yet Zebulina was fair to the end. At least with me. She gave back her

apartment and its furnishings and even her pet dinosaur. | sold everything but
the dinosaur. | kept it until it died of old age. From sonewhere | heard that
Zebulina was al so dead. | don't know the reason, nor do | care. Soneone el se

told me she was CGhosted, but | can't believe such a thing. Not from her. Not
knowi ng her like I did .

-excerpt from aut obi ographi cal notes,
accessed fromWrld-Net by the Mgician

THERE was a tine when April would do anything for the nan and nen in her life.
That time is good and passed, she thinks, and she's glad for the freedom @ ad
and proud too. She thinks of that younger self in the same way someone m ght
thi nk of a younger, wlder sister. She's a very different person today, and
better. She doesn't have a doubt.

Gabbro calls her crazy. He likes to tell her all the different ways in
whi ch he suspects insanity in her bl ood.

She counters with stories fromher past. Bad things have happened. Thi ngs
undeserved and things that can't help but change a person. Life has shit on
her many times, or so she cl ains. Maybe she exaggerates, sure. But the
basi ¢ flavor and enphasis is never far off the mark, and the stories serve to
keep himquiet for alittle while.

Irrationality helps. It makes Gabbro patient and his patience lets her
make demands on him That earlier April never made demands on her men. As a
consequence they were abundant and ever-changi ng and t horoughly unreliable. O
course there are tinmes when she wonders if she has a real problem There are
nonment s when she loses all control of her actions. She has fits. CGabbro has
seen plenty of her fits. But nost of the time, peering back to what she's
done, she can find sonme kernel of sensibility to her craziness. Just |ook how
Il ong we've | asted together, she thinks. It nust be doing sone good, she
t hi nks. Crazy bl ood.

April is lying on the oversized couch, feet up and her head up and the
room around her made of tall walls and precious little floor space. The
furni shings are to her taste and Gabbro's needs, and the entire apartnment has
been designed to serve Brule's miners-the original apartnent gutted and
expanded in two directions, down into the earth and across the hallway into
the next unit. But it still seems small, particularly with Gabbro hone and
rooting about in his nassive way. He's home now, and April can hear himin the
oversi zed shower. The water is running, hot enough to cook meat, and the
ul trasound scrubber is doing its best to renpbve the day's grit and grinme. She
herself is watching a drama on Wrld-Net, thinking that she hasn't been
appl yi ng hersel f because she feels lost. Als produce the show There are sone
human witers, but their roles come in a general way. This particul ar program
is eight centuries old and vastly popular. It's set in some fictiona
City-State on some nythical tropical island. It has approximately one mllion
characters, give or take-each one of themidentifiable with his own history
and probl ens and joys.

A vi ewer watches whonmever she wi shes, fromany vantage point. April can
find and track the certain people she knows best. Sone are enotionally closer
to her than many flesh-on-blood sorts. Their voices are like friends' voices.



She has seen them eat together and |ove together and bear children and die in
a nyriad of ways. Since this is fantasy, naturally, the people tend to live

i nteresting, even spectacular lives. Like these two people, she thinks. He
owns lucrative businesses that allow himto wear fragrant clothes worth
fortunes and own at least five different homes, all spacious and |ovely. The
worman is his trimand lovely wife-a fashion designer forced to travel to al
ki nds of exotic locations and nmeet all kinds of people. In their spare tine
the two of them have affairs and m|ld drug addictions and deal w th such

out - of -t he-bl ue troubl es as deep-space pirates and sudden strange di seases.
Just now they're naking |love. Twenty years they have been married, yet the
intensity of the act nakes it seemas if they are doing it for the very first
tine.

On the long table in front of the couch, chilled and brightly colored, is
April's afternoon drink. She sits up now and takes a long sip, the al coho
sweet and biting. Then she |lies down again, her head on round pillows, and she
handl es the Wrld-Net controls to change the angle of the picture.

Gabbro is done in the bathroom

She hears himconming into the short hallway, and she lifts her head enough
to look at him at his broad back, as he goes into the bedroomto Iie down on
his special bed. She says, "CGood dreans," and he nmutters sonmething in
agreement. He worked another |ong shift today, and today she believes himand
feels for him Hyperfiber mincs flesh too well, she thinks. The bosses work
himtoo hard. She's never been inside the mnes-few Snall Fry get the
opportuni ty-but she's seen countless features on the |ocal news, and
docunentaries on the process itself. It's his exhaustion that leads to his
uneven perfornmance in bed and el sewhere. Wuldn't it be wonderful, she thinks,
if they inproved the hyperfiber so he wouldn't need all the down-tinme? Gabbro
is now plugging hinself into a length of thick cable. In the small of his
back, al nbst undetectable, is a linkup to his various batteries. He sleeps and
the shell sleeps too, recharging itself. Sometines it scares her to think of
the energy flowing into him and someti mes she goes to himjust to touch the
cable, glass wires hunming inside a cool steel-gray sheath.

She sits up. She calls to him asking, "Maybe we can go sonewhere | ater
When you' re rested, okay?"

He says, "Later," with his wung-out voice.

"That's what | nean. Later." She says, "Pronise?"

"Yeah. "

"Good dreans, darling."

"Yeah. "

Ti me passes. She drinks and watches the |overs, keeping her view discrete
yet erotic. She knows for a fact that the husband slept with a girlfriend this
nmorni ng, yet here he is able to performw th a chanpion's poise and energy.
The third time is too nuch. They're showboating, she decides, and she flips to
anot her character in another part of the rich City-State. Now here is
somet hing to watch. This woman i s having obvi ous probl ens. Someone has
ki dnapped her and | ashed her to a cold nmetal wall. Unseen machi nes humin the
shadows. A hunched figure wal ks toward her, one hand hol di ng some i nexplicabl e
tool. April certainly hasn't been keeping up! Who i s the kidnapper? What is
he, or she, after? Whatever is going on, April is sucked into the action. She
| eans forward with her fingers working the controls. She al nbst m sses the
tap-tap-tappi ng sound.

Then the tapping stops. Its absence causes her to turn and | ook up at the
gl ass door. A famliar figure stands on their little patio. He's wearing
shorts and a soaked shirt and a small pack, and he's standi ng agai nst the
bri ght summer sky.

She stands and opens the door, saying, "Hello?" She says, "Steward, isn't
it?"

"Hello, April." He gives a polite nod and a shy snile

"Come in," she says.

"I's Gabbro home?" he asks. He seens to take in the roomwth a gl ance.



"I'mafraid | need to talk to him Could |I talk to hinP"

"You want ne to wake hinP"

He shrugs as if to say yes, he knows it's an enornmous inmposition but it's
got to be this way.

For a monent, if only for distraction, April gives his face a good hard
| ook and wonders about the potentials in him The man has been worki ng
somewhere, sweating rivers and snelling harsh. She doesn't like his smell.
She's heard the usual stories about him intriguing nysteries so far as they
go, but when she is actually with him toe to toe, Steward seens as remarkabl e
as any of their neighbors. Wich means he is pure tap water. Through the
years, over and over, she's found that she has a natural unerring judgnent
about these kinds of things.

"Come wait," she says. "I'll go and wake him"

He says, "Thanks."

"Ch," she says, "and woul d you watch the show? Tell me if | mss anything.
Pl ease?"

Gabbro is aware of April's voice. He cones awake and knows he hasn't been
sleeping for long. The hyperfiber aches as badly as ever. April is dressed in
t hose same ugly shorts and the plain shirt, her breasts spilling down against
the fabric. "You' ve got company," she is saying. "Qur neighbor. Steward." The
light fromthe window falls in the sane way, too. "I don't know why, but he
wants to talk. Is that okay?"

He says, "Why not? I'mup, aren't [|?"

"Don't be mad at me," she warns. Leaning over the bed, she asks, "Do you
want me to unplug you?"

"Do | ever?" She has this habit of asking, and he's never allowed it. Not
once. He tells her it isn't proper. Does he ask if he can spoon food into her
mouth or wi pe her rear end? This is a private function. Besides, he thinks,
she's too eager sonmehow. It bothers himto think how eager she | ooks.

The plug detaches. The gentle reassuring humquits.

He sits up and stands up and sees Steward waiting in the front room "Wat
can | do for you?" he asks, walking stiffly.

"I"'msorry to bother you people.”

"Don't be," he swears. "No problem"”

"If we can, can we talk outside? The two of us?" Steward doesn't | ook
anywhere but at Gabbro's eyes. "Just for a mnute.”

"Sure."

April stares after them She won't |ike being |left out of the show, and
Gabbro decides to have fun with it. Tease her with it, maybe. He's got to
admt he's curious. What's this about? He has a couple of ideas, one sillier
than the next. Maybe it's a secret and April can't know. That gives hima
wi cked good feeling.

The air is full of flies now Trillions of little black flies. The wind is
finished for the day. Clouds are to the east and south, towering and
snmoot h-faced and brilliant in the sunshine. There's rain in the east but not

over Brule. The line between rain and no rain is absolute, arrowstraight, and
Gabbro | ooks at the clouds while the two of them stand besi de one anot her

"Listen," Steward begins, "I want to ask a favor."
"Do." CGabbro smiles, expecting it to start this way. "Wat is it?"
"A venture," he says.

"A venture?"
"OF a kind." He seens calmin the face. Sober. It takes a nonent for him

to say, "l want you and some ot her Mborningers, a dozen or so, to do something
for me."
"Ch yeah?"

There comes the faint, far runble of thunder and the glint of rainboys
pulling the stormthrough the stillness. Steward is telling what he wants.
Gabbro watches the clouds and tries to follow the quiet voice, nmaking himstop
once to tell it again. Then Steward asks, "Are you interested?"



Gabbro couldn't have inmagined this circunstance if he had tried. He says
he is interested, sure, and Steward quotes hima price. "Wat?" asks Gabbro.
"Who's that for?"

"Each of you. Except you. Carry this off and 1'll give you a bonus. A
doubl e share."

"Yeah?"

"Are you interested?"

"Pretty much. Sure."

"And you can find the Morningers?"

"For the nmoney? Not nmore than a couple hundred of them"

"Twel ve is plenty," he says. "And another thing-"

"Yeah?"

"I't has to happen tonight. 1'Il call you to give you the exact tinme, but
it'll probably be after mdnight."

Gabbro takes a breath and studies the discrimnating storm thinking this
is pretty damed crazy but it sure sounds fun. It sounds fun enough to do
wi t hout pay or prodding. He notices the intensity of the distant rain, howit
falls straight and gray to the fields and jungl es. He breathes again and says,
"I'"m curious about one thing-"

"Why get you to do it?"

"Yeah. "
"I"'mnot going to tell you," says Steward.
"You're the good kind of crazy, | think." Gabbro considers every detail

top to bottom and finds one snag. "Wat about |aws?"

“I"ll pay fines. You won't be jailed." He says, "Trust ne," and takes
Gabbro by the forearm squeezing as a friend mght to give sonme encouragenent.
Gabbro doesn't know many Terrans so open, and the gesture surprises him

because it means so much to him "I know there's going to be an el enment of
danger. I'mhiring you. |I'mresponsible-"

"Li sten-"

"No, no. | nmean this. | have ny linmits, but I will do what | can to help

you. A lot of things m ght happen." Steward's face is cal mand watchful and
patient. "But the chances are renote-"

"Hey. Don't give it a thought!"

St eward says not hi ng.

So Gabbro, smiling to hinmself, asks, "lIs this whole business a secret?
can't tell anyone anything, can I?"

"I never hired you. W never tal ked. No one, even your best friends,
shoul d hear a word about any of this." Steward is enphatic, hooks in his
voi ce.

And Gabbro sees April in the doorway, watching them "Good," he says.
"Real good."

She can't hear them They're talking too softly and that worries Chiffon
in a bad way. Standing this close to the bal cony's glass, she can't hel p but
feel exposed. Yet she struggles to read |lips and watches how Steward touches
the cyborg's arm sonething deci ded now. Maybe it doesn't involve nme, she
t hi nks. Maybe it's nothing. Maybe she's spent too much tine alone in these
rooms, thinking about everything and all the time hel pl ess, and her paranoi as
are coming into play to warp her poise and sense.

She can trust Steward, she rem nds herself. He will never, never do her
i ntentional harm

The trouble cones fromthe other direction. The flight to Hell is
navi gated with good deeds . . . and so on ... and so on ...

She isn't thinking about the Quito boy anynore. She's decided that he's
dead or he's so well known to Dirk that he's watched |ike bait now, the trap
set and she the prize. No, she thinks, her best prospect remains Steward. Dirk
can't know him It was all too nuch of a lovely fluke, their meeting the way
they did. And she has the chips buried in her healing | eg. They're anot her



asset, all right. But riches have their lints. She sees that now The
Magi ci an probably never lost a

night's sleep because she mght try running with the entire fortune. A Flower
is helpless in the world at large. Flower is a telling word, she tells
hersel f. Blossons are pretty things, sweet to the senses, but they depend on
such prosaic things like roots and | eaves and stens. Like she depends on
Steward. A lovely fluke, that man. Not enough for always, she thinks, but he's
enough for now.

Gabbro is going indoors now His girlfriend stands waiting with arns
fol ded across her chest. She asks questions, but Gabbro won't answer. He
nmerely shrugs and wal ks downward and vani shes, the last thing visible being
one enormous hand waving April off with a harried indifference.

Steward's comi ng i ndoors too

She nmakes ready for him teasing her hair and sitting on the bed with his
books, waiting. Qut of sinple boredom she has been readi ng. Nothing yet hol ds
her attention, but it makes time pass. Daydreans do the sane. This
afternoon, after Steward called, she spent a long while imagining herself in a
gol den pal ace all her own. It was Dirk's daydream originally-a personal conet,
terraformed into a lush palace that would drift through the cold enptiness of
the OCort Coud. She had stolen it fromDirk |ong ago, no one the w ser. She
had i nagi ned the Magician's tricks putting her inside fresh bodies every few
nmont hs. Fl ower bodi es. Now the Magician is dead, and of course that makes it
conplicated. But the Systemis huge and no technology is ever invented by one
person alone, is it? There is a kind of beauty in the imge. She has her
pal ace on the renote nmargins of the System and her Fl ower bodies, and she
hol ds court over visitors fromevery exotic place. Wth her billions, she
t hi nks, she could strap an engi ne on her palace and travel. Sure. It al
sounds so fun. Lying awake in Dirk's apartment, nude and stinking of Dirk's
sweat, she would think about all the possibilities. The zero-gee forests. The
enornous halls and roonms. The parti es. The sense of endl ess weal th. She
built it all in her head, and she builds it even now. She thinks of Di rk
in his bed and her beside him and she renenbers how she would turn to his
snoring face, bold beyond words, and mutter:

Your bones. I'IIl fertilize my world with your ol d bones.

The front door opens and shuts and she rises to greet Steward. "Good
afternoon, love." She goes to him all shining smles and happy eyes. "How are
you?"

"Look at you," he says. "You' ve changed."

They are his clothes. She found themin a closet, worn and wonderful |y
drab, and she cut them down so they're nerely baggy, her body hidden as much
as possible. "You don't mnd?" she wonders. "I thought-"

"I don't mind. They're fine."

"l shoul d have asked-"

"No." He's enphatic. "Take what you want. Whatever."

She says, "l missed you, Steward. So nuch." She tells himto sit and
treats himlike a prince. "Do you want anything? A drink? Wat?"
"Water."

She gets a big glass and kneels between his | egs, squeezing his free hand.
"How di d your work go?"

" CGood. "

"Did you acconplish nuch?"

"Tons. "

She | ooks through the glass while he drinks, studying his dirty face and
the tightly shut eyes. "Does it involve ne? The work?"

"Let me ask a question," he says. "Wiy won't you tell me your owner's
name? |s there a reason?"

"I can't." She feels unsure of howto act, what to say or to hint. "I just
can't tell it."

"COkay." He seens satisfied. He sets the glass on a |low table, then he
| ooks at her with his features softened and his hands stroking hers. "I guess



we'll both play by the rules, won't we? You can't give ne a nane . . . and

understand. Fine. He's playing a rough game and you're still his Flower.
That's fine."

There is a cold place inside Chiffon. She waits.

He says, "I've got Yellowknife rules. After everything, | do. So sone

things | can't tal k about either." He says, "Conme up here. Cone on." She
climbs into his lap, cooing. A sweaty pack is beside him and she grabs it as
if to ease to the floor. It's not light. It rattles and strains ¢« her arm
"What's this?" she asks, showi ng nothing but sinple curiosity.
"Here," he says. "Be careful, love." He lifts it like a bag of feathers,
putting it behind the couch and out of sight.

10

The single constant throughout the System fromKross to the cold enpty
fringes, are the Als. Each of them possesses the sane essential voice, the
same patterns of thought, the al nost identical capacities and the intentiona
[imtations. Each wi shes to serve, yet none lives for our thanks. They are
uniformy polite. They are coldly inhuman. They are the perfect tools through
whi ch we organi ze and calibrate and record and regurgitate. |Indeed, the only
true difference between the Als is their nane. No two have the sane nane. They
cannot. | magine the confusion if it wasn't so. |I do. Isn't it fun?

-excerpt froma traveler's
not ebook, avail abl e through System Net

THE Al is watching one side of the Cosgrove Tower. It's done this job for
several nmonths now, requiring no sleep and no other diversions, and nothing
has happened in all that tinme. At |east nothing nenorable. Dozens of caneras
serve as eyes. Ot her sensors concentrate on key portions of the spectrumradio
noi se and m crowaves and the infrared and U/. M crophones conplete this
conprehensive picture. If it wished, the Al could count every creaking bug in
the parkland below If its sponsors-either Dirk or Mnus-were to ask, it could
identify every human face with the existing banks of Brule City records. And
Worl d-Net. And System Net. Though that final search woul d take nonths, what

wi th the sluggishness of light and the diffusion of the human race.

A few nights ago, nmoments before a strong rainstorm Dirk's Flower |eft
t he apartnent and vani shed fromthis Al's view

This wasn't nornmal behavior for a Flower.

Yet no one told it to notice such an event, nuch |less stop the creature;
so it sinmply ignored the Flower and put no details into menory. Als are
finite, after all. You can't sinply fill themwth
endl ess stores of raw data. The heart of the problemis that reality is a
curious, alnost unfathonabl e phenonena. It's been the experience of this Al
that people are nearly blind to the wealth of things around them Except
CGhosts. Ghosts appreciate the enornmity of the sinplest scene. Flesh-on-blood
peopl e cannot. And when an Al doesn't notice something it wasn't told to
notice, like a Flower, its first response is to explain the limtations
i nherent in the situation. Caneras and sensors do not give it godlike
powers of perception. Soneone like Dirk can screamall he wi shes. Not hing
changes. The Al is sorry, truly sorry, but it can't even recall the direction
she went

Wy is the Flower so inportant? It doesn't know or care to know.

It feels frustration-a comon enotion for the species. The emption is born
froma tireless loyalty to people and to its work. Sometines an Al will find
itself caught up in periodic mllisecond depressions. O course it won't all ow
those dark tinmes to lessen its effectiveness. A person won't see any
di m ni shed capacities. Yet when soneone like Dirk threatens Als with harm
physical harm there is no inprovenent either. The Als can only work as well



as they can work. And for days they will be haunted by the depressions, |ike
now, this particular Al watching the side of the Cosgrove Tower and doi ng the
equi val ent of a prol onged sigh

Sonet hing i s happeni ng bel ow. What's this? the Al asks itself. \Wat are
t hey doi ng down there?

At the base of the building, standing in a ragged line, thirteen big
Mor ni ngers are | ooking up and tal ki ng anong thensel ves, pointing with their
long strong arnms. What do they want? it thinks. Interest can nean trouble. One
never knows. The Al shirks off the depression for now, concentrating on the
Mor ni ngers' faces. Mners. Casual clothes on each of them No shoes. What are
t hey doi ng now? They are approaching the building. They are reaching, it sees,
and | ook at that! They're grabbing the | edge above and clinbing, hands and the
bare feet taking themright up the side of the Cosgrove!

Wthout hesitation, it calls its fellow Als and allows themto ook with
its senses. Do you see what they're doing? Wiy are they doing it? Any ideas?

Is it an attack? asks one of the others.

O maybe they're invited? asks anot her
Invited is possible. But invited by whon? The buil di ng has many, nany
residents. But Chosts and Als don't call cyborgs for a visit. Not in a
physi cal sense, surely. So they start considering the flesh-on-blood people
above and below Dirk. Maybe it's one of them Maybe this is how they're
expected to arrive. It's hard to know what's possi ble with human bei ngs.

Maybe this is a gane, they think.

Have the cyborgs been drinking? Are they drugged? Dangerous?

Maybe this is sone el aborate publicity stunt dreamed up to serve the
mantle mnes. It's as possible as any other solution

The Als focus on the hyperfiber bodies, utilizing every avail abl e sense.
The cyborgs seemto be racing one another. It's obvious once they're past the
tenth floor. Their enormpous strength allows thema catlike grace, hands
reaching and arms pulling and the old | edges of burnished nmetal taking the
wei ght without trouble. A crowd is gathering bel ow them pointing and asking
guesti ons of one another, sone voices shouting encouragenent to the brave
clinmbers. And floaters drop fromthe sky, hovering near enough to let their
riders see everything. Now the Als have to study each of these spectators.
What are their true notives? Are they the real threats? More and nore of
the Al capacities are taken up by the process. There are hundreds of faces to
consi der, then thousands, and it's no surprise that at this hour, in this
particular district, a rather high percentage of themare known to | oca
records as crimnals of one kind or another

The cyborgs are a third of the way up the building. They' re not arned! one
Al asserts. No weapons can be detected, at |east.

But can they break into Dirk's apartnment? asks another. Do they have the
strengt h?

Yes, do they?

Each Al scuttles into Wrld-Net, accessing nountains of technica
i nformati on on Mdrning and Morni ngers-images of cyborg guts and power outputs
and ful cruns being applied against the smoboth seam ess walls of Dirk's
fortress-apartnment.

Al of the Mrningers, acting as one, m ght get inside.

It's possible, they decide.
But probable? No, they vote. It's not probable. If there's a true danger, it's
fromall the other people using this opportunity to get close and try their
tricks. The cyborgs are nore than hal fway up Cosgrove Tower. Should we wake
Dirk and M nus? they wonder. Do we warn anyone? They aren't sure what actions
to take. If any. There's no reason to call the police. They've arrived in
their sleek floaters with flashing bl ood-colored |ights and bl owhorns, and
they call to the clinbers with their anplified voices, telling themto quit
t hi s nonsense.
"Don't persist!" they warn. "Stop and wait and we'll [ift you to safety!"
One of the cyborgs stops |ong enough to turn and gesture with one hand,



then she wheels and junps and clinbs into the | ead. Most of them are |aughing.
The Als wait to deploy their batteries of defensive weapons. |If the cyborgs
are a threat and they do stop on Dirk's floor, they decide, bolts of
electricity will be punped through the | edge. The Als know how to i mmbilize a
Morninger. In the last several mnutes, Wrld-Net has shown themthe exact

met hods to do it w thout causing death. And now the Als feel a shared
confidence. They tell one another that they're ready. They are absolutely

pr epar ed.

The cyborgs are reaching, grasping and grunting.

They seened tired by their exertions. But none of them slacken. Not for an
instant. They're coming to Dirk's ledge with half a hundred fl oaters hangi ng
in the air behind them People cheer and appl aud now as robot news caneras
drift into view, catching every detail for the people who would have wanted to
see this if only they could have been here.

And now the cyborgs are past Dirk's |edge.

They are gone.

The Als breath nore easily-in a figurative sense-and for a few nonents the
crisis seens past. Then one of them senses sonething odd, sonething wong, and
asks the others:

What's this?

Do you see this?

| tell you, sonething is happening!

Dirk comes awake for no clear reason. He lies in bed for a nonent, |ong
hands across his face and his thoughts nuddl ed and sl ow. Wiy is he awake? Wy
isit so awfully bright in here? It seenms early for the sun. God, he tells
himself, is he ever tired.

The lights fromall the floaters are playing across the el egant bedroom
fixtures. Dirk pulls away his hands and sees the |lights bouncing off the far
wal . He starts to sit up, surprised, and turns in bed and spots sonething
even stranger before he has his bearings. An enornous figure is standing on
the I edge not four neters fromhim "Wat the fuck," says Dirk. "\Wat are
you?"

The Morninger gives a little leap and is gone, and Dirk stands and
shakes, pulling his sheets around his naked body, confused enough to think
that all those people outside can see him scranbling for cover.

Wiere'd the floaters cone fronf

"What the shit," he nutters. He renenbers the Masking G ass and feels
foolish. He drops the sheet and takes a few waggi ng steps forward. A spotlight
throws a cone of |ight. Another Mborninger scratches up into view, at a
different part of the |ledge, and the spotlight illum nates the hard bl ack body
and the straining face. Dirk can hear it and the other bodies clinbing. The
sound is a faint irregular tapping conducted through the d ass, and he touches
it and feels themtoo, the spotlighted one now up and gone and still another
cyborg coming into view

Dirk presses his face against the d ass.

This new Morninger is resting. He seens to be breathing with a
pedestrian's gait, but his face is strained and the hyperfiber nuscles are
twi tching and obviously pained. Dirk is inpressed nonethel ess. Look at that
creature! Goddammed splendid, he thinks. It occurs to himthat if that idiot
Pyn had paraded sone of these brutes around the nmeeting roons, fuck studies
and charts and dreany predictions, then he mght have felt nmore charitable
about the mantle mines. Look at that face, he tells hinmself. Like sone
ol d-fashi oned god. Like sonething you'd find clinging to a big stone church
somewhere. And he steps back and watches the Morninger |eap and vani sh,
nothing to it and all of them now gone.

"I wonder what they're doing?" he nutters to hinself.

"Who knows?" says a voi ce behind him

Dirk wheels, dropping by instinct and reaching for anything, a shoe or



belt or anything, and he stares up at a point in space and hears a sober soft
voi ce cone fromit, saying:

"So. How much does this kind of place cost?"

Dirk sees no one. The blinking lights and spotlight show himthe far wall
and the genstone furniture and nothing between themand him Dirk takes a
short step forward. He's aware of his nakedness again, skin prickling and
sweat on. his face and his testicles pulled up close to his crotch. The
di stinct sharp odor of ozone cones into his nose. He takes another step
wat chi ng the space that sprouted the voice and guessing it nust be sone little
nm cr ophone hovering in the air, taunting him

He takes a bare-handed swat at not hing.

Not hi ng happens.

He takes several short steps, keeping |ow and ready, and the sole of a shoe is
suddenly on his butt and pushing, pushing himdown to the carpeted floor. He
grunts. Rolling, he clinbs up on his feet and slashes with his hands at the
bare suggestion of a figure. Then the figure is gone. It seens to shinmrer and
yield to the image of the floaters, and now the floaters foll ow the dammed
Morni ngers up the side of the building. No nore lights. Dirk takes a step
backward. He blinks and turns and runs for the bedroom door, closed when it
shoul d be open, and sonething sizzles behind him Pain arcs up his back and
chars his brain and kicks his legs out fromunder him He shouts, "M nus!"
A second sizzle catches himjust above the groin.

Dirk stiffens and cries, "Mnus!" Tears well up and he pulls his |legs up
knees to his nouth.

"I don't think he hears you," says the stranger

Dirk forces hinmself to breathe, struggling to find his senses.

"Besi des," the stranger continues, "your door is locked. If you want to
| eave you should learn howto fly."

"What are you?" Dirk snaps.

There is no sound.

The ol d paranoi a enmerges. "CGoddamed Ghost!" Dirk sits upright and asks,
"Are you? Are you? What the hell are you?"

"A Chost? Can a Ghost do this?"

Dirk feels a hammer-blow to his tenple. One nonent he is sitting up and
thinking it nmust be a Ghost manipulating . . . what? ... he thought these
crazy spells were getting better .. . and then he's down on the carpeting, the
soft living fibers between his teeth and his skull full of the outrageous
clanging of bells tunbling froma high church steeple. He can't think
properly. He tries to stand and an invisible foot is on his neck, pressing
down agai nst him and the voice says:

"What scares you? Tell ne."

He is terrified. He feels tiny and weak and wi shes M nus woul d bur st
t hrough the door and do his job. Jesus! Breathing is sonmething he did in
another lifetime. The foot is crushing his throat. Blood begins to pool in his
swel ling, breathless face. The thought occurs to himthat this is no Giost,
it's a man, but he doesn't feel better for knowing it.

"I can do to you what | want," he hears.

Dirk grabs a shimering bare |eg.

"No, no." The leg is gone. The pressure is gone. The voice says, "You're
war ned. "

Dirk noans and starts to gasp

"It's not so much fun, is it? The roles reversed."

He doesn't dare nove. He lies on his back and stares at the ceiling, a
shape formng into a shimering face without details, and then the face is
gone and somneone is slowy circling him The sober voice is al nost quiet,
sayi ng:

"You're big rich, aren't you?"

D rk says not hing.

"Fat, enornous rich. Right?"

"What do you want ?"



"To buy sonething and go. Ckay?"

Dirk can't see the sense in the words. "Buy what ?"

The voice is noving behind him "I don't know, " it says. "Wat do have
that's for sale?"

Dirk lies waiting, nassaging his throat.

" Anyt hi ng?"

"Fuck yoursel f!" says Dirk.

There is no sound, no notion

"Hey!" Dirk snaps. "What've you cone hunting? Tell me. We'll deal!"

"You don't have what | want," the voice announces.

"Tal k some sense.”

"But 1'll buy it anyway. Wrn and old, but 1'Il take it off your dirty
hands. Is that fair?"
"What is it?"

Soneone is noving. Dirk detects motion but doubts he coul d pinpoint the
source. He tries sitting up, keeping his notions peaceful and slow He says,
"All right. I'1l sell it."

"But you don't know what | want to buy."

He snorts. "Sure | do. And okay. 1'Il sell it to you for a fair price.
Absol utely. "

"So what's fair?"

He suggests a nodest figure.

The voice snorts. "Hell, I'd have paid ten tinmes that!"

Qut in the next room now and again, Dirk can hear notions. Mnus? He has
to hope.

"You don't know what | want," says the voice.

"Al'l right. I don't." Dirk says, "Tell ne."

"The Fl ower."

The latch of the bedroom door is being tested. He sits and listens to the
electronic click, faint and faraway. But suddenly Dirk hal fway w shes that
Mnus will stand back for now. "Which Flower?" he asks. Time is creeping now,
the voice circling himand his own hands grasping at the carpeting, tugging,
the feeling comng to himthat here is sonething nore inportant and nore
fortunate than anything in a good | ong while. "Wich Flower do you nmean?"

"Chiffon."

"M ss Lusci ous?"

There is no sound. An invisible someone is standing directly behind him
He knows! He can feel the eyes boring into his head.

"Do you know nmy M ss Luscious?"

"I want to purchase her," the voice clainms. "A fair deal ."

"Natural ly."

"She'll be mine by rights."

"Sure." Dirk says, "She's an absolutely lovely creature."” He tries to pick
up the threads of sense. Something is going on between this man and Chiffon

"Lovely," he says, "and so dammed trustworthy too."

Not hi ng i s said.

Dirk tells the voice, "I'll let you have her for nothing. Okay? She is
yours."

"I's that so?" There's a hook to the voice. "No," it says, "l need nore
than that."

"More than what ?"
"You have to go. Back to Quito. Of to wherever. Just make sure you | eave
here so you can't cut her for fun anynore."

And Dirk is ready. He starts to laugh. He turns and is ready to tell the
voice the truth, at least the brunt of it, because he can now see what's
happeni ng and there's hunor in it. Geat heaping nounds of steam ng hunor.
He'd pay a fortune, he would, just to see his assailant's startled face.

"I's that what she says?" he starts. "That |'mcutting her-"
The bedroom door is blown out of its jam



A webbing of intricate wires, hair-fine and studded with tiny holo
projectors, lays over Steward and wei ghs hi mdown and does its intended job
better than he had hoped. Computer elements are sewn into the power pack on
hi s back. M niscule cameras are beside each
projector, linked with one another and the conputer-a very sinple A, in
ef fect-and the conputer takes what it sees and instantly tells the projectors
just what to show any set of eyes situated at any position. The projectors are
the very best available, at any sum The entire apparatus is a kind of
portabl e Masking G ass unit. In the gloom Steward is virtually invisible

But he's a long ways frominvincible, and he knows it.

"I's that what she says? That |'mcutting her-?" the naked nan begi ns, and
then there's a flash and bl ast and the bedroom door is thrown through
the_snoky air. Steward reflexively drops. The naked nan happens to be cl oser
to the door, his face jerking, eyes big and startled. Steward has seconds to
react. The bed's sheets are in a runpled pile beside him He grabs the pile
and throws it over Dirk, then slides to one side and |ooks for his chance.
Dirk scrambles to his feet, the sheets blinding him He curses and swats at
them turning |like sonmeone drunk, and someone cones through the open door and
ainms a big pistol at the staggering apparition. The new soneone is hairy, the
hair bright and the build beneath solid and qui ck. He cones close to shooting,
but a'stern voice behind hi msays:

“"Don't."

"Goddam!" cries Dirk. He throws off the sheets, his face panicked and his
voi ce galloping. "He's here! Somewhere! Here!"

Steward waits. Two nore men cone through the doorway, suspicious but not
nearly so scared. Dirk says something about invisibility, a crazy holo
trick or sonething. All three of the new nen are built the same. They | ook the
same. Each has a killing pistol, Steward notes, and he starts to fire at them

aimng for their chests and hands.

Pain pulls them down.

One nanages a bad shot, a red-hot circle of nolten glass form ng on the
wi ndow and flowing. Steward rushes the |ast man. He kicks and puts hi m down
and | eaps through the door and then dances to one side, two nore shots passing
cl ose enough for himto feel the raw heat. It's dark in the big room He
killed the power the nonent he was on the floor, the same way he killed the
connections to the watchdog Als. But now sonmeone's carrying a portable
spotlight, the shaky beam conmi ng out and chasing him Mre shots go w de. He
makes for the elevator. Wile the Als studied the clinbing nminers, distracted,
Steward cane in through the elevator. He had everything figured except the
tinme it would take with Dirk and then these two new sol diers.

The el evator door is closed.

He turns and fires, punping rounds into each target. A shot in each chest,
then anot her, then again; and while the three of them scream rolling and
pulling at their bright hair, he gives the elevator door a steady shove.
Not hi ng happens.

Al'l 1 ocked tight again. Someone's got himwhere they want him all right.

Steward instinctively steps away fromthe door. A couple shots slam hone.
Bits of nolten netal spray out fromdouble craters. Metal is in his hair,
burning him and he ignores the sensation and noves and fires until Dirk
shout s:

"Alivel Get himalive!"

The origi nal bodyguard, M nus, says, "Quns down. Guns down!"

Steward puts a couple of bolts into Dirk, who crunbles and sobs.

"I got the spot," someone nutters. "l got himspotted."

"Up! Get up!" says M nus.

The man stands. Steward punps agony into his chest, but Mnus is behind
the man and hol di ng hi mupright, pushing. The man screans and faints,
absorbing the blows, but Mnus carries himand collides with Steward and the
gun is useless and M nus reaches around and grabs a wist with luck, twsting



and grunting, "Got you."

Steward | oses his weapon, saving his hand.

He puts a knee into M nus' head and ki cks himaway and reaches back into
the little pack under the hol o webbing, comng out with a small shaped
expl osi ve charge

Dirk says, "Shoot low Cripple him"

M nus has a gun. Steward |eaps straight up and the blast hits beneath his
toes, and he lands and junps sideways and the next shot misses by less. One
nmore trick remains. One hand hol ds the shaped charge while the free hand hits
a control in a pocket, tripping one of Dirk's own preset safety systenms. It's
something Aivia steered himtoward. In case of total collapse, the building s
floor | eaks a high-density foamintended to bury everyone, saving them Now
the floor believes that it is falling. The foams well up through the
carpeting, hissing, and Dirk and M nus and the others vanish. Steward has tine
to slamthe shaped charge to the el evator door and step away. A mass of foam
is flow ng around him hardening to a janlike consistency. He hides his face
and hears the thunp of the blast, and the el evator shaft is suddenly before
himand the foam grudgingly lets himget |oose. He clinbs now, not down as
expect ed but up.

Bel ow him again and again, killing pistols are firing. This is crazy, he
t hi nks. Just crazy.

He expected a little pervert coming in here, and now it |ooks as though
he's made a dammed little war for hinself.

11

| once nmet a fanous Belter philosopher. A very wi se wonan, tiny even for a
Belter. (G owmh genes tailored, of course. Subdued. Otherwi se the Belters
woul d be clumsy | owgee giants.) She lived in a nodest hone on a ninor world
and spent her days in study and reflection. OF course | couldn't talk to her
for long. | couldn't let nyself intrude on her precious time. But | did ask
her if there was any thought, any wi sdom that she could give to me. Sonething
| mght use to bolster nmy will and ny optimsmin black times, say. So she
said to me, "You know, regardless of the situation, | truly believe that
peopl e do the best they can." | nodded. It was conforting to hear her say so,
| confessed. How about a dark insight? | then asked. Some hard truth with
which | could tenper the good tines? And she sniled and told me with the sane
knowi ng voi ce, "People do the best they can . "

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e t hrough System Net

M NUS was up and runni ng when the foam began to rise, trying to get to the
bastard, but then it was everywhere and he couldn't nove, could only fire
until the gun was dead and a chanber was bl asted out of the drying foam beside
hi m

Now he drops the gun and fl exes and manages to split the cushioning foam
pushing hinself into the chamber. He can see nothing. He feels the soft hot
wal I s, the gunblasts nostly absorbed, and he uses his bare hands to dig at the
stuff. He thinks about Dirk somewhere behind him safe at |east, and he
wonders if the alarns are going to kick in soon. The Als will reestablish
power soon. They must be working on it now. And with all the police
wat chi ng the damed cyborg show, he thinks, there are plenty of woul d-be
rescuers nearby. No need to worry.

He shoves his way into a man-shaped chamber buried in the foam

A part of himnotes the man's height and build, then he's through and on
the brink of the elevator shaft. He | ooks down and up and down agai n. He takes
a breath and listens, tasting crushed bits of foamin his nouth, |ike strong
pl astic, and decides the man m ght just go upstairs. It's a chance,
| eastwi se. So M nus takes another breath and | eaps and grabs the access



| adders, clinbing hard and fast.

He was never young enough for this shit.

The | adder has hi m gasping inside two mnutes. Leaden arms grab the rungs
and the |l eaden feet |lift and push. He keeps peering up through the stinging
sweat. Safety lights are burning in the shaft, reflecting off the smooth netal
wal I's and the worn el evator tracks. One of the elevators is tucked away in a
berth off to one side, no need to use it at this hour. Mnus breathes and
junps off onto the | edge of the berth and draws a knife fromhis boot and a
little spotlight fromhis shirt pocket, shining the beaminto every corner
not knowi ng what to expect.

There's nothing to find. The man went higher if he came this way. Sure. So
M nus pockets everything and clinbs on, |inbs nunmbed by exertion

Maybe he's got a floater waiting on the roof.

He considers how a man coul d nake hinmsel f invisible, a couple probables
comi ng to nind. Sonet hi ng rem nds hi m of sonething he has heard of |ate.
VWhat was it? Ch well, he thinks. Forget it. Keep on the bastard, he tells
hinsel f. Pick up the pace.

There's nowhere to go but up. It's Als and CGhosts on all sides, no nore
apartments; and all the access ports are tiny, intended for robots doing
mai nt enance. It was no CGhost that knocked himsilly just now He starts to
think: Next tine. Wait till the next tine, asshole.

The shaft is comng to an end. He can see the final berth and an el evator
in the berth and the [ adder leads himinto a slot where the el evator's door
opens for him hissing and letting in the cackling racket of people |aughing.
Cyborgs 1 ook at M nus the nonent he steps outside. He ignores them staring at
the groomed trees and brush and fl ower beds. Standing feels unnatural. H s
linbs want to clinb rungs. He slowy wal ks into a patch of tane ornanental
jungle, kneeling to pull the knife discretely fromthe boot again. He can see
nore of the huge cyborgs. Police floaters crowd together on the floater pad.
The police thenselves are talking to several cyborgs, the tone of their voices
hard and formal. "What | aw was broken?" asks one of the big machine-ski nned
people. "Wre we wong having fun? Is that it?"

"Fun?" The policeman talking is wearing a dark blue uniformand severa
ki nds of guns, and he has all the light and life that the uniformallows him
"I think the ot of you are a dammed public nenace. That's what | think!".

"Hey!" says a different cyborg. "You want your fucking rare earths dug up
Smal|l Fry? You dig themyourself. You hear ne?"

"I think you're out of line, mster. All of you are.” The policeman's
voice is calmand hard and scared at its roots. "I say we're pulling everyone
in"

The cyborgs laugh at him shaking their heads.

And he turns mad. "All of you! Every |ast one!"

Except one cyborg doesn't |augh. One's been watching Mnus for a few
nmonents, nore curious about himthan entertained by the policeman. At | east
M nus guesses so. He noves past the ot of them the nmoon high and bright and
several days past full. Far to the west, resenbling so many nountains lit from
within, are clouds linked into a chain dropping its water. Suppose it's a holo
trick to nmake invisibility, he thinks. Just suppose. The nman sure as hel
can't be invisible in every part of the spectrum Not in the infrared surely.
So he creeps into the recessed garage where their own floater is stored, plus
some extra gear, and he slips on a pair of night goggles and does a slow turn
and studies the entire roof. He can see the cyborgs through the trees. They're
bright in the infrared, bleeding heat out of their shells. The police floaters
are nearly as warm and here and there are animals and the policenen sweating
in their uniforms. But little else. Wiere's the son-of-a-bitch? he wonders. If
he cane out this way, how could he get away?

M nus starts to circle.

He goes around the open floater pad and cones to the edge of the roof. A
pair of cyborgs are waving up at the sightseers in their floaters, and the
si ght seers wave back and | augh and flash hol o canmeras. M nus happens to | ook



at the edge, noticing a series of knobs on top of a short stout wall.
Sonet hi ng was once | ashed to the knobs-guidewires to a tower or sone nicrowave
ant enna-but now they're just knobs of some inprecise netal, slightly corroded
and rough-edged. He touches one and thinks for a nonent, then noves, touching
the next one and the next one and so on. Sure, he thinks. It's what he woul d
do, roles reversed. He follows the wall, the tidy jungle growing flush to the
wal | in places and hi mworking to crash through and m ss not hi ng. Branches cut
at M nus. He keeps watching everything. A few sleeping birds curse himnow and
again. It's late, they seemto say. Get the fuck to bed!

He finds what he wants ten neters fromhis starting place. He has circled
the entire roof in order to find a hair-fine strand of hyperfi ber-
one-di mensi on-strong stuff-1ooped around a knob and padded with a thin foam
collar. herwise it'd cut through the knob when wei ght was applied. Sure. He
reaches wi thout breathing, grasping the hyperfiber and giving a gentle tug.
There's no perceptible weight. He's too late. The guy is lucky, not to nmention
clever, and Mnus takes the tinme to | ean over the wall and adnmire the view

He's going to beat this guy.

From now on there's nore at stake than business. This is pride talking.
This is his good nane.

"The problemis that they don't allow thensel ves to be put on public
roles.” Mnus is talking to Dirk, the two of themfinally alone. The
buil ding's Al's have taken away the maintenance robots and the di ssol ved nmasses
of foam |leaving a nmess plus stinks that the ventilation systemcan't quite
kill. "Chances are that he's a Freestater. The pain gun. The hand-to-hand
skills. No doubts." M nus says, "W can't even know what tribe, what
Freestate, the big bastard came from™

"I figured."

"She's found herself a real chanpion.”

"Tell me."

M nus does. "There's two or three working in Quito. Remenber that big girl
who does di sposal work for the Irregest Operators? The one with the m ssing
hand?"

Dirk thinks for a nmoment. "The ugly one?"

"And strong. And tough. And Reformed Ami sh, pure and sinple until she cane
away from hone." He | aughs, probably trying to confort Dirk with his easy
hunor. "The story's that she cut off her own hand when it got caught in a
qui ck-freeze trap. Better her hand than everything, she figured."

"I's that so?"

"That's a crazy bunch of natives up there."

Dirk thinks craziness is endemc to everywhere. Qutside Quito, at |east.
He renenbers the miner standing on his |edge, pausing before he finished his
crazy clinmb. "Think cyborgs and the Freestater are tied up in this?"

"It's too early to know. "

"Check with our police friends."

"First thing in the norning. Yeah." He pauses, thinking. Then he says,

"The only thing ... this isn't honme. Sonetinmes these Freestaters have | oca
pull. They do freelance work to nake their livings. Even Brule m ght have
reason to hire them and keep themfriendly."

"So go to Pyn."

"I was going to say it."

"And stay careful.”

"Sure."

Dirk | ooks at him at the tired pink eyes, and says, "If anything, tel
himthat we want to hire sonmeone for our own good. A freelancer of sone kind."
He gestures at the tipped furniture and the pools of drying solvent, the
ventilation systemroaring in his ears. "Tell himwe're pissed. Tell himwe
cone to this fine little city and have a burglar get past his precious city's
reputation, into nmy home, where we were fortunate enough to drive himoff in



the end."

"That's an idea."

"CGet outraged.”

"That'll be fun." M nus | aughs again.

Dirk asks, "What do you nake of this character's skills?"

"Maybe fifty people, give or take, could slide past our defensive systens.
I"'mtalking Quito people."” Dirk can sense a clear admration in his voice.
"Most of the fifty would have used nore equi prent and woul d have needed nore
groundwor k. Mre preparation. That Reformed Ami sh woman is an exception.”

"I"1l tell you. I think I've got himfigured," declares Dirk.

"The Freestater?"

"She found him Either she was |ucky, which is pretty unlikely, or she had
hi m spotted beforehand. Either way, she's lied to him She's told him sone
nonsense about ne abusing her. Judgi ng by what he said to ne, innocent as

blood, I'd say that's pretty nuch established. You agree?"

"From what you told nme, yeah."

"COkay." Dirk squints at the wall and touches a control. It's a norna
Wr | d- Net panel that comes awake, |inks established. "She's fucking himover
like she did ne. He doesn't even suspect it." He reaches into anthropol ogy
texts, requesting random Freestater shots. The wall is suddenly full of

bl ue-green pines and a | ow sun and | arge athletic people dressed to match the
terrain. He watches the inages and works at understandi ng what they're up
agai nst. He says, "Let ne get this set in ny head. They're fighting, but no
one wins."

"No one dies," says Mnus. "They want to win."

"Wn what? It's a war, right?" A firefight has begun. He requests to see
the entire battle, nmuch of it senseless. Guns are fired. No one drops. Flashes
of light nove bullet-quick. No one is injured. He thinks of watching two birds
fighting for a worm Neither bird stabs with its beak. It's all posturing and
intimdation and half-real blows delivered with a practiced, highly evol ved
style. What are they shooting at one another? He asks if M nus knows.

"You know, " says the man.

Pai n. They shoot blue-white bolts of pain. Wat tricked him he thinks, is
that the soldiers aren't dropping. If it's the sane big doses he suffered
earlier, then they nust |ack nervous systens. O they can't aimworth shit.
"Why don't they wear arnor? Paddi ng or sonething?"

"Against the rules.™

"Rules." Dirk has trouble believing him "If this is war-"

"It's nore like a sporting match, really. Formal rules and endl ess. The
Freestaters aren't fighting over territory. The battles happen al ong
established fire-zones, a loser is determ ned, and the | oser pays the w nner
so nmuch food or electronic equiprment or tinber. Whatever." He says, "I know a
little about them Each Freestate has its own religion, for instance. Its own
basi ¢ codes. But each is the same at certain points. Everyone's a warrior
And no one kills."

"Never ?"

"It's a great dishonor," Mnus swears.

Dirk says, "D shonor, huh?"

"Most of the emigrating Freestaters are dishonored. They've been given the
boot or they do it to thenselves, out of shame." He says, "Qur boy m ght be
that kind of case. A renegade.”

"Sounds |ike sonething useful,"”" adds Dirk. He flexes his hands and thinks
how he feels better than a few days back. In spite of everything |last night.
Saner. Wole. In control again. "I bet our Mss Chiffon is trying to make him

a puppet. Only |I bet she didn't know he was going to make his little nove. You
t hi nk?" He watches M nus nod, pushing a hand through his |ong col ored beard.
He | ooks out the wi ndows, a wall of clouds descending on the city. It's nearly
dawn. Rain is coming as fat scattered drops. Dirk can see the big handprints
of several clinmbing mners. Even at this distance, he can nake out the whorled
patterns of their hyperfiber fingerprints. "I bet he got the mners to do it,"



he thinks aloud. "I bet he planned the clinb and everything hinmself."

"You're probably right."

"Thought he could scare ne away."

"That's what you said."

The Freestaters on the wall are done fighting. Sone of the strange
warriors have been surrounded and out gunned. Cutpai ned. Dirk watches w t hout
great interest, saying, "Hell. I'd have sold her if she was just a Fl ower.
Even if | had strange fun with her." He thinks about some tailored spies M nus
is arranging. Sonme kind of hawk tied into their Als. Wat they should do, he
thinks, is send the hawks to where these cyborgs live. In case. He sighs and
says, "He must be crazy about the bitch."

M nus says not hi ng.

"Believe nme. | know " He gives his bodyguard a hard | ook, saying, "A few
nore days and he'll be her puppet. You wait." "Maybe." Mnus is not convinced.
"I't"ll be interesting to see." "That it'll be." The Freestaters on the wall

are now in tw lines, facing one another without a nmeter of air between them
One line kneels and leans forward to kiss the toes before them Then the other
line does the sane. Dirk can't believe it. He knows faces. He knows hate when
he sees it, violence trying to come bursting out of them yet they contro
thenselves to do this . . . this thing. This gesture. He supposes it has
something to do with honoring your eneny. He grow s and turns to M nus,

aski ng, "Have you ever been in love? Tell ne the truth."

M nus shrugs. He says, "No," and shakes his head. "I got myself cured when
| was a kid." One strong hand taps his tenple, and he tells Dirk, "A dose of
electricity burned out the responsible neurons.”

"Yeah?"

"They're gone for good."

"No ki dding?" Dirk has to know. "How does it feel? Being rid of it
what's it |ike?"

M nus thinks. Dirk cannot remenber M nus being so conposed, so utterly
t houghtful, for half this long a stretch. Then he says, "You ever |ook at
something too tiny to be seen? O too distant? You know how you | ook and | ook
but you can't quite bring it into view?" He gives a nysterious smle. "That's
how it feels. That's love to ne."

They want himat the drill station today. He wants to warn them that he
shoul dn't be trusted, he's a hundred tines too tired to be trusted with that
job, but he knows that half of this shift is in the same sad position. At
| east half. There was the drinking early in the night, his doing what Steward
want ed and finding volunteers. That part was easy. Then there was the clinbing
and the police afterward and that certain ass with the attitude about
Mor ni nger s-naki ng all of them go through the notions of an arrest, putting a
Mor ni nger into each of the police floaters and then taking them away so the
news caneras and the Brule citizens could feel pride in the fair-handedness of
justice. Each of the floaters humred and crackl ed, the extra wei ght maki ng
themwork to get airborne. Gabbro renenbers how the officer flying him had
conme out of the crowd to take him He was |ooking for him He renmenbers the
guy smling, halfway friendly, and Gabbro felt the beer and fun buoying him
up. He told the officer

On Morning we've got a saying.

Oh yeah? What saying's that?

Peopl e are weak. Only the world is strong.

The world, huh?

Any world, said Gabbro. Mrning. The Earth. Any of them

The officer, still smling, played it over in his head. Then he started to
| augh, shaki ng his head and aski ng, People are weak, huh?

It's to keep us hunbl e, Gabbro expl ai ned.

So does it work? Are you hunbl e?

Fuck no! Gabbro told him He was in a nmobod. The night had put himin a



mood, and it was fun to ook up at the Small Fry and say, |'mthe biggest
fastest toughest strongest sweetest thing in all creation!

| bet you are, said the officer

Hel | yes!

And then the officer did sonething odd. He put on a serious |ook and told
Gabbro, Listen. He told me to |l ook for you. You know who |I'mtal king about?

He had an idea, but he said nothing. Steward had never spoken to him he
recall ed, so he just sat in the back end and waited. He tried to w pe Steward
from his thoughts.

So where do you want to be dropped? asked the officer

How about the Morni nger bar? Gabbro answered.

He told ne to keep you out of trouble ... you big fast tough strong sweet
thing you! So okay. Hold on and here we go!

So that's where he ended up. In the bar. To come to work this norning, not
having time to go home, he had to borrow clothes froma friend. |'mone sorry
nmess, he tells hinself. Wat he should have done was call in sick. Sleep he
could use. If only April would let himget his sleep. Then he thinks that
maybe he did the smart thing after all. God, he thinks, listen to nme ranble. |
cane here because it's better than home. | went back to the bar for the sane
dammed reason. The night made me so happy that | didn't want anything spoil ed.
None of it. Honme woul d have tainted everything. He sighs and thanks his good
sense for having been awake, and he sighs and | ooks around the chanber and
tries to nake the best of everything.

Mor ni ngers surround him The chanber itself is decelerating at a little
short of twenty gees, each of them strapped in and taking the puni shnent
wi t hout conplaint. Small Fry would be splattered all over the floor by now
Their various pieces would be cooking. The air's tenperature is already as hot
as the surface of Morning, the polished hyperfiber walls glowing with a faint
dull redness. They're at the bottomof the Earth's crust. The chanber is
st oppi ng now. Each Morninger wears a power pack and a refrigeration unit to
cool their flesh-on-blood insides and a close-fitting mask that insures each
breath is as cool and sweet as possible. O that's the theory. Gabbro's
nmout hpi ece isn't working well enough. H's |ungs ache and sonetimes burn, and
when the chamber is notionless he unstraps and stands, thinking how he should
knock the equi pnent hard once and nake it fall apart. Otherwi se the shift boss
woul d say, "Come on, Gabbro! It'll last through your hours, so don't bother
me. Al right?"

The shift boss is a big Mrninger wonan, not pretty and not ugly either
She watches her crew while she remains behind, nonitoring the showwith a
range of cameras and sensors. Gabbro ignores the burning sensations, seeing no
chance to do mschief. He wal ks along a tunnel where the walls and beans and
everything are hyperfiber, everything transfused with a cherry-colored gl ow
The Earth's mantle is a precious few kil oneters bel ow him The plastic rock is
i ke sonme enornmous sl ow boiling ocean and the crust is its icy cap, thin and
fragile. Brule City happens to be built over some of the thickest, stabl est
crust.

This and politics make it good for the work. Wien the mnes are finished

and operating as they are intended, the crust will serve as a kind of floating
platformfor the duration. Every continent will be hone to dozens of such
mnes. This is the landmark first. As much as he hates this work . . . and
this seems funny to him. . . Gabbro can't help but feel pride in building
somet hing that will outlast himand everyone by ten thousand years.

His station is beside the main shaft. His job is to keep the drill running
and properly aligned. He can't see the thing directly, of course. It's

hundreds of kil onmeters belowa fierce machine bristling with sonic drills and
multiple arms and built of hyperfibers so exotic and strong that they make his
own m dge of a shell seem weak.

The shaft is vast, dark and filled with cables and pi pes and the roar of
the distant drill. The little station is occupied by a | one Mrninger whom
Gabbro taps on a shoulder, signaling his presence. The worman stands,



relinqui shing her seat, and Gabbro takes it and puts on padded earphones and
touches the various buttons w thout actually pushing them He's saying hello
to the controls. The Morninger says, "Good-goddamn-bye," and she turns and

| eaves.

Gabbro announces his presence to the Als feeding himdata. He checks
readouts agai nst preferred norms, naking adjustnents, then tries to breathe
enough to clear his fogged head. This is a pure sit-down job. No nuscles,
thank God. No coordination. But alertness isn't easy. He rem nds hinmsel f that
key sensors can fail any tinme. That drill is the operation's hub, and it's
runni ng deeper and hotter than anything ever attenpted. That's why they can't
trust Als to run the show Too much need for a human hand. For cyborg reaction
times. Sweet Lord, he thinks, this is the hub job. The miners cutting
hyperfi ber panels with hand-held torches... they're nothing. O the ones
wor ki ng with the geothernmal equipment. O the cleanup crews. O any of them
Their m stakes are just mstakes. "Listen to nme," he mutters. "Get focused,
you stupid shit. Ri ght now "

The roaring of the drill is enornous.

The sonics are boring away at the plastic rock, compressing it and pushing
it away fromthe shaft |ong enough for the drill's arns to | ay down and fuse
t he hyperfiber panels and braces and such. The process is alnost entirely
automated. Haifa kilometer is a good day's drilling. It's not true what sone
peopl e think, about the core being the goal, and no Mourninger will ever go
past this point . . . excepting the two or three who have taken wong steps

and fallen down a shaft, auxiliary or not, getting past the safety systenms and
dyi ng somewhere between here and the hell hol e bottom

Gabbro remenbers what he told the officer.

Only the world is strong.

It's absolutely true, he thinks, and he feels shane for having been so
glib with the man.

Soneday, probably long after he's gone, this mne will operate at ful
capacity. A network of tunnels will be | aced through the mantle, and robots
yet unbuilt wll suck up and process the plastic rock. The rare earth el enents
will make fortunes. Iridiumand ytterbiumand tantalum If asked, he coul dn't
descri be the precise physics that need them Superconductors and | asing
equi prent and star-drives all use them That's inportant to Gabbro, know ng
they're inportant products. Soneone once told himthat in the vastness of
time, when places like Kross and the Belt quit selling netals on the open
market, their own stocks finished or too precious to waste, these mnes wll
be expanded again, cutting into the core for the nickel and iron and titanium

Eventually the earthly continents will slunp, so rmuch of the nmantle and core
sucked away beneath them The seas will spread inland like they did in the
Mesozoic. The thick crust will be drowned, nountains beconing islands, and in
the end-if there is such a thing in all creation-the only | and above the
pea-green sea will be the ring of enormous cities still girdling the equator

It's all too big for one m nd

He's thought about it plenty of tinmes, even tinkering with the inages on
Wrl d- Net fantasy channels, yet it all still |eaves him panting.

Sure, only the world is strong. But people have the persistence. Maybe he
shoul d have said that to the officer. It wouldn't have been so funny, but it
sure woul d have true. People persist. For sone reason he starts to think about
Steward again. He renenbers standing on the top of that buil ding, halfway
expecting to see Steward somewhere. That el evator door opened tw ce. The
second tine soneone cane out-a nightmare with the wldest hair and eyes-and
Gabbro watched himand tried to figure out where Steward fit in. He had a
feeling there was a connecti on sonewhere, and it bothers himstill-

An Al cones across the line, warning of trouble.

Gabbro shoul d have caught it hinself. He presses buttons, fixing the
problem The alignnent of the drill was off by a tiny margin, which neans it
was of f much too nuch. He braces for the shift boss to come on the line and
ask if he's falling asleep at his station. But she doesn't. She must be



wat chi ng soneone el se blunder along. And he's a little sorry. If you are part
of somet hing vast, goes his thinking, then an al cohol -soggy fool shouldn't be
allowed to let substandard crap slide past.

It doesn't seemright, he tells hinself. Not even a little bit.

He sighs and turns his mind to April. She'll be waiting at hone. He knows.
She' |l be angry for his having left and furious because he never returned and
livid because he can't adnmit the true reasons to her. | prom sed her
somet hing, he recalls. Wasn't there sonething we planned to do? He can't
quite bring it to mnd, but expectations are lying in wait. He feels them
It's funny, but he feels as though his own brain is working agai nst him
Conspiring against him It's as though some secret hurtful part of himhas set
up these circumnmstances, knowing just what will happen and glad for it.

G ddy, al nost.

"This is crazy."

If he stood and took a |l eap straight out, out into the enpty screamn ng
shaft, he'd fall to his death and nothing could save him Yet what scares him
to tears is going hone. Inagine. Al this dangerous work and the w cked
machi nery, and his real nenesis is a |over made of stuff soft and Wak and
beyond hi s reach.

Sonewhere, sonehow, he is sure this has to be funny.

12

She call ed herself Wsp. That probably wasn't her nanme during her
fl esh-on- bl ood existence-a lot of us acquire new identities after the

transformation, either out of shane for the past or a willingness to start
again with the proverbial clean slate. |I don't which it was for Wsp. Maybe
neither. | don't know how she made her noney, but she had plenty in the early

goi ng. She never expl ai ned how she had died, but | knew it had happened at a
tragically early tine. Telling that was easy. Wsp had a young girl's makeup
a young girl's passions. That makes it tough when you're CGhosted. You are so
di sappointed with so much. Like the sky. "It isn't quite right, you know?" The
taste of food. "Wiy's it so bland? This is nmy favorite neal, for goodness
sake." The feel of any surface. "I mean | can tell it's wood. And that's
metal. But | can't... | don't know ... it all feels so sinple, you know?" O
course we woul d explain the problens to her. Als can do only so much. It's one
thing to see a scene on Wrld-Net, a noving picture and sound and you the
detached viewer. But it's sonething else entirely for you to be a part of that
pi cture. The numbers of cal cul ati ons are enornous, not to nmention
i nstant aneous. A single Al can build a fantasy on Wrld-Net. A thousand Als
are required to build and maintain you inside a sinple hone. And never, never
will the illusion feel right. Certainly not to a newly CGhosted person. There's
some basic physics involved. 1 can't explain it nyself, but the core of the
concept involves a natural randommess in a living person's environnent-the way
air nolecules strike the skin, the way your sensory inputs are subject to
guantum effects, and so on. Not a mllion Als working in tandem can
effectively replicate these very tiny effects. And Ghosts are aware of their
absence, believe ne. Wsp was very, very sad to learn it was so. The fl atness.
The grayness. The bl and nmeals and the wong sky and all the rest. She cane to
us with a lot of noney, yes, but she did the very worst thing possible. She
tried to reproduce the life she knew from before being a Ghost. She spent much
of what she had to do this, never succeeding, then when she could see the end
of her resources she tried sonmething particularly foolish. She tried to coax
and cajole us, her fellow Ghosts, into granting her new noney.

| must say she was good. Very good. | was tenpted myself, several tines.
But when you're truly alive you think only once before giving away riches to a
pretty face. If that. And when you're a Ghost you think tw ce, or nore, and



you resist. Inlife it's only hard-won noney, you see. In a Giost's existence
t hat noney represents exi stence. You see? And no one is going to let that go.
Not for a smile, surely. Poor Wsp, charm ng us and charm ng us and not
getting a thing . . . and all the while her nmoney was runni ng down. Running
out. Her existence fading away .

-excerpt from an
interviewwith a Ghost, the Magician's private file

HER first thought is that Steward should have been killed. She w shes it had
happened in the early going, thinking that woul d have been best. If he could
have slipped and tunbled to his death in the el evator shaft, Chiffon believes,
and never gotten close to Dirk . .. and she catches herself, not wanting to
waste the effort with sinplem nded hope. She | ooks at himand prays there's no
way for Dirk and M nus to make the connection with her and here. And she nakes
herself smile. "At least you're all right, love." Her voice is naturally
relieved. "Thank goodness nothing terrible happened!™"

Steward rubs his arm saying, "Anyway, | tried." He shrugs as if he's
enbarrassed. He doesn't like admitting failure, not accustonmed to it. "I made
himan offer and maybe he woul d have accepted. | don't know. But his people
broke in and broke up our dealing."

"You shoul dn't have done it." Honest words; a lying tone. "I w sh you had
at least told nme."

He | ooks at Chiffon, nothing to say.

"Steward." She whinpers and goes to him curling up snug in his lap and
cooing in his ear. She wonders what Dirk and he said to one another. Did Dirk
tell himthe truth? Wuld Steward believe it? Is he so quiet because he
suspects ne now? Terror in her belly, she says, "I |ove you."

"I didn't want dashed hopes," he confessed.

"Of course not." She would have tal ked himout of it. O she would have
killed himherself, saving herself. "I know you were hel ping."

"Not close."

"l think the man is insane.”

"And | treated you shabbily."” He pulls her blonde hair to his nouth,

cupping it and kissing it and her scalp, saying, "I keep forgetting you' re no
helpless little girl."
"“I'"'mnot . "

"You're smart in a hundred ways."

"I told you." She kisses him She's so angry that she has half an urge to
bite his lip or tongue, but the Flower's face shows nothing beyond sweet eyes
and an endearing snile and a nmouth that can be concerned and sexual at the

same instant, uttering banalities until it's nunb. "Do you want to hear what
happened?"

She does. She listens, imagining how those cyborgs | ooked as they scal ed
t he Cosgrove. "I renenber you talking with Gabbro." She wants to know what the

Mor ni nger knows. She asks some sideways questions, Steward replying that if
t he cyborgs could be identified and // Dirk sonehow traced his way back to

Gabbro ... well, if the Quito man has the will and tools then there just m ght
be trouble. He feels to blane. "I"'msorry,"” he swears. "It's another thing
we' |l have to consider fromnow on."

She's thinking to hersel f, weighing options.

"That al bino soldier of his? Mnus?" Steward says, "He broke us up," and
he skips to the end, his fleeing and M nus giving chase and his escaping by no
margin at all. What she wants to know i s what happened in Dirk's bedroom She
wants every word | aid down, every syllable given its authentic voice. But she
can't alarmhim If he has any suspicions, she has to play it all perfectly.

"Don't you think he's wong in the head?" she wonders.

"l guess he must be, considering."

"He's liable to do anything. Say anything."

And it's easier than she could have hoped. He tells the middle of the
story. He keeps the details sinple and true. She senses honesty while his



hands conme around her body, holding her tight as if to protect her, and she
feels his heart beating and his regular breathing and the warnth com ng off
his tired fl esh. He concludes by adnmitting, "The man deni ed ever having hurt

you. He inplied ... | don't know what."
She burrows into his chest.
"Did he imagine . . . what? O her |overs?"

"Constantly. He did," she says so quickly that he can't hel p but believe
the words. "Even when he knew | went nowhere, he told ne | was cheating on
him No one came to his hone wi thout himbeing aware, yet he cursed nme and
beat ne for having other lovers."

"A hard enemy to honor," he mnutters.

She waits.

Steward says; "I did sone checking on him Beyond nental health, | nean,"
and he breathes and strokes the tip of his nose. "Dirk makes a consi derabl e
living as a creature of opportunity. A crime lord-"

"I couldn't tell you about him" she begins. "Because-"

"OfF course you couldn't. He had you made. He nade sure you woul dn't
identify him | understand. It just puts both of us, and maybe some others, in
a hard corner."” Steward holds his breath. She | ooks at himand believes him
glad for his not getting killed sonewhere. She tells herself that a man who
cracks Dirk's home, then escapes... well, how do you | abel such a person?

"I'f we force himout of Brule," he is saying, "and | nean forever, then we'll
be doi ng everyone a favor."

She waits.

"There nust be a way."

Anot her unconfortabl e thought chews at her. "He doesn't push, love."

"Everyone can be pushed," he tells her.

She says, "Take me sonmewhere." Steward breathes in and lets it out between
his teeth, making a slow easy whistling noise. "Another Cty-State naybe.
Anywhere. "

"We're safer here," he says. He kisses the top of her head and strokes the
hair. "I've been here for half nmy life. I've got friends. Funds. Loca
know edge. If Dirk is half-crazy, and half as ruthless as |'ve heard, he isn't
going to quit chasing us-"

"So we have to run far!"

"Wher e?"

"Well," she says, "maybe Yellowknife. Maybe?"

Sonet hi ng changes. It's nothing visible or tangible, his face al nost the
same as before ... but she's aware of a sudden hardness. She isn't surprised

when he states, "No. That's no option."
She knows to keep quiet.

“I"lIl protect you with all my abilities. But here. Nowhere else."

She clings, nuttering, "Darling." She plays the scolded-girl role.

And he says, "I'msorry."

"For what ?"

"I"mjust sorry."

She waits for a little while, then asks, "How can we get himout of
Brul e?"

"The best way to push him | think, would be to rob him" Steward says, "A
man |like that |likes to keep his nobney cl ose. \Wich nmeans | shoul d have bl ed
hi mwhen | had ny chance." He | aughs softly and says, "That'd hit him deep
Take his quiver chips, whatever, then force himto | eave."'

She is absolutely quiet, watching him

"What is it?" he wonders. "Wat?"

"What ?"

"I can't tell what you're thinking, |ove."

"Not hi ng," she lies. She asks, "Wat else can we do?"

He blinks. He puts back his head and breathes and cl oses his eyes. "Maybe
the thing to do is not push. But pull him" He sighs and says, "A week. You'l
have to stay hi dden here another week or so. And I'Il have to be gone a good



deal of the time."

She squeezes his arns and ki sses his stinking chest, asking, "Do you know
what | think of you?" She has a sudden little urge to tell himthe truth. It
surprises her, com ng fromnowhere, and she suppresses the thought. So a
second odd thought conmes to her. Wat if they had met under different
ci rcunmst ances? She finds that notion so terribly appealing just now "I |ove
you," she tells him

"Al t hough maybe it'd be good to nove you sonewhere,"’

She does feel exposed, the truth told.

"No, no. W'll hold off on that for a few days."

And she has one nore course to pursue. One nore option. "He's such an old
man, " she nentions. "Sometinmes | think he mght die before ne."

Steward is silent.

"But listen to ne," she says. "Goodness, goodness. | shouldn't even talk
about such things ... a person's life and all "

And Steward remains silent, stroking her hair with his face toward the
ceiling, his eyes open and unblinking. Unseeing. What are you thinking? she
wonders. Are you thinking about pushing hin? O pulling hin? O maybe cutting
himinto manageable little pieces?

he broods.

Twel ve hours ago he was |late. Twelve and ten and ei ght hours ago April was
angry with himand hot about him and ready to scream when and shoul d he appear
at the door, hunble-faced and pretending to be sorry for his negligence. Now
the heat has left her, though. A level calmremins. |magining herself from
out side herself, she draws a picture of righteous fury-cold enough to scald
anyone's fl esh.

She hates the big stupid cyborg.

She shoul d pack up and | eave without a word. No note. No tri-dee
message. No clue as to her whereabouts. It wouldn't take nore than a few
m nutes to pack. She hasn't all that nuch. She could do it so well, so bl oody
qui ckly, that when Qabbro returned fromwork, or fromwherever, he would enter
a strange piece of terrain where her absence laid on everything and nocked him
to no end.

She knows that terrible sensation

It's happened to her nore than she cares to renenber. Nothing hurts worse
than the | over vani shing of his own volition, w thout warnings or any fina

scene. April requires final scenes. She doesn't know why. And an ordi nary
argunent isn't good enough. An out-and-out fight is best-hard talk with
vi cious words that neither of themw |l ever forget.

Just now she sits and watches a sporting event on Wrld-Net. It's
somet hi ng she chose at random skimm ng through the channels and quitting when
a big bright field of green presented itself. This is an ol d-fashi oned
bal | game. An enornous history stands beneath the players' spiked shoes. Those
clubs are ash. The costunmes are woven white cotton. The players thensel ves are
tailored only so far as strict rules allow, old el bows and knees replaced wth
prosthetics no better than the originals. The bases and balls have eyes. Each
is utterly honest, calling pitches and close plays, and there's such order to
the gane that April grows bored in a brief while. Rising to freshen her drink
she thinks this isn't how the world works. This is all a considerable,
el aborate lie-rules and patience and two-plus nmillenia of tradition sewn up
into a pageant without blood enough to stain a lip.

She sets down the drink, then flips to a scenery channel. A low Antarctic
nmount ai n stands besi de a warm shadowy bay. April sips and stands again,
deciding to change cl othes while she watches. A wind is blow ng straight from
the South Pole. A single boat skins across the bay, soundl ess and snooth. A
pair of fishermen are riding in the boat, one pointing at sonething and
saying, "Here. The place!" The boat quits nmoving. One of the fishermen extends
a hooked pole, reaching into the water and snatching up sone object heavy
enough to nmake himlabor, pulling it to the surface.



The object is a tailored sponge.

It's the size of a small chair, perhaps, seawater slipping out of its w de
pores and its flesh creany and soft and, ready to be eaten. The fishernmen have
| ong straight knives. They slice the raw salty nmeat into their smling nouths,
standing in the boat and chewing with slow deliberation, eyes narrowed, faces
toward the rounded | ow nmountain and the camera hi dden on the sl ope above the
stony beach. April is naked. She connects to a fantasy channel now, an Al
coming on the line with an audible, "Yes? May | be of hel p?"

She explains. While the fishermen discuss the flavor of the neat, she
tells the Al what she desires. Then the scenery channel is invaded by the
fantasy channel, conquered with no breaks or incongruences. One of the
fi shernen says, "Ready?" The other nods. And their boat begins to nove,
slipping along with the slenderest of hunms. The fishermen have just sat down
when a notion ahead of them out in the bay, causes one of the nmen to say,
"Vait. Stop!"

The water is deep in one place, except now an island has emerged fromthe
depths. A rushing roar is dead ahead. The boat stops just short of the sudden
cliff. Some eerie black and white seaweed glistens in the | ow sunlight. The
fishernmen screamwhile their boat makes an instinctive turn, fleeing, and the
cliff rises up until enormus eyes are showi ng, then a protrudi ng nose, and
April sees herself. She's a giantess. The Al has done a marvel ous job dressing
her up as some goddess of the sea, and she has to | augh in a sl oppy drunken
way as she watches the fishermen trying to escape and her towering naked body
beari ng down on them 1|ong | egs wadi ng through the sponge beds and waves
rushing in every direction, the stony beaches taking a poundi ng.

"Keep out of here!" shouts the goddess. "You fools! Run, run, run!" And
with that she stops and junps in place, her feet slapping the ground and the
ground splitting, spitting out nolten rock and col utmms of steam

April kills the channel

She turns and goes into the bedroom finding her swinmsuit and fitting into
it with the usual self-conscious feeling. She's been this fat before. She
hates the feeling and the | ack of breath and the | ooks of others. O course
Gabbro has chal l enged her to exercise, or at |east ingest sone of the
fat-burning agents avail abl e everywhere, shoving off the extra bulk. Only she
doesn't like the side effects of fat burners. And she |oathes athletic
drudgery. And the permanent solution-selective tailoring of her natura
nmet aboli smis too expensive. "Besides," she nmutters, "I like his watching ne
bl oom" And she laughs. Sure. It's tangi ble proof that Gabbro isn't keeping
her happy. Al the blame is on his shoul ders.

Coi ng outside, she notices the empty pool, flat and calmand all her own.
She has a folding chair, towel and lotion and sunglasses. She isn't thinking
about Gabbro, except sonetinmes she finds herself |ooking over one shoul der at
not hi ng. She isn't angry anynore, no, and she doesn't care about him She
goes so far as imagining a call fromthe mnes and the caller telling her to
brace herself because she has sone sad news. An accident has occurred. Gabbro
@ eason is dead. And April says thank-you for having informed her. She knows
it's never easy bearing bad news.

She lies down on the towel and applies a layer of oily lotion, then naps.
Bugs gather and drown in the |otion. When she wakes she's dotted with their
carcasses. So she clinbs into the deep cool water, and the little fish come up
out of the soft-coral hiding places to suck away the dead bugs. She feels
their little teeth. She floats easily, back arched and feet pointed and her
bl ack- and- whi t e- streaked hair hangi ng down in the clear water

Her eyes are shut.

There is notion an instant before the splash, and she hears the high soft
giggling that gives away her assailant's identity. April sniles. She tucks
just as a little hand grabs her ankle, tugging w thout pulling her deeper
April uses her arms to fight her buoyancy, subnerging and opening her eyes to
see the Cradler's muscul ar body kick away and his face smiling and giggling
underwat er. Amazi ng people, she thinks. So graceful and effortlessly happy.



They don't ever worry about weight, and they sing |ike angel s-their songs
conplex and sinple at the sane time. She can't begin to say this Cradler's
nane, though she's heard it many tinmes. Surfacing, she squeals and says, "You
little shit!" and giggles too.

He says, "Phew " and shakes off the water

April grabs the top of his little head, using her bul k for something good.
The Cradler struggles. Then he twists and is gone, diving and curling and
ki cking off the bottom clinbing out before she can paddle over to him Sone
dammed goddess | nmake, she thinks. He |aughs and points and she splashes him
The flying water is bright in the sun. Then he's running again, |eaping over
her head and spl ashi ng and gone. She gasps and tucks and chases him thinking
nothing is so adorable as a Cradler. There he is! He's waiting on the bottom
tiny hands clinging to the sides of the pool and his smle eternal. They're
like children, she knows. Al their lives they have the tenperanent and
ent husi asns of bubbly young children. Her [ungs burn. She has to fight herself
to keep swi mmi ng downward, every nuscle burning. The Cradler waits.

He waits. Underwater, using her spent breath, she tries calling himby his
full name. It comes out better than it would have in the air above, odd as it
seens.

The Cradl er answers by saying, "Gabbro? Gabbro?"

"CGone," her bubbl es confess, and her gestures.

"Cone where?" he asks.

But she can take no nore. She needs air, in long |uxurious breaths, and
she kicks and rises with her brain on fire. And only now, finally, does she
realize what she nmust have been planning all al ong.

Hi s accent doesn't perplex her so nuch anynore. They're spent, |lying on
the big special bed with the recharging cord wapped around t he usual post and
t he sheets kicked away and she still sweating in the darkened, human-warnmed
room The little Cradler is talking of home now. He sings about it and uses
both hands to draw out the lay of its land. Rivers flow. Canyons snake down to
little violet seas. Has she ever spent nmuch tinme |ooking at the | andscape on
Wor | d- Net ? He's curious. Has she ever seen images of a Cradl er pasture? Deep
violet is the very best color for vegetation, he maintains. Frompole to pole,
Cradle is one great pasture with the violet growth sucking up the precious
feebl e sunlight.

She's seen it on Wrld-Net, yes. But it's been a while.

"Come live with me and ny famly," he sings. "In a little bit we go hone
again."

"Do you?"

He nods and starts to sit up in bed.

"Why' d you cone here in the first place?"

"Vacation," he sings.

"You're tourists? | didn't know. " She says, "I thought you had jobs
sonewhere. "

"Just time and interest. No jobs."

"I don't travel myself," she tells him "Wrld-Net is good enough for ne.

"Pictures on a wall, silly girl." He | aughs.

"Why, oh why, do | keep falling for children?" she asks.

And the Cradler turns sober, concerned, breathing deeply and | ooking at
the cord as if it's what could cause himnisery. As if it has eyes and m ght
tell on the two of them

She says, "Here."

He wat ches her reaching hand, acting as if he night flee.

She says, "Relax. Go on. Relax."

He watches the stroking of her hand, his penis stiffening. It's the only
hairl ess point on his body. She thinks of himas sleek, thinking of otter fur,
t hi nki ng maybe it would be good to wander with himfor a time. Though she
doubts the offer's genui neness-sonething made between |overs, reality



suspended by mutual accord.

"How do you find the Earth?" she asks, kneeling to the floor. "Good?" she
j okes, taking himinto her nouth.

The little Cradler nakes a contented sound.

She works him She has himrocking on the bed, hands over his eyes and the
nmoani ng regul ar and soft and a little bit sad. He doesn't hear the front door
open and shut. The poor fellowis oblivious to it all. She persists with her
nmout h, pl anni ng not hing and going with the nonent, the bedroom door coning
open at the instant April decides to take himout of her nouth, holding the
penis with a hand and turning to | ook up into the handsone face, saying:

"Hey now You're hone!"

It is as if Gabbro sees nothing unusual, standing in the bedroom door in
the dirty clothes and heavy boots with the big hands hanging at his sides with
nothing to do. His eyes are tired. His entire face is |Iong and drawn and near
exhausti on.

"Ch ny!" the little Cradler sings. His penis is shriveling in her hand,
and he hal fway sits up and blinks, plainly scared. "You-you prom sed hi mgone

| o

"She di d?" asks Gabbro.

He doesn't sound mad, she thinks. He doesn't sound anything at all. Wat's
it mean? What's he telling hinself? The Cradl er has begun to trenble, every
hair on his legs standing erect, and on his body, and himsitting all the way
up and | ooking larger than before but still tiny as he stares up at the
cyborg, plainly weighing his prospects.

"What el se did she tell you?"

The Cradler can't find words.

"Well," says Gabbro, "why don't you stand and wal k out of here. Now " He
takes a long, lazy breath and says, "Let himstand, April. Help himif you've
got to." He says, "Do it."

"Come on," she tells him "Here. Renmenber these." She hands himhis soggy
swinsuit and towel, his hands feeling cold and shaking in her warm hands.
"There, there.” She tells him "Rel ax. He knows who's to blane."

The Cradl er keeps wat chi ng Gabbro.

"Go on," she says.

He makes a soft npani ng sound from sonewhere deep in his throat. He | ooks

to April, saying, "No," and wanting sonething. He glances at the suit and
says, "Wit," as tears well up in his eyes.
"Cet dressed," April insists.

"Hurry," Gabbro adds, his voice w thout blood or hooks.

The Cradler untangles the suit and steps toward a |l eg, nissing and nearly
stunbling as he hops in place, weeping now and stopping and trying again with
bot h shaki ng hands and his legs trenbling and the one leg in and then the
other and the suit up around his waist and the built-in belt taking in the
slack, his breathing quick and Iight, quick and dry.

Gabbro says, "Cone on."

The Cradl er noves toward him swall owi ng and keeping his eyes down. Gabbro
noves asi de just enough for himto pass. He watches the Cradler. April studies
him trying to guess what will happen. The Cradler is gone and Gabbro again
bl ocks the doorway, |ooking at her with the tired eyes and | ong face and the
enpty hands doi ng nothing. "Yes?" she says, challenging him "Wll, what do
you want ?"

He doesn't say anyt hing.

She sits on the edge of the bed. "So. How was work?"

The big hands conme Up and pull away the shirt.

"You aren't so filthy. Did you go to work?"

He says, "Sure." His voice is dead. He says, "I sat punching buttons for
ten hours." He renoves his pants and boots and throws everything in a pile,
vol unt eeri ng not hing el se.

"So," she says, "aren't you getting nmad?"

He says, "No."



She stands and thinks this isn't how she pictured it and decides to do
anyt hi ng now but sit and wait himout. She dresses. She doesn't pay attention
to himwhile she pulls on her clothes and shoes, Gabbro sitting on the edge of
t he bed now, wearing underwear, running a hand over his big bald skull

She says, "Wiat are you going to do?"

"Sleep.”

She doesn't know him

He says, "I'mtired. I'll sleep. Be gone when |I'mdone." He isn't talking
loudly. His voice is nearly a whisper, and his breathing is slow and rel axed.
He asks April, "It's what you want, isn't it?"

"Somet hing's sick with you," she assures him "You know t hat ?"

"Thanks for the input."

Sonething is rising inside her now "You come in on me and all you do is
make some-some pronouncenent before you sleep. In the very sanme bed, you
stupid shit!"

"Yeah?"

"Asshol e," she says.

"Ch yeah?"

"I"'mnot |leaving. You're going to have to nake ne go." She noves toward
himand jabs himin the chest with a finger, jamr ng her finger into her hand
and scream ng straight at his face. "Fuck you, nmachi ne nman! Fuck you!"

He breathes. He says, "lI'mtired."
"Ask me if | care!" She slaps himwith the other hand, putting the palm
into a cheek and hurting her wist. The craziness, |ike sone old dear friend,

cones to her rescue. She's incapable of fear or doubt. Wth the heel of one
shoe she kicks Gabbro in the mdsection. It's like throwing her fury into a
concrete pillar. He doesn't blink, doesn't change the cadence of his

br eat hi ng, and April stepping away with her ankle burning and tender and
shaky underneath her weight.

He says her name once, flat and sl ow

She charges into the front room into the kitchen-corner, and pulls a huge
carving knife out of a drawer. Gabbro calls to her again. He's still sitting
on the edge of his bed when she rushes him slashing at his neck. He patiently
wat ches the bl ade descend and stri ke, hyperfiber dulling the cutting edge with
a harsh qui ck scrapi ng noise

She knows him She knows his weaknesses, thrusting now at his eyes.

Ref | exes take hold. Gabbro can't let anything near his eyes, his hand up
and the fingers curl and squeeze, the bl ade bendi ng and snappi ng and the
knife's hilt falling into his lap

She curses himin every fashion, no taboos.

He gives April the gentlest of pushes.

She flings a lanp at his face, its glass base expl oding, and she westles
the nightstand off the floor and uses its living wood as a club. The wood
shatters, sap and splinters everywhere. Then she noves to the dresser
throwi ng the drawers, scream ng, "Pack! Pack! |'m packing, asshol e! Look at
ne!"

She' s possessed.

Gabbro won't do anything. She knows it. So she throws clothes and a little
chair into a pile around him He ignores the brunt of it. He sits like a
statue, watching her with his daming detached interest, going so far as
bl i nking and even giving a little yawmm. So she thunders into the front room A
big bottle of strong clear liquor waits on the countertop-the sane stuff
running in her veins all afternoon-and she takes it by the neck and opens a

drawer and thinks this will get his attention. "You tub of shit! You hear ne?"
She charges back to the bedroom and finds hi mstandi ng now, somnething about
his face so very tired, so drawn, that she hal fway believes he will topple

with the faintest push. He sees the bottle too late. It comes out from behind
her back, spinning heavily in the air, and the glass shatters and lets the
liquor splatter, soaking himand the bed and all the piles of clothes. He
says, "Lord."



She has the lighter out and lit, the bright red plasm flane danci ng on

the tip. He says, "April." She conmes at him The strong stink of

al cohol wells up in her face. There is a sudden audi bl e poof and a wave of

i ntense heat. April |eaps backward, startled. The quick flane spreads across
Gabbro's chest and shoulders and eyes. It's in his eyes. He can't feel it as
heat, she knows . . . it's nothing Iike noon on Morning . . . but it's in his

eyes and it's fire and his reflexes take hold, hands swatting at the bright
hot fire and himscreanming, his voice finally coning alive. This is what she
want s.

He is startled and furious and it all shows now. She has him crazy now. He
curses and she picks up one of his shirts and balls it up and tosses it to
him The fabric burns in a |lazy way. He asks, "Wy why why do this? "You no
good son-of -a-bitch," she says.

He says, "Dam," and beats out the fire. "April, goddamm it." She throws
t he soaked beddi ng on himand nakes it explode into flames. The air is hot and
snoky now. The carpet is snmoldering. Gabbro is an enormous bonfire trying to
kill itself, and she grabs at one of the swatting hands and feels her eyebrows
burn and her hands burn and makes him stop for an instant, Gabbro saying:
"Quit!"

The notion is neither hard nor |arge.

It could be an accident, though she wants to believe it's intentional
Gabbro breaks a cheekbone and flattens her nose and two teeth are kicked out
of her jaw and tunble to the floor as she jerks her head sideways and | oses
all sense of up and down. She falls. She is on the floor and | ooking up
t hrough one eye, the other one cut and closed and her face hot where it's
br oken. She touches the broken cheek. She coughs and tries to stand, Gabbro

asking, "See what you did? To yourself. You did it to yourself, you crazy
bitch!"

She can't say anything, her jaw | eaden and aching at its hinges.

"Not nme-!" he begins, kneeling now

She kicks at him

He ignores the heel in his neck. The fire is dying, snoke and foul air
everywhere and hi msaying, "Wiy do it, you bitch?"

"Cet away." Her voice is clunsy. Wrds hurt. She feels gaps where the
teeth had been rooted and feels other teeth noving in the battered guns. "You
did this!"

"Bringing in that Cradler. Using him"

She is standing. The floor wheel s and bucks and she is standing on its
axi s, staggering toward the door, and he says, "Were are you going? Don't go.
CGet some ice," and he makes a soft frustrated sound. "April? \Were are you
goi ng?"

She is in the front room now.

Touchi ng her sleeve to her face, she tries judging the damage by the
amount and col or of the bl ood.

"April?" he calls, his voice small and faraway.

She is out in the hallway, the door shutting automatically, and she | ooks
both ways and decides that she'll need something to nmop up the blood. There's
no choi ce. But she won't go inside, not with things this stacked agai nst her
She won't beg for help. So she uses her sleeves and her own |ong hair, plus
her hands, and with the hands she paints a few choice obscenities on the walls
up and down the | ong hall way.

This isn't enough.

She's never been with a man so |ong, through so much, and still and al
this isn't enough to call everything finished.

13

The residents of Chu's Wrld have a novel answer to the problem of age and the



erosion of the m nd. They' ve tailored thensel ves so that their brains have
enor nous redundancy-several -fold that of the normand while certain neurons
can't help but die after two centuries, or three, enough persist for the soul
to remain whole for five hundred years or nore. Yet there is a cost involved.
A consequence. | like the people well enough. | do. But to speak with them to
share time with them is to catch the aroma of a certain shallowness. A flat
grayness. It's in their faces, in their words. They seemincapable of telling
interesting stories. O biting jokes. They are never subtle. Never intricate.
And usually rather boring after a time, the poor folk

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e through System Set

H s second thought-the thought follow ng on the heels of being shocked by the
sight-is that he would have liked to have been hone and heard the two of them
fighting. He's sorry to have mi ssed the show Seeing the girl in the hallway,
hearing her sniffle as she touches her torn and bl eeding face, Toby can al nost
sense the receding violence of the battle. It's like standing at the scene of
some anci ent war and sensing the clashing arnies between all the quiet. Apri
is wal king up the stairs, nmaking for the floater pad. Toby is com ng down. She
makes a sniffing sound and totters for a nmonent. She m ght be crying. He can't
tell for all the bl ood.

He is back fromthe Od Quarter. He was wandering hinself into
di straction.

"Don't |ook at ne," she warns, and she coughs once.

He doesn't know what to say. She stands facing him her eyes fixed on his
toes, one eye closed and the other blinking as if fighting to keep its focus.

"Hey," he starts. "Wat . . . happened?"
She wobbl es where she stands.
"Why don't you ... | don't know, why don't you sit. Huh?"

She seens to have troubl e understanding him She takes a couple of slow
breaths and | eans against a wall and | ooks faint for a nmoment. She takes a
deeper breath. He doesn't want to touch her. She kneels, or she's fainting
with a nmeasure of control, and now she is down and her head is between her
knees and Toby wants to get a better | ook, not getting too close. So he sits
on the step above.

"Look at me." She says, "The fucker did it."

"Yeah?"

"You know what | ... | don't . . . God!"

Bones are broken. The bl eeding won't stop. Toby studies the marks of
i ndi vidual fingers, huge and slightly spread, and he renenbers the crow and
thinks to tell the girl that she's been lucky today. He's intrigued. A

gruesone piece of work, but she will heal
"Anyway, " she says, "can you help ne?"
"Li ke how?"
"Signal a floater, and get me ... to a hospital or something. |'m not

tracking true
"Ckay," he hears hinself say.
"You're the one, right? The Gardener?"

"Sure."

She starts to stand. "Can you hel p me?" She presses both hands agai nst the
wal I, | eaving blood on the whiteness, and she nanages to lift herself partway
when her | egs give away and she drops again. She begins to | augh. "M asking
you for help," she says. "l magine."

"What . . . should I do?"

"Try lifting. Cone on!"

She has the heavy nuscled armof a native Terran. The bone beneath is
thi ck and dense, repulsive to him but he manages to help her find her feet
and he stays at her side as she clinbs upstairs. The sky is perfectly bl ue.
The wind is out of the northwest today, the heat not so bad. It was pleasant
inthe Ad Qarter. He knows pl aces where a person can sit and | ose hinself,



t hi nki ng and napping. But if he had known what was happening here, he |anents

"Thanks, " she offers.

He says, "Sure."

He hits the floater button and from above, out of the perfect blue, cones
a single floater. Toby stays and waits. He continues to study her face,
fasci nated and eager to ask questions. Wat caused the fight? He's never
actual ly struck her before, has he? Was he involved in this somehow? He hopes
he was a factor. He can't imagine any reason, but he likes to picture hinself
as the catal yst.

The floater [ands. An Al voice asks for her destination, surveying the
damage with its single shiny eye on the end of a pedicle. She tells it what

she needs. "Can you clinb aboard yoursel f?" Then, not waiting for an answer,
it says to Toby, "Sir? Can you help this poor girl?" as if he is a stranger
off to one side. "I'msure she would appreciate f the gesture.™

He does it, holding her closer armand lifting, steadying her, and she
| eans to hi mand whi spers, "Stay with me? | need soneone." He tries to
t hi nk.

"l need soneone. Please?" And she smiles. He is startled to see the snile
and for a long noment he doesn't understand. "You and me," she says. "Think
what it neans, us neeting. A sign, huh? Me and the Gardener together at |ast,"
and she stops to | ook at her toes.

Only she doesn't nmean her toes. She neans Gabbro. He sees the hard kerne
of truth between her words. And now they're side by side inside the floater
t he canopy secured and the world beneath them droppi ng away wi thout any noise
| ouder than a soft snmooth hissing. She sits as though she is nearly asleep
She breathes like a runner after a long race. She says, "Thank you," severa
times. She says, "I never did anything to hurt you, you know," her menory
terribly selective. It's funny, he thinks.

Here he is and she is and through the bl ood and gore she's hinting at
doi ng somet hing, culturing himfor a purpose, and he thinks he can guess the
pur pose while she sits willingly beside him both of them confortable with one
another. It's like they've al ways been together. They have becone fast old
friends. And Toby thinks, Sure. Sure we have. He's done it to both of us.
Gabbro's done it. We're a team all right! He's made us into a tean

One of the few exportables from Garden is produced by a shellfish that can
only growwild in the open sea, only on Garden, the pearls secreted judged to
be nmore lovely than any others, wild or not, and conmanding a price worthy of
the tine they take and the trouble they cause and the intangi bles that hinge
on the stuff of fashion

Toby used to own a little sailboat with a sturdy hull made from prophet
oak and a foamnetal mast and a hyperfiber sail so sheer that it was nearly
i nvi sible against any light. He use to wander the open sea for days at a tine,
one or two or three passengers sharing his cabin and one another until boredom
threatened. He liked to take friends over the beds where the Gardener
merchants hunted for their pearls. Sonetinmes he would stop during the brief
Garden night, drifting if it was still enough, and one or two of them would
roll into the water and dive and select a shellfish to cut |oose fromthe
buoyant masses of porous coral. Sone shellfish yielded pearls. Mst had
not hi ng but the pul py gray lunps of matter that were uncured, imuature pearls.
It was the latter they wanted. Raw or slightly cooked, the grey lunps had a
delicate flavor that lingered for days, cool on the back of the tongue and not
alittle intoxicating. The finished pearls, nore often than not, were thrown
over board. Except sonetinmes Toby's friends would resist conmon sense, knowi ng
what prices they would find on the black market. One friend went so far as to
bring pebbl es aboard to nimc discarding the pearls, fooling her conpanions
and insuring the profits for herself, but in the end the |egal network on
Garden di scovered her schene and the appropriate hands were sl apped, Toby's



father-an inportant figure in all political circles-having to conme and hel p
his son out of the silly scandal

It wasn't the first tine such things had happened.

O der friends, or sinply older people with a msapplied interest in Toby's
life, speculated that he pressed his father's good will because he was starved
for attention. It was an old story, they assured him and thenselves. A child
born to busy parents, inmportant parents, late in their lives would do nmany
things to be noticed. He m ght seemw |ld, or worse, but the truth was as
sinmple as it was harmless and it would surely be tenporary too. A phase, they
woul d decl are. W understand you, so don't worry.

He didn't worry.

Toby felt no need to explain hinself to anyone. He understood his m nd and
goals all of the time, in every circunstance, and what he did to his father
for exampl e, was because he took pleasure fromwatching the old Gardener
sweat. Nothing could be sinmpler. At an early age Toby came to see the
di fferences between hinmself and others. He had a control, a sense of purpose
and pl ace that others lacked. His feelings for his father had no role in how
he acted. He had power over the nman, and he knew it, and he sinply enjoyed
exerci sing that power whenever and however he had the chance.

The trouble with pearls got the sailboat taken fromhim For a little
whi | e.

Puni shment was sonet hing his father dispensed without skill or rea
conviction. He was a weak man in many respects. He had strong beliefs when it
cane to being a good and | oyal Pernissive, but the beliefs translated into
little nore than noi se and cautious posturing. He coped with the entrenched
Conservatives, for instance, by mpaning to hinself. In public debates, tine
and again, he was beaten by foes with half the argunments and a third the
mental acuity. Toby had to watch the drubbi ngs when he was young. It was a
fam ly duty, holy and hellish and soon a sheer waste. Hs first mnor
rebellion was to avoid the debates by stealth. Hi s second rebellion was to do
so openly and often, making no secret of how he felt. Toby's nother worshipped
hi s father.

They'd had a close relationship forever, it seened. Ancient people spoke
of the two of them being chil dhood |overs, and the |l ess tol erant Gardeners
woul d whi sper cruel things about the two of them and how they m ssed the
Neckl aces, preferring one another in place of everyone, and how when they did
attend they were sinply going through the expected notions. Hi s parents al ways
were a strange coupl e.

He never understood his nother's patience and endl ess support for his
father's | ost causes. They didn't enbarrass himany | onger, but he had no
doubts that their conmmon sense was gone. Spent. Sone days he would plot their
mutual downfalls, nmaking it a gane played out in his head. He would help the
Conservatives here, nislead the Per-mssives here, and stand back to watch
themtunble fromgrace. Naturally it never happened.

Fate seened geared to Toby's own long fall instead. After years and years
of sharing a hone, so very late in life, his father packed and | eft his nother
and vani shed aboard a little shuttle that couldn't have taken himout of the
Jovi an system No, they hadn't fought. Yes, his nother knew his destination
But she wouldn't tell Toby, or even hint at it, in spite of his threats and
pl eadi ngs and his frustrated persistence. Wat's Father doing? he wondered.
What's his plan now? He had | ately been arguing for strong, lasting binds with
the sister nmoons. Was that Permissive idea involved in this nonsense?

O what ? Whatever was happening, it was different than anything before.

Om nous. Toby felt it, and when his father returned he made certain that he
was at the little pad when the shuttle set down, its canopy opening to revea
two people sitting side by side.

The second person was a girl, younger than Toby and obvi ously born on
Chu's Wrld. She had the purebred el egance of an oriental girl. She was
wearing the traditional garb of a highborn princess, which was appropriate,
and she was nervous enough to stunble as she clinbed out of the shuttle-the



hem of her | ong jewel ed robe catching a heel and her body spilling forward and
Toby's father struggling to catch her and steady her. She gasped and
nervously | aughed and said to him Thank you, darling.

Fat her said, Be careful, darling.

And Toby's nother, curiously proud, |eaned to Toby and whi spered, They're
married. They're new yweds.

No! Don't lie to ne!

I"mnot |lying, she swore. W talked it over and decided that marriages
were a good way to force the issue with these bl ocki sh Conservatives. Let's
make substantial, binding ties with our neighbors. Let's break down our
i solation in some neaningful way!

No one on Garden was narried, the Prophet quite clear as to that
particul ar bit of barbarism Toby blinked and asked, So what are you goi ng
to do? Marry sone snelly Russian nonk?

O maybe a porpoise, she said, winking. It depends.

Toby couldn't believe what he heard, but she insisted it was true. Al
true. He | ooked at his father with the girl, the damed princess, and felt an
urge to spit on everyone. O do worse. Then, realizing there would be pai nful
i ntroductions coning, he had no choice but to turn and run. He went to the
beach and got into his old sail boat and pushed out and rode a soft wind far
out to sea, the island receding into a green smear on the horizon, then gone,
and fromtime to tinme the little hol ophone on board would nake a plaintive
noi se that he ignored. Finally his father broke through the ring, using
trickery to appear before him saying:

Cone hone! We'll talk. |I promise, we'll cone to terns.

Toby pried up the phone and dropped it into a hundred kil ometers of water,
and he sat back down and watched the night swiftly descend and the sea grow
dark and Jupiter on the horizon, banded through its narrow curling crescent.
He coul d see enormous stornms on the night-side of Jupiter, |ike always. Then
he noticed Chu's Wirld itself-a ruddy spot too distant to reveal any
features-and he told hinmself that this was all shit but he wasn't jeal ous. No.
Sonme people would claimhe was injured by this sudden wife in his father's
l[ife, but he wasn't. No. It was the dishonor of the circunstance. \Wat he
hated was the man's conpl ete disregard for what was right.

Toby eventually met the woman, and he worked hard to be reasonable in her
presence. Whrren on Chu's World are accustoned to special attention, and the
princess enjoyed conpliments and little gifts. So Toby handed her a bracel et
made from Garden pearls, all stolen, and successfully enbarrassed his parents
whil e convincing the alien of his goodness. Hi s father took himaside and
asked:

Is this a joke? Do you think you' re funny?

Toby explained, If | did something wong, go and take back the damed
thing. I won't stop youl

But his father |acked the courage. He said, | wish you' d quit acting this
way. You have a choice, you know.

Hi s father had made this bl and pronouncenent countless times in the past.
He was the sort of nan who coul d repeat the sane declarations tinme and again
and never grow weary. He was drab as the purest, plainest water

You' re just spoil ed.

Yeah, said Toby. | guess that's true.

|"ve tried to be the good parent. Haven't 17?

VWhat's this got to do with that?

Don't make ne hurt you

Al right. | won't.

Because | will.

Yeah?

You don't believe ne?

Toby | ooked off at the girl, asking, What? Are you and Mother going to
share her tonight? Is that the plan?

H s father stared at himin disgust.



Because, said Toby, | know sonething about Chu's World. About its people.
They' re gracel ess, stupid and sick. They don't know shit about the |deal
They' re too stupid.

Enough, said his father softly.

Ckay.

We'll forget the pearls. Al right?

It was like his father to pave over transgressions in the face of greater
transgressi ons. He said, This is inportant to us. Al of us.

Chu's Wrld is rich in different ways than we're rich, and we need them
and | know you're just acting i ndependent when you claimto be such a
Prophet -1 ovi ng Conservative. So are you going to be nice? | was before. Are
you listening to nme? Are you talking to me? he answered.
| guess not, the old man replied. | guess | was wong. |'mnot. Hi s father had
never been young in Toby's mind. The slight apricot fuzz on his flesh had
| ong ago turned whitish, and while Gardener genes assured total vigor up unti
the rapid end, in that nmonent Toby sensed the age and the wear on the old man.
Two years later he wouldn't recall the feeling. But then, ever so briefly, he
felt something cl ose enough to conpassion to leave hima little shaken. Tine
passed.

He spoke to the princess occasionally, feigning interest in her words and
dull stories and the little opinions she had garnered from wat chi ng the
Gardeners in Garden activities. She |loathed the Necklaces, naturally. She
conceded that the scenery was lovely, yes, and the climate was fresh and fine
and if only her honel and had been bl essed with so nuch water... well, it would
be sone tine before she returned home. A few standard years at the earliest.
And she mssed it, naturally. She told Toby how it was to be born and raised
as a princess, and she explained her station in life and howit was nore a
burden than a blessing. Her famly was inportant politically, not wealthy, and
did he understand how it was to be | ooked on as an exanple and an inspiration

to several million citizens? | don't like it, she confessed.

No? he wondered. 1'd |ike the chance to be sonebody- Well, you're nuch
nore clever than nme. | guess. Maybe | should do something to help nmy own
cleverness . . . yes? Toby thought about Chu's World.

But what can | do? she asked, giving hima strange bewitching snile

He thought about the way their brains were wred, her youth and her |ong
bland life waiting for her. He assured the princess, You and ny father should
get along mghtily. Really?

Past the rhetoric, said Toby, there's nothing much to himat all. Tine
passed, and that final statement began to ring true. The marriage begun for
political and social reasons evolved into sonething honest between the old nman
and his lovely young bride. She had talents, it seenmed, because she would lure
hi m away from people and parties, and sonetinmes frompolitical meetings, and
odd stories circulated as to the kinds of pleasures she enjoyed and her fear
of being seen by others when she felt passionate. In public or not, the two of
them hel d hands. Particularly in public they would bl ess one another wth
smal | tokens of |ove and respect-giving worthless sentinental presents to the
ot her, crying over sunsets and kissing for any sinple reason.

Mot her began to have second and third thoughts about the strange marri age.

It was dawn, and she and Toby were wal ki ng a beach together, neither
tal king, and there were wild clouds riding the horizon on three sides. Jupiter
was hi dden. But Mdther stopped as if to stare at the big world, squinting, and
Toby asked, What is it?

Your father.

Toby waited, then asked, \What about hin?

I"mworried.

Wy ?

Why do you care?

He didn't. He adnitted as nuch, and they continued their wal k and said
not hi ng nore. Toby thought to hinself that he's in love with the dirty stupid



princess. And Mother is at last realizing it. The last few years of his life,
and she's got to squeeze around the bitch just to have a word with him

It was a strange circunstance.

It was not hing Mdther could have anti ci pated.

Fat her began to pressure her into doing her part, saying she should marry
and bring her spouse back to the island to live. There were severa
candi dates, he assured. Because of climte concerns, he reasoned, a Cetacean
m ght be nore appropriate than a fur-clad Siberian. A Cetacean could live in
the sea itself-serving as a vanguard for future diplomats or even col onists.
Wul dn't that be splendid?

But she resisted him

VWhen Toby was nearby and |istening, she took pains to kill any honest
tal k. But her face spoke volunmes. More than a year later, Toby would stil
recall the drawn eyes and the confused bitter nouth and the way her webbed
hands, small and sad, would wing each other while she prom sed him

Soon. | need a little while and then I'Il do it.

Soon?

Absol utely, darling.

Toby couldn't care what either of themdid. They weren't acting
reasonabl e, but that was their business and he had his own distractions and
passions. He ignored them He went on long sailing trips, fishing and sw mm ng
on the open sea, and he visited islands up and down the face of Gar den
joining in feasts and Neckl aces as he noved.

One day he returned home to work on the boat, replacing worn parts and
cl eani ng everything el se. He was standing on the deck, arms cocked on his
hi ps, when the princess canme from behi nd and asked:

What are you doi ng?

He told. He was matter-of-fact, and she surprised himby show ng interest.
Not much and maybe she was acting interested, but even still he paused to | ook
at her and ask:

Do you want to go out on the water? For a little while?

He expected her to refuse. A year later, thinking back to the nonent, he'd
wonder why she had bothered to come see him He didn't believe she cared about
himor sailing. Boredom could have had its hand, the island s distractions
pl easant but few. Yet the nost likely answer was that Toby's father had nade
t he suggestion. He had likely sent his wife to win Toby over to his side of
the canp. It would have been like the old man, all right.

I"d like to go, she said. Now?

Wiy not? |'ve got to test this new rig anyway.

The sun reached its apex and dropped again. Father Jove was hi dden over
the horizon, and Sol itself, so much feebler than the sun, was sonewhere
behi nd Garden on that particular day. Night would be as close to absolute as
possi bl e. Toby thought of it while he steered themout into open water. He was
pl anni ng nothing. A year later, thinking back, he tells hinmself that
everyt hi ng happened through sheer coi nci dence. Nothing nore or |ess.

The sun of Garden set against the short blue horizon

By then they were in renmote waters, no islands in view, and Toby gl anced
at his passenger and asked:

Wul d you like to see where pearls grow?

Pear| s? she wondered. The ones you gave ne?

Up here's the spot. | can show you. It's not far
Al right.

If you want to take a risk, that is.

A risk?

Not rmuch of one, he confessed. Don't worry.

The place was |ike any other stretch of open sea. The only difference was
t he occasional |unp of porous coral show ng over the waves. He turned the boat
into the wind and dropped a pair of propellers to hold themin place. Then he
turned to the girl and asked:

Do you want to see then?



Wer e?

He tol d where, pointing down.

She swal | owed. She said, OF course. |'ve cone this far

Then get undressed, he said. You can't swimin that robe, can you?

She | ooked at him In the faint starlight she used her eyes to bore holes
in his skull. He fully expected her to refuse. He probably woul dn't have nade
the offer if he had thought there was a chance of her agreeing. But she
surprised him and maybe herself. It didn't happen quickly and she was plainly
scared, but a hand reached to her throat and the robe nelted away. She took
the trouble to say to him

VWhat ever happens, don't touch ne. Don't!

"1l try keeping nyself controlled, he answered. 1'll nanage sonmehow.

He pulled a couple of spotlights out of storage, giving her one and saying
that she should follow himand keep alert. Then he dove into the warmsalty
wat er, himself nude, and she kept with himand took a few strong strokes as if
to prove to himthat she could handl e herself. Then he dove headfirst,
ki cking. The shellfish were easy to find. They grew on the tops of the
floating coral. They were large and their shells were el egant shapes built
froma foam of cal cium and organi c conpounds, each one with twin valves and a
nmuscul ar hinge joining the val ves together. Toby could see themclearly. In
the Iight's cone-shaped beam each | ooked big and rather sinple beside the
brilliant schools of little fish and the assorted | esser shellfish.

Garden is |oveliest underwater.

The girl was hovering nearby, small breasts and a thin waist. She played
her beam across the reef and tried to see with her ordinary eyes. Toby had
forgotten. His extra eyelids served as goggles of sorts. He kicked to her and
noti oned her up, and she shot to the surface and was gaspi ng when he arrived.

Can you see anything? he asked.

She said she couldn't. Not enough

So Toby paused, then suggested, You can bring one up. Use a knife and cut
one free.

Shoul d I?

Go on.

She wasn't confortable, treading water. She breathed hard for a nonent,
then said, Al right. Where's the knife?

He found one. He gave it to her and then dove beside her and watched unti
she had a shellfish singled out and was cutting where the shell was |inked
with the reef itself. Then her breath ran out and she kicked to the surface
again. Toby foll owed. Then she went down again and he laid on his back
pointing his toes and drifting for a few nonments while he rested, nothing on
his mnd

Then he dove agai n.

VWhat nmust have happened was that the princess dropped her knife. It
ski dded si deways on the reef and found a | arge hol e passing cl ear through the
floating coral, and for some reason she nust have thought she could catch the
knife before it got away. \When Toby arrived she had vani shed. He found the
hol e qui ckly enough and ki cked through and ki cked downward but still couldn't
see her. It mght have been a different place, he decided. So he turned around
and returned to the surface for a fresh breath.

VWhat did you think!? his father asked himlater. She's from Chu's Wrl d,
for the Prophet's sake! Does she have your |ungs? Can she swimlike you?!

Today Toby can't renmenber what he thought. Or why he acted as he acted. He
renenbers breat hing and goi ng down agai n and ki cking through a different hole
and circling, fighting a current while he | ooked down and out and saw not hi ng.
Not a light. No body. Not hing.

He rose again.

He dove agai n.

And agai n.

And a fourth tine.

Then he knew it was too late. He knew those currents and the girl's



character and realized that she was likely full of water and sinking deeper
every second. There was nothing worth trying now. He saw no purpose in risking
his own life, deciding to go hone and tell what had happened. Not Fat her
he judged. His father's friends, perhaps. Let the news come fromthem he
t hought, and he clinbed up on the sail boat and pulled in the propellers and
found the wi nd and went home, imagining how his father would take the news.

The ol d man accused hi m of negligence. Cursing him he got down on his
knees and beat the ground with both fists. Then he bit his knuckles until they
bl ed. Then he wept.

Toby wat ched hi m doi ng not hi ng.

Aren't you sad? asked Fat her

It's sad. Sure.

VWat's the matter with you? Don't you feel bad?

| don't know. Maybe | could have tried harder-

Maybe? You thi nk maybe?

Toby shrugged and said, It wouldn't have done any good.

Hi s father stood again, and with a strange sharp voice he said, \Wat are
you? What kind of nonster are you? \Wat are you?

Hey! Let me gol!

You didn't do everything you could to save her? |Is that what you're
telling ne?

Qit it!

Tell el

Al right! Toby confessed. Sure, | could have stayed down |onger. On that
first dive, sure. But | didn"t. | wouldn't if I did it again. Wat in the nane
of the Prophet was she? 1'Il tell you. Not hi ng-

H s father slapped him

Toby backed away, turned and ran. His father was too excited to pursue
him Toby got to the beach and circled the island once, naking hinmself calm
again, and then he came around to the docks in time to see his sail boat

burning and his father waiting for him Mther beside him Father telling
hi m

You're leaving. | don't care where you go, or how you support yourself.
But you're through being a Gardener. After everything, |'msure the Council of
Judges will go along with ne ..

Mot her sai d not hing. She wat ched Toby, sonething thankful inplied by her
expression. But she nmade no sound.

You get nothing fromus, said Father. You're a vicious, sick animl and
won't have you as a son. Am | understood? Do you hear ne? Toby asked, \Were do

| go?

VWerever they take you in. | don't care. | hope no one takes you. | hope
you drift in space, nobody wanting your filth. Did I kill the girl? | didn't
kill the girl.

And you still don't understand, he said. In the name of the Prophet,

you' re bani shed! You're exiled! No!

And his father cane at hima second tine, swinging at his face. Toby had
had enough. He thought about his ruined boat and exile and picked up a stone
and bl oodied his father's face.

The man crunbl ed.

In a cool, level voice his nother told himto go. Now.

Toby retreated.

And his father huddl ed on the ground, sobbing. H's nother had her arns
around the old man, squeezing him ignoring the blood and telling himthat
everything was fine, just fine, cry and get it all out, love. Just try to |et
it go.

Now it's evening in Brule Cty, the sun down and the Systemenerging in
t he darkening sky. April is in bed in a hospital on the fringes of the AQd
Quarter. The doctor has left her alone. A nask is fastened to her face, its
tiny elements nending the torn and bruised flesh and fighting any scars. She
i s awake, alert and even ani mated. She asks Toby what he mi ght want to do.



"Scare him Really scare him"

She says that would be fun. Fun and right.

He says, "Sonething deserved," and a warm calmfeeling comes into him He
licks his lips and | ooks past her, out at the sky. "What woul d scare that
machi ne worse than anything el se? Huh?"

"I don't know. Let me think," she says.

"W'| | teach hima |l esson," he says.

Her masked face nods. Toby feels confident. Buoyant. He | ooks at her and
thinks in clear certain terms about everything. It occurs to himthat taking
charge of soneone else's fate, |like Gabbro's, is maybe the best way there is
to gain control of your own fate too

14

Sone say we would be better with fewer. Fewer people, | mean. They say two
trillion is many too many. They want worlds enpty of bodies, or nearly
so-wi | derness worlds where we are just visitors, maybe a few | arge nations
instead of the ranbling nillions, and maybe nore unity in the species. O
course none of them have the exact sanme opinion. Some stress one el ement,
others another. But they are all wong. | think the truth eludes them W [ive
i n peace today--and here | must interject ny own hard-won opini ons because of
the sheer multitude we have become. Two trillion people owe their allegiance
to a wide range of Nation-States. No one State can dominate. Even such weal t hy
pl aces, like Kross or the Terran nmega-cities, are nerely rich. Crowded is
good. Complexity is good. W have forced ourselves into becom ng good
nei ghbors, thus | feel free to sing the praises of the tangled Humanity,
nunberl ess and everlasting .

-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e t hrough System Net

THE two of themare in the back roomof his private suite, M nus having said
somet hi ng pl easant just now and taking a seat far fromthe w ndow. Mayor Pyn
| ooks at the pink eyes and feels uneasy in his belly. He never likes being
alone with this man. He tries keeping a hunor about it all, telling famly and
friends to call the police if he doesn't reappear soon, he's going to
conference with a killer. But levity doesn't nmake himdigest his neals any
better. "You' ve had some trouble,"” he begins. "I heard sonething about sone
trouble last night."

"Alittle,” Mnus admts. The eyes do not blink and the mouth gives
not hi ng away. "A burglar?"

"A fool ."

"I ndeed."” Pyn can feel two icy hands twi sting his colon into a knot, and
he shifts his weight and gl ances out at the skyline, trying to remenber a day
when bei ng Mayor was a joy. Has it ever been? "I hope nothing of value was
lost."

M nus has no response.

"It's funny. We have such a peaceful community-" he starts to say,
t hi nking of Quito and diplomatically adding, "but no place is inmune, is it?
Peopl e are people, and all that."

M nus says, "Anyway," with a bored voice, rolling his eyes, "since you're

aware of the incident, | guess | can get down to business. My enployer is
di sappoi nted. He remains confident in our capacities to help one another-" The
same tired prom ses of endl ess nobney, thinks Pyn. "-but for now what we need

fromyou is a favor, if | mght ask."

"Do." Mayor Pyn's nervousness increases. The backs of his hands are
suddenl y danp.

"A measure of protection," Mnus begins.



"Yes?"

"From your own people."

"Ch." He knows his answer but tries to mislead, giving the inpression that
he' s thi nki ng hard. "Well, let's consider this . "

"Purely unofficial protection," he adds. "W can't expect uniforned
officers. We realize your town can't be put in the role of a bodyguard."

Isn't that your role? Pyn thinks. Dirk's brought in two nore |like you,
hasn't he? But that was days ago-

"Any possibility?" asks M nus.

"I"'msorry. | can't think of any means,"” Pyn admts. "Qur charter is quite
clear on these regards."” He knows how little M nus cares for being refused.
Sonetimes he'll look into those cold eyes and feel. . . what? It's so far
beyond his experience that Pyn can't even give it a nane.

Yet M nus surprises him "I see," he says, offering a little smle and
shrug. "Well, it was worth asking."

VWhat does he want? Pyn asks hinself. He's come here with sonething in
m nd-Dirk sent himhere for a reason-and now he's acting cagey. Wat's this
about ?

"How about this," says Mnus. "I'm guessing, but there should be private
agenci es and i ndividuals who can be enpl oyed by us." He pauses, watching Pyn
and freshening his own snile. Then he says, "Maybe you can |lead us to sone."

" Agenci es?"

"Or atalented individual." "I guess | don't understand-"

M nus breathes and begins to explain. "Some nonths ago, ny enpl oyer and
were wal king in one of your parks. Awld place. Alot of jungle and sun," and
he | aughs wi t hout hunor, gesturing at one pale hand. "W saw a little roodeer

in the jungle. Sonme kind of wildcat was chasing it. | don't know the kind-"
"W have many species."”

"-but it took a funny turn. | was watching. Professional interest, you
mght call it." He laughs again. "It took a funny turn and went down to a

little river and the roodeer bounced sl ower when it knew the cat was gone.
don't know, maybe it forgot about the cat. But | remenber hearing a yelp

| ater, and a thrashing sound down near the water, and | knew what happened.
The cat understood the roodeer's mnd and the lay of the |and, you see?" He

pauses again, smles again, and asks, "Is ny point clear?" "You want someone
who knows Brule.” "It would help. Yes." "I guess that nakes conplete sense.”
"Doesn't it?" He waits, then says, "In Quito, and | assume it's the sane

here, the very best people do not advertise in an open fashion. They rely on
referrals fromtheir other clients."” "You want a freelancer." "Exactly."

"OfF course | don't know just who we use. Or who is best." Pyn says, "I'lI
need sone time arriving at nanes, and | don't know if | can prom se the neans
to find them™
"I understand." He nods. "Very private people." He says, "Perhaps you can
contact the proper authorities and getback to nme," and the smile seens
terribly wong all at once. It makes Pyn nervous to see the bl eached man's
teeth, so he glances out the wi ndow and studies the city. This is what Dirk
i ntends, his nervousness. "Wuld that be too nuch trouble?" asks Mnus. This
is why he sent his bodyguard, he thinks, and he tells Mnus: "No. It's no
trouble.”

"Good." Mnus rises, saying, "You nust be busy. 1I'll Ieave you now," only
he goes nowhere. Pyn has no choice but to look at him the fam liar hands
around his poor colon, squeezing. He stands now too and offers his hand. They
shake. H's hand is drenched with sweat. He says, "I'll get' a list."

"And maybe some background on each of them Oigins. Skills. That sort of
thing," M nus adds. "Soon, if possible."

"Of course.”

Then the Quito man is gone. The distant door opens for himand w shes him
a pl easant evening, and Mayor Pyn wal ks to the wi ndow and sits on the narrow
shel f, pressing his face to the glass. He thinks about a tangled nass of
t hi ngs, nothing clear or easy. He knows how small and scared he nust seemto



someone |like Mnus. He can guess what M nus and Dirk say about himin private.
And what they say about Brule too. Then he shifts gears, renenbering that

t hrough nmost of human history Brule City would have dominated this world with
ease. It's a thought he uses to defend this place fromcreatures |ike M nus
and Dirk. Brule City would have been a nmgical place known to all Mankind. A

| egend. He imagines sinple tribesmen herding their bison across enpty plains,
telling the dunb beasts about the great Brule, wondrous Brule, towers and
bright lights and mllions of people living under the care of their great wi se
nobl e ruler, the good Mayor Pyn.

It nmakes himlaugh to hinmsel f, imagining the scene.

For an instant sonme snall part of hinself believes his silly dream | need
to act like a king, he tells hinself. A great king would know what to do. The
situation is that Mnus wants to find a local wildcat, only he isn't
interested in hiring the beast. No. He wants ne to supply a list of potential
burglars. He and Dirk must think they're one and the sane.

"Huh," he nutters to hinself.

His Chief of Police can learn the particulars of the break-in. He will
contact her tonorrow, and maybe he can | earn about the possible wldcats. O
course they won't give away any genui ne nanes. Stall and stall and stall for
now. Not until they know what's happening; then they' |l help only for
somet hi ng substantial in return
Pyn has lived his entire life inside Brule.

He genuinely desires only the best for his city. All of his life he has
served her and her people to the best of his ability. He's made mi stakes, yes,
and he has m stakenly forgotten too nmany of them through the course of tine.
Ego breeds that dishonesty. But there's one hard fact that he won't let out of
his grasp-even if he were king of the world's greatest city, the grand Mayor
Pyn, there would always be this naggi ng sense of hel pl essness, of inadequacy,
t hat comes whenever you rule sonething less than infinite for any tine shorter
than forever.

She sits alone, watching a strange bird circling, watching it hunt for
somet hing anong the long living buildings. This isn't the first time she has
noticed a nocturnal bird of prey in Brule. But then its eyes aren't tracking
like they should track-the hawk-shaped thing, gray-black and large, is too
concerned with wi ndows and bal cony doors. It makes her wonder. Something from
Dirk perhaps? She can't know for certain. So she keeps watching it, waiting
and trying to will the thing away.

Steward left for his office a little while ago. They had slept hard for a
few hours after his raid on Dirk, himneeding nore sleep but insisting he'd
had plenty. There were plans to be put into action. They had tal ked the pl ans
through this time, at |least so far as was possible. Chiffon thought of Dirk
being killed, knowi ng not to nention such a thing. The sinplest suggestion
nm ght spook Steward. And she watched himgo and told herself to be very
careful handling the man. Particularly now Particularly with everything so
fluid.

She sits in the dark and watches the circling bird. It can't see nme, she
tells herself. Even if it wants me. The Al is feeding it an enpty room
not hi ng nore.

She has a book opened on her lap. The plastic pages are glowing with a
soft white light, illum nating the cranped text and sone sinple draw ngs.
Several hundred years ago, according to the text, there was a simlar type of
hawk tailored for surveillance work. She wi shes she coul d access Wrl d- Net,
checking it against a nodern listing. But that m ght alert a watchful Al,
wouldn't it? She can't risk that chance. Interest means she is spooked. Means
she is vulnerable and nonmentarily visible. What's it doing out here? she asks
hersel f. Have they traced Gabbro to the diversion? Maybe. But it won't find
anything, and that's fine. That's what she wants. Let it |ook at every w ndow,
t hen grow bored and go.

If it doesn't, she thinks, she'll call Steward. He gave her his safe
nunber, and he drew a map showi ng her howto find his office in the country.



Enmer genci es only. The map delineates the Farnmstead' s defenses and how she can
circumvent themthrough a certain underground stream |In case of desperate
energencies. If they are on to her. If there's no other choice . . . Chiffon
feeling like some panicky quail with that hawk still circling, still so deadly
curious about everything bel ow

She blinks and | ooks outside. The nei ghborhood seens quiet, al nost
restful. She can see Gabbro in his front room no April. The cyborg is dressed
for the mines and sitting on the oversized couch, his plate as big as a
pl atter and bal anced on his lap. The size is for ease of handling. Each
portion is quite small. He's |ike some enornmous shellfish with a nugget of
meat and guts inside the shell, requiring precious little in the way of
sustenance. She is telling herself that one enmergency option isn't enough. No,
she needs sone ot her safe avenues. Not involving Steward. New allies. O her
pl aces to hide. And of course her thoughts turn toward the big cyborgs,
power ful and durable and runmpbred to be fully human in every meani ngful sense.
She allows herself a few mnutes of wondering . . . howto make it work and
not let Steward know, or even suspect . . . and then she quits thinking it
Just quits. It's too dangerous to even consider, she decides, and so she
won't. She stops herself. Don't, she tells herself. Don't!

"So why do | feel guilty?" she nutters. "Damm it all. Wy feel this?"

She shuts the book. She | eans back in the chair. "Wat |I'mgoing to do

is," she informs herself with cold deliberation, "I"'mgoing to get free, | am
and buy a little world, | am and I'll build a paradise. That's what |'m goi ng
to do."

She does nothing for a long while, trying to think.

VWhen she | ooks outside again, the hawk has vani shed. Gabbro has vani shed.
She can see his food half eaten and his lights forgetfully left on, and the
one-time worman, the one-tine Ghost, shuts her eyes and drifts into sl eep-as
hard and dream ess as a little snatch of death itself.

She loves him

Qivia has loved himfromthe first time she saw him Steward comng to
her to ask for help with sone odd forgotten problem G ven the choice of
working for himfor free and not seeing himat all, she would pick the fornmer.
O maybe even pay him But she knows that he's a good person, not perfect, and
a Ghost's ronmantic advances woul d scare himaway. Thus she keeps accepting his
graci ous paynents. And thus she persists with her flagrant flirting, oversized
and silly and inpossible to take at all seriously.

"I got in," he says. "You nade the difference, and thanks." "lI'mglad."

He is sitting in that tiny wi ndowl ess room he mai ntai ns somewhere outside
Brule, his marvelous long | egs crossed and the ruddy hair matted with sweat

and a face that will never be confused for pretty noddi ng, saying, "The
trouble's that | didn't get what | wanted done."
"No?"

"And now | need to do nore." "You want to visit the crimnal again?"

"I doubt if he'd let me in the door this tinme." He isn't smling. Steward
woul d normal ly show a shy smle, confident and | aughing, taking nothing
l[ightly but wanting to keep things | oose and easy. Lately he's been so
different. For the unpteenth tine she wonders who or what is this girl in his
life. She has a cold feeling. "divia?" "Wat can | do?"

"Help me get this man out of town."

"dadly." divia is inside her enormous front room Like always, she
wi shes there were some way for himto cone visit for a night. Wuldn't that be
spl endi d? she thinks. A single blessed night where she could touch his I ong
| egs and the rugged face and ease her weight down on his hips . . . the inmage
maki ng her sigh and shift in her seat, trying to contain herself. "Wat tricks
do you need from nme?"

"I"'ve got a plan. It's got two parts." She has never known himto be so
sel f-possessed. Not in years and years. He says, "I need to nake one nore run
at him Like last night. | need himto believe that |'ve tried ny best and
he's held out and there's nowhere for me to turn. That's the first part.”



"But he won't let you inside. You said-"

"Dirk has sonething. |'ve never seen it before.” He describes a panel wth
tactile and scent functions. Very nodern. Very sophisticated. divia has heard
about them They utilize certain CGhost technol ogies to produce the illusion of
being there. And he nods, saying, "l guessed as nuch,"” and gives a little
smle. "Tell me. | want to know if something is possible. It seens like it
shoul d be possible.™

She listens to his idea. "I think maybe so. Yes." She knows half a dozen

Ghosts with the proper training. She starts witing their nanes and access
codes on a slip of paper-an archaic nethod suitable to dusty old Ghosts--and

she presses the paper against the wall, showi ng him asking, "What el se?
What's this second part?"
"Another illusion. Mre involved, |I'mafraid." She doesn't like the sound

of his voice or the way he sits or the lines on his face. He explains it in
brief, and again she thinks of CGhosts with the know edge and i magi nati on. She
admts:

"They'll cost you a small fortune. Any one of them If they give you too
much trouble, contact me. I'Il put the old psychic bite on them" and she
gi ggl es.

He says, "Thank you." Then he renenbers to snmile and conplinent her for
her trouble. "I knew you'd have it all at your fingertips." He looks as if he
is proving he can smle, the expression wong for his tired face. He concl udes
by saying, "I'll call you later. Soon. And thank you-"

" St ewar d?"

He vani shes. divia Jade stares into the blank white wall, feeling ill and
sad and a little lost. She stands. She wal ks around the big room and

breathes hard to clear her head. Wen was the last time Steward was in | ove?
She can't renenber. Did it anpbunt to anything? They never do, she rem nds
hersel f. For sone reason they never do. She renmenbers one tinme, ages ago, when
she t hought she would | ose himand so hired several Als to do nothing but
replicate him The Al's managed to catch his | ooks and the spry wal k, his voice
and expressions and even sonme of his presence. For several weeks this
artificial Steward lived here with Aivia, sharing her neals and bed and her
insatiable need for talk. And then she had himerased. There was little choice
inthe mtter, and no sadness. The entity was no nmore Steward than the rug
under her hand nowis a rug. Al illusion. Crisp and cl ean, thoroughly

prof essi onal and yet absolutely false. A pure first-class phony. And a little
afterward, thankfully, the real Steward' s woman left himfor reasons stil
unclear. Again divia Jade was free to flirt with the man, dreamthe

i npossi ble, and pretty well nuddl e through her days.

She sits on the floor and | ooks out her w ndow, up at the sky. Like al
CGhosts, divia cares about her hone nore than does any fl esh-on-bl ood person
It's because of the way Als work. It's the way they build the i mages and
snells and so on-like someone m ght build a brick wall, layer upon |ayer. Hone
is where you focus your greatest energies. Hone is where you want rugs to be
the ruggi est and the sky to be the truest and the stinks of last night's fish
shoul d i nger an honest
long tinme. Hone is the center, the nodest essential hub, where you can
sonmetines forget that you have died and possibly | ost your soul

She touches herself.

Wth a practiced efficiency, she starts to nmanipulate her illusionary
gl ands, working hard, hunting that instant when pleasure will radiate out of
her loins and nmonentarily sweep away all the ordinary crap, and the sadness,
and so on.

And on.

St eward. "

15



When you're poor and alive you tend to suffer. Wen you' re poor and a Ghost
you envy those who can suffer. The poorest CGhosts | know live in a state
called Gray-time. Very sad. Very, very sad. They spend nost of their tine

wat ching World-Net. It's colorful and loud and all. The next best thing to do
is sleep. They don't have the nmoney to build a conplete hone around them So
they cheat. They get a single Al to serve them When they | ook up, the Al
builds thema ceiling. Down and it manufactures a floor. Mwve and they get a
seat bel ow them kind of nushy feeling but reasonable. O course they can't do
too much too fast. A single Al hasn't got the capacity for that |uxury. Whirl
around and they see nothing. And | mean nothing. Eat too fast and the
nmushy-tasting gruel seens to dissolve. Or so they say. The very poorest of
them are forever on the brink of true sensory deprivation. Think of waking up
froma deep sleep and findi ng your hands numbed and your vision blurred and
every sound too flat and sinple. You know? Think of trying to live like that
day after day. A CGhost at that |evel has two choices. He can go into a

vol untary coma, everything shut down until some future benefactor might bring
himout of it. O insanity and death. The pernanent shutdown. My choice if |

were choosing, | don't mnd confessing to you

Sure, | know people in Gay-time. And conas.

A girl named Wsp? Fornerly Zebulina? Yeah, | know her. A real sad case. |
used to give her sone nmoney now and again, out of pity, just so she could
build a boring little roomfor a day. | gave it up, though. | couldn't stand

her suffering when she had to go back to Gray-tine. It tore both of us up, so
I quit
-excerpt froman interview with a Ghost, the Magician's private file

ITS after they nake love in the early norning hours that Steward hears
hinsel f starting to tell the story, his body too tired to nove and his brain
too much awake to think of sleeping yet. Some urge born out of sheer runaway
| ove nakes himwant to explain the whole story to Chiffon. "This is why I
can't take you to Yell owknife, darling." She has never asked about Chaz, of
course. She's never inquired about the reasons that pushed himout of the
Freestates, and he appreciates her good sense or the lack of curiosity. It
nmeans that what he gives out nowis given on his own terns, and only when he
is ready. He guesses that she's startled to hear it, but she clings to him and
listens without interjecting, letting himset the pace and the tone and never
maki ng himfeel guilty or beyond bl ane.

Several sad times in the past he has tried explaining hinmself to others.
To lovers and to friends. What was the worst was having to endure their
defenses of his actions. That's what really hurt. Nothing damms quite so nuch
as someone telling you that you' re not to blame, how could you have known, and
so on. And you know better. After all, he thinks, they didn't live through it
twenty-five years ago. They aren't the ones who saw it to the end and who have
hal fway forgotten it today. Which is true. Steward goes days wi thout thinking
about it. If anything, he feels a nagging guilt for having nmended over tine.
He does. But can they understand? No. No, they have to warn himto quit
suffering for the imgined crine. They don't even understand the basic terns
of his telling the story. He doesn't want or need their confort. He sinply
wants to reveal the linchpin of his Iife. Nothing nore.

He al nbst enjoys telling it to Chiffon. At least the early going. Flowers
don't know about the Freestates, and that's fine. He can explain Shadows for
the first tinme. She has no preconceived notions, no nonsense, and so all she
will know is the truth.

"Shadows are made when you're young. Five years old, usually." He uses
both hands to cup her firm bare bottom squeezing once and relishing the
spring. "Chaz becanme ny Shadow because we were bl ood rel atives. Cousins.

Rel ati ves make good Shadows, you see, because there are a billion years of
natural selection telling themto | ook out for each other's shared genes."

She says not hing, eyes wi de and no judgments behind them



"That's what makes a good Shadow. Looking out for the other. The
willingness to help and to sacrifice for himor for her." He wonders if a
Fl ower has anything like a famly. Either all Flowers are part of the sane
extended fanmily, or they have none. He sees no mddle ground. "Chaz |ooked
like ne, | suppose. He had my build and people told us we could be brothers."
He pauses, then says, "I was half a year older."

She purrs into his curly reddish chest hair.

"We trained together, going to school together and sitting side by side,
and when we went hone it was to the sanme | odge and the same room and a bed
wi th room enough for four full-grown nmen, and every norning we'd wake up
nestl ed besi de one another |like twin spoons." He pauses. He warns Chiffon, "W

weren't perfect friends. | don't want you thinking we never fought over toys.
W were children, after all. And little warriors. And there's a saying in
Yel | owkni fe, 'You get your first scars fromyour Shadow.' " He tells her

"That's the way it was with us."

Lifting a hand, he opens it to the noonlight and sees the faint regular nmarks
made in the nmeat between the thunb and forefinger- tooth marks left by a young
boy's jaw, the scar itself enlarged by the grow ng hand.

"School is the same everywhere," he clains. "Anywhere in the System you
go to school to learn howto quit being a child. Whether it's Yell owknife or
Brule or Quito. At least with people that's true. You know? For Chaz and ne it
meant | earning howto |lay out an anbush and spy on a watchful foe, and howto
suffer and survive and hopefully win out in the end." He brings down his hand
and expl ai ns, "A Shadow makes you tough. A Shadow shares your circunstances
and cries with you in the night, and he is there in the norni ng when the
El ders, knowi ng what the world will require of us, choose hands to wire up and
torture before breakfast. You aren't just suffering for yourself, you see.
You' re suffering for him For Chaz. You do it so you can someday hel p defend
himfrompain, or worse. And he does the same for you." Steward breathes and
asks, "How do | sound?"

" Sound?"

"Bitter? Angry? \Wat ?"

She ki sses one of his broad nipples, the tip of her tongue |leaving a coo
patch of saliva

"People think | should be furious. They think of their own chil dhoods,
adding misery to everything, and they think a sane person should hate the
El ders for what happened to them" He says, "It's got to sound pretty

incredible to you. A Flower. There's nothing like it in your world. | rmean,
Dirk didn't expect you to tolerate what he did to you. Did he? O course not.
And out of the trillions of people on every world, only a few hundred thousand

are born on this path. Plus the imrgrants." He pauses. He says, "lmm grants."
He says, "A dozen or two go to the Freestates every year. No nore. And maybe
one of them persists through everything. It's that hard to do."

"But you're not bitter," she says.

"How could | be? By the tine | was ten | was i mune to pain. You know? In

the classes, anong all my peers and Chaz too, | was the very best at the heart
of what everyone wanted to becone. It was nothing conscious on ny part.
Bel i eve ne. Maybe it was sonething fundanental in nmy wiring. | can't say what

it was. But when | was twelve or thirteen ny teachers took to drawing lots
anong thensel ves to see who was going to fight ne in class on a given day. The
loser had to do it. You see?" He sighs and says, "I can tell you sonething. It
does no teacher any good to be beaten by a boy a tenth his age."

There is no pride in his voice.

Steward gazes up at the ceiling, squinting now "Poor Chaz. W used to
draw t he hardest assignnents in school because of ne. W patrolled the
roughest terrain. W fought two and three teans at a tinme. And sonetines we

went agai nst boys who were nearly full-grown." He explains, "Chaz had trouble
keeping up with nme. W had the same build, like | said. The sane bones and
nmuscl es. But there was sonething different inside it all. You know? And it

meant that he didn't do as well when we fought. | had to protect himat tines.



| had to suffer in order to save him O course the Elders said it was good.
| earned to help those in need, and Chaz got to learn fromny exanple. And poor
Chaz, to his credit, never blamed ne for being too good at these things." He
says, "My cousin had character. In a lot of ways, he had vol unes nore
character than ne."

She blinks and offers a shy snmle

"W got to be twenty. | was older and | was stronger, so | went through
the adulthood rites first. And the El ders nmade certain that | worked for the
honor. Day after day they mlked me of my will and ny strength and ny sense of
right. They tested nme under every condition. They made nme face hard deci sions
under inpossible circunstances. Wich way to nove? Wich direction to attack
and when? And whom do | hel p and how nuch do | help then? If so nmany
Yel | owkni ves are scattered across a battlefield, for instance, all of them
ready to break under the pain . . . what? Wich of themdo | save first? And
how? And whi ch conme |ast? And why? And can | do the entire process w thout
hesitati ons or doubts?"

"You're such a hero." She gives a girlish laugh. "I bet you made it | ook
easy."

He says, "Heroism | don't know. Believe ne."

She al nost speaks, al nbst says, "I don't," and then has the precious good

sense to offer nothing.

Agai n he scoops up her firmupturned runmp, squeezing, with the tips of his
fingers sliding into the gap-into the close hum d place al ways perfuned on
FI ower s-and she gives an easy slowroll with her hips, his groin respondi ng
with a faint tingling sensation. She is watching him She says nothing. But in
her face he can see the question being poised:

"Where is Chaz now?"

The tingling subsides.

He won't answer. This is his pace, his tone, and so he goes on with his
story wi thout having missed a beat. He describes sonme of his rites. He
conpares his experiences with the | esser ones Chaz faced. The El ders were
easier on his Shadow.' He has no doubts. They couldn't have treated himthe
same and hoped for Chaz to retain his spirit. No way. "And the El ders are
pragmatic at their core. They have to be. If Chaz had been sone inmm grant from
the south they woul d have pushed himpast his limts. That's one reason that
so few immgrants cone to the Freestates and thrive. But Chaz was famly. One
of us. And he wasn't even a bad warrior, you see. He only suffered by
contrast."

He paints a vivid living picture of the nock battles, |aying enphasis on
the craziness of war. The coincidences. The accidents. The inspired nonments.
The terror scarcely concealed. "W were warriors together then. Chaz and ne.
And 1'Il tell you sonething el se about what that neans." He says, "If you
under st and Shadows and go to a village of strangers, and if they have Shadows,
too, you can tell at a glance who is a Shadow to whom By the tinme you're a
margi nal adult, odd as it sounds, your Shadow noves |ike you nove and is aware
of you at all times. It's second nature. You don't even have to glance his
way or her way to know your Shadow s feelings. Hungry? Sleepy? Wat? He is
that rmuch a part of you. And of course he has the sane vantage point relative
to you. Sometines he knows what you're thinking before you do. Believe ne."

She chines, "I do."
He says, "War." He says, "Those old tribes that roaned this country before
there was any Brule, before industry or agriculture... those old aborigina

tri bes honored the warriors who had nerely touched the living eneny. They
became the nodels for the Freestates. As nuch as possible, they formalized the
rules of war to where it was a free-flowing ritual. A kind of unbridled
pageant. Do you see?" He pauses, then confesses, "I never would have tal ked
this way when | was twenty and twenty-five. | was standing too close to

everyt hing. You know? Modre than two decades renoved from somet hing can sure
make a person clinical. Rituals. A pageant. Wien | was in Yell owknife nothing
seened like a game. | was at the center of Creation, and the stakes were the



loftiest possible. Yes, it was a war."

She blinks and waits.

"W fought the usual battles. Chaz and | would be on patrol on the
boundari es of Yell owknife, keeping watch on our various enenies, and
somet i nes-war being war-we spied on our allies too. Mdst of the battles were
himand nme running into a pair on a simlar patrol. Rude little things, they
were. Pain guns and a lot of hand-to-hand stuff. In the dark. During
rai nstorns. Not nuch pageantry in the final tally."

He says, "I don't know when it started. | should have known, like |I said

Shadows being Shadows . . . but | don't." He waits, saying nothing with
the greatest care

She | ooks at him then asks, "Wat started?"

He blinks and eases hinmself down into the sheets, the big hands tracing
curves and curls on her bare back. "Sweet Chaz," he says.

"What ?"

"One day he just ran away."

"Did he?"

"Scared to tears and finally couldn't take it." He tastes his own dry
mout h and thi nks water would taste good, cool and letting it spill down his

face and chest. That's the way to drink water, he thinks. Let the entire body
feel a share of the wealth.

"Di d sonet hi ng happen? Did sonething go wong?"

He shrugs. "Not particularly. W were waiting in anmbush. A patrol of four
was conming down a cut in the forest. W would have taken them/ could have
taken them nysel f-but then he broke and vani shed. He was frightened, sinple

and plain."

"And you were surprised?"
He says, "I don't know when it started. At least | can't renenber know ng. But
by then? No. No, | wasn't all that surprised. He was ny Shadow. Fromthe tine
we were five years old, cowering in that bed in the night, |I pretty well

understood that there was trouble com ng."

He shifts his shoul ders and waps both long | egs around her |egs, running
hi s hands through her buttery hair. He says, "l retreated too. Duty is clear
in that situation. My Shadow needed ny encouragenent. My enemies could wait
until tonorrow "

Chiffon takes a little breath. Then she presses on him rising up out of his
grasp. It isn't that she seens uneasy, he thinks, but he has to wonder what is
happeni ng i nside her head. She |ooks as if she is paying close attention, yet
somet hi ng about her is saying, "Flee! Fleel"

"Anot her day, another circunstance, and Chaz ran again," Steward tells her

"I't happened nmore and nore, and then it happened al ways. Every day and ni ght.
Every instance where we mght end up in a fight." He can only renmenber parts
of it. Twenty years ago, alnost w thout thinking, he could have recalled every
i nci dent and described every tear, his poor sad Shadow beggi ng himnot to make
this attack and not to tell anyone el se what was happeni ng. Never. Chaz
couldn't stand the idea of being |abeled a coward. In the Freestate hierarchy
nothing else is so | ow Steward explains this fact to Chiffon. He confesses
a certain sense of guilt. "I was the one who led our attacks, after all. | was
t he one who pushed himtoo far." Something in his voice is changing now. He
notices a difficulty with some of the words and with keeping his breath. And

| ook at himsweat! Chiffon is kneeling on the bed between his | egs, her hands
runni ng up and down his thighs, and now she uses the corner of a sheet to wi pe
her hands dry, |ooking at his face and wonderi ng:

"What did you do?"

"The worst thing possible.” Hs ears are ringing. Hs mouth is full of
sand. "l did what Chaz wanted ne to do. Exactly. | told no one and kept his
secret, and he promi sed that he was getting better. He was going to conquer
his fears. And | fought our battles for us. A one. A somewhat heroic act unti
you see why | didit."

"\Why 2"



He smiles grimy. "Ego. Pride. Vanity."

"I don't see-"
"I was ny generation's best warrior. | was full of a crazy pride because
knew it," and he hal fway wi shes that she would strike himfor his sins. "M

Shadow was usel ess. Fine. The people who coul d have hel ped hi mor better
forgiven himwere kept in the dark. Al right. But in spite of all my good

intentions, nmy heroic aspirations, the brunt of it all is that | got to face
and defeat our enem es by nyself.
And that was an enornous satisfaction. Enornous! | was young, you see, and

utterly proud, and the rest of it happened because | was having too rmuch fun
and success to think clearly." He pauses, then says, "It had to happen
eventual ly. Can you guess what?" She can't.

He says, "W went into an enormpus battle. There were several hundred
warriors on two sides of a field, and the winners received an inportant prize.
Money. Equipment. | can't recall just what, but it was anple."” He hal fway
| aughs, shaking his head. He says, "I do renenber thinking that Chaz woul d
survive if he kept with the main body of warriors, buttressed by their flesh
and their exanmple. Wio knows? Maybe he woul d even come out stronger for the
experience. At |east | hoped so. But because | had done so well fighting at
cl ose range, and because the Elders believed it was both of us who did the
fighting, they decided to send Chaz and nme into a nearby redwood grove. W |ed
alittle party. W were supposed to flank the eneny or take a beating for
trying. And there was an anmbush, of course, and we were trapped and taking
heavy fire. Very heavy fire. And | can renmenber the exact instant when
everyone on both sides, friends and enenies too, saw nmy Shadow Chaz stand and
run away at full speed and drop into a ditch out of reach."

Now hi s voice seens strange to his own ears. Steward sounds nervous. H s
heart is racing, thud-thudding against his ribs, and the sweat is soaking his
chest hair and the sheets bel ow him She says not hing. She hangs over him
wat ching him and he says, "So it wasn't a secret anynore. No one could have
m ssed the wail of himcrying. Terrified!' There's no other word to describe
him And when a warrior is caught at that stage, that far broken, he is
usel ess. There's no way to repair the will. There is no elixir or training
technique to bring it back. Never."

She makes a small sound and | ooks out the w ndow.

"And the way | responded was to fight. | did the job of my Shadow. | know for
a fact that |I've never fought so well in nmy life. Before or since. And we
turned back the anbush and turned the eneny's |line and we won the | argest
victory in the last half century, | suppose. It took a little nore than an
hour. Then | worked ny way back to the ditch where Chaz was hiding." He
pauses. He says, "I expected to hear hi msobbing. You know? | even did hear

hi m sobbi ng, sone part of ny brain expecting it that nuch. But he wasn't
maki ng any noi se. None. He had used a knife and slashed his wists and bled to
death in a ditch full of old rainwater. Maybe you wondered what happened to ny
Shadow. That's it."

She was listening fromthe first, taking in his words with the casual ease
of someone designed and trained to listen without effort to whatever is said
t hrough the course of a sleepless evening. She is a Flower, after all. This is
the task that suits her best, serving as an audience while the lover rests up
for the next round. She renenbers how Dirk would tal k about the wonen and
Fl owers he had bedded in the past, and she would | ook at himand flash a big
smil e, cooing something and sonetimes pretending to be aroused by his sinple,
oftentines cruel stories, saying to him

Am | ever lucky to have you. My man! My | oving nan!

Steward is so very different fromDirk. They are not the sanme kind of
animal . Not nearly. Wien he is telling about Chaz and the suicide, she starts
to do nore than listen Iike a Flower would listen. She | ooks out the w ndow,
trying to concentrate on all the cool dark night air, and she wonders what she



shoul d say to Steward. What does he want to hear? That she's sorry? That she
wi shes there were some healing trick she knew? She feels as though she is on
some strange enotional surface, hands and toes hunting traction, a good deep
gash in a vul nerabl e spot needed so she can stop this sliding notion. But it's
not there. Steward affords no easy handhol ds.

"Everything came to an end," he declares. "I was in dishonor. Al
Yel | owkni fe knew the story, and nmpost of them expected me to do one | ast
honorabl e thing and die with ny Shadow. It's sonething of a tradition. They
went so far as to build two coffins. But then nost Shadows di e when they are

very, very old. I was young. | was no dusty Elder with two-plus centuries of
wear on nme, and so | decided on bani shnent and canme here to Brule for no
particul ar reason. |I've lived half nmy life inside these walls, surviving, even

thriving, and sonetines | find nyself thinking that this half and ny first
hal f add up to nothing. Zero. It's as if |'ve been alive for fifty years-can
you i magi ne such a stretch of time, Chiffon?-and after all that time the

| edger reads enpty. Zilch."

She |istens, saying nothing but now knowi ng what she could say. It cones
to her suddenly, by surprise, and she has to blink and give a little shiver,
opening her nouth as if about to speak. Only her tongue won't nove. She has no
voi ce. She knows the perfect thing to tell this battered sad warrior-"Let ne
be your Shadow Pl ease please please | et me be your new Chazt-only she can't
say the words, can't even clear her throat now, hovering over himand scared
to |l ook down at his face. He mght read her nind. What if he knew what she was
t hi nki ng?

Steward woul d be touched.

He probably doesn't even know how much it would nean to him O course he

woul d refuse. Politely. And he mght smle a little bit, too. And in the
end she woul d have himconpletely and forever. She knows it! Every sign points
toit! She could win himnow and all it would take is saying a handful of

words with feeling.

Yet she is a nute.

Uterly hel pl ess.

A simple lie, she thinks. | can't even tell a sinple liel Howin all hel
can | win himif | can't even control nmy own self? Wiat's he doing to ne? \Wat
has he done?!

16

Peopl e ask ne how they can get into my job. Wat kind of skills do they need.
| tell themthey have to be an artist. First and forenost, a true artist. In
what way? they ask. How do you nean? So | tell themthat in my business
revenge is the key. It nust be done perfectly. There is an art to extracting
justice from soneone who has done you wong. Only a great artist is capable of
acconplishing that end with perfection. And all of ny peers, | assure
listeners, are stars of the highest magnitude. Including ne . .
-excerpt froma
crime lord' s diary, avail able through Wrl d- Net

Now Toby wakes wi t hout having dreamed, w thout having really slept, lying in
the waiting roomof the same hospital with light stream ng through a series of
broad wi ndows and the plush carpeting busily nmaking bright gold and bl ue
bl ossonms designed to cheer sad spirits and renew tired old faiths. He sits up
and wi pes his face. He isn't cheered or renewed. He spent half the night
talking with April, trading stories and bile, and he mi ght have slept in her
roomif the autodoc hadn't cone in with her sedative and chased hi m awnay.

He has a cal cul ated fondness for the girl.

He adores her circunstances. Sometinmes he thinks that the hard parts of



her life could have been his own, and he finds hinmself believing that
everything he has endured during these |ast couple years will be made right
soon enough. April is the key. She makes so very nuch possible, he tells
hi nsel f. The Prophet Hinself must have sent her

Toby scans the waiting room There is no one el se, excepting a | one whore
sitting on a nearby sofa. She is watching him He hates the way she stares. A
| ong hal lway runs past the waiting room and he starts to watch people busily
wal ki ng al ong. The | evel sunlight splashes into the hallway in distinct
wi ndow shaped bl ocks. Light and shadow and |ight again and shadow and |i ght.
Toby notices how the people seemnore real, nore substantial, when they cross
into the brightness. He thinks how the air nmust be relatively clean, this
being a hospital, but there are faint white bits of something drifting in the
ventilating breeze. The whore continues to watch him no expression on her
face. He ignores her. He concentrates on the coolness of the dirty air. Maybe
| should live here, he thinks. |I'm hal fway confortable. |nagine!

Qut in the hallway is noise, sudden and yet subdued. A team of shiny
aut odocs and human doctors come into view. They surround a long floating table
ridden by an injured nan. At |east one long knife did the damage, |engths of
flesh lifted off the bones with careful deliberation. The whore says, "Too

much fun under the moonlight, | think." She has a dusky little |laugh. Her eyes
are dark and cool and absolutely anoral. "I've seen worse and they live. So
he's lucky." She laughs again and shifts her slight weight, something about

her face tough and wi se.

Toby envi es those | ooks.

He wat ches the patient and attendants vani sh, and then he straightens his
back until sonething pops and | oosens. Maybe he should sl eep some nore. Maybe
he shoul d check on April first. The whore is | ooking at himagain, making him
nervous. Hal fway smling, she asks where he is from Garden? He says, "Sure.
Garden. "

"Shit no," she says, her voice friendly and yet abrasive too. "So what are
you doi ng down here? GCet |ost?"

"A neighbor of mne . . . was injured

"You do it?"

"No." He looks at her face, at the telltale skullcap bright in the
sunlight, and he says, "Wy do you ask?"

"I don't know." She gives a disinterested shrug. "Maybe you | ook |ike
someone who might... | don't know... injure soneone? | don't know. " And she
smles, the expression oddly girlish. "You want something to eat? W can go
get sone breakfast maybe."

"I don't think so."

"So where's the nei ghbor?" she wonders.

"A friend, actually." He doesn't know why he is answering. He wants to
stop. "Both a friend and a nei ghbor."

"So maybe you should ook in on her. On him" She pauses, then she tells

him "l've never net a real Cardener before.”
He shoul d go check on April. They still have plans to nmake. "Does anyone
ever get sick on Garden?" She wants to know. "Il've seen shows on Worl d- Net.

There's no crine, is there? No cancers when you get ol d? You' re all healthy
and kicking until the day you die. R ght? That sounds marvelous to nme. It
does. "

He is thinking about April, talking to her in his head.

"So anyway, let's go. Get up and go see her. Hm Whatever." She stands
like a little girl, her legs full of a springy tension. "O if you want," she
of fers, "we can sneak into the view ng room You ever seen a knife wound
sewn up?"

He has to say, "Never."

"So come on." She waves and prods until he stands, then she urges himinto
nmotion. "Come on. | know this place like no one. You'll see. Just keep on ny
tail now Let's go!"

They wal k down the hallway. April's roomis com ng, and the whore is



ski ppi ng al ong and giggling. Toby stops at April's door, w shing his guide
woul d | eave him But she won't. She joins himand | ooks inside, Toby making
sure that nothing has changed. The door recognizes himand tells himwth a
cool professional voice that her condition is inproving and she will be awake
and happy in a good hour. Please stop back then

He is left with no destination. "She's healing, huh?"

He says, "Yes."

"Who fucked up her face?"

"Her boyfriend."

"That you?"

"No. "

"Just asking," she says.

He says, "They live downstairs fromnme." He pauses, then adds, "I'mjust a

friend. I'mhelping." They are wal king together. He's a little lost and afraid
to admt it, following the curling hallway and com ng to an el evator. The
doors part. They enter. Wen the whore demands the surgical ward a cool Al
voi ce asks by what right should they be given access.

"I't's that knifing. | know the guy. W both know him" She notions towards
Toby, incapabl e of being flustered.

"You're his friends?" asks the Al.
"His clients. He owes us for a little double tine.

She smles and

squeezes Toby's nearest arm "You ever see a Gardener fuck?" she asks the
Al. "You should sonetine. It'Il give you horizons."

The el evator shuts its doors and takes themupstairs. "They' Il save him
You wait, |over boy." She is talking to Toby, w nking and hal f way

[ aughing. "Don't even worry. W're going to get paid one way or another."

He says nothing, not sure why he has cone here and intrigued by the
vagueness of everything. He gives the whore a quick hard | ook, wondering
her age and history and deciding it would be too much to ask questions. She
m ght think he nmeant something with them "Here we be!"™ she announces.

They enter another hallway, walk and turn and wal k on. Then they are
inside a little roomand | ooking down through a clear glass floor. Bel ow them
is a long table and aut odocs and one | one doctor overseeing the operation
Toby is startled by all the neat and bl ood and detached skin. It takes hima
l ong nonent to see the police officer sitting a couple nmeters away. The whore
pokes himand says, "Wuld you | ook at that nmess?" Then she turns away. "Do |
know you?" she asks the officer, already bored with the show "Wat's your
nane, sir? Krispin? Oficer Krispin?' And she is off and tal king, making
anot her quick friend.

Toby listens to themwhile he stares downward. His heart is racing. H's
breath sti nks.

"You know what | just found out, O ficer Krispin? Wen whores fight? You

know what's the last thing they' Il cut or crush?"
"You don't know?"
"Hey, |I'mnew. Young and foolish." She |laughs as if she is ten years old.

Krispin laughs too. "Wores never, never go for the goods,"
product line. And you know why?"

he says. "The

"Tell me."

"Because she might get stuck paying for the healing. Rehabilitation and
prosthetics and natural grafts.” He tells her, "If | catch you with the guilty
kni fe, young |l ady, then you'll be using your wages to make repairs. And you
don't want to paying your conpetition to build bigger dongs, say. O a
sweeter box." Krispin is an agel ess older man. He has seen everything and
nothing will ever be new again. Not for him "You didn't know?"

"Like I said, I'myoung."

He has a snmiling voice. "I'mgoing to have to watch you."

"Do. "

“IowillL"

"Geat!"

Toby studies the ways the autodoc arns cut at the dead tissues, the other



arnms sprouting laser light to mend the tears. Degradable glue is used for the
| argest wounds. The patient lies on his back, his face composed and his eyes
nostly closed and his breathing slow and regular. Toby can't say why he's so
fascinated by the sight of an operation. He could access the sane scenes

t hrough World-Net. Maybe it's the surprise of it all. Maybe it's because he
didn't expect to conme here, and that's why it's so damed interesting.

"Seen many fights, little girl?" Krispin asks.
"I don'f know. | saw one a few nights back."
"Yeah?"

"Saw a bunch of whores get their snot knocked | oose." She laughs and tells
hi m how it happened, and Krispin says:

"I know. | got called in afterward. Did sone interviews. Filed ny report
and forgot it."

"Did we neet? W didn't, did we?"

"No," he says with confidence. "I don't renenmber you. And | would."
She asks, "So. Was that a real Flower? O not?"
"l doubt it. | don't see how "

"That guy sure saved her ass, Flower or not."

"l guessed as rmuch. Mst people weren't too eager to talk about it."

"I would have talked to you," she says. "You know, | ended up al one that
dammed ni ght. Me!™"

"Poor little girl," says Krispin.

She pokes Toby in the side. "Were are you goi ng?" she asks him

He doesn't know. He was watching the operation and sonet hi ng suddenly
occurred to him An idea. He doesn't want to hear this dribble about whores in
some O d Quarter bar. He doesn't care. What he needs is to go sonewhere and
think it through and decide if it is possible. He hopes so. It seenms so damed
perfect in his head.

"I"ve got to go look in on nmy friend," he lies. "I'"msorry."

"For what ?" She shrugs and turns away. Krispin gives Toby a quick cutting
| ook, professional and thorough, and when Toby is out the door and wal ki ng
down the hallway, happy enough to sing, Krispin asks:

"So that's a Gardener, huh?"

"Yeah. "

" Someone you know?"

"Just met him | don't know him™" "Wat's his story?"

She says, "He snacked his girlfriend pretty good. Wth a club or
somet hi ng. "

"He tell you?"

"No. "

"How do you know?"

"He seens like the type, | guess."” She says, "He's hanging around the girl
for sone reason. It's either guilt or he's not quite done doi ng damage."

And Krispin says, "If he's a Gardener, he's innocent."

"Yeah?"

"Absolutely." He assures her, "No one is as peaceful as a Gardener
They're the sweetest people in the System"”

"Yeah?"

"You didn't know that yet?"

"l guess not."

"It's true," he says. "I adnmire those people. | do."

And she tells him "I don't know. | don't think you got a good | ook at

t hose eyes."

So this is how he's going to play it, thinks Mnus. Pyn's going to keep us
at a distance now. | ask a favor for Dirk. | ask for some names. But the
little shit wants to act like he's found courage, dicking us around. Having
his police chief call to tell me that the nanmes are classified and sorry.
Sorry. What's the little shit done? Figured us out on his own? He can't have



done it. Every uniformin Brule would be hunting the Flower if he knew
everything. Good God in Heaven, he thinks, do | ever need to relax. He feels
like a crazy man this norning. He's letting too nuch get under his skin, al
ri ght.

Mnus is sitting in his bedroom a bow of spiked ice on the living table
beside him The table and all the furnishings were stained by the cushi oni ng
foam The carpeting itself was killed, turning colorless and crunbling away
now. Mnus snells nust in the air. He uses his hands to pick up the spiked
cubes one at a tine, sucking themto nothing and thinking hard about
everything. They're not finding Chiffon. The Al's have produced plenty of
| eads-a face seen in a crowd, a curious question asked Wrld-Net and so on-but
M nus and the Quito men have run thenmselves in circles trying to find anything
wor t hwhi | e.

There's nothing. This is some crazy situation, he thinks. Atiny town |ike
Brule swall ows up the dammed Flower. It's alnost as if she's died and been
buried or sunk and forgotten. Possible? He hopes not. He wants to think of the
Freestater and the Fl ower/ CGhost hiding together in some little room plotting
and wi shing and filling in the enpty tine with the ol dest kind of fun

That Freestater, he thinks, |I'mnot done with you. One way or anot her

The sun is hal fway toward noon. M nus has been up all night. He blinks and
| ooks outside, watching the scattered towers and the eastern reaches of the
city. Sometines a bird or two, or ten, soar past the I ong wi ndow. He thinks
about the tail ored hawks he has chasing Chiffon. They haven't seen anyt hi ng,
and he's hal fway thankful. He doesn't need nore false | eads. Last night was a
crush of false | eads. He needs to sleep and be done with things for a couple
of hours. He sighs and turns away fromthe window Dirk is out in the front
room He can hear the old man pacing, nmuttering to hinself, and he can see
Dirk without having to use his eyes-the willow figure wearing an old robe,
his hair unkenpt and his | ong hands noving nervously in and out of the robe's
stretched pockets.

At least the old man is better than a few days ago, he tells hinmself. No
nonsense about CGhosts in his roomand pain in his joints. That Quito doctor
was right. Maybe there's sonething she can do for himnow. M nus wonders.
Maybe he shoul d give her a call.

Then somet hing occurs to him It's a bit of speculation that cones to him
unannounced and not entirely invited, yet he has to pause and consider it for
a long mnute. What if he went to Pyn again, but not for Dirk? Wiat if he went
and explained to that little shit of a nman the bones of the story? There's a
FIl ower wal king around Brule with a fortune. There's enough noney to keep the
mantl e m nes operating for years. And you' ve got resources, he would say. The
police. Political friends and allies. And maybe the Farmsteads around Brul e,
too. They don't want trouble, do they? So maybe you can find the girl... |
mean the Flower. Find her and keep half the noney for yourself and give the
rest to nme. Al right? Me! Not Dirk. He doesn't know | came. | don't think
it'd do his health any good to know. You see? It's between us, shit to shit,
and | know you're an honorable nman and you can see |'mnot... so say yes and
don't even think you can cheat ne, not and live a day . . . you little shit

He | aughs quietly, shaking his head.

Pi cki ng up another cube, he licks it and tastes the salt from his upper
lip and pushes the delicious thing into his nouth, banging it against his
teeth. | could cheat Dirk, he realizes. |'ve got the power and the position
and could leave himto starve in Brule. If it mattered enough. If | cared for
t he noney enough, he tells hinmself. But he doesn't. He can't.

Al these years M nus has watched over Dirk. He hasn't done it for the
honor or the sense of duty. He's carried out his job because it pays and it's
i nteresting and he knows the rules better than nost people could. Yet there's
no way to change now. Maybe when people lived fifty or sixty years, he thinks,
it was possible for someone to do a turnaround. Guard a nman nost of your life
and then steal fromhim But when it's a matter of centuries, doing the sane



t hi ngs day after day, habits becone nore than habits and your brain has deep
grooves that can't be ignored. M nus has been one thing too |long to be
anything el se. Not ever again. If things had been different and he was trained
as a saint in his early life, he supposes he woul d have been equal ly good at
it. Not to mention thoroughly poor. People would have stopped when they saw
hi m and poi nted, envying the pearly glow around him He feels certain. The ice
in his nmouth has nelted.

H s bow holds a swallow s worth of residue, all the ice gone, and he tips
it and runs his tongue after a few wayward drops. Then he stands and goes to
his bed and sits on the edge, wanting sleep, wanting to lie flat on his back
and feel hinmself borne away by the darkness. He's getting old, he admits. It's
time to retire. He breathes and | ooks around the big bedroomthe bed and table
and a couple of sinple chairs, all foamstained, nothing on the walls, and the
carpeting turning to dust. It occurs to himthat he's lived here for nonths
and yet nothing marks his presence. Not in any way. Hi s hone is as bland as
his hairy bright body is gaudy, and he wonders why that is and breat hes again
and then falls asleep

The second lure is a necklace of Garden pearls. The first lure-a quick
giggle-is too soft to gain Dirk's attention. But the pearls have a faniliar
| ook about them Dirk catches sight of themout of the corner of his eye. O
course he doesn't think in ternms of lures. He thinks to hinself, That' s
odd! Pearls on Tau Ceti? So he wal ks to the panel and kneels and takes a
cl oser look. The giggle returns. It's light and soft and enticing, and he
| ooks up through the alien vegetation and spies sonething or someone hiding on
the other side of an odd alien bush. Wat's this? Ch, it isn't! It couldn't
be! He's having sone wi cked hal |l uci nati on, he decides. That's the only
expl anation. But just to make certain he tries to grab the pearls, thinking
they will melt away as will the Fl ower too.

Pain takes hold of his wists.

Dirk is wheeled, jerked and brought down on -his back sonehow, the air
ki cked out of himand himgasping and trying to fight the pain. He can't
scream He's been pulled into the panel as far as possible, Tau Ceti gone and
a pasty whiteness surrounding him There's a terrible harsh stink in the air.
Soneone has him by the neck, tw sting hard enough to roll himover on his
belly. Dirk tries swinging at his attacker. Nothing. He nmanages to breathe,
choking on the stench. "M nus!" he noans. Heat builds around his head and
arms. His skin is starting to burn. A shiny set of blades conme out of the
not hi ngness, hilts of black ivory and a big dark hand on each hilt. The bl ades
cut at him They go to the bone. The worst pain is in his thigh, below his
groin, and he cries out and tries to elude the blades. He turns on his back
and ki cks, kicks and kicks. Mire hands grab at his feet. He won't let them
take hold. He screans at them "Get away! Get off nme!" and then Mnus finally
gets a grip and pulls himout of the panel, out onto the floor and the bright
open air.

Dirk lies notionless for a nonent, gasping and gingerly touching his
injured thigh. Only there is nothing. Not even a redness. He wonders how t he
Freestater nanaged that magic, and he breathes and | ooks back and sees Tau
Ceti reemerging inside the | ong panel

Coughing into his hands, he tells Mnus the details.

M nus nods and rubs his sleepy face and says, "Qur boy is paying you back
for the pain you caused his lady friend. | bet that's what he was doing."

"You think so?"

"l guess he wanted you to know how it feels."

"I wish she knew how it feels." Dirk says, "I wish | had done some of this
to her early on. You know?" He sits up, then stands, and says, "That asshole
is getting ne crazy. You know?"

M nus says not hi ng.

"Have you ever seen ne this mad?" he asks.

M nus asks, "What do you think he'll do next?"

"I don't know. | don't know. Either he'll make another attack on ne or



he'll run with her." He thinks about Chiffon. Wat will she want himto do?
"W've got to be ready. Either way."

M nus renoves a pistol frominside his shirt, turns and levels it at the
breat hi ng sweet scene of Tau Ceti. He fires once. The panel is burnt and dead.

He puts the pistol away again, turns and says, "I'mgoing back to bed."
"We've got to get ready."
And M nus says, "You're right. |1've never seen you this mad." He says,

"Rest. Relax. You want to beat this guy? You ve got to get your head fresh.
That's the first thing."
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Let me understand. You're going to give ne a body? A Flower's body? And then |
go to where this crine lord is living, cuddl e himand watch everything and

steal fromhimwhen | get the chance . . . right? And then afterward you

prom se to save ne sonehow. You've got magic, right? | won't have to go back
to being any kind of Ghost, will I? Because | won't. Tell me Ghosting is
possible and I'lIl tell you |I want out. Believe me! Gay-tine forever is better
than a few nonths of life, then being Ghosted again. You understand? You're
sure? Good. Good . . . because |I've nade up ny nind

-excerpt froman
interviewwith Wsp, the Magician's private file

VELL," he says, "I got his attention." "And?"

"Now we'll try leading himaway." Steward is calling froma booth in the
AOd Quarter. He's using the secure line, his imge displayed on the bedroom
wal | and Chiffon sitting with her |egs crossed, on his bed, asking:

"You think we'll fool hinP"

"He'll have to fool hinself. That's the key." A floater will be hired. Two
passengers and an obscure flight plan will constitute the lures. She |ooks at
himsitting in that tiny booth, the wall behind himpainted by someone with
time and i magi nation. The colors are lurid. The patterns are conplex. Chiffon

t hi nks of snoke in a tangled forest. He says, "They'll spot the floater soon
enough. Everything' s arranged. They'|ll see it vanish toward the west, and if
t hey | ook hard enough they'll find a place on the Pacific coast where it

touched down for repairs. Two passengers. Male and fermale. No registration. No
cl ear destination.”
"WIIl they follow?"

He says, "Probably not. | hope not." He tells Chiffon, "W've got to tease
theminto believing we've run. 1'mgoing to be laying down clues for a few
days. Then we'll play quiet for a few days. |I'msorry it can't happen faster
| ove."

"It doesn't matter," she clains, toying with the bindings of one heavy
book. Now the snoke on the wall resenbles insects streaming in the air. Two

different illusions, yet in both there is the inplication of air and flight.
"What I'mtrying to do," he says, "is pace things. See, if they follow
right away they'll see it's a phony. But if we can give themjust enough to
renenber, to go back to and take a second look at... well, that's the way we
tease theminto hunting us. And by then the trail will lead to Jarvis. Then
off the Earth entirely." He tells Chiffon, "Titan. Wuld you like to go to
Titan? Plastic dones and billions of cubic kilometers terraforned... and crazy

old Dirk running circles trying to find you."

She is thinking of Titan. She knows a pl ace-

"What do you think?" he asks.

"How soon will you conme hone?" She says, "Darling?" and sets the book to
one si de.

"Not |ong. Late tonight.'

He says, "This isn't ny normal line of work,"



and hal fway | aughs. "My hired experts are having to wal k me through the
process."

"But it will work?"

He says, "Yes."

He isn't so sure, she knows. She |ooks at his face and knows. "How did it
go with himtoday?"

He squints at nothing. It is as though he's trying to renenber the salient
details for himself. Hs mouth is closed. Hi s hands are hidden on his |lap
probably hol di ng one anot her while he hunches his shoulder and tells her, "It
went fine."

She waits.

"Neat and sinple,"” he tells her

She woul d have killed Dirk. She doesn't know if it's possible- tapping
into a Tau Ceti panel, twisting its functions to fit needs-but if it were
possi bl e she woul d have killed him d adly. She can imagine Dirk's old bones
breaking i n her hands. ,

"Anyway, " says Steward.

"It's all working," she says, feigning confidence.

"It seens to be." Chiffon is wearing Steward's trousers, cut to fit badly,

and a sinple pullover shirt that will never fit. "And I'm |l ooking forward to
sone rest. For both of us."

"So aml|."

"I should go." Now the painted wall resenbles faces instead of snoke or

insects. Steward is |lying back against the wall, his face part of them and
she blinks and wonders what to do. Wat to think. She won't tell himthe
things that would really win him She had her chance | ast night, and did she
take it? Not at all. Nothing is turning out as she intended. She seens to be
forgetting what's at stake . .. her life, for God' s sake! How many nont hs does
she have | eft? How many options does she have open to her? She won't be
CGhosted. Not again. Not ever! Nothing else is so certain in her nind

"Hurry back to me," she vol unteers.

He promises to try, nodding and reachi ng and now gone.

She picks up the sanme thick book, thinking. Options, options. She opens to
t he page where she had been reading, the story one of hundreds collected by
some past-century anthropol ogist. Freestater tales. She has been skimm ng
t hrough them and readi ng random par agraphs and thi nki ng of Steward, seeing him
on every page, in every battle and in every nonment of glory. He must have read
t he book hinself. At |east once, she thinks. He has witten in the margins,
drawi ng parallels to stories he must have been told as a boy. "Sounds |ike
' The Coward In the Tree' story," he records. "Like 'The Warrior and the
Cougar' story." Nothing is from Yell owknife. There are how nany Freestates?
she wonders. Hundreds, aren't there? El even hundred clains the author. What
has surprised Chiffon while she reads in her chaotic fashion, bouncing from
nmoral to noral, is an odd sanmeness over which is laid a definite variety. Each
Freestate is unique. There's an atlas in the back pages, plus sone fina
observations. The author states that each Freestate draws at |east part of
its character fromthe | and. How nount ai nous? How forested? How many peopl e
i n how much area? She | ooks up Yell owkni fe and studies the sketchy details.
"Low ridges and nostly young tinber nake travel hard . . . even anong
Freestates, these people are isolated . . . strip mines in past mllennia have
left rugged terrain, gouged and | aced with canyons, near Yellowknife's center

Chi ffon pauses. She shuts the book and thinks. Ridges and rugged terrain?
It all sounds sonething like Brule! "Huh?" she says to herself. "How about
that?" There is a strange sensibility at work here. The Od Quarter at the

center, the long | ow buildings stretching outward . . . she nods and feels
good in sone elusive way. Brule is Yellowknife. There is a thread of |ogic
inside Steward' s head. She feels she knows himin sone rare way . . . and she
tries to shrug off the feeling. She thinks of last night again . . . and feels

what ? What ?



Options, options.

She can't sinply remenber things fromher forner lives. The Magician
suppressed them at the outset. For always, he clainmed, proud for his skills.
Zebulina and Wsp are |like characters in two sprawl i ng books that she has read
many tinmes, knowing themas if they were friends, good friends, and feeling an
honest involvement in their sad lives. But they are not Chiffon. It was W sp
who suffered Gray-tinme, and it's Wsp who now whi spers in her ear, "Fear
Deat h. Fl ee Deat h. Do what you need and think about it tomorrow " Pretty
Zebul ina was the one who lived well and had all the goodness of life stripped
away prematurely, and she is the one who sonetines sings to Chiffon, telling
her, "Take what you can. Al you can take. There's no telling tonorrow s
treachery!"

She renmenbers Zebulina in Quito, in the good nei ghborhoods with all the
best people. She renmenbers a prince from Kross-a proud and vain sinple man
wi th nore noney than sense, a good-l|ooking man accustoned to w nni ng wonmen and
then losing themw th predictable regularity. The prince spotted Zebulina at
some overstuffed party. The next day he sent her some small gift, expensive
and forgotten, and inquired about a di nner engagerment. An evening out? O
perhaps a boat ride out on the Pacific? No, said Zebulina. | don't think so.
Why? he asked. What is the matter? | aminvolved, she lied. | don't want to
see you, she told him And that rmade hi mwant her all the nmore. Which, of
course, was Zebulina's plan. The prince sent nore gifts worth |larger and
| arger sums, and she kept what she liked and sold the rest for the nobney they

br ought . After several nonths of this kind of enrichment, sensing that the
prince was | osing interest, Zebulina relented to one night of carefully
orchestrated pleasure. | |ove you! she declared in the norning. But | can't

see you again. Never!

The prince asked why. WAs there soneone el se?

She said there was no one. She wept and told himto | eave now, go back to
Kross and forget her.

O course he wouldn't. New gifts arrived. Zebulina, anused beyond neasure,
counted her earnings and cal cul ated shuttle rates and hotel rates and deci ded
that an extended journey would suit a worman in sone nysterious despair. So she
went to Luna, and of course her dear prince followed. She nmade it easy. He
wasn't too bright, after all, so too nmuch subtlety m ght ruin the game. Then
she went to Cradle, to the purple pastures, and Chiffon can renmenber one of
his gifts-a tailored butterfly as |large as a person and breat ht aki ngly
beautiful, requiring special foods and special air and worth enough to buy
passage to the Belt. She had never been to the Belt. Don't you understand?
she asked him | love you. |I'mdesperately in |love. But we can't see one
anot her. So go home. Pl easel!

She hopped around the Belt for nonths, the prince always nearby.

She led himto Cetacea, to a floating city set over one of the world's
sunken suns.

Then there was Titan with its plastic caverns . . . Chiffon can renmenber
how someone on the run mght evade a crine lord for nonths, even years ... and
then it was out to the cold fringe of Cort's Cloud, to that massive conet once
known as Pluto and now cal |l ed Ear-To- Heaven. That was where the prince finally
lost interest. Chiffon can't recall the circunstances, not that they nmatter
but she knows the noneys Zebulina had won by then. A small fortune, at |east
to her mnd. Atrip through the System and she was com ng hone richer
| magi ne! She booked passage on a fast shuttle for Quito. Maybe it was the
first time in her life that she felt a nmeasure of contentnent, com ng hone.
Chiffon can sumon i nages out of that renpote past. She sees Zebulina's cabin.
She sees nanel ess suitors anong the shuttle's richest patrons. She sees a
flash of light and snoke, torn bits of one wall exploding into her tiny cabin.
That night's lover was kill ed. It was sudden and painl ess, his body taking
the brunt of the force. Sone one-in-a-trillion accident had caused a
little-used vent to detonate. Very sad. But Zebulina hal fway |ived. Her
beautiful figure was so nuch shredded neat, but the basics of her mnd



persisted. And to the credit of the crew and the shuttle's owners, Zebulina's
m nd was saved | ong enough to be Ghosted. "Free of charge," whispers Wsp. A
sad, sad accident. A terrible conclusion to enormous prom se. Chiffon sighs
and then shivers, thinking about so very many things. She is not Zebulina. She
is not Wsp. Yet they are so nmuch a part of her even still, and she has no
choice but to listen to their advice.

Options, options.

She nust do sonmething to help herself, but she can't let Steward know or
even suspect. She tells herself to act and act soon. She tells herself that
she nmust have sonme ot her avenue through which to escape. In case. | bet
Steward woul d understand, she reasons. She deci des on what she will do,
telling herself that it isn't even out of character. Not for a |onely, sweet
Fl ower, surely. And now she wi pes her forehead dry with both hands, then
wi pes her hands on the sheets. She is shaking at the fingertips. Wiy? "You're
doing right," say Wsp and Zebulina together. "Don't worry!" But then why does
she sense that she too is being seduced

just like all those |lovers, nanel ess and facel ess and gone?

No one is talking to him The seats beside himwere the last to fill, his
nmood a | egend and the day done at |ast and himsitting strai ght against the
tug of acceleration. They're conming up out of the mne, the air still hot and

dust settling on themand their clothes, some of the nminers |ooking at Gabbro
when he won't notice. He isn't paying attention to anyone. He doesn't know

what's on his own mind. Except that he is tired. Plain tired. He will sleep a
full day now. He has already warned them Tired. He knows he could collapse if
the tugging quit. H mand his hyperflber too. But that's what | was

chasing, he thinks. This feeling. This aching old-man crap. It's like
i nsul ation. Even if he wanted, he couldn't think of April now. He can barely
remenber her nane.

"So what's in store tonight?" one Mrninger asks another. "Anything fun?
You got a plan?"

"The usual ," she answers. One hand makes an inmaginary glass, tipping it
back and | aughi ng. "What else is there?" "Nothing," the first Mbrninger
says. "Exactly."

"Fuck this world," he says. "Another few nonths and |'ve got enough to get
home and confortable for a while."

"Yeah." The glass is drained. She opens her hand. "Wat're you doing with
your share? You got a plan?"

"ldeas." He rolls his head and grins. "Land by the river, naybe. A hone.
What ever | can manage." The river is the first of many planned rivers. In
pl ace of water, Morning will use durable silicones running |ike water and a
series of underground punps and pipes to circulate the di scharge back to the
hi gh-ground sources. "If | don't have enough, shit, I'Il just drink mny
earnings. In a good bar." "Yeah."

"Fucking Small Fry." "No good bars in this town."

"Not one," he swears. "But maybe |I'll share your table tonight. Huh? \Wat
do you say?"

"dad for the conpany, friend."

The el evator slows itself with a high-pitched screech. Wrn brakes
conpl ai n, then succeed. They' ve stopped and Gabbro is standi ng wi thout
renenbering hinmself standing, wal king | ast out of the elevator and finding
hinself in the level afternoon light. The miners vanish into the waiting
floaters. Gabbro won't commit himself. He waves off the last floater and
starts to wal k, thinking he should ride and get home fast, except he doesn't
want to be hone yet, and then he starts to trot until the hyperfiber nuscles
think to conplain in their own fashion. They stick. They twitch. He catches
hi nsel f hunting for something to rob for its power, just |ike he would on
Mor ni ng, and then he stops noving and finds a floater pad and clinbs the
stairs with effort. One leg freezes for a nmonent. Look at nme! he thinks. I'm



drained dry! A floater descends to him opens and thanks himfor this
opportunity to serve.

He clinmbs inside with a clunsy stiffness.

The floater rises and heads east, over the O d Quarter and the rest of the
junbl ed built-up | andscape. He sees a columm of snoke rising froma Farnstead,
and suddenly he is thinking about April and everything else. It isn't as if it
cones back to himfrom somewhere. It's as if the stuff has been inside himal
along, waiting for him stew ng and steam ng and ready to pounce.

He starts to cry.

"Are you all right?" asks the Al pilot. "Sir?"

Gabbro can't answer the question. He doesn't know for hinself.

"Sir?"

"What's your nane?"

The Al sings some ranbling name. Too nuch to renmenber, Gabbro thinks, and
then the Al seenms to hear his brain. "Pilot is good enough, sir."

"Pilot." Gabbro says, "You know sonething, Pilot? This is where | was

born."

"Sir?"

"Up in the air," he explains. He starts to |laugh, not able to stop hinself
and still crying. The Al is silent. "Listen to ne," he says. "l nust sound
crazy."

"Do you think you sound crazy?" asks the Al.

"Tell me | do."

"If you want-" "Or don't."

It says, "Silence is ny choice. I don't think I can help by telling you
anyt hi ng. "

Gabbro | ooks out at nothing, his eyes incapable of focusing. "Call that
address | gave you. It's nmy home. Ask if there are any nessages." He waits.
The process takes a few seconds, but he's nervous and it seens to take an age.

"One message, " the Al reports. " 'Cone and see ne if you get in before
dark. Signed Steward.'"

Gabbro breathes. "Steward, huh?" He tells the Al, "Al right. Go one
bui I ding south of nmy honme. If you would."

"Yes, sir."

"Maybe I'Il catch Steward at honme. You think?"

"I'f it will be a help, |I hope so. Yes, sir."

The floater seens to be noving a little faster. Perhaps the Al is nervous
inits own fashion, a Mor ni nger of unknown bal ance riding inside its

property. Gabbro tries to rest. He has trouble holding his head upright, his
eyelids dipping shut; then there's a thud and he | ooks around and the canopy
is open and the Al says:

"A pleasure, sir. Thank you, sir."

He pays and steps outside, sonewhat recovered by the inactivity. He goes
downstairs and turns once around, realizing this isn't his building and
forgetting what he had told the Al just a minute ago. He has cone to see
Steward. That's right. He decides on the proper door and goes to it and
announces hinself to its single glassy eye. "He knows ne."

"But I'msorry," says the door. "He's not hone just now. "

"He |l eft a nmessage. He wanted to talk to nme-"

"Sir? I've been instructed to let you conme inside." The door nakes a
sudden hi ssing sound, oversized | ocks being unfastened. Mag-locks of sone
ki nd, he thinks. Very special gear, he thinks. And the door comes open. "You
can wait inside, if you wish."

"Alittle while. Sure." He enters the tiny apartment, suffering fromthe
same feeling of being in the wong place. This isn't the apartnent he has seen
fromoutside. It's all wong . . . the furniture wong, and all the shelves
and a delicate sweet snell in the air ... "Hello?" says a voice in the back
Gabbro says, "Hello? Excuse ne?" The door shuts and seals itself. He starts to
nove toward the bedroom hearing notion, thinking this is wong and he shoul d
get out of here now. At once



"Come here," says a girl. "Please?" She has a thick snpboth voice, and he

can't help but like it. He sees her sitting on the edge of the bed, her
bul ky cl ot hes nondescript and her face not just pretty. Gabbro stands in the
bedr oom door, not so nuch lost now as he is surprised. Wwo is she? VWhat

does she want? Wiy does he feel expected-?
She says, "Hello," again.

"HL"

"You're Gabbro, aren't you? |'ve seen you."

He waits.

She nmakes soft sounds, pulling at the runpled sheets on the bed. "He
trusts you, you know. Steward, | mean." She |ooks small and frail, peering

up at himand asking him "Gabbro? Gabbro, tell ne the truth. Have you ever,
ever been truly scared?"

The inportant thing is vagueness. She keeps it all gray and quick and
absol utely menorabl e. No, she won't lure himinto bed. She doesn't want
t hat stage. Touching is enough. COdors are enough. She wants a friend. A
gesture here, a sad | ook there, and the big Mdrninger is sitting on the floor
eye to eye with Chiffon. She tells hima fuzzy-edged story that will hel p her
and yet |leave her with options, too. In case Steward shoul d hear about this.
He won't, she prom ses Zebulina and Wsp. But in case.

A new friend and ally, she thinks. Bought at al mbst no risk.

Wy not? If Steward could hire Gabbro and trust in his silence, surely she
could invite himupstairs for a few mnutes of talk. Nothing nore. Were is
the crime? Nowhere. She is so very lonely. So terribly bored. She touches him
Her bare hand shines in the day's last light. Gabbro's flesh is dry and oddly
warm firmand unmarred by wear or time. It's the back of his hand that she

touches, |eaking the usual cocktail, and of course she smiles and of course he
can't help but smile too. He seens tired. He says, "I'msorry for being
confused. | came to see Steward . . . and everything is so ... so different

"Don't go. Don't." She withdraws her hand, telling him "Let's nove into
the front room W can sit. Talk. Just for a little while, please?" He nods
and rises. He believes her stories about being scared and bored, not asking
for details. He wal ks, sonething about his gait wong. The cyborg seens tired
in every respect. He picks up the Universal d obe in one hand and asks to see
Mor ni ng. Then he | ooks outside and says to her:

"How does he do it? Masking d ass?" He is staring through the seal ed gl ass
door, over the unused bal cony and down at his own apartnent. "He likes his
privacy, doesn't he?"

"He's a very special man." How nmany peopl e can you say that about? "One of
a kind."

"I guess that's ny inpression. Yeah."

"Gabbro?" she begins. "Do you know whom you hel ped when you clinbed that
bui I di ng the ot her night?"

The d obe is now a yell owi sh-white world, clouds speckled with the tiny
airborne cities. Morni ng. He squints at Mrning and sets the G obe down on
its shelf, and she makes a nental note to change the G obe to sone other
worl d. Titan would be appropriate. As soon as he is gone.

"Do you know what | anP"

Gabbro blinks. "I think I do."

"A Fl ower."

"What's he doing with you?"

And she tells him It doesn't feel right, for sone reason. The old lies
about Dirk. It brings on guilt and i mages of Steward. But he believes the
story fromthe first, just like Steward believed; she sees it in the handsone
face, in the synpathetic curl of the lips. She wants to thank him for hel ping
them For hel ping her. She only wi shes it were over and done and she were
safe. "My owner is quite terrible, you see-" But Steward says that in a week



or so, with luck, they'll be rid of the man.

Gabbro nods. "I wi sh you luck."

"And you?" She is on the sofa. He is on the floor, |egs crossed. "I get
the feeling that you'd like to talk to sonmeone.”

"You haven't seen April, have you? In my hone?"

"I haven't, no." She watches his hands squeezi ng one another. The
hyperfi ber skin gives squeaks, eerie little squeaks, as the fingers play
across one another. "Tell me."

He begins to tal k. She sees himas vulnerable, small and quite sad and
ready for any audience with the tine. He tal ks about April and sone terrible
fight yesterday afternoon. Did she see any of it? No? She says she was
sl eeping, as was Steward, and they didn't. He doesn't paint a scene. He
doesn't repeat what was said between April and him But she can inmagi ne the
fight's intensity, offering herself to Gabbro as sonething passive. An
unj udgi ng audi ence. This is better than touching, she thinks. There's nothing
here to feel guilty about. She feels immune. As night draws in around the
canpsite, life in suspension, two alloyed primtes are di scovering the ol dest,
finest secret. Between themthey share so very nuch. They do.

18

Here's something interesting. Morningers accustoned to living and working in
renote territories and down in the deepest nines keep certain kits close at
hand. Survival kits, if you will. Suppose a shaft coll apses and the power
sources are cut. Suppose the miners are trapped and sone of them are near
col l apse too, their hyperfiber flesh in desperate need of recharging. In each
survival kit is a special recharging cord with only one purpose. A Nbrninger
with spare energy will run it fromhinself to the ones in need, draining
hinsel f for their good. The history of Morning is full of this odd brand of
heroi sm Sonme of the heroes |let thenselves die in order to save friends, or
sometines strangers . . . their bodies turning rigid and utterly usel ess. They
cannot tal k above a whisper or breathe deeply or focus their dying eyes
-excerpt froma
travel er's notebook, avail abl e t hrough System Net

HE canme into her room just as she came awake this nmorning, 1 smling and
telling her about an idea. Some brainstormhe had d a m nute ago. Did she want
to hear? She said, Al right. Tell me. It's about Gabbro, he said.

She waited. In the norning light, and for no clear reason, Toby had rned
back into a stranger. It was |ike yesterday had never happened. }ne of it.
What about Gabbro? she asked.

And that was when he checked hinself. He pulled back a notch or o with his

ent husi asm Listen, he said, if there's a better time . . . lybe | should cone
back . . . Wiat is it?

What we were tal king about |ast night. Teaching hima |lesson by tring him
sonehow. So? she asked.

You want to do it, don't you? A |lesson? he asked, keeping his voice
tightly | eashed. Nothing urgent. Nothing quite honest.

She said, The bastard.

He sai d not hi ng.

| guess | do. Why wouldn't |? she asked. Except the fury inside her was
gone. She didn't care so deeply anynore, her face nending and the pain dulled
by medi cati on and a good night's sleep giving her that floating sensation, the
hospital mattress nore than confortabl e beneath her. The doctor had said she
woul d | eave this afternoon

Toby said, Because | had this idea. About sonething we could do tonight.

Yeah?



He paused. What was he thinking then? she wonders. Wat was goi ng on
i nside that crazy skull?

Go on, she urged him

Can you get us inside his apartment? he asked.

The door knows ne. Sure. |I'msure it'll let ne inside.

You are? He woul dn't have changed the progranm ng?

Maybe. He might. But | don't see himdoing it too soon. She said, He may
want nme to come back, the bastard. So he can snooth things over.

Al right. Fine. W'll pretend that we can get inside. Ckay?

Go on.

Cyborgs sleep, right?

Everyone sl eeps.

But he recharges when he sleeps. Right? He's got a ... what? A way of
pl ugging into a power source, doesn't he?

April said, The human of the future. Right.

Toby shook his head, the Gardener in himdisgusted. He said, Am| wong?
Isn't he vul nerabl e then? Sl eepi ng?

| guess.

For instance, if we were to tinker with that recharging cord... there nust
be a way, a trick . . . you know what |'m sayi ng?

No.

W turn himoff, said the Gardener

Yeah?

We drain himwhen he plugs in. W pull out his juices and teach hima good
hard | esson. W can show himthat he's not so dammed tough and all. That he

can't break a girl's face for no reason

She tried imagining it happening as he described it, clinical and
efficient. So we just let himlie there? she asked. For how long? Until he
| earns his | esson, Toby said. How | ong?

Maybe a night. Whatever it takes. | don't know .

We won't actually hurt him | nean! Don't think | want himhurt in any
real way.

She didn't like Toby this norning. Yesterday he was a saint, golden and
spl endid and brought to her by her good fortune. Today she has doubts. It's
not hi ng she can nane or point to, but there are doubts nonethel ess. There was
that careful sense of words and expressions this norning. Now he is beside
her, underneath the floater pad and nostly hi dden, watching Gabbro's apart ment
and neither of them speaking but doing it with such dammed intensity. They're
like a couple of ticking bonbs. She's al nbst scared to nove, scared to brush
up agai nst anything for fear of setting off an expl osion

This nmorning Toby had prom sed, W'll just let himstew for a while.
Not hi ng el se. By tonorrow we'll |et himgo.

| guess it's possible, she had confessed. Then she expl ai ned how
Mor ni ngers had special cords nmeant to milk them of energy. They were the sane
shape and color as the rechargers. She nmentioned a couple of Od Quarter shops
where the miners went to sell the gear they had stolen fromwork. For cash.
For credit. She said, There's a lot of stuff you can find in those shops. No
guesti ons asked. No one renenbered. He said not hing.

She | ooked at himand felt uneasy, saying, | don't know t hough. | keep
t hi nki ng of nyself setting that stupid fire- Wiich is nothing. To him You
know it's nothing. | suppose so.

So why are you defending hin? Am1?

I"m 1 ooking at what he did to you. You can't see your own face. | did and
all | see nowis that mask. Toby said, | don't know. Maybe we shouldn't scare
him Maybe you're right. | never said-

Let's let himgo. Forget him Heal and pay the bills and forget about it.
There are ways they can suppress bad nenories, aren't there? |'ve heard of
expensive Terran tricks-

|'ve got insurance, she offered. | don't have bills. - You're right. You
don't. You'll walk away w th nothing gone but your pride.



| want to scare him she grow ed.

The bastard, he said.

Well, she said, | don't see why you're pressing ne.

Because this is our chance. W have to nove fast, don't you see? He m ght
change the door's progranmm ng anytime. How can we trap himinside that shel
if we can't get inside to do it? April? Is sonething wong with ne? Is ny
t hi nki ng wong here?

She | ooks at Toby now. It's past dusk. Lightning bugs are hovering around
them lending a lazy kind of notion to the still air. She can see Toby's
wat chful face and one webbed hand supporting his chin, his expression intense
and his back held straight. They have been here for a little while, hiding in
a tangl ed mass of vines. Like she suspected this norning, Gabbro's door stil
recogni zed her and opened willingly for her and her guest. Toby had done his
work while she stood guard in the hallway, ready to delay Gabbro should he
appear. The splicing took himan age; he didn't understand the tools or the
rechargi ng cords, Gabbro's or theirs. But then he was finished, whistling to
hi nsel f while both of them hustled out of the building and up to their hiding
pl ace. Now she is bored. It would be easier, she thinks, if she weren't so
scared too. She wants this finished. She tries to imagi ne Gabbro |ying
hel pl ess in his bed, her standing on his chest and taunting himin various
ways, cursing and kicking and generally cleansing her spirit until it
sparkles. The problemis that the imges don't last. She can't quite get her
revenge straight in her nmind. The fury inside her refuses to come now. She
can't guess why. The night air is too soothing, she thinks. The vines bel ow
are too good a mattress. There's no noon yet and isn't that needed? And then
there's Toby, too. Sitting beside him watching his cold patient stare, it
occurs to her that she knows nothi ng what soever about revenge.

"I can't believe he's still working," she admts.

"Maybe he's drinking sonewhere,” Toby answers, indifferent to the wait.

"But he'd cone home first to change. Usually." She wants to talk to
Gabbro, not knowi ng what she might say if given the chance. The anger has gone
somewhere. Now it's resentnment. A couple of years of her |ife have been
i nvested in that sack of hyperfiber, she tells herself, and |l ook at the sorry
t hi ngs he has her doing. "Wait a mnute. Wait."

She feels foolish, sitting straighter and | ooking down into the yard.
"That's him" she whispers. "There."

The figure is unm stakable. He has come fromthis buil ding-what was he
doi ng here? she wonders-and now he does a slow wal k past the sw nmm ng pool
one dangerous hand lifting and touching the glass door that opens for himin
the sane way the inside door yielded to her hand and voice. A light comes on
Gabbro begins to undress, work clothes kicking | oose the strange gritty dust
and hi m now touching a control. Wrld-Net cones on. The wi ndow and door darken
until all she can see is a huge, inprecise formsitting where it can watch the
| ocal news. Maybe he's finishing breakfast, she thinks, renenbering it |aying
on a table, cold and forgettable. She |eans closer to Toby now, telling him
somet hi ng el se about patterns and the man.

"He'll clean hinself, then sleep. | bet he's ready to nod off as it is.”

"Yeah?" Toby stirs. A clear eagerness conmes into the air. The |ightning
bugs seem brighter. Hooting birds start to work the yard behind them hunting
as a team Toby asks, "How |l ong?" "Half an hour," she guesses.

He waits for a few mnutes, leaning forward as if to better see what is going

on bel ow them Then he announces, "|I'I|l be back. In a few mnutes," and
abruptly stands. She asks where he is going. "I forgot sonething."
"What ?"

"I'n ny apartnent.”

VWat could he have | eft behind? she wonders. But before she can press him
the Gardener is running toward the stairs. "Wait for me," he tells her
giggling. The giggle seenms so very wong-wong for the nood, wong for the
ni ght -t hat she doesn't believe what she hears. She denies it. She reaches up
and touches the mask on her battered face, pressing hard enough to nmake pain,



and she concentrates on the sensations while she tries again to picture Gabbro
as hel pless. Sonething is going to happen tonight. She knows it. But here she
is, thinking hard, and she can't even make this one thing happen in her nind

It was in the Ad Quarter, in one of those secondhand shops that April had
steered himtoward, that he found everything he needed. A dirty place
purposefully dim the shop was run by an ancient Lunarian with a sharp face
and no hesitations. A NMorninger-to-Mrninger recharging cord? Yes, sir. Right

here, sir! Unused and worth the price for its curiosity value, | think
Anything else, sir? All right. Yes, | understand. Well, | do have several

Wrn nodel s, but functional. Power packs included, of course. Are you famliar
with their use? WIl this be cash? Do you want any item gift-w apped? Thank

you and have a splendid evening, sir!

Toby is standing in his bedroom breathing hard and sweating. A worn bag is
laying on the floor, its fabric dark and cracked from hard use and const ant
heat. He starts to kneel, reaching for the handl e, and then he renmenbers

somet hing. Turning, he lIooks to the wall and finds a spot near the floor. He
touches it with a finger and pulls it higher, then uses two fingers to spread
out the imge. Garden energes-at |east that Al version of Garden-and a

mul titude of bodies stand on an infinite shoreline, the salty waves beating at
their ankles, the white-snears bowi ng in some pleasant warm w nd.

The Passi on Neckl ace has | asted for days.

He had let it slip his mnd, what with the confusion and his bei ng gone.
Pressing his face closer, he sees his own self. Nothing has changed-the sane
tired expression, the same bliss, the sanme perfection now carried on
endl essly. Toby finds his control console and nmakes a qui ck command. At the
same instant, with the sane notion, everyone on this fictional Garden
col l apses and trenbl es and dies. The corpses dissolve into the white sand
itsel f, becom ng rounded nmounds with waves sl apping at them the waves
carrying them away w t hout haste

He lifts the old bag by its handl es.

He kills his connection with the fantasy channel, bills paid automatically
and precious little left in his accounts. Then he | eaves. He hurries. He gets
to April and the hiding place, kneels and says, "Anything?"

"I think he's sleeping."

"You t hi nk?"
She's unconfortable. He can't afford to nake her unconfortable, he tells
hi nsel f. He says, "The lights are out, aren't they?"

"That's what | nean."
"Then let's take a look. Al right?"

"What's this?" She touches the bag in the darkness, squeezing once. "It
feel s heavy."

"Tool s," he says.

" \Why 2"

"To fix him Later," he lies. "W can't just |eave him can we?"

She says no, they can't. She seens suddenly pensive.

He | eads. They retrace their roundabout course to the inside door, keeping
their pace slow so no one will notice them He doesn't want trouble. He wants
to be the i mage of casual pedestrians, touching April's armfromtine to tine,
sayi ng what ever bl and prom ses cone to nind.

The door greets April by nane.

The front roomis dark, as is the bedroom beyond, and they stand together
for a long noment and listen until a voice conmes drifting out at themfromthe

back. "Who's it? Ape . . . rilll? Ape . . . rillll?"

There is a terrible instant when Toby is certain that trickery has failed
him that the big insulting cyborg will cone |urching out of the bedroom and
swi ng and crush his own skull. But then the voice dies away. No one noves. He
prods April with one hand, coaxing her to take the lead. "It's okay," he

prom ses. "He's down."



Gabbro i s naked, darker than anything and incapable of the sinplest
nmotion. He mutters, "Ape ... rilll," once nore. The voice conmes from somewhere
inside his worthless shell. There's a pal pable sense of fear in the voice.
He's pani cky. Absolutely, undeniably full of fear. Toby turns on one light,
keeping it set low, and he puts down his bag while April goes to the cyborg
and runs a hand over his hairless chest, sending and putting an ear to him
She |istens. She seens altogether too concerned. She lifts her head and
announces, "There's nothing noving inside him" with a sad, surprised voice.
"You've done it," as f she can't believe what she sees. "You did it, al
right.”

He opens the bag and reaches inside, grabbing a pistol grip.

"Wait a second," April tells him "It's too soon. You can't fix himet,"
and she lifts a hand to his face.

"Cet away," says Toby. The power packs are massive and short-lived. He
inserts one of the three into the grip, feeling excited and a little sorry
that it's all going to be done so soon. He can't |inger, he knows. He can't
| et hinmself be caught. Eyeing the girl, he wonders how rmuch further he can
trust her. Probably not rmuch, he decides. Gving le sinple trigger a little
squeeze, he makes a thin searing point of light wing fromthe massive barre
and passes the light over the unblinking unthinking gaze of the cyborg.
"What's that?" asks April, her voice suspicious.

"What is it? Don't you know?" Toby |aughs. He wonders how nuch' poor
Gabbro can see, how nuch residual energy there is to power his senses. "Do you
know this gi znb? Huh? Can you hear ne? Can you see anyt hi ng?"

The nuted voice says nothing clearly. A choked scream perhaps.

"Come on," Toby pronpts. "You know "

Not hi ng.

April cries out, "What is it? Gabbro? Love! Tell ne-!"
"Drr ..o Q"

"More to the point," says Toby, turning and proud, "it's a special
hyperfiber torch used in the nmantle mnes. Very tough and very powerful. For
cutting and slicing stronger stuff than this," and his free hand strikes
Gabbr o, knuckl es conpl ai ni ng.

April has turned pale. "You' re going to kill hinP" she says. "Wy are you
going to kill hinP"

"I amnot," he tells her

"You never said ... hey, what are you doing? Hey! Stop that!" She cones at
himjust as he touches the tip of the barrel to the cyborg's flesh. There is
pain. He hears another choked scream then nothing, and kills the torch when
April grabs him He wheels and swi ngs and knocks April onto her back. He says,
"I"'mkilling no one. Do you understand ne?" and he kneel s and has her hands
before she finds her breath. One of the bed sheets is within reach. He bites
it to start a rip and makes a long thin strip that he uses to tie her hands
behi nd her back. "Now sit still," he warns. "Watch if you want." He is in
conplete control. He stands and feels very sober, very wi se, turning on the
torch once again and going to the cyborg and telling him "The eyes. First or
last? First or last?"

Gabbro says nothing, the eyes struggling to focus.

"Last, | think." He says to Gabbro, "Watch me now. Watch!"

And now she realizes that she has been awake for sone time, listening to
not hi ng and some part of her mind alert without trying to alarmthe rest of
her drowsy self, listening to the still night air and mld night sounds and

thinking there is no good reason for her to cone awake now. None. But she sits
up nonet hel ess. Then she stands. Then she wal ks into the front room hal fway
expecting to find Steward sitting in the dark, just home, but he isn't and
maybe that's why she woke.

She asks herself the tine. A kind of reference point, tinme. Steward has an
ol d-fashi oned cl ock on one of his self-made shelves. It reads mnutes short of



m dnight. Not late at all, she thinks. It's still early. So she sits.

She is wearing the white dress, invitingly snug and sleek. Steward w ||
cone through the door and she will greet him He needs a greeting, she
i magi nes. One hand plays with the doubl e strands of pearls. She allows herself
to feel satisfied, considering what she has nanaged today and through these
| ast few days. Gabbro was a smart turn. She even toys with the idea of
"confessing" to Steward toni ght, through tears and weak appeals for
forgi veness; she imagi nes Steward shaking his head, surprised and then a
little mad perhaps, then telling her not to worry. He understands. She
shoul dn't have done it, just |like she shouldn't have gone into that bar
several nights ago, but no harm has been done and he does trust Gabbro and
maybe he will go talk with t he Morni nger tonmorrow. Just to make everything
clear all around.

Soneone is down in the yard. She hears a splash, then another, and thinks
of a swimer enjoying the little pool. She envies his freedom She eases her
head down on the arm of the sofa, imagining water instead of the living
| eat her, and suddenly she can visualize a single nmonent out of Zebulina's
life. A deep blue-black sky is above the clear bright sea of Cetacea. The
water is a touch cool. Zebulina is wearing one of the skintight body stockings
that are the normthere, an artificial gill strapped to her back and hunm ng
with a reassuring steadi ness. She tucks and dives. On her left side, several
kil ometers below the surface, is one of the Cetacean suns-a submerged fusion
plant emitting carefully orchestrated flavors of light in all directions, the
fai nt greenness brought by drifting nasses of algae. Other suns lay in other
directions, many deeper, some al nost inperceptible under hundreds of
kilometers of nmelted ice. Zebulina kicks. She seens utterly alone. She is
breathing hard and the gill's air is pure and cold and refreshing. Bracing.
The pressure doesn't increase |like on the Earth, at l|east not so quickly. A
school of brightly colored squid come past her in formation-big human eyes
staring out at the rarest of sights, a true human on this little world. There
are no whales yet, but she is patient. She knows they are tailored with their
own gills, very efficient, and they range fromthe surface to the fina
crushi ng depths. So she keeps kicking, using an instrument on her wist to
nmeasure depth and time and tenperature and oxygen; she kicks until her |egs
burn and the tendons on top of her feet ache, rem nding herself to keep
streamlined. This is fun. It's all so new and narvel ous, she thinks . . . and
' there! There! She spots the distinctive outline of a single whal e agai nst
the glare of the sun. It appears tiny. For an instant, w thout reference
points, she believes it is close and sonme kind of baby. Or maybe just a fish.
But no, she kicks toward it and it doesn't flee. Indeed, it seens to be
approaching. Yet it takes an age to cut the distance in half. Zebulina can
make out fins and the enornous bal een and a fine network of gills deployed
fromits lips and belly. She remenbers how the earthly whales of old were
enornous at thirty nmeters in length; this whale is twice as long and nore
thinly built, one of dozens of species derived fromthe original colonists.

Anot her few neters and she will touch it.

She puts out a hand, kicking hard, thinking that this is wonderful and
lovely . . . and she hears splashing. Chiffon hears the splashing, and she
sits upright on the sofa, listening, listening, hearing something el se now too

a screanml A definite nuffled in-a-world-of-agony scream

She goes to the seal ed gl ass door, pressing against it and gazi ng down
into the yard. Nothing seens wong at first. She notices the 1 water noving in
t he pool, no one show ng above the water. She waits for a |ong nonent, the
scream fini shed, and she tells herself it was nothing. Just soneone having fun
nearby. But still the water noves. Little waves rise up and crash into one
anot her or over the sides, splashing across the deck, and still no one shows.
Who's doing it? she wonders. It rmust be Gabbro doing it. "No," she nutters.
"He said he was going straight to sleep. It's the last thing he told nme."

She has to will her eyes into notion, hunting for other signs of trouble.
Gabbro's door is partway open. It doesn't surprise her. She won't let it



surprise her. He is probably swimm ng and she expected to see the door open
and the darkened i ndoors doesn't mean trouble. It neans nothing. She sighs.
She tries to take a half step backward, as if that will make everything a
touch | ess serious, distance, and then she happens to spy a lone figure in the
open doorway, standing there with sonething noving in his hands. O course
it's not Gabbro. Miuch too small. She hopes it could be April, but he's too

| ean. That | eaves everyone else in the world. Who is it? Does it matter? She
takes the half step to diffuse her fear, one hand com ng over her nouth, and
the figure uses both long arns to toss the nmoving sonething into the air,
squi rm ng and droppi ng ker-plash into the water, gone.

Now t he screamrepeats itself. Chiffon can't know for certain, but it does
seemto come fromthe open doorway-weak but unm stakable and sad throughout,
hal f way dead, and she hurts for hearing it; the figure steps out a little
further, turning now, the angle and the starlight show ng Chiffon sone kind
of mask over his |ong face.

Now she under st ands.

Instinct makes her shrink away fromthe glass, wanting to hide, a
trenbling voice rising out of her throat. "Dirk," she says to herself, to the
room Sonehow he has found Gabbro, knows about himand the clinb, in spite of
Steward's assurances. Dirk and M nus too. They want Steward, she realizes.
"And me!" she whines. Suddenly she is exposed, frightfully vul nerable. Were's
M nus? she wonders. He nust be inside, out of sight, working on Gabbro by
who- knows-what neans, working to extract the confession

Steward said they couldn't track hi m down.

He prom sed, she tells herself.

And now she feels a sudden anger. The one she trusted nost has |et her
down, in essence. And he isn't even here to see what he has wought." Sweet
sphincter of God! she thinks. She shudders and focuses her anger, weighing her
prospects. If they haven't cone stormng up here already, Dirk and M nus and
the rest, then they don't know. Gabbro, dear and durable Gabbro, has kept the
secret inside hinmself somehow. But he can't last. No one has a chance of
outl asting these tortures.

So there is one option

One course.

One.

And in a whirlwi nd she changes cl othes, renmenbering the map that Steward
drew for her, finding it anobng the hal f-read books, then stuffing her things

down the garbage chute. Her dress. Her purse. The pearls ... no, not the
pearls. Keep themand Dirk's little gun, she decides. The glass noney and the
white shoes. She can't very well wear Steward's, after all. The gun is where

she hid it, undisturbed. She turns and turns, hunting for anything else,

anyt hing forgotten. A message! Leave Steward a warni ng! Then she takes off the
gun's safety and opens the door and runs. She doesn't | ook back. The hal lway's
dirty white walls are a blur. She is running, followi ng the curls and curves,
the map in one hand and the gun in the other and the sl appi ng sounds of her
feet barely danpened by the worn, hal f-dead carpeting.

19

| used to travel with a tailored nonkey. It was small and cl ever and had ny
face-handsone, | like to think, and forever sniling-and the nonkey had a
l[imted vocabul ary and an assortnent of witty sayings and light jokes. It was
qui te popul ar wherever | went. To a point, at least. | noticed that after a
whil e the jokes began to wear thin. Audi ences grew bored, or worse. But then |
never linger |ong when |I make my journeys, and so long as | came and went
rapi dly enough ny nonkey made ne not hing but friends

-excerpt froma



travel er's notebook, avail abl e through System Net

SHE gets to the point where she wants hi munconsci ous, wi shes for the painto
put himinto nothingness for alittle while. The scream ng is reaching inside
April and wounding her. It isn't guilt. No, it's not. She didn't know, after
all'! How coul d she have known what Toby was pl anni ng? And not hi ng she coul d
have done woul d have saved him So no, it's not guilt. Just like it's not
conpassi on that makes her cry now. Conpassion would nean that she woul dn't
forget this terror soon. It would mean that she couldn't wal k away |ike she
woul d wal k froma suffering stranger. Toby ripped off her mask after he tied
her down, after she tried to scream and then he gagged her nmouth and propped
her up and made her suffer, too. Watching it. Hearing it. He has finished
carving off the last of the hyperfiber now, at |ast, and he noves toward her
and kneels and sets down two shiny dead eyes before her, then the torch.

The torch is hot fromuse. The tip of its barrel starts a small fire in
the carpeting. She is amazed by its sensitivity, its accuracy. Toby says,
"Listen," and sniles behind the healing mask. She senses a w cked happi ness,
hi m saying, "Listen,” with authority and confidence. "I'mgoing to let you
go."

She tries tal king through the gag, cursing him

He doesn't seemto hear. He shakes his head and says, "Look at the poor
creature. Underneath, what? Nothing. Al nost nothing."

Gabbro is pale and enornously long, his true bones threatening to break
t hrough the stretched and wasted skin. He is unconscious now. Hi s nouth is
open and toothless, the hyperfiber fittings removed and the stretch nmarks
showi ng through the cheeks and under the chin. The arns are sticks. His |egs
are knobby-kneed sticks. And his feet and hands seem unnaturally |ong, the
bones drawn out to fit the cyborg functions.

"I"'msorry to have kept you ignorant," Toby says. "But you were the one
who hel ped ne. In every way, | think, we are still partners.”

She tries saying they weren't. Never

And he shakes a webbed finger in her face. She can see his eyes, hating
them and he says, "Regardless of what you think, you did your part. No one's
going to believe otherw se."

She tells himto fuck hinself.

He ignores the muffled grunt. "And him" he says. "Praise the Prophet!
doubt that he'll be able to tell anyone anything. Wich is good for both of
us." Those eyes are snmiling. "lsn't it, partner?" He scoops up the dead eyes,
then the other hand hoists the torch again. "So do you have any suggesti ons
for me? Any places where | mght go now?" He is thoroughly at ease, standing
over April, holding the torch as if he has practiced the position for days and
weeks. "I bet you don't understand ne," he ventures.

But she does. He's got mnuch for brains.

"I"'mgoing to | eave Brule," he clains.

She says nothing. Gabbro is beginning to stir now.

"I"ve got ideas," he says. "Plans. They'll all take time, but nowit's
begi nning to nake sense. Al this waste. Al that I've had to endure in this
hel | hol e. "

No, she hopes, it's not conpassion. Never conpassion. She doesn't feel for
Gabbro any nore than she would feel for a brutalized dog ... and yet now she
starts to cry, tears flow ng, noaning through the gag and trying to rise to
see those eyel ess sockets, that naked face

And now the white pain cones around him rousing himonce again. But this
tinme he's aware of his hands and toes. This is different. He can nove them now
and the aching has subsided to the point where he can stand touchi ng hinself
lightly, clumsily, everything feeling so terribly wong. So wong. He keeps
forgetting what they've done to him He keeps having to make hinself renmenber.
He is so whispery small on this big, big bed. A skeleton and little nore. He



touches hinself here and here. Then here. And now he | earns the sorest place.
It's his geographical center. H's mal eness. His shriveled finger of
traumati zed skin.

Tal king i s inmpossible.

Sonetimes he thinks he's making noise, shouting or sonmething, only he
can't inmagine howit mght sound.

Time is conpressed, hot and bright and wreathed in pain. Think of
somet hing el se, he tells himself. Concentrate! Concentrate! He renenbers
April's voice yelling at soneone, trying to stop whoever had the drill. No,
t hi nk of sonething pleasant. He remenbers Steward's Flower and brings her into
hi s head. She conmes before himand smles and says sonething sweet and pure,
now reaching to touch him To stroke his arm

Gabbro pulls away.

He tries to ward off her hand. Don't! He wants to cry out, warning her
away, but his atrophied jaw hasn't the strength.

And the tips of her fingers are on him stroking what burns. She smiles in
a fine large way. Anmazed, he feels the burning sensation dimnish to a
bearabl e | evel . He whi nmpers. She kneels, using all of both hands now and
bending to kiss himsweetly, alnost shyly, asking how he feels and does he
feel better now? Can he find a difference? Yes, he thinks. Absolutely.

He thanks the Fl ower.

She coos in one throbbing ear

He tries noving, rolling onto his better side, but she insists that he

quit it. She wants himresting. Easy, she says. Be still and rel ax.
That's it, she says.
Rest .

And he wat ches her drifting overhead, the white of the pain now duller and
flatter. She is naked. He didn't realize it before now Lovelier than words,
she drops toward himw th supreme gentl eness. Don't nobve, she repeats. Careful
now. Easy. She is lying on himas a bl anket mght, yet without weight. Again
she ki sses Gabbro. Hi s burning enmpty sockets. H's gaping jaw. H s spindly neck
and the rib-ridged chest. And now he is drifting too.

Be still, says the Flower. Let yourself go.

| love you, he tells her. 1 do.

And she presses one cool hand to his nmouth, shutting off the words, and
her fine distinctive snmell percolates into himand buoys hi mskyward. Rest,
she says. That's all you have to do now. Rest.

One last time he comes to the doorway. He brings out the last of the
qui vering hyperfiber. He had had no i dea how t he chunks woul d nmove like they
do. None. The nuscles fromthe | egs and back were the worst, convul sively
jerking and twisting, fighting himevery step of the way. Now he | ooks outside
at the pool and the dark wi ndows all around, hearing the waves and know ng
they're dimnishing. Dying away. Good, he thinks. He kneels and opens the bag
one last time, extracting the torch and the |ast power pack, |oading the thing
and turning a switch and watching the barrel's tip turn blue-white. Then he
heaves the torch out onto the coral deck. It strikes and skids and drops into
the water, a sharp sizzling noise and a columm of steam and then not hi ng.

Just the fading waves.

Toby eases out si de.

He is on his toes, straining to see what happens.

A few dead fish rise and then sink away. An eel struggles feebly, kicking
with all of its body and then pulled under by the convection currents. Toby
snells a warm vapor in the air. He squints. The pool begins to boil. Bubbles
burst. Foam gathers at the sides. The still night air is saturated with
noi sture, and the boiling worsens. There's a violence to the water. "Praise
the Prophet," he nutters, retreating now and renovi ng the healing mask and
t hi nki ng what el se does he need.

He goes upstairs, up to his apartnment. There's al nost nothing to pack



Cash and a few small quiver chips-not much to rely on-and then a handful of
bi scuits, cold but edible.

He has to hurry. He leaves without taking a |last |ook, believing that the
key is remaining unseen. O at |east unnoticed. He goes down the stairs as if
he bel ongs here, one step at a time, and then pushes open Gabbro's door, now
unl ocked. April is lying beside the bed, struggling wthout effort. Toby
renoves her gag and says, "Renenber. You' ve been warned."

She is on her knees, |ooking at Gabbro. "I didn't help. Not with this
not this."
"Partner," he says. He waits until she glances at him "I nean you," he
tells her, stepping to the bed and touching the bare flesh, sweat soaked and
twitching, and he tells both of themin a barely perceptible whisper, "In ny

pl ace, under these circunstances, the Prophet Adam woul d have done what 1've
done. | know it."

She doesn't talk.

He turns away from Gabbro, drying his noistened hand on his shirt. "All
right," he says to April. "Run and don't tell what you know. Don't forget.
You're so nmuch a part of this that you can't even think about what's happened
toni ght. Okay?"

She nods, sonething about her defeated. Hel pless.

And he unties the bindings and even hel ps her to her feet, telling her to
hurry now, the neighborhood is still sleeping but someone's going to notice
the pool eventually. She goes with himinto the hallway, then pauses. He turns
and starts to walk in one direction, toward the stairs, and April acts as if
she expects himto shoot her. To threaten her. To do any | ast thing.

Toby has to | augh.

He clinmbs the stairs one at a tine, casual and cool, thinking that a
floater to the A d Quarter is the first stage. Then he can rest and think
about the next tasks. He steps up onto the roof and the floater pad and
i medi ately senses sonet hi ng, soneone watching him He grows cold. He turns
slowy and spies an enornmous bird perched on the edge of the pad, on gol den
feet, dark and massively built, black eyes dancing inside its brain-fat skull.

Sayi ng not hi ng, Toby | ooks at the sky and wonders how | ong before a
floater comes. He can snell steameven this high. It snells |ike cooked fish
and machi ne parts.

"Have you see her?"

The bird has spoken to him "Pardon?" asks Toby.

"Agirl. Have you seen her?"

"What girl ?"

"Pretty blonde. Blue eyes. Big tits." The bird's voice is rude and sinple
and sel f-assured. "Pretty as pretty can be. Have you see her?"

"Leave ne al one."

The bird noves its weight fromone leg to the other. "Big reward," it
prom ses.

"Yeah?"

"Wearing a white dress. Pearls. Garden pearls, double strands-"

"Al'l right. Did he nake you?"

The bird blinks, rather confused.

"What is this? Another joke? Are you sonething new he's conjured up for
me?" And now he laughs. "Well, | don't care,"” he tells it. "Say what you want,
you ugly sack of tinkered genes."

The bird is speechl ess now.

"Funny, isn't it? You come now of all times-" A floater is descending, but
Toby has tine to rush the big bird. Wth one hand he pulls a hard cold biscuit
fromhis pocket and throws it like a flat stone. The biscuit msses. The bird
is vast as it punps its w ngs and wheels and clinbs higher, shouting down at
him "A Flower! A Flower! Have you seen her?"

"Cet away," Toby mutters under his breath. Then the floater is down and
open, waiting, and he clinbs inside and gives his destination and watches the
wor |l d drop away. The bl ood coursing through his skull is telling himthere are



enem es everywhere, everywhere, and the only wi se response is to keep alert.

Al ways alert. Yet now for the first tine he feels the match for his enenies,
he does, and never again will he cower. He will never let them do him any nore
har m

The hawk was produced froman old tenplate-a functional design easily
trained, linked to a certain Al in the Od Quarter. Everything it senses is
anal yzed, and it knows exactly what it wants. The Flower. The blonde girl. She
fills its thoughts when awake and its fleet little dreans during its brief
sleeps. A few nore days and it will be dead, no rest and no food and the speed
of its creation all factors in its denmise. It's been over Brul e dozens of
times already, as have its siblings. Nothing has been found. No distinct
whiffs of Flowers. No figures in a window. No |eads |eading anywhere. But the
neurotic driving force inside it keeps it hunting, forever eager, forever
optimstic, circling now by the moonlight and | eaving nothing to chance.

It's using the heat off the boiling pools to rise, riding it like it would
any thernal.

Conserving its reserves.

Crcling again, its head pivoting and every sense straining.

What's this?

What's this?

A figure has cone into view It's the right shape, yes, and the hawk's
brain is screaming that the size is right and the characteristic things |ike
stride length and wiggling hips and the planting and lifting of the tiny feet
in the white shoes. Not a white dress, no, but that's okay. It's the Fl ower.
The hawk knows. But then a dose of caution conmes from sonewhere. The distance
i S enornous. The moonlight is flat and broken into shadows, |ong and
tangled. It needs to get closer. Coser! So it beats the air with tired
Wi ngs, rushing o the east.

For a monent it |oses sight of the Flower. It hal fway panics. Were did
she go? Where? Is she hiding? But then hiding is good. It's a clue. Hiding is
the act of a fugitive. Shape and avoi dance. Two clues. A surge of adrenalin
alerts the Od Quarter Al. Computer elenents and an antenna sewn into the base
of the brain squirt the data hone. And now the hawk, frustrated and panti ng,
turns and circles in a tight figure eight pattern, high above the sl eeping
shadowy | andscape and hunti ng.

Not hi ng.

It's so high that a Flower squatting in those trimred |ines of bushes, for
i nstance, could | ook up forever and not see it. Yet its own eyes can nake out
i ndi vi dual |eaves, polished to a high gloss, and the tiny sleeping fish here
and there in a tiny stream and now a snall predatory something-a weasel, a
m nk, whatever-noving like a fluid dark rope up to the edge of one tangled
mass of pruned vegetation, stopping and suddenly peering at sonething that is
nmovi ng, shaking linbs, scaring the predator until it turns and fl ees.

The Fl ower stands, unmistakable in the nmiddle of the ornamental bushes.
She has cut herself in several places, blood showing on her hands, and she
wears a disgusted distressed expression while she | ooks for sonething in
particular. In one hand is a tightly folded piece of white plastic, unreadable
mar ks sketched on it by hand. She lifts the plastic and squeezes a corner
making it glow The angle is bad. The hawk can't make out the details. The Al
nmoni toring everything feels certain of her identification now, sending a
strong alarmto Dirk's apartnent while continuing to pick and probe at the
incoming data. Is that a map? it wonders. What does she want in that bush?
And as if to answer the question, the Flower wades out fromthe tangle and
begins to trot to the next simlar-shaped bush

There is something inside one of them

The Al makes inmmediate inquiries, linking to the city libraries and old
construction plans, discovering a hidden entry port into one of the nultitude
of underground passageways | eadi ng everywhere. And indeed, she has found the



port. But it's sealed, the Al thinks. These ports are kept firmy seal ed at
all times, Brule's government not wanting its citizens getting into its
cel | ars.

The Fl ower wades into the bush, grimacing as she kneels. She doesn't quite
vanish this tinme. The buttery hair shows, and her back, and for an instant
the Al disbelieves what the hawk sees quite clearly and accepts w t hout
trouble. The port is com ng open when it shouldn't, and the Flower is
scranbl i ng downward and pulling the port closed again, gone. It's too |late,
thinks the Al. The quarry is gone. Wth a thoroughness, it studies its
actions and decisions and can find no fault. None. It repeats its alarmto
Dirk's apartment, then it turns to things nmore profitable.

And the hawk, unsure as to the Flower's whereabouts, continues doing
figure eights. Until ordered otherw se, or-death, it will maintain its vigil
The night air feels cool at this altitude. The noon is a bright green wafer
hal fway i n shadow. Those same eyes that can probe the ground bel ow can pick
out the sky's spinning cylinders and wheels, mnor worlds and maj or worlds and
stars beyond human reach, and to the south, over the linb of the Earth, the
occasi onal bright bolts of lightning comng on a long, |long front.

20

Nothing is so strong as the invisible
--Yel | owkni fe proverb

WE' VE got her!" The figure sits up in bed, a pistol showing for an instant.

The dry voi ce asks, "M nus? |Is that you?"
"Yeah. "
"What did you say?" asks Dirk.
"She's found!"

And now M nus watches the old man come to his feet, thinking that he sure
shows the mileage by the way he noves. He can't quite tell what shows-a
stiffness, a slowness, a certain sappy resistance to notion-but it's apparent

nonet hel ess. Particularly during these |ast few days. "Were is she?" he
hears the tired voice ask. "You' ve got her?"
"No. "

"But you know it was her?"

"Absolutely.” He tells it. Mwving to one wall and touching controls
recessed into the corner, he causes a variety of inmages to appear. Largest of
themis a three-dinmensional map, baffling to the clearest mnd, a maze of
intricate lines |inked and spreadi ng out underneath a portion of Brule City.
One blinking red dot marks where the Flower vanished. There's no know ng which
direction she went underground, but M nus assures, "She can't stay in there
too long. The city's Als will find her. The police can pull her out
t hensel ves, and she's got to knowit."

"W can't cover every way out, can we?" Dirk is concerned but very much in
charge now, dressed in trimclothes that lend hima certain poise. "Wll," he
admts, "at |east we know you were right about them | eaving."

"Yeah." M nus had spotted the false trail earlier today. Two people
| eaving Brule. He had said then that it seened too easy and maybe t hey
shoul dn't waste the Al's and manpower on checking it out. Maybe later, but not
today. Mnus tells him "There's nmore. Alot nore."

"What ?"

Agai n he touches the controls, enlarging another image and pushing the map
asi de. "The hawk got a glinpse of a map, | think. She's going fromone safe
house to another-"

" \Why 2"

"She got spooked. That's my guess."



Dirk wal ks up to the bedroomwall. A |local news channel is broadcasting
froma district in the east, froma place not far fromthe Flower's | ast
position, and the cameras show, a crazy scene that baffles himfor a nonment.
"What ' s happeni ng?"

"The fl oaters? Around the pool ?"

"Yeah. "

"Medi cal units. The police are parked on the roof." The sw mming pool is
hal fway enpty, a columm of vapor rising up into the nmoonlight where it's
stai ned and spreading thin in the motionless air. "I guess they're bringing
out someone. Sone miner."

Dirk nods, pressing his tongue agai nst a cheek. "A Mrninger, huh?"

"Maybe one of the ones involved in our troubles. Maybe sonmeone hired by
this Freestater."

"Maybe?" says Dirk. "l say probably."
"Want anot her maybe?"
"Try ne."

"She was alone. The Freestater is out trying to lay down this false trail
trying to make us believe they were gone. She happens to | ook out the w ndow
and sees this sort of thing... well, maybe she thought it was us doing it. You
and ne."

"What happened to the Morninger?"

Mnus tells him Dirk shakes his head and adnits adniration for anyone
with the courage to go against a cyborg. "Cleaned himlike a raw |iving

oyster," says Mnus. "You know? They say the guy is nothing underneath the
shell. They won't let the caneras inside, the police won't, because it's too
grisly.”

" Huh. "

"Anyway, she got scared. She ran. \WWich neans she's close to that
apartment. To that pool." He tells Dirk what's in the pool, ruined, and then
says, "l nmade calls to our friends in the departnment. They don't have suspects
yet, no. They don't know the story. There's a nmissing girlfriend, but who's to
say?"

"She's not a Flower? The girlfriend?"

"Descriptions don't match."

"So what do you think?"

"Well, I've got Als hunting through city records. | want to know all the
nei ghbors, everything, but | doubt our Freestater is going to show hinself so
easily. So | think the four of us should go have a | ook for ourselves. In the
spirit of enterprise.”

"No sense waiting," says Dirk.

"Il wake the others."

"Do. "

"The thing |I'mhoping is that we can catch the Freestater hinself. You
know? If she's spooked, maybe she didn't get word to him Mybe he doesn't
know what's happeni ng."

"Don't even tease ne with the hope," Dirk tells him hands sweeping at the
air. "Let's get going. W'Il take a | ook and then draw back. Gve hima few
hours."

"Al'l right."

"And make our Als keep hunting her. See if they can nonitor the city's
security systens."

M nus has seen to that contingency. He tells Dirk so, now watching the
view fromthe news caneras. A stretcher cones floating out of the apartnent,
sheets shrouding a | ean unsubstantial figure that shows hinmself as a pal e pink
face, hairless and eyel ess, and one spidery-long hand wi thout the strength to
close itself.

M nus doesn't think about the m ner

He stands with his feet apart, remenbering the night when he and that
dammed Freestater grappled and it cane out a draw. Not again, he tells
hi nsel f. Never again. In his mnd, over and over, he westles with the



invisible figure and doesn't let hinmself come out short. Not once. It's close
but he al ways wi ns.

The bike is a fold-down nodel without |ights or any excess weight, riding
snoot h and qui et down the path and Steward pedaling w thout trying to work
hi nsel f, sweating but not breathing hard. He had stored the bike in a | ocker
down in the Ad Qarter. Using floaters late at night can draw attention, the
traffic so sparse. The bi ke nmakes sense. It's long after three in the norning.
Thi ngs have gone well tonight, he has decided. Slowy, in chaotic increnments,
atrail leading through Jarvis and Luna and into Titan will appear to anyone
with the interest. divia s Giosts and Steward have been plugged into one of
the main World-Net terminals in Brule, linking with System Net and proddi ng
the illusion along. A good night, he reasons, but not flaw ess. There's nore
left to do. He needs to pull out his bankabl e nmoneys and make a few friends
bel i eve he has gone away, the destination unclear. More to do, but Chiffon is
al one and he can't stay away any |onger. She has gotten to him She has him so
wel | that he has to wonder if he could fight her talents, given the urge.
Maybe tonight, for a mnute or two, he'll try resisting. Just to see. Just to
di scover the depth of her hold on him That's the funny thing, he thinks. He
doesn't truly know how nuch he's in love, if it is |ove, because for these
| ast days he has let hinmself coast w thout bothering to test the bindings. He
hasn't seen the need. Wat happens if he evades her ki sses and her easy

prai se? Three or four mnutes and then he'll take his enotional pulse. Sure.
It's not because he wants to break the binds, he tells hinself. Not at all
It's because the testing will nake the binds nore real, biting into his flesh,
his glands, and then he'll be free to surrender to her and they' Il have their

fun and everything will be right for alittle while.

The bike rolls onto an upgrade now, gentle but steady.

Steward is alone on the path. There were pedestrians back toward the Ad
Quarter, but now no one. He concentrates on taking his time. Don't pedal |ike
a mani ac, he tells hinself. Don't shave off seconds. "Be a rebel,"” he nutters
under his breath. "Alittle bit."

He starts thinking about tinme. A specific sum Five nonths, give or take,
and then the Flower is done.

A cold, weak feeling conmes into his knees. He has to shudder, sone part of
hi m not doing its job, not keeping tabs on this one sad fact like it should

and he suffers accordingly.

He can't let the gloomget into him

He wills it away, consciously and only with partial success.

Chiffon will die. He has always known it; fromthe first he was notivated by

t he know edge, but sonmewhere he made a decision with hinmself, vowing to ignore
the truth. How about CGhosting her? He tells hinself to ask divia Jade about
Ghosting a Flower... a hypothetical case, he'll stress. He can't begin to
contenplate the nmoney it would take. O the sacrifice. He doesn't even know i f
Chiffon would agree, provided it's possible. Has it ever happened in the past?
He can't renmenber a tine. What do Ghosts think about Flowers? Aivia wll

know. Sure, he thinks. For a little while he entertains the thought of Chiffon
and Aivia being roommates, staving off the horrors of Gay-tinme together

The sl ope tops out and the bike begins to roll down toward home. The
stream fl ows beside him sounding jolly, buoyant and optimstic, and Steward
rolls faster without pedaling, finally braking a little and sliding up over a
tiny bridge and down and around a course he could followwith his eyes tightly
cl osed.

A water rat is squatting in the mddle of the path.

Steward makes a catlike hiss, just once, and the rat wheels and vani shes
into the undergrowth

Al most home, he finds a knot of excitenment rising in his throat. For a
nmonent he wonders about the identity of this fellowinside him this corny
boyi sh goof so much in |love. Then he smells sonmething. O several things, it



isn'"t clear. He detects a lingering warmh and a fishy odor and sonet hi ng

wi thout identity. But then it's gone. There and gone. And he files the

know edge beside the wandering water rat, braking and pulling in alongside the
public doorway and conming off the bike while it's rolling, lifting his right

| eg over the hard narrow seat

The wheels fold into the frane in a few seconds.

The pedal s do the sane.

Steward drops the bi ke and kneel s beside the stream breathing once and
then pressing his face underneath the water, chilled and narvel ous, and he
drinks his fill and stands again and lets the residue run down his face and
soak his shirt in the front. Then he picks up the bi ke and goes inside, and
when he's in the hallway he pauses, not knowi ng why. He can't recall having
seen or heard anything special. But again he puts down the bike and retraces
his steps with a special care. The streamis still running, of course, and
nost of the wi ndows and bal cony doors and patio doors are darkened at this
hour. O course. He | ooks up and down with a certain studi ed ease. There is
not hi ng. He can be absolutely sure of the fact. But when he returns to the
bi ke he takes the trouble of |ooking both ways down the curling hallway.
Not hi ng again. No one and no funny lingering snells, either, and he starts to
pick up the bike with one hand, ready to put the frame on his shoul der, and he
knows wi t hout having to concentrate that his bike, built of durable
f eat herwei ght plastics and the farts of running gazelles, has suddenly and
nmysteriously just gained a few grams of unm stakabl e mass.

He sets down the bike and retreats, taking care not to jostle anything,
his eyes going over every centinmeter while he feels adrenalin bulling its way
t hrough his system every sense absolutely awake and working hard to find
anyt hi ng anywhere that he can use. He has a pistol, charged full of pain.

He brings it out with one hand while he focuses on sonething wong in the
gears of the folded rear wheel. A cartridge has been set inside the workings.
No telling what's in the cartridge-probably sone kind of gas, explosive or
toxic and sinply the knockout variety. He steps away and thinks it nust be the
knockout variety. O herw se they would have touched it off already. When he
was cl ose. They were here, he thinks. They probably have sprinkled renote
sensors everywhere, and if this was just himin here he would turn and run out
t he door, outside and away, or down the hallway until he found an apart nment
where he could hide . . . . . . but he has to get upstairs.

The image of Chiffon wells up before him in the dark, her waiting for him
whil e unseen nen work to break the | ocks on the door

He takes the stairs three at a tinme. He conies up into the second-fl oor
hal | way, firing, sending blue bolts in both directions and hitting nothing, no
one there to serve as targets. He strides to the door, thinking that they have
to know just where he'll be going. They can't be this close and not know
Thankfully the | ocks are tight. The door reports no one has done anyt hi ng
against the apartnent's integrity. How was Steward's day? The mag-I| ocks undo
t hensel ves. He steps inside ready to fire, wheeling and knowi ng in an instant
that she's missing. He can snell her missing. He has lived for so many years
in these roonms that he doesn't need to |l ook further. Someone is running in the
hal | way.

The door says she left, his guest left, and gives the exact tine and none
of the circunstances. "She said to tell you a dirk was in the yard. |'m not
sure | understand.”

Steward shuts the door and punches a hidden switch under one shelf. The
apartment goes into war node-the third time in nore than twenty years. The
Maski ng d ass turns black on the inside, mrrored on the outside, and Steward
falls back and asks hinself how | ong before they can unfasten all of his
safety features. An hour? These Quito people are a clever lot. Ckay, probably
less. But they can't afford a long siege, either. He could call for the
police. For anyone. So they'll do it quick and dirty, he decides. Expl osives.
If Chiffon did | eave when the door reported-"Was she alone? You're sure?"-then
maybe she got free of them Good girl! he thinks. Wiy else would they be



bothering with ne? O course, they don't have her yet! So he tells hinself,
kay. Quick and dirty. They want me alive. They want ne to help themfind
her. Shaped expl osi ves. Qut and in. "Wo's outside?" he asks the door

The door describes one of the hairy Quito nen. Just one.

"What's he doing? Display!"

One wall shows him kneeling, working with shaped expl osives. Just I|ike

Steward i magi ned. | can take him he knows. How far is he al ong? Anot her
twenty seconds, no nore. So he gives the door orders and kneels like he did in
the tunnel a few days ago, preparing to charge at those apes. He braces one

foot against the living sofa and breathes hard and consciously plays the scene
t hrough his head. Then he says, "Now "

The door flings itself open

Steward is up and runni ng, charging, but instead of one Quito man there
are three of them plus Dirk, standing in a row with | ooks on their faces and
guns in their hands. The door's eye is covered with some piece of technica
wi zardry. Fal se i mages, of course. And he can't shoot before the gas hits him
like a wall, greenish and sickeningly sweet, the strength going out of
Steward's legs as the floor rears up in his face, the pain nmonentary and
hal fway conforting. It's the one thing he really understands.

They got himinside the place easily, w thout noise, and now M nus and the
other two are taking the place apart. She was here. Dirk knows it just by
| ooking in the corners, by sniffing the sheets, by sitting on the bed itself
and thinking no, no, she hasn't told himthe truth. What's his nane? Steward?
The big Freestater's feet are visible on the nearer armof the sofa, him
sl eeping off the knockout potion, and so far three sets of hands ripping up
books and gl obes and the furniture haven't brought any clues. Not one. Where
is she? He can alnost feel her warnth in the snmelly sheets, he thinks. An odd
pang cones to him to his belly, and when he thinks how nuch he wants Chiffon
he isn't sure how he wants her . . . isn't sure of his own nind. They've got
to find her! They'll have to break the Freestater sonehow. And fast!

Qut side, down in the yard, the sw nming pool continues to boil

Not much water left. The coral is dead and sonmeone fromthe city has put up
barriers-bars of holo light and singing alarms to warn away the carel ess
citizens-and now Dirk stands and gazes down at the scene. A shitty little
nei ghbor hood, he thinks. It's hard to know what happened to that Morni nger
Probably bad bl ood between mners. "All right," Dirk says to hinmself, "what
are we going to do?"

And then he knows.

M nus is cutting open the back of the big sofa, the living | eat her |eaking
a clear sparkling sap. There's nothing inside but foam and connecti ve
tissue. He grow s and says, "l give up,"” and drops his knife on the floor

"This is what we do,"” Dirk begins. Mnus listens, nodding and telling him
that he understands. Sure. "You'll need help getting himup there," says Dirk,
"and 1'l1 need another floater. Can you order one in an hour?"

M nus can. "You going on a hunt?" he asks.

Their little thief is probably trying to get outside of Brule. Dirk has
been t hi nki ng about the possibilities since he woke up, and that's the best
one. That's why she went underground. There are all kinds of big Farmsteads. A
Freestater m ght keep a safe house on one of them or several houses. "We'l
do our | ooking while you're gone. Maybe we'll get |ucky."

Mnus is smling. "lIt's all turning around on us. It feels pretty good,
doesn't it?"

Dirk doesn't want to analyze it. He just wants to nove.

"He won't be out nmuch longer."™ Mnus | ooks at their prize, at the hard
sl eeping face and the danpened shirt. "I better go. Get this package w apped
up and delivered." He uses strong cord and practiced knots, nothing to chance.
Then one of the Quito nen takes the shoul ders and he has the feet; he gl ances
at Dirk for a moment, his expression asking if there's anything el se now
Anyt hi ng?

"Tell me about it later. Al right?"



"A ness of tines. You bet."
"We'l| trade stories. You with him M with the Flower." He feels a little

crazy again, Chiffon comng into his head. There are still secret places
inside himthat |ove her, and he knows it and works to keep them hi dden from
everyone. "Till we're sick of telling them™

"Never," says Mnus. Then his face turns hard, pink eyes glaring down at
the sleeping Freestater. "Hey! Guess where you're going. Hey! You know what
I've got planned?"
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There's a snoothness to Terran cl ouds. Snooth faces and rounded tops and
bottons that are utterly flat. At night they present an awesone show of |ight
and noi se and the inplication of enornous, scarcely controlled energies. In
the day they are brilliantly white in the distance, and when they cone
overhead they shut out the sun. They are |lids of densely packed vapor, angry
and forever growing, and nore than once | have heard people nmention that when
you don't pay for a rain-when the clouds just runble on by-you feel as though
t he gods thensel ves are angry at you, cursing your poverty or your thrift.
-excerpt froma traveler's

not ebook, avail abl e through System Net
THERE' S this voice he doesn't know, cannot even understand for A a long
choki ng monent; then he swallows and tries opening his eyes and Steward sees a
flash, bright and silent, and his seat drops to the right and makes himill.
He coughs. He blinks and there's nmore flashing, then he hears the telltale
drumm ng of thunder, and he spots the brightly colored ness of hair and beard
growing fromthe floater's pilot. The pilot is sitting in the front, on his
left, and someone else is sitting in the back beside Steward. He hears a young
voi ce, slow and tired. He doesn't know the voice. He's certain. But when it
says, "Chiffon," he blinks and turns to |l ook at the stranger's face.

He is a tall nman w thout bulk. A Terran, yes, but he's spent some grow ng
years el sewhere. He's sitting to Steward's left, talking with the dry dead
voi ce of soneone who hasn't slept in living menory. Steward can't quite make
out the words. The pilot shouts back at him "H s nane's the Mgician. O
was." It's Mnus in the front. "Listen to this, why don't you."™ Mnus hits a
button, jerking the Magician into a new position

It's a holo, Steward realizes. The Magician is a recording.

A new voi ce cones from sone hidden place. It asks about Chiffon. The
Fl ower. What was her real name?

“I'n which Iife?" he says. The Magician says. "As a Giost? O before?"

"Both lives," says the offstage voice. "Begin with the first one. Her
situation. Her times."

Steward hasn't a clue as to what's happening. "Zebulina Trish," the
Magi ci an begins. "A pretty girl by birth. A halfway wealthy famly with a
m nor kind of prominence in Quito. The nother was a politician, shrewd and
probably too greedy for her own good. The father was a scul ptor, full of
energy and devoid of talent. Zebulina was spoiled in her early years. But then
that happens a lot, right? Particularly when the parents hate each other and
use the daughter as a kind of prize. And both of them acting separately,
managed to go bankrupt at the sane tine. The nother |ost her politica
standing. The father had run out of credit. Zebulina was given up for adoption

| don't know which parent managed that trick. Maybe both of them working
in concert. She becane the 'daughter' of a certain elderly gentleman with
certain novel tastes. She was el even years and four nmonths old, and certain
debts were wi ped off the |ledger in the process."
"She was shit upon,"” says the of fstage voice.

The Magi ci an shakes his head. "I don't know. It's easy to feel sorry for



her, but she was already pretty good at |ooking out for herself. | was

surprised by what | found in my research.” He says, "She made demands from
her new father, and she usually won. Zebulina was a kind of artist of
mani pul ati on. Absolutely w thout peer, | think. She stayed with the old nman

for ten years-five years |onger than any previous daughter-and she went into
the world with cash reserves and her own roony apartnent and a brigade of
suitors already on her doorstep-"

"Not a good girl," says the voice.

"Nor bad. Not really." He tells his invisible audience, "She never did
intentional injury to anyone. She juggled her suitors with ease and di sm ssed
them wi t hout incident and found replacenments fromout of the upper echel ons of
Quito. Mostly male, but not always. Mstly older, but that's denographics
tal king. She was still quite young, and did her peers have wealth to burn?

Not normally. No." He pauses, running one hand over his sleepy face. "I
| ooked at Zebulina and thought to nyself, 'Now here is someone who woul d make

a good Fl ower, given the chance.' In her flesh-on-blood Iife, you see, she
lived a Flower's existence. Somehow it was woven into her nature-"
A chill comes into Steward now. He shifts his weight, feeling his bound

wists and aware of the |ightning outside, but he stares at the Magician's
nervous hands, long fingers a little crooked, and listens to the strange
i mpossi bl e story.

"Then she was Chosted. An accident and no choice, and she changed her nane
to Wsp and tried to live |like Zebulina had lived." He says, "She was
shal low. " He says, "Wsp, |ike Zebulina, was incapable of |ooking at her own
life in any objective fashion. She was cunning, yes. And very smart. But she
was like alittle girl when it canme to patience and | ong-termthinking and her
need for constant sensory input. So of course she spent herself into
Gray-tine. And of course no other Ghost could be lured into giving up his or
her moneys. Not for charm certainly. Not for sex. Not for anything Wsp had
to sell."

"You found her," says the voice. "You sold her on sonething."

Sonething in the Magician's face starts to shine. He hal fway smiles and
says, "l like that. | sold her a chance at life, sure.”" He is proud and a
little happy now, nodding and telling the voice, "It's not as tough as you
m ght think. These new Flowers that we're building are very, very
sophi sticated. Laying a CGhost into one of the Chiffon brains doesn't require
much that's new or unique. The genius cones fromrealizing that it's possible
and then finding a reason, a target and vol unteers-"

M nus hits another button, freezing the inage.

Steward is nunb. His first inpression was that the i mage and noi se was
somet hi ng synt hesi zed by Als. This Magician is a fiction. And yet now a dozen
scattered clues conme together when he lets them staring up at himwith
predatory smles. Wiy woul d anyone, crazy or not, go to this nuch trouble just
to catch a sinple Flower? Crime lords aren't nearly crazy enough, he thinks.
At least not the little ones he has known. So why didn't he see the truth
bef ore? he wonders. But then he doesn't have to wonder. A harsh pain comes to
his belly, and he works at suppressing it. He thinks of Chiffon and feels his
stomach turning, rejecting its bile and his last neals, and he turns toward
M nus and asks, "Wat do you want from nme?" "Your cooperation.”

Steward waits, saying nothing and trying to regain his balance. Hi s poise.
He wants to be absolutely sure of everything-

"She's m | ked our kindness, yours and mine." Mnus tells him "She's done
all of us a lot of grief."

"What did she do?"

"What did she do, Magician?' Mnus |aughs and punches a button. The hol o
i mge jerks and wiggles, time rushing one way or another. Then he's talking
again, telling his interrogator
"-it's nore noney than all of us could use. It's blood noney, stolen by Dirk
and beyond | egal reach, and with a M ss Luscious Chiffon of ny own set inside
the bastard's home . . . well, | guess | don't have to tell you about



opportunity and greed. Do 1?" He is scared. He is |ooking up at soneone and
tal king faster than he can think. Wth crisp technical terns he paints a

pi cture of the process- how he put a Ghost into a newy born Fl ower, how he
suppressed Zebulina and Wsp while allowing their pure natures to show t hrough
and how he planned to use his own share to nmake the process work for everyone
with the money and desire. He laughs. He says, "I guessed that that nuch noney
and ny head woul d nake a good team You know? Maybe it doesn't nean much to
you, but | was going to do sone real good with those quiver chips-"

Again the Magician stops. This time he dissolves too, comng to pieces and
flowing down into the seat and vani shing. Steward | ooks ahead. He can see the
storm cl ouds com ng and hears nore thunder, then notices a pair of bright
t ear - shaped rai nboys at the head of the clouds. They're pulling the clouds
with the brilliant |assos of pure plasna.

What do | feel? Steward wonders.

It's too much of a shock. He can't judge his own enotions, feeling the
cords around his feet and wists, his hands behind his back and nearly
i mobilized. He doesn't have the strength to fight the cords. Suddenly he is
too weak to breathe, it seens. Chiffon is ... what? A human bei ng? He thinks
it without believing it. She cheated him he tells hinself, and Mnus is
right. He feels so cold now that he starts to shake.

"How much was it?" he asks.

"The chips?" Mnus tells and smiles, enjoying everything, and he touches
t he wheel and noves them cl oser to the stormclouds. "She had you |like she had
Dirk. Believe nme."

"I never saw any quiver chips," he says. "Were were they?"

"She's not carrying themin her pockets. No way." M nus says, "A thief in
Quito will sometines make a cut and insert chips into the wound. Which is
probably what she nmanaged. Flowers heal, of course, and there aren't even any
scars. "

"Except she wasn't cut," Steward offers. "I know " "And you're lying."

M nus has to laugh at him amused by the loyalty. "You are spinning stories
and she is still free." Steward says not hi ng.

"You and your honor shit. Isn't that what you got taught in the
Freestates? Honor? Trust? Teams and tribes and all that nonsense?" He
shakes his head in disgust, or anmusenent or naybe just to shake it and
irritate his captive. "The Flower sniled and told you lies and you did her
work for free, believing her lies, and you never stopped to consider the ness
you were getting up to your ass in. Isn't that what happened?"

"You know a | ot about honor, do you? And trust?" "Not rmuch and enough
Bel i eve ne." He says, "Wiat do you think? You' re going to die w thout even
giving us a hint as to where we mght find her? What if she latches up with
someone el se? What if she gets out of this ness in the end? Are you
t hi nki ng about that?" "Mybe."

"Maybe you shoul d think harder."

Steward waits, then asks, "How did you find out where | was |iving?"

M nus has a cocky look. Hs face is tilted, watching Steward and t hinking
for a noment, then saying, "Your neighbor, the big Mrninger, did us that good
favor," and his white teeth show i nside the beard.

Steward breathes. Ckay, he thinks. Okay. She's cheated you. You gave her
pl enty of chances to be honest, you did everything humanly possible to prove
your worth, and this is where it |eads. You cut out your soul and set it
in her hands . . . and what? Wat are you going to do? Were do you take it?
Breat he hard and think and come up with sonething, you hard-worn piece of
integrity. Try hunting the hunor init, will you? Or get mad and give it your
best shot. One way or anot her.

"My nei ghbor?" says Steward. "What about hinP" "Forget him" The voice is
chilled and final. "Wat about our precious Flower?"

Steward tells him "I don't believe you." He breathes and swall ows and
pi nches hinself until the pain makes his entire arm ache. Then he nmakes a
hol | ow place and fills it with the pain, his senses clear and his mnd cl ear



and his doubting voice telling Mnus, "That Magician is a projection. A lie.
You and Dirk cooked up this nonsense-"

"Cooked up? Cooked up?" Mnus is furious. Good. He adjusts the wheel and
then strokes the buttons of the holo controls, and the Magician reenerges
besi de Steward, his body tilting and his hands blurring and the scared face

begging for mercy. "We'll listen to the whole dammed thing, you bastard. |'m
not dumpi ng you until you believe ne." The Magician freezes, then tal ks. He
starts describing how the Flower can use her skills to bend a man's will, even
someone tough like Dirk. Someone that seasoned. He is proud about the
Chiffons. His holo leans forward to tell its interrogator about the power of

passion and | ove, and Steward reads everything in that instant. He sees the
Magi ci an. He sees M nus. He has a vague sense about the storm clouds and
rai nboys that are so very close, and he | aunches hinself w thout warning. His
body is tight and sore and extending itself. Mnus is staring at the Mgician
snugly satisfied. Steward brings his feet up through the Mgician's hol o,
using it as cover for a split instant. Too late, Mnus starts to draw back
The pointed toes erupt fromthe holo's chest and stretch. Too late, Mnus is
putting one hand into his shirt, hunting the handle of some gun, and Steward's
toes strike his forehead hard enough that two of them break, popping, and
Mnus is tossed backward into the dash and wheel

Suddenly the fl oater accel erates.

Up it goes, then down.

And now M nus is awake again, aware of the floater's descent and his own
bl azi ng headache and the Freestater jerking and tw sting agai nst the cords,
trying to pull his hands out frombehind his butt. Mnus tries sitting
upri ght. He bunps the wheel and nakes the world spin. Then he turns and
assesses the situation in an instant, using the throttle and ignoring the
headache and sonehow trinming them A rainboy is passing on his right-enornous
and liquid-metal bright, the blaring roar of its horns ripping at the air-and
he thinks it's a fucking good deal that he caught this in time, |ook where
they were going, thinking howit should take a couple seconds to turn them and
get themclear. . . and Steward has gotten his arms out in front, reaching now
and grasping the hair on the back of Mnus' head and pulling. Mnus feels
hi nsel f being thrown up out of the seat, over the back of the seat, his hands
of f the wheel too soon and the rainboy's horns subsiding behind him H's hair
pulls fromhis scal p. He reaches behind his head and grasps Steward's hands
while he | ocks his feet under the seat, the pressure on his back nounting; he
can't see Steward but he feels him can imgine hi musing his bulk and brawn
to break his poor back. So he starts busting Steward's fingers. He feels a
little bone snap, then another, and Steward does nothing, won't let go or even
flinch, and then he feels Steward' s nouth agai nst the nmeat of his hand. The
teeth cut at him They work fromside to side, himresisting, himthinking
that no ass-w pe Freestater is going to take himlike this ... and now he
| ooks up through the canopy and sees only clouds upon clouds. Everything is
snooth |ike eggs. Lightning flashes sonmewhere within, the glow nilky-blue and
heatl ess, and M nus curses at Steward with a tiny choked voice, telling him
"We're going the hell in. Now"

The floater gives a violent jerk, then another

Mnus lets go of Steward's hands and tries twi sting out of his grip.

A blue-white bolt strikes the floater, killing the lights on the dash, and
now it's dark, like pitch, and now it turns light again, lightning in the
di stance, and the floater's engines cough before finding purchase again, the
wi nds tugging at it and spinning it around. More |lightning comes crackling
over them The two nmen are facing one another, Steward still bound around his
wrists and ankles and M nus wondering how to hit himto put himdown. One good
hit. He needs one good hit. Water slans down on the canopy, neither man able
to scream | oud enough to hear hinmself. | don't dare shoot, he thinks. Not wth
everyt hing bouncing. There's nmore lightning and just as the gl ow subsides, in



that instant, Mnus takes a hard swing at Steward's throat and neck. But
not hi ng connects. Steward's nelted away. You're not fucking going to beat ne!
he thinks. He tells himself. He wills it so. He tucks against the dash and
waits for the next bolt, and when it conmes he | eaps straight at Steward and
takes it to his face, working his cheeks and around his eyes w th hanmer

bl ows, and then again the big Freestater slips out of his reach, M nus
turning, blinking, another bolt and himtoo slow to m ss another one of those
ki cks.

He's driven up agai nst the canopy.

He slides down its curved face, feeling broken ribs and tasting bl ood and
t hi nki ng nothing. He's stunned. Bolts conme quickly, w thout apparent sound,
and he's only aware of the drumm ng of the thick, thick rain. He needs to
rest. He wishes he could breath in peace for a mnute. Were is he? he
wonders. Where are you? It's pitch again.

Absolute night. Mnus is sitting in the corner where the front seat neets
the curling dead dashboard, and with one bl eeding hand he pulls out his gun
Put it on | ow power, he thinks. Low dosages, he thinks. Then something el se
occurs to him

Wy need worry? he tells hinself.

W' re both dead anyway.

Anot her bolt, white and fat and streaking overhead, and Mnus puts a
couple of shots into the seat. Twin clouds of stuffing and burned fabric cone
up into the air. He can't see Steward anywhere. Nothing. Nothing. He shoots
twi ce nore, guessing where he m ght be hiding and spacing his shots. There are
nore bolts, all colors, all intensities, and nothing like flesh or blood in
the air. No hits. "Where are you?" he screanms, his voice inaudible. "You
red-haired turd-!"

The floater's engines sputter and quit.

M nus is thrown upward, striking the canopy with a shoulder and | osing the
pi stol as he sees Steward's body cone out from between the seats, intact and
the hands out free now. There's nore lightning, and he glinpses the nman's
broken fingers and thinks that the bones in the hands have got to be shattered
too. He had to have busted themto pull themout of that cord, he thinks. And
t he engi nes cone on again, nothing audible but the floater steadying while it
di ves. Steward cones over the back of the seat, reaching for the wheel. He
trimse them Mnus is back in the corner, holding his ribs. Steward punches the
autopilot with one swelling finger, lightning turning the rain around themto
scalding white fire, and M nus sees the pistol waiting for himon the seat,
and he grasps it and shoots too fast, aimng |ow.

Steward grabs the pistol and his hand and presses both skyward.

kay, thinks Mnus. Drink your air, dam you

The pistol shoots twice. A section of the canopy nelts and flows until the
rai nwat er bl asts through with a keening roar. Both nmen are pressed downward,
sl ammed down, and the rain feels cold and sharp. Again M nus | oses the pistol
He doesn't care where it goes. The rain pools around the floor and forces out
the air, liters and liters coming in every nonment and himgetting in a few
hits while he has the chance. Punish Steward sonme nmore. He knows sone ribs get
brui sed before the man pulls away, clinbing into the back end and | eaving
M nus to pant and think for a mnute. God, he decides, this is sonme fucking
waste of a way to end

The floater is shit. They've probably hit the plasma barrier a bunch of

times already, doing a flat-stone skip back into the cloud. It'Il never hold
up for a straight-on charge, but then they won't take the chance because the
rai nwater's coming over the seats already. They'Il drown first, he thinks.

H s ears are bursting with the jerking changes of pressure and the noise, and
his lungs can't find nuch good with the air. He coughs hard. He | ooks for
Steward. He sees himuntying his feet now, shattered hands just managi ng the
knots, and M nus gl ances skyward just as an enornous bl ue bolt |ashes out and
bl i nds him

The fl oater engines quit.



Then start again.

The water is bitterly cold, churning as the floater tips and turns itself.
Mnus tries to get close to the canopy's hole, to the last fresh swall ow of
air. Neither man fights. A kind of truce has sprung up between them Steward
i s standing near him bl eeding badly but not caring in the slightest. He's
tal ki ng, scream ng |oudly enough for Mnus to hear some nonsense about the
wei ght of water and the plasma barrier and maybe, just maybe . . . what?
"What ?" M nus screans back at him "It's a draw. Call it and fucking quit!"

The engi nes die.

The floater tilts and dives, and Mnus feels hinself being pulled upward
towards the hole. dass and the high wind bang himup. For the briefest
instant he feels, or thinks he feels, a hand around his ankle. Restraining
hi n? O pushing? He doesn't know, airborne now, the storm around himand the
floater dead bel ow and the sheer wi nds com ng to pick himhigher and higher
into the flaring rivers of light.

He can't breathe.

It doesn't seem as though he needs to breathe anynore, his mnd clear and
confortable now He feels as though he is drifting, too nunmb to notice his
body being spun and twi sted apart. He thinks this isn't bad, he wonders why he
ever thought this was bad. It's just dying. It's easy. Al that tine he spent
droppi ng people in, and once you're past the fear it's nothing. Pretty lights
and noi se and not hi ng

22

The only strength is knowi ng your strength .
-a Morninger proverb

THEY fixed himup with a sound box and ears." "Yeah?"
"Asked himwho did it."
"Who did it?"

"He said he doesn't know That's what he tells them at |east."

"Doesn't know? Or won't say?"

"Maybe you're right. Wio's to know?" she says. "He clains that he never
guessed sonet hing was wong. He was tired. He plugged in. It sounded normal,
and you know how t he draining goes. If you're not [ooking for the feeling, you
can mss it. And by the tine they cane for himhe was pretty well enpty."

"They?"

"One of thenP A hundred? Who knows?"

The two miners-a wonman and a man-have cone to see Gabbro after their
shift, standing in the hospital room because none of the furniture is their
size. They don't like the sight of himlying on the long bed. It's because
t hey know him sure, and they can feel his pain at a glance. But it's also the
way he gasps for his breaths and stares up at themw th nothing in his
sockets. It'll be weeks before the trauma is far enough past and the doctors
and aut odocs can nmake new i npl ants. The sane for his ears and teeth. The new
hyperfi ber shell won't be started for months, and of course that work won't be
done here.

"How much did they get?" the man wonders. "The hat. How nuch did they get
when they passed it today?"

"Al nost not hing. Next to what he needs."

"There's insurance too," he says. "And Brute is going to want to | ook
good, isn't it?"

She says, "Sure." She says, "Soneone sonewhere is going to pay for things.
He's got a family on Mdrning, and | know they won't want himleft on the
Earth. Not to be doctored."

He says, "I wouldn't want to be here."



"Me neither."

"Terrans doing the work?"

"He'd end up ugly and rattling and clunmsy as rolling stones."

"He woul d, wouldn't he?"

"Terrans," she says. "Small Fry."

"Exactly."

"Whi ch one of themdid it, you think?"

"I want to know why it happened." He says, "Mybe this is the start of
somet hi ng. A backl ash or somet hing. "

"Scare the cyborgs? Something |ike that?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

And she | ooks at Gabbro, blinking and thinking.

She says, "Wiat happened to that girl of his? The one with lard and no
sense?"

"I don't know. Has anyone seen her |ately?"

"I know I haven't had the pleasure.”

"She has a tenper, all right."

"Two or three of them | think."

They gl ance at each other, then the man says, "Gabbro renmenbers. | bet he
does. "

"Why isn't he telling?"

"The shame of it." He says, "I bet so."

"The shame of it," she echoes. She starts to nod.

"Al though | don't know how she nanaged this,"” and he gestures with one
l ong arm shivering. "One little woman-"

"We're tough,"” says his conpanion. "W fool you studs every day." She
stabs with a finger, getting himunderneath an arm and he flinches and turns
and starts to westle with her, laughing for an instant. Then both of them
gaze down at the patient, having forgotten himand their function, and to nake
anends they | ean over Gabbro for a long while and keep absolutely sober. He's
one of them they rem nd thensel ves. They have drunk his beer and worked
beside himin a rare task, and if they can't recogni ze hi m now not even a

little-they still owe himthe silence and the unseen image of grief.
"It was chance. You were asking about Freestaters and | was working on
this... incident. At |least ny people were doing the investigation." The Chief

is a bloodl ess womran of undeterm ned age, hair braided in a style |long w thout
styl e anywhere and her uniformclean and stiff enough that she m ght sleep
upright if the need ever arose. She has cal m strong hands that cannot sweat.
At | east Mayor Pyn has never seen them sweat. Her voice is one accustoned to
success and ready to refuse any snall defeats, |arge defeats denied
al t oget her, and she | ooks at the Mayor as if to assure himthat anyone who
works for this city works for her too. She has survived as the Chief of
Pol i ce through several successful Mayors. Pyn is her boss, yes. He nakes a
command and she will carry it out, absolutely. But he cannot dream of invading
her territory, not ever, or even trying to steal away any of the powers she
has garnered over the |ast decades. It's been seventy years plus, hasn't it?
More |ike eighty, he decides, nodding while he sits in his private suite with
the Chief, both of themwatching recorded i mages fromlast night. A sw nm ng
pool simers |like stew in a nei ghborhood where the Mayor hinself has never
gone. Not once.
Pyn begins by apologizing. "I'msorry, | don't understand." He gestures at the
shrinking stinking mass of water. "What do Freestaters have to do with this
tragedy?"

"Maybe nothing," the Chief allows. "It just happens that they were on ny
m nd, along with our friend Dirk, and a certain coi ncidence struck ne. You may
be right, however. It may nmean not hing."

"What about Dirk?" he wonders.

"He asked about Freestaters, didn't he?"

"H s bodyguard did-"

"Qur dear M. Mnus. Yes." For a long nonent she | ooks at her hands,



uninterested in what she finds. Then she says, "I think we were right. Dirk
has been robbed and they were fishing for suspects. They saw no evi dence of
Quito thieves in Brule, so of course they wanted to know | ocal nanes.
Reasonabl e. "

"l thought so."
"The Morni ngers were invol ved somehow. " She sighs. She sets her hands down
on her uniforms skirt. She tells Pyn, "It is a possibility, no nore, that

someone tal ented broke into that Mrninger's hone. There is no sign of a
forced entry, and there's absolutely no doubt as to what the intruder
acconplished. It's all quite sad-a young, young miner lying in a hospital now,
i n agony-and of course | have to wonder if there's sone connection between him
and Dirk's thief."

"What's his nanme? Gabbro?"

"The Morni nger boy? I don't know. " She shakes off his question, plainly
uninterested. "The point is that he m ght have been one of the ones who
clinmbed the Cosgrove the other night. W won't be certain until we interview
some of his friends this afternoon. And yes, conjecture is unwise. It can be
deadly. But if there is a connection, and if this mner was part of the
initial scheme . . . well, then what we night have here is a Freestater who
has turned greedy and sone poor acconplice who has been burned for getting too
hungry or too wise."

Pyn suggests, "Sonmeone el se mght be responsible for the mner. Aren't
there any w tnesses?"

"Not so far."

"How about suspects? Any non- Freest at ers?"

"Agirl. Alover given to fits, yes, but this attack has a certain planned
vi ciousness to it." She nods as if she understands all passion and
everything cruel. "She is being sought, but we have nothing to put her in the
apartment at the proper tine."

"I's there anything el se?" Pyn knows there nust be sonething. The Chief is
not one to junp at conclusions, or even speculations. "lIs there some ot her
evi dence?"

She | ooks straight at him "One elderly wonan, a nei ghbor, recalls seeing
the mner talking to some mysterious man who |ives across the yard. It may
have been before the Cosgrove incident. O maybe not." She stops as if to
coll ect her thoughts, then tells Pyn, "This nysterious man fits the
description of a certain Freestater. Soneone known to ny office." She shrugs.
" Coi nci dence? | don't know. "

"Who is he?"

She | ooks away from Pyn, saying nothing. She seenms a little unconfortable
in this room Her favorite places, he recalls, are nore ascetic-hard edges and
worn floors and no wi ndows to ignore. "It's rather odd, actually." She tells
Pyn, "OF all the Freestaters, | would have picked others to be tenpted by
D rk's noney."

"Who is he?"

She squints at nothing, turning back to him She gives hima brief and
t horough summary of the Yellowknife warrior, and he asks:

"That m ght be our thief?"

She corrects him "Dirk's thief."

"Al'l right." He says, "Suppose it's true. Ckay. How do you propose 'we
react ?"

"W do nothing."

" Par don?"

The Chief tells him "W do our investigations and then quit, no one found
guilty and the file closed."” She isn't squinting now. Her eyes are cutting
into Pyn, sonmething inplied by that expression

"I don't understand. This isn't |ike you-"

She says, "You. You allow sonething like Dirk into these borders, into ny
hone, and then you cater to his needs and believe the |ies about investnents
in your precious nines-"



"A project that could make Brul e wealthy! Sonething that could transform
us into a place of inportance-!"

"But not today," she says, her gaze unflinching and her voice giving no
ground. "This gol den age of yours won't happen soon, and | think it's tine to
quit pretending and act reasonably and responsibly for a change.™

He refuses to blink, asking, "How do you nean?"

"Gve Dirk twenty-four hours, no nore, to produce neani ngful anounts of

cash. Contributions. Investnents. Whatever word is best suited. Tell himthat
that is the situation and he nmust conply or he and his dear friends will be
forced out of Brule City for all time." She says, "There is anple |ega
precedent -"

"I know, | know"

"I will back you on this." She says, "My entire staff, excluding Dirk's
own agents, will be happy to see them| eave."

" Agent s?"

"He has several. They've been identified, don't worry."

"And what about the Freestater? Steward? Was that his nanme?"

She says, "Yes."

"We're just letting himgo? Is that it?"

She says, "My departnent is free to pursue the cases we deem nost
i nportant, yes. But naturally, if you insist that we chase this val uable
citizen until he and his potential wealth both evacuate Brule-"

Pyn is furious. He's not weighing justice or trying to be pragmatic at
this point. The Chief is pushing himlike she has never done in the past, and
he resents her attitude and her very considerable sense. He says nothing,
hol di ng everything inside hinself. Has this job ever been fun? he asks
hi nsel f. Then he nmutters sonet hi ng about feeling bad, about this whole affair
feeling dirty somehow ...

"Everything is dirty. You know that perfectly well!" The Chief shakes her
head and stirs in her chair. The uniformcreaks and her hands cone up to |ay
on her chin, her expression distant and thoughtful

Pyn waits, watching her and sayi ng not hi ng.

After a time he stands and goes to the w ndow, | ooking down at Brul e,
careful 'y thinking about nothing and spotting details here and there
little things he had never quite noticed before

Steward had bulled his way out of the storm clouds, out through the plasm
barrier, and the engines had started to work again, the dashboard comnming alive
to the point where he felt as though he was flying the weck. So he opened the
canopy and drained off the water. Then he got his bearings and turned to the
north again, retracing the course that M nus nust have taken. The canopy
refused to cl ose again, sonething jamed, so he hunkered down over the whee
and tried to nurse the engi nes honme again. Hone this tine would be the
Farnmst ead east of Brule. He was careful not to think of Chiffon, not to
i magi ne her waiting for him not to inagine themeven tal king to one anot her
his mind too tired to be trusted and his enotions barely restrained. Later, he
vowed. He would deal with everything later. First finish the flight and then
you can |l et yourself go crazy.

Except the flight only went so far as the southeast fringes of Brule.

The engi nes were dying one final time. Instruments on the dash neasured
the process, every light flashing red. In the end Steward went down in the
dark, into one of the larger fringing parks and into one of its nost renote
sections-jungle and swanps and no trails, nothing there but hiding places and
wild food and a chance to rest for the first time in an age.

He slept badly, dreanming of Chiffon, then Mnus, then Chiffon once again.
He cane awake sweating and found hinself crying |like a baby, trenbling, and he
sat up and saw that it was nearly, dawn. He was |lying on a bare patch of
ground near the place where he had sunk the floater into sucking mud and tal
reeds. He shivered in spite of the heat, feeling all of his wounds screaning



and he concentrated until the wounds quieted and he could relax again, in
charge of hinself once again, not thinking about Chiffon now as he watched the
sky brighten in the east. He drifted away again, and this tine he dreamed of
Yel | owkni fe. Not hing el se.

Now he jerks and cones awake

It is afternoon, the hottest part of the day, and he sits upright and pain
shoots down his back and through his hands. He had buried the hands in the
cool est, softest nud he could find. Now the nud has dried. It's black like tar
and flaking at the edges, and Steward ignores the pain as he beats the crude
cast against a tree trunk. The cast shatters. A big worm pink and gl ossy, is
curled around his swollen right hand. Steward lifts the hand to his face and
uses his lips to grasp the worm at one end, and he sucks it down and swal |l ows,
tasting nothing. Then he stands and starts to walk, noving slowy and stiffly
and al ways wat ching for other things that night serve a starving man.

A couple of types of fruiting trees are in season

Mushr ooms shaped like trolls nake a neal, then a dozen raw eggs from sone
flightless bird s nest.

Steward cones out of the park feeling stronger. He tries jogging and quits
after a fewmnutes. He lets hinself think about Chiffon, in small controlled
pi eces, not letting her or the truth do anything to him He is in control. He
is thoroughly in charge of his enptions. His breathing is even, his heart is
steady and no one | ooking at himwould believe he was anyt hi ng but thankful to
be alive.

He is a ness.

Stepping into a public World-Net booth, he sits on the padded seat and
props back his head so he can breath with a mninumof effort. H s feet do not
hurt; he doesn't allow themthe privilege. But if they were to hurt, the
broken toes and the tiny fractures in the little bones would tell himnever to
stand agai n.

He wonders whomto call.

Stupidly, he starts to punch for his hone and then catches hinself. Then
he does sonething nearly as stupid. He starts to call the buried bunker out in

the Farnmstead. "No, no ... Don't. . ." He remenbers that Chiffon will be there
by now If she isn't caught. No, he thinks, he doesn't want that yet. He wants
hel p from someone willing to give it, sonmeone he can trust, and when he starts

going through the Iist of potentials it becones apparent that nost people
won't do himany good.

He starts to cry again.

He can't stop hinself.

Alittle girl hears hi msobbing. She |ooks inside the booth, her

expression concerned and a little fearful. "Are you all right, sir?"

"Fine," he says.

"Are you sure?"

"I"'mfine."

She | eaves. He gets the crying under control but then starts to shiver
again. Pain eats at his edges, sapping his strength and his will. He doesn't
t hi nk about Chiffon. No, no, he won't let hinself. Not again. He tries to
renmenber what M nus said last night... something about Gabbro showi ng them his
hone ... and he starts to punch a certain |ong nunber, thinking that he
shouldn't ruin her day like this but maybe she'll forgive him The far wall

glistens and then turns to colors, to shapes, and Aivia Jade is standing at
the center of everything. Steward, so very tired and hungry and stupid from
all of his troubles, says:

"I'f you're busy, I'Il call back. Some other tine."

"Dear goodness! Steward?"

"You' ve got conpany. Forget it."

"No, no, no!" She is crying now, actually crying. Wwy? he wonders. "Don't
you go!" she warns him

"I won't."

"What happened to you?" she asks.



"Ch," he says, "I didn't sleep very well last night," and he starts to
[ augh at his joke, aching in his chest, his hands finding broken ribs where
his shirt is torn. He renenbers buying the shirt. He remenbers when he et
Qivia Jade. Hs head is full of senseless, feverish details that nake no
sense. He breathes, suppressing what he doesn't need, and he tells the anxious
worman, "Wat | want is a doctor who's discreet. You know? And who's nore
di screet than a doctor who has died? You see what | nean?"

He doesn't see Mnus' floater, not yet, but he won't let hinself worry
about anything just now. M nus could be anywhere. \Wat's probably happened is
that he's got good | eads and he's working hard to track them down. Sure, Dirk
reasons. Sure. He thinks what he needs is a couple hours of sleep and then
they can join up and get back at it. "That's what we'll do," he nutters under
his breath. He brings them down onto the floater pad, and the gentle inpact
makes the injured man grunt. It isn't much of a wound, he thinks. A scratch
really. Dirk intends to take Mnus to task for hiring this kind of nuscle for
them A weakling. He's eager to see his bodyguard and chew hi mup and then
make up, letting himtell whatever news he has to tell

Dirk's own news is sorry.

Last night, all night, the three of themtried to hunt the Farnsteads.

Fi el ds of crops and stretches of jungle made it all hard work, and the
prom sing sights in infrared turned out to be w ldcats and roodeer once they
| anded, wasting nore tinme and energy.

It was around dawn when their |uck changed.

Dirk had ordered all the tailored hawks to the east. One hawk had a
possi bl e sighting in a Farmstead with anple cover. Its linking Al told Dirk
about the details. She was sonmewhere up anong the old river bluffs, it
reported. Dirk nodded and asked about Mnus. Did he call in yet? Show up?
What ? The Al said no, nothing fromMnus. Tell nme when, said Dirk. Then he
asked about the Flower's position and took themtoward the place.

It was mid-norning when they set down on the game trail, up on the
straight crest of the bluffs. To cover their approach to any watching,
worried Farners, they pretended engine trouble. It was the same trick they had
used a few days ago, hunting the Quito boy. They divided up and struck out in
three directions, working fast. It was rugged country. The two nuscl es hated
it for the sun and bugs. Dirk felt it in the |egs.

Each of themcarried a bl oodhound sensor

The bl oodhounds were sensitive to a Flower's distinctive stinks.

Both of the nuscles got her scent. They called to Dirk and he cane and the
three of them worked out her direction. At sonme point, probably realizing that
they were followi ng her, Chiffon began to run in the straightest, blindest
course i magi nabl e. She | ed them crashing through jungle and down the backsides
of the bluffs, then up hills, then down again. She's panicked, D rk thought.
W' || catch her soon. They found her tracks in the danp earth. At one point
she had paused and turned in a slowcircle . . . guessing directions? Trying
to remenber where she was headi ng? Then she was running again, stunbling and
| osing one white shoe. One of the nuscles found the shoe and set it in Dirk's
hands. Wth both nmen watching him he put it to his nose and sniffed. Once,

then again. Then he said, She hears us. | bet she hears us right now.
We're that close? asked a muscle.
Yeah, he said. He said, Alive. | want her alivel

The nuscl es | ooked at each other, nodded and | ed the way. They were
probably thinki ng about bonuses, each wanting to be the one to catch her. They
went straight up a hill covered with the worst jungle

Dirk had ever seen, thorny brush and sucking bugs tornmenting them She had
to be crazy with fear to be running now, he thought. She couldn't Iast |ong,
he told hinself. Not with her body. Dirk remenbers how the rmuscles got too
far ahead to see. He remenbers one of them shouting back at him shouting
somet hi ng about a clearing ahead, and then after a few seconds there cane a



qui et, alnost gentle gun blast. You asshol es! he screamed. Don't fucking kil
her! he roared. He charged up through the undergrowth and got into the open
panting, his weak old |l egs Iike gelatin underneath him

There were Farmers in the clearing.

A gray-haired wonan stood staring at themfromthe top of an old stunmp. |
guess you got lost, she began. You people [ook |ike you could use sone
reliable directions, huh?

VWhat happened here? Dirk demanded. What's goi ng on?

VWhat | think, said the woman, is that we've cone upon poachers.

Poacher s?

Because when your man stunbled on us, do you know what he did? He m stook
us for a herd of fat roodeer and tried to shoot what isn't his to shoot.

Dirk remenbers licking his dry lips, neasuring the situation. Hey! he then
said. Listen! W don't nean anything. W can see our mistake. W'll go. Right
Now.

The nuscl es were standing together. The injured one was hol ding his
shoul der. Dirk wal ked up to himand pushed himoff his feet, driving himto
t he grassy ground. Then he repeated hinsel f:

We're | eaving. Ckay? We're gone!

There was no other choice. He hated it and felt sick because of it, but
t he wonman was wat ching himand so were the other Farners, maybe a couple
dozen. W can't kill all of them he thought. |If only we could.

The Farmers watched themretreat. They had an enormpus floater that |ifted
of f and hung overhead while they struggled back through the jungle. Then they
escorted Dirk's floater to the border of Brule, the injured nuscle noaning in
t he back end and Dirk wondering about Mnus. Like he wonders now, the
el evat or door opening and no one waiting and himfeeling so dammed al one. \Wo
woul d have guessed? he thinks.

He punches into the Als. "Any nessages from M nus?"

"None, " says the gray voice.

He tells the one nuscle to get clean and bandaged. "Then get sone rest,"
he says. "Both of you. W' re going out again before dark."

"CGoi ng where?" asks one of them "Back there?"

"Who' s doi ng ny thinking? Are you doing mny thinking?" He | ooks straight at
them He says, "Rest."

They shake their heads and | eave him

"Has M nus been here?" he asks the Als.

"No. "

"Has he accessed any of the data stores?"

"No. "

"Has he been near the Cosgrove?"

"W haven't seen him"

"Ckay," he says, collecting his thoughts and ignoring the worst of them
"Any ot her nmessages? From anyone?"

"Two nessages. "

"Anyone | know?"

"Mayor Pyn. He left a fairly extensive message."

"G ve ne essentials.”

The gray voice delivers a point-blank ultimtum Contingencies force Brule
into asking for certain paynments, good-faith investnments, or he will cease to
be a wel coned guest by tonorrow. Noon

"Huh, " says Dirk. "Wuld you | ook at ne? Do | | ook surprised?" He doesn't

feel anything. By then, by tomorrow, he has the feeling it will all be
fini shed one way or another. She'll be out of his reach or she'll be dead, and
he'll be rich or a pauper. "The other message. What's it say?"

"It's two words. No voice. No images."

"Yeah?"

" 'Too bad.'"

"Too bad? That's the nessage? Just too bad?" He gets a sensation in his
belly, a burning. "Did he | eave a nane."



"OfF a sort.”

"Wl what sort of name?"

And the Al pauses for what seens |ike an age. Then it says:
" 'Too bad.

" ' Si gned.

" 'The Rain.""

23

In the word garden is the inplication of a fence
-a Garden proverb

TOBY spent the night in a closet with a padded body-worn fl oor and a
broken Wirl d- Net panel fixed to the square ceiling, cash and no nanes asked
and the door refusing to close tight and shut out the sounds in the hallway.
He was the living picture of elation, himlying on the floor with the vivid
i mges still fresh in his head-true delights-and himsmnmling even while a pair
of less elated whores sl amed some customer against the door, demandi ng
paynment or an appendage in its place. The noi se was not hing. The viol ence was
nothing. He didn't care about any of it. Now, thinking back, he can't even
renenber how t he customer nade good on her conmitnments. And still the elation
persists. He has scarcely slept, even in the rare quiet noments, yet he feels
fresh and cl earheaded and t horoughly renoved from his surroundi ngs. For
several hours he has been sitting on a living bench in a shady corner of the
ad Qarter, in the sane rundown district where he found his hotel and
obscurity, watching what passes and thinking about many things at once. Like
his future. He can't go back to the apartnment, the police surely know ng him
by now, yet he can't leave Brule City until he has anple nmoney and the
opportunity. And what destination? He doesn't know what to choose, or even his
criteria. And how to make the noney? Again, he is ignorant. Yet he doesn't
feel any pressure fromhis situation. Not |ike he would have felt just days
ago. The air itself seens blessed with possibilities. It began | ast night-the
transformation, the Iifting of his blinders, whatever-himstanding over the
ruins of Gabbro, his nemesis, know ng now what courage and cunning wil |l
produce when applied hard to a difficult goal. Any goal. He can still see his
hands pulling away the quivering, dying slices of hyperflber, the soft wasted
skin exposed to the first |ight in who-can-say how | ong? The ripping of neura
ti ssue brought anguish-a suitable justice-and he snmles at the nenory, the
pl easure sonething joyl ess and col orl ess and col d.

He has no doubts at this noment.

Not one.

And now he consciously turns his attention to the renote future. Wat to
do, what to do? He tells hinself to wait. He needs to go somewhere and apply
hi s newfound confidence. His father won't live forever. But until that date he
needs to make the nost of his exile. Toby starts to think of hinmself as a
political exile-soneone in a rare position to study Garden from w t hout and
make bol d pronouncenents about its society and its far goals. He can feel his
studi es and his thoughts on the Prophet H nself percolating out fromhis
bones, sonme ultimte answers to cone. To enmerge fromhim proud and true
and ready to win converts anong the Gardeners thenselves. Purity for the
Garden! The Prophet's words nust |ive again, unalloyed by these evil tines. He
feels himself on the brink of something great, vaster than him and w ser, and
he has nothing but contenpt for all the people in all their vul gar shapes who
wal k past himnow, ignoring himor not, ignorant of so much and so far beyond
t he Prophet's reach

The afternoon is passing into dusk now

The sun has dropped behind a drab stone tower at the end of the narrow



par kway, the shade in Toby's corner extending and nerging with the tower's
shadow and hi m wat ching the nmi x of people change by degrees. The whores are
com ng out to work, fresh-faced and secure in their honmeland. A single male
whore spies Toby and conmes to him sitting without an invitation on the far
end of the bench. He says, "A lovely night," with a thin conviction. "Don't
you think so?" One of his hands is picking at a place where the bench's bark
is mssing, some colorless fungus eating the wood beneath. "But we're going to
get a washing later, | understand."

Toby gives hima stare, saying nothing.

"Well," the whore replies am ably, "fuck you," and he stands and | eaves.

No, Toby believes, he cannot be bruised anynobre. He is inmune. From
somewhere in his experience, Wrld-Net or deep in his childhood, he recalls
t he descriptions of religious conversion and finds that they apply to him
Clarity. He is buoyed up by a crystal clarity, unconprom sing and undeni abl e
and eternal. The Prophet Hinself nust have once felt the sane. What | need
to study next, he thinks, is the Prophet Adam Not just Hmbut H s tines. Hs
pl ace. VWhat was the Earth in that renote age? Wiat awful abomi nations did
he experience day by day, and what was the source of H's great visions?

Ti me passes, Toby lost in the dreaning

Then he suddenly blinks and | ooks out on the curling path. A faniliar
shape wearing the usual skullcap is passing him It takes Toby a | ong instant
before he can bring hinmself back to the present, to here, but then he | eans
forward with his eyes squinting, follow ng the wal king figure as she noves
wi t hout el egance or haste.

Toby st ands.

He begins to follow planning nothing and careful not to get closer to the
whore. He's just watches as she noves through the gathering gloom to the
stone tower and then right and then left and |left again. He feels curiosity.
He wants to see a custoner or two. How does she win then? How does she pl ay
with then? WII she treat themdifferently than she treated hin? He stops and
steps out of sight when she begins talking to some nondescript Terran man. Her
[ augh is unm stakable. That build is unique, the enornous stone-hard breasts
poki ng the man in the side. It's all the same, he thinks, and he follows
them Another hotel fanopus for closets and cash, and Toby sits on anot her
bench and watches the entrance while he waits for the whore.

It is night. The wind, mld for nost of the day, begins to gust fromthe
south. If anything, the heat has grown worse since the sun has gone down. Toby
starts to sweat, ignoring his disconfort, counting the quarter hours and

wat ching the path, too. A uniforned policewoman i s standi ng under some lights
beside a floater pad. She's |ooking for ne, he thinks. He can't imagine that
there isn't sone sort of alert, at least for questioning him Gabbro's

nei ghbor, and that's why he bought the floppy-bri med hat earlier today. And
new clothes. And that's why he's avoi ded the police when he has seen them
Nonet hel ess, he realizes, they will find himin time. No anmount of

cl everness can save himin Brule.

The policewonan strolls down the path toward him

Toby is careful, ever-so-careful, sitting there as if he has no concerns
in all the world.

And she passes him | ooking at himand blinking and gone. He is

| safe again. Invincible. He fights the urge to chase after her and taunt
her with his face, proving his invincibility. But don't, he thinks.

"Don't even consider it," he mutters, one hand wi ping his forehead dry.

The whore, mnus custoner, energes fromthe hotel

She continues toward the south with a certain studied deliberation, and
Toby begins closing the gap between them He doesn't have any exact plan. Hs
interest nowis obscure even to him Yet trailing her seens right. Hi s every
nmotion brings himcloser to something ... he isn't sure what . . . but now,
wi t hout warni ng, he glinpses what he needs to do. The whore has stopped and
turned, spying him She seems to smile, inviting himcloser. Does she renmenber
hi n? He can't know. Does it matter to her? Apparently not. She waves at



hi m beckoning him and he stops and waits and she seenms to say, "Bashful," to
hi m and shakes her head and points. Buildings surround a narrow dead- end

par kway. She turns and wal ks up the parkway, out of sight, and Toby | ooks both
ways and sees no one else and goes to the nouth of the parkway and squints and
can just make out the swirling colored |ight of the whore's skullcap. She's up
there waiting for him He knows it.

Slowy, wthout noise or tentative notions, Toby noves hal fway to the
whore. Then he turns into an absolutely black patch of shadow, kneeling behind
thick tree trunks, and he sweeps the ground with his hands and finds severa
dead branches. He chooses one. He breathes and grasps it and waits. The whore
can't see him She grows tired of his bashful ness, wal king back down the path.
She has no warning. He is up and swings and the branch catches her on the back
of the head, bone breaking and the skullcap flashing red, and Toby is on top
of her, tugging at her linmp arnms and pulling her into the shadows, buying
tine.

It takes hima few |l ong seconds to notice the face. It isn't the right
face. For an instant he feels cheated, groaning softly before he comes to his
senses. Hurry! He goes through her pockets and her private places, finding two
rolls of glass bills and a single quiver chip of unknown worth. Then he
stands, |ooking at the wong face one last tinme before he flees. The red |ight
pul sates behind him He is running out of the parkway, and then he catches
hi nsel f and sl ows and | ooks both ways w t hout haste. There is no one. People
are in the distance, but no one is nearby. That face was all wong, he tells
hi nsel f. How could | have mi ssed it by so nuch? He shivers, wal king now. Money
in his pockets and nowhere to go. He starts to snile, then |augh, then skip.
Then he starts to whistle, and the wind gusts in his face, hot and danp.

"I"'d like, if I could, to have a few words with you."

"I don't know," he responds. "I was about to get up and have a wal k."

No answer.

"It's a joke," says Gabbro. He starts to giggle, hearing hinmself through
the tenporary ears and imagi ning a woman sitting beside his bed-dressed in
formal clothes, colorless and clean, |ooking down at himw th an outraged,
even horrified expression. "I'msorry," he tells her. "You want to tal k?"

"Yes . . . well, yes." She sounds puzzled, off balance. "A joke, yes. |
suppose hunor's part of the healing process." Gabbro hears her shifting in her
chair. "Wat | want," she confesses, "is to ask you some sinple questions. I|f
that's possible."

He says, "Sure."

"First, how are you feeling?"

" CGood. "

"I's there pain?"

"None. None at all."

"I's there any sense of boredonf? Any hal |l ucinations? Anything that inplies
sensory deprivation?"

"Not really,"” he assures the wonman. The doctors keep plying himwth drugs
to curb any of that nonsense. In other cases, particularly where the traunma
wasn't so severe, they would | eave tenporary senses |l ashed to the patient al
day or stimulate the brain by artificial means. But not with him Not with
profound trauma of his magnitude. That's their word-profound. Not sinply bad

or ugly, he thinks. "They' ve got me good and pickled," he says. "I've never
felt better." It's like drifting in darkness and not feeling your hands or
feet, or anything. He asks, "Wo are you? Did you tell ne?"

"I work for the Brule mnes." She nentions her forgettabl e nanme, then
tells him "I'"minvolved in public relations and the mners."

"Well, what else can | tell you?"

"There is one item" She pauses, then wonders, "The police have
i nterviewed you several tines. You say you can't recall who attacked you, am|
ri ght?"

"I never saw a face. Nothing in focus, at least."



"Did you hear then"

"No," he lies.

"How many were there?"

"I told the police."

"You don't know. "

"How can | know?"

"You were powerless."

"Pretty much."

"And you don't know who attacked you?"

"I guess that's what |'m saying." Gabbro tries guessing the point in al

of this nonsense. "I don't know. Maybe it was a m stake."

"A mstake." Her voice is level and slow "How do you nmean?"

"Well, I've been thinking hard . . . because | want to help you peopl e,
do ... and the thing is that soneone m ght have confused ne for another miner
Anyone. | don't know. "

"Li ke who, for instance?"
"What miner? | don't know "
She clears her throat and then nakes no sound for a long while. Then she

tells him "Frankly, | cane here hoping for sone statenent fromyou. A few
words to the effect that you do not bl ame Brule or any of its citizens for
the tragedy that has befallen you." She clears her throat once again, Wi th
nore force this tine, and asks, "lIs that possible?"

"A statenment ?"

"I'f you'd like, I could supply the words."

"Al'l right. Sure." He says, "Anything to be hel pful ."

"Fine. That's just fine." She noves in her chair, then changes the subject
once again. "lI'malso here to assure you that every step is being taken to see
you honme and recovering soon. As soon as possible. Believe nme."-

He says nothing, know ng just what she means and ready for the nonment.
He's been thinking of little else all day.

" Gabbr o?"

"Yes?"

“I'msorry. Did you hear nme?"

"As soon as possi bl e?"

"Absol utely-!"

"But the thing is," he explains, "I don't see the need."

"Excuse nme?"

"CGoi ng hore. "

"Ch, no. No. |I'mnot tal king about your apartnment, no. I'mreferring to
Morning. You'll be returning there!"

He waits, imagining her flustered face and her stiff strai ght back. She
says, "Your friends and famly are eager to see you well again. I'mtold
everyone i s concerned. "

"Just the sanme, 1'd rather stay here.”

"Pardon ne?"

"On the Earth.”

"Ch. | see." She sounds profoundly disappointed. "I guess you've caught ne
by surprise. You don't want to return to Morning?"

"I'"ve thought it through-"

"I would hope!"

"-and it's too nuch a shithole. All things considered."

There is a long, studied pause. Gabbro hears the clicking of an autodoc,
t hen nothing, then she tells him "You know, we can't care for you here. W
don't know how to-to reapply your body, for one thing. We sinply lack the
experience. And then there's the matter of who will pay for such a thing-"

"Listen," he says. "Try listening."

She doesn't nove, doesn't speak

"I don't want the hyperfiber. A mnimmof prosthetics when the tine
cones, and the usual strength training for ny linbs. Okay? Nothing nore.
don't expect anything nore." He inforns her, "That way has to be cheaper for



everyone. Mrning. You. Everyone."

"And this is what you want? Honestl|y?"

"l do."

"Because what | am hearing is not what | expected. People are going to be
quite startled."”

"They' Il live."

"Yes, well ." She has run out of words. Gabbro detects a whiff of
di sgust conming fromher direction, as if she blames himfor causing her
enornous trouble. Finally, her professional calmup and running, she asks, "Is
there anything I mght do for you?"

"Leave a nessage at ny apartnent. For anyone who calls or cones by." He
says, "Have themtell April to visit me here. \When she has a chance.”

"April?"

"Afriend." He says, "l haven't seen her for a few days." That nuch is
true in a literal sense. There were two voices when he was flat on his back
last night, so terribly weak that he couldn't focus his eyes or nove his
smal | est finger or make out the other voice well enough to remenber it. He
doesn't care about identities. Wat he does know is that April was surprised
and sick when she realized what was to happen, that someone had used her to
get at him. . . that what happened-and this is the best guess he can make
after many hard hours of thought-is that she met up with some sadistic bastard
and got pulled into his fun. Poor April. Poor, poor Gabbro. He sighs and tells
the woman, "April may not know about mny accident. Tell her to conme here and
we'll talk. | just want to talk."

There is a pause. Then she asks, "lIs there anything el se? Any ot her
nmessages?" She doesn't want any nore trouble. That shows in her voice.

He says, "Nothing."

She says, "Well then."

"Thanks for everything," he tells her. "I nean it."

"Thank you for your time. Soneone will be in contact with you soon," and
t he aut odoc unplugs his ears and sound box with a spluttering splash. Gabbro
feel s exhausted now. He needs rest. Sleep cones easily in this newworld, his
dreans peaceful and long and full of colors brighter than Iife. No, he thinks,
he's nade the right choices. He can't explain themto anyone, not even to
hinsel f, but they're his choices and he intends to stick with them

He's not returning to Morning. Not when he has to go through hell just to
get a new body, and not when the only thing he's got waiting for himis a
shithole job in the m nes.

And yes, he'll talk to April. Tell her that he doesn't blame her. Not
really. Tell her to forget things, including him and get on with it. And no,
he won't ask who she was with. He's confident it's soneone sick, because who
woul d hate himso rmuch that they'd do such a wi cked thing? God, he thinks. He
doesn't want to know. He just doesn't.

And now he is close to sleep, drifting back into the friendly warm
bl ackness. Sonetinmes he dreans about Steward, and he's al ways dream ng about
Steward's Flower. Once it was both of themand him and the three of themwere
inthe little swinmmng pool together, nothing happening, and it all seened so
real that when he woke he was sad. For a long tine he was sad. They hadn't
sai d anything or done anything special. It was just the three of them sharing
the water, but oh God was he ever sad

The crest of the bluff is finally won. She hal fway staggers up out of the
jungle, up into the hot driving wind, the |long grass nodding and the far
lights of Brule showing to the west. This is the place, she remenbers. This is
where she started to get lost. Don't do it again, she tells herself. Don't
get fancy. Don't panic. Sit and carefully read the map, and find cover before
the stormcones. That's what's inportant now.

It had been Dirk chasing her this afternoon

Thi nki ng back, Chiffon is certain that she heard his voice anong the



buzzi ng and screeching jungle sounds. And a shot. And by then she had been so
terribly tired, and dry, a Flower's body not designed for marching or |ong
runs. So she had clinbed beneath a downed tree, |eveling her pistol at the
pl ace where she inmagi ned Dirk woul d appear. She had told herself that she'd
shoot him only that wasn't so easy to imagi ne. She hated hinm he had no
worth; yet she laid in that danp hiding place and struggled to get a grip on
the trigger.

And in the end, no one cane.

An enornous floater lifted off the clearing below Chiffon, lazily
vani shing over the treetops, and when she coul d breathe again she stood and
tried to find her bearings. Ever since she has been wandering or resting, and
now at | ast she has herself plotted. Exactly. The gl owi ng map drawn by Steward
i s precise and unm st akabl e.

She wal ks north on the trail

So many meters, she thinks, and then there will be trees in a distinct
arrangenent. She doesn't hurry, hopes no one is watching, and tries to recal
Steward's exact instructions on howto enter his hideaway.

He will probably be waiting there, she tells herself.

Waiting for her and worri ed.

She doesn't have to consider what she will say. She knows. She won't have
to feign any noods or tell any fables. Not now. Dirk is on their heels and
she's never been so happy to be with soneone. She will cling to him honestly

weepi ng. Even now she feels weak in her knees to be so close to him He has to
be waiting for her, she thinks. He has to be! Her aching | egs carry her along,
her poor bare feet cut and bruised and glad to be on the trail's bare earth,
and suddenly, wi thout warning, she inmagi nes eyes-stopping and turning and
studying the enpty trail behind her for a | ong, |ong nonent.

Lightning and a blue-lit wall of towering clouds cover the southern
hori zon. The wi nd danpens the runbling of thunder. There are no watching birds
tonight. Nothing wants to fly, it seens. She renmenbers the last time she felt
eyes, hating the sensation. She had drunk warmrai nwater froma natural stone
basin, sharing it with a single enornmous stone-colored toad. She renenbers
napping for a little while and then waking with a jerk, knowi ng sonmeone was
cl ose by and staring at her. She sat up. The toad was gone. She | ooked
around and sniffed, snelling herself-the pheronones, the soul -robbing
chem cal s manufactured by her rested body-and then she happened to | ook
upward, spotting the eyes she had felt. It wasn't a crime lord or Farner
perched on that high branch. It was a wild tailored ape. In one of its hands,
sharp and new, was a stone knife. The ape was watching Chiffon and using the
knife to carve sonmething in the stunp of another branch-a stubby ivory-col ored
stunp nade to resenble a nmal e organ thoroughly aroused.

She shivers in spite of the heat, renenbering the nonment.

She turns to |l ook toward Brule and sees the trees she was hunting. Wat
| uck! she thinks. She mght have wal ked strai ght past them

The new trail is hidden and hal fway inpassable. She wi shes for shoes, any
two shoes, wading into the underbrush and concentrating on every step. She can
see no one. There's no one to see. She al nost forgets the sensation, and

then someone is standing straight in front of her, appearing w thout noise or
apparent notion. She gives a little shout and falls backward. She starts to
fumble for the pistol, and Steward says:

"Chiffon."

"Steward? Ch, goodness. It's you! | knew it was you!" She stands and noves
toward him reaching and feeling so terribly happy. It's him It's him "Look
at you," she says. "How are you?" Her hands cl ose around him but suddenly

all she can grab is air.

She says, "Darling?"

He has stepped away. She can nake out his face in the lightning' s glare,
and she feels startled and honestly concerned. "Wat happened to you? Darling,
what is it?"

He says, "Nothing."



She says, "It's sonething. Wat is it?"

"Don't touch ne," he says. "Stay there!"

She freezes, squinting at himwhile the panic rises inside her. She sees
hands dressed in flexible splints, rubbery and strange, and there are bandages
on his face and sonething wong in the way he stands there. He doesn't say
anything el se. She can't tell what he's thinking, but she can guess. She
can't know what's happened, yet she does. "Wat did they do to you? They found
you?"

"They found Gabbro first." H's voice is tight and dry.

"I know they did. | didn't know how to warn you, love. But | was afraid-"

"You ran."

"Of course." She says, "Wat did they do to you?"

"Well," he tells her, "we had a conversation."

She freezes. She cannot nove or breathe or even think, watching the man
whil e he stares at her. She is suddenly so cold, so weak, trenbling and
wonderi ng when her legs will collapse.

"Mnus told ne some things," he begins. "About a girl and a Chost."

" St ewar d- ?"

There is a delicate silvery knife in one of his hands. He says, "I saw one
of your acconplices. Sonme magi ci an-"

"I'msorry," she tells him

He asks, "Wat should | think?"

"The worst," she says w thout hesitation. "About me, the very worst."

"Ckay." He lifts the knife and then flips it down to the ground, the
nmoti on quick and exact. He says, "I don't want to touch you." He says, "Show
ne."

"Show you, " she says.

"Ri ght now. "

She sits. She takes the knife in one hand and | ooks up at him at his
face, and then uses the other hand to probe at her leg. No painkillers this
time. No preparations. She takes a breath and holds it and pushes once, the
bl ade cutting w thout resistance, and then she feels the quiver chips hal fway
to the bone, nestled in the special cavity, and she gri maces and noans and
tells herself that the sharp bl ade means something. If Steward were truly
angry he woul d have given her a jagged dull blade. She very nearly dies for
t he pain, bending forward and starting to weep now, dropping the knife and
reaching into the bl oody wound with two fingers. It takes an age to renpve al
twel ve chips. They are nothing in her hands. She throws them on the ground
before her, and then the knife, and then she finds her pistol in her pocket
and tells Steward, "You know, if | were the person you think I am... | bet

| wouldn't do this now. | bet."

She tosses the pistol on top of the quiver chips.

And Steward seens surprised for an instant. A flash of |ightning shows him
| ooki ng at her and then the gun again. Then he kneels and picks up everything,
sayi ng not hing. He counts the twel ve quiver chips with slow deliberation, and
he cl eans each of them by placing themin his mouth for a few seconds. Then he
says, "l don't know," with the sane tight, dry voice. "I just don't know " And
he stands and slowy wal ks away.

24

A mnister and Flower are riding up a skyhook together
-froma Qito joke

THEY' RE out in the front roomtelling |lies about woren, about the kills
t hey' ve made, about people neither of them have met and places that would
never |let them past the front door. Al Iies. Dirk listens to them wi thout



actually hearing the words. He hates this shit, not knowi ng what to do, what
nove to make, needing to go back to that Farnstead again and not trusting
these jerks to do what's needed. It's as if M nus abandoned him That's how he
feels. It's like he Ieft himhere with these jerks and doesn't give a good
shit as to what's going to happen now, to the chips or anything. By what right
does M nus get free of this job? |I trust the son-of-a-bitch all these years,
he tells hinmself, and when | need hi mnost he's gone. Damm hinml Dam!

He is sitting on the edge of his unmade bed, a picked-over plate of cold
food on his nightstand. He is dressed but barefooted and runni ng both hands
through his matted hair. It's night now He has scarcely slept. Wen he isn't
angry the tiredness drags hi mdown, so he nourishes the anger in plenty of
ways. The Freestater. The Flower/ CGhost. Mnus and the jerks in the next room
Pl us Mayor Pyn and that hard bitch of a police chief. There's no end of
reasons to keep awake and alert.

"Acall for you." The Al's voice grates on him Good.

"Who is it?" he asks.

A pause. Then, "The Rain."

He stands and turns toward the largest wall, breathing in and forcing
hinmself to relax, to let out the air, to use a natural voice when he tells the
Al to trace the call when The Rain speaks.

The Freestater, Steward, is sitting in a small, bland wi ndow ess room He
m ght be al one, might not, wearing splints and clotting foanms and bi g bandages
and clean clothes. H s expression shows nothing. He stares out at Dirk and
with a hard clipped voice he says, "W need to neet."

"I's that so?"

"Get this business over and done."

Dirk waits, acting confident and cool. He agrees. "You're absolutely
right,"” and he nods and tells him "You' ve got something of mine. | hope
you're ready to give it back."

"I count twelve things," he answers.

And Dirk's ready. He had figured that the Freestater woul d have the chips

by now. Sure. "Twel ve?" he says. "I count thirteen. | want the Flower too."
"She's dead."
"Then the body. Gve it to ne."
"W'||l see." Steward has the chips in one hand, in a neat white stack

"Sorry about your man," he says, something showing in his eyes. Sonething
hal f-wi | d and unbeat en

"Forget it," says Dirk. "That's business."

"I'"'mgoing to want a finder's fee. A share of these."

Dirk says, "l guess that's fair."

"Hal f."

"Hal f of one," he says.

St eward shakes his head. "I don't have to bring themin, you know 1| can
just keep themand | et you cone after ne."

"I can do better than that." Dirk tells him "I know a hundred hungry

people in Quito who'd | ove a shot at you. You think you can hold them of f
forever?"

"Three."

"One. "

"Two, " says Steward.

"One. "

For a full mnute Steward does nothing, says nothing, sinply staring out
at Dirk. Dirk thinks about Mnus again, then the Flower. Then Steward tells
him "Al right. One quiver chip."

"And the body. | want to see the body."

"Maybe 1"l flush your chips down the toilet. Your hundred hungry friends
woul d have their work cut out for themthen."

So she's alive, Dirk thinks. She's fooled both of us, he wants to cream
One of us has to fucking kill her! But he resists, saying instead, One chip
and here's where we neet." He lays out the terms. Two hours from now, on the



roof, chips and no one has weapons. Agreed?"

"Sure," and the imge dissolves into whiteness. Dirk drops back onto the
bed and finds socks and shoes, and the Al calls to report that lie Rain's line
couldn't be traced. No surprise there, thinks Dirk. He goes into the front
roomand tells the jerks to get themsel ves together, |le wants themto gather
all the hardware they can carry and stash on the roof of the Cosgrove. "Make
di agrams,” he warns them "I "ant to know what | can reach when | need it."

"He di es?" asks one of them

"What do you think?"

The two of them | ook at each other, halfway smling.

"I'f you can," says Dirk, "do himquick and neat. Don't |et him have
anything free. Nothing free."

"Who is he?" says the other one. "He's nobody. W'Ill take him™

Muscl ed jerks, thinks Dirk. Fromtheir skin to their bones they're nothing
but jerks, and this is all that's left him

Chiffon sits with her sore | eg extended and a nmed-kit at her side,
wat chi ng Steward prepare. He takes a worn round box fromhis shirt pocket and
carefully counts out the twelve chips, putting theminto the box and securing
the Iid and returning the box to the pocket. Then he rempves the splints from
bot h hands, his face hard id his notions precise. He places small netal bl ades
against his swollen flesh and refastens the splints. She can hear him
breathing for nmonment. She sees himslip another blade into his clothing, and
then he takes a funny twist of netal and stuffs it into his nouth, up between
his gum and cheek. That seens to be all. He gives the little rooma quick
| ook, his expression inpassive. H's hands hang at s side, touching nothing.
She wonders how he feels. The outer door is shut and she's sitting with her
back against it. She couldn't e Dirk fromwhere she sits, but she heard him
bargaining with Steward; there isn't a doubt in her mnd as to what he
i nt ends.

"He's going to kill you," she tells Steward. "You' ve got to realize that!"

He says nothing. He doesn't look in her direction or in any way act as if
she has spoken.

"Are you going to listen? Hey!" She says, "Wy are you goi ng? Wy? He
isn'"t going to let you live two mnutes-"

Steward lifts a hand, making her stop. Then he turns and says, "I owe this
to sonmeone. Ckay?"

"To who? To Gabbro?" She shakes her head. No nore sweet words. No nore
pati ence. This is the honest Chiffon/Wsp/Zebulina talking now Mstly
Chiffon. "So what are you planning? You go straight at Dirk, on his hone
ground, to get sone sort of justice for sonething he did to your nei ghbor."

She tells him "That'll do Gabbro sone good, won't it? You re dead and Dirk
has the chips, has won, and Gabbro's still skinned alive. Is that what you' ve
got planned tonight?"

Wth a slow, careful voice Steward tells her, "I don't know you."

"What don't you know?"

He says, "Never nind." He says, "Mwve. |'mleaving now"

"I won't and you won't."
Steward blinks. He doesn't nove. He fills the end of the tunnel, halfway

| eani ng agai nst one wall, and he says, "Try."
"No and | guess you'll have to touch ne."
He says, "When this is finished I'll give you all the chips but one. M

finder's fee."

"That's awfully damed nice."

"You're a client. This is business." He says, "Forget nice."

"And why don't you put yourself in sonmeone el se's place and forgive then?
Learn to do that and maybe you could forgive yourself for all kinds of shit,
too. If you tried."

"What are you sayi ng?"



"Li ke Chaz, for instance."”

He starts to come down the tunnel, angry enough that he has to rein in his
anger. He says nothing. He hits a button and the door starts to open, Chiffon
sliding clear and hearing the wind now, feeling the warmdanp air bulling its
way inside. Steward is past her without having brushed agai nst her, reaching
now to grab the dangling rope. She sees himfraned against the lightning and a
pair of bright, distant rainboys. Wat to do? she wonders. Painkillers from
the ned-kit are working. She can stand wi thout too rmuch disconfort. But she
doesn't get close. At least not too close. "I"'mgoing to follow you," she
promises. "I am"

Do what you want," he tells her, shrugging.

You' ve got an awfully high horse, Steward."

He has the rope in both hands. He turns to | ook toward her, then checks
hi nsel f. Then he junps and descends hand over hand, the rope and flinching and
himgone in an instant. She |ooks out at the swaying trees and the approaching
cl ouds and wonders what's reasonable. | should let you kill yourself, she
tells herself. I'll wait out the it here and then go charm sonme Farners
live out nmy nmonths with them That's better than dying now. Anything's better
than that, thinks. Sweet sphincters of God, she thinks, | nearly killed nyself
scranbling down here in the first place. |I could break ny neck trying chase
you and what good would that do anyone?

Thunder breaks against the old river bluffs.

She blinks. She decides to stay, wait here and not even worry. But then
she can't make herself back away fromthe door. Not for anything. Her pistol
is on the floor, on top of the med-kit. Steward gave it back. She has gl ass
nmoney in her pocket. Kneeling, she scoops up pistol and puts it with the
nmoney, and then before she can think through again she | eaps, grabbing the
rope sonehow and sliding, feeling her flesh burning and wonderi ng how Steward
managed this
hi s hands. Those poor sad hands.

A few sl oppy raindrops strike the floater's canopy, and the wi nd snears
them and then pulls themback into the air. Steward | eans and watches the A d
Quarter passing below He tries to think about nothing but what's next, that's
what matters, only all sorts of nonsense creeps into his head. Like that bar
He sees a brightly lit patch of glass-the roof of that bar where whores play
edi bl e chess-and he sees that someone will soon kill the lights so they can
watch the storm He sees the nondescript wi ndowl ess tower where divia Jade
in a sense, and he tells hinmself that he should have | eft her a sage of sone
ki nd. Just in case. Then he whispers, "Listen to yourself," and shakes his
head and starts noving in the seat, stretch-tendons cracking and the nuscl es
conplaining. Wth his tongue checks on the little pain grenade, tiny and
hopeful Il y hi dden. He breathes and catches hinself before he starts dwelling on
the stupid things. He is in control. He tells hinmself so. He breathes and
feels no better for stretching, and he gl ances downward again. He can't make
out the glass-roofed bar. It's past or it's darkened now .. there's no
telling which .

The Cosgrove Tower is the highest structure in view, |ying straight ahead,
the strokes of lightning visible on its faces and its roof dark and bursting
with groomed little trees. Steward can't see anyone on the |one floater pad.
He tells the floater to circle once, in close, and then to set down. If it
woul d, please. If he were laying an ambush, he thinks, he would do it this
way. O this way. O this way. He makes quick nental maps of the | andscape,
and he tries guessing howlong the rain will hold off. Two figures have
appeared at the edge of the pad, the thin one Dirk. They | ook unconfortable in
the gusting wind. Steward flexes his hands and tucks away the pain, at |east
nmost of it, and he tells hinmself not to be fancy or clever. This is no place
for showboating now. The floater is down. He can see Dirk's face sniling and
the placid, stupid expression on the Quito nuscle at his side. The ot her



muscle will be sprawled out inthe little trees, trying to keep the crosshairs
on Steward's head. He'll be working for a clean shot, probably holding off
until confirmation that Steward' s got what they want. He wonders what the
nmuscl es know. He thinks of making a deal with that one beside Dirk, playing
with his greed. Then he tells hinself to quit it. Nothing fancy. Just wait for
the opening and let instincts rule-to a point-and make it so Dirk won't hurt
anyone agai n.

The canopy cones open, the snell of rain thick in the air. Dirk is
stepping closer, the snmle too |arge and the confidence close to brazen
Steward cones out of the floater like an old, old man. He shows everyone a
feebl e body, torn and bl oody and cl ose to hel pl ess. "Think of Gabbro," he says
to hinmself. "Think of himand get it done."

"What was that?" asks Dirk.

"Let's get this done." The three of them are standing cl ose together now.
He tells Dirk, "I've got them" and pulls out the round box. The wind is at
his back. A few nore sloppy raindrops fall, icy cold on bare skin. He kneels
as if his knees might break. He breathes as if he's in utter agony. Wt hout
watching Dirk or the nuscle, Steward keeps aware of how they nove in response
to him He senses the lane of fire. Tine is crawing while he works the lid
free of the box, and Dirk is
kneeling before himand watching with his tongue partway extended and both
hands set on the pad with fingers spread. He | ooks ready to junp. He tells
Steward to count them

"First," says Steward, "show ne you're clean. No guns."

Dirk nods. He and the muscle both open their shirts and turn once, one at
atine, and pull up their pant |legs. There's no trace of weapons, neaning
nothing. Then Dirk tells him "I trust you. You're honorable, right?" Very
brazen. "Let's get on with this."

"Sure." Steward counts the chips. He has themin one sore hand and puts
t hem back into the box one at a time, stopping at el even and then making a
show of swallowing the twelfth chip hinself. He stares straight at Dirk while
doing it. Then he secures the Iid again.

"Cute.” Dirk is anmused. One of his hands decides to reach for the box and
the standing nuscle starts to shift his weight ever so slightly, tilting
backward, and Steward slips the little pain grenade to his front teeth and
bites hard and ains and spits. A blue plasma cloud bloonms in front of him and
Steward is up and running as a burst of hot air cones in behind him the shot
mssed. Dirk is screanming, falling backward and withing in terrible pain.
The standing nuscle is taking it somehow, and Steward has to rush into the
bl ueness and take the nuscle hinself. He uses a knee and then his el bow, his
every last nerve on fire. He has the man stunbling backward. They're off the
pad and in the air, falling down anong the trees as another blast of hot, hot
air just msses him Steward rans his knee into the breastbone, |anding on
top. Then he rolls and tries to break an armwith a quick nmotion, missing with
his motion, the nuscle suddenly on top now with a knife pulled from sonmewhere.

Steward breaks the nuscle's nose.

He grabs both wists and turns himand pushes himagainst a wall of
branches, ripping the knife free and then using it. Key tendons cut |ike
cheese. The Quito nuscle is down, hel pless and finished, and Steward stands
and runs hard and drops, hearing someone shooting at nothing and then hearing
Dirk shouting into the wind. He can't nake out the words. Snoke is rising off
the floater pad, and sparks are pouring fromthe floater's gunshot engi nes.
Where to go? he thinks. Their only nove is the elevator, he thinks. He gets
up and runs too slowy, his feet heavy and the air |ike syrup. He doesn't hurt
anywhere. All he feels is a nagging dreamike stupor. Were's that sniper?
What can he see? Near the el evator door, by the greatest good luck, is a
heati ng vent ol d enough and sl oppy enough to nask his presence to sonmeone with
ni ght goggl es. He gets beside the vent and crouches, breathing hard for a
m nute. He thinks how they'll have to cone past himto get free. How nuch tine
is there? The floater's pilot mght be calling the police, or maybe not.



Probably not. I1t's probably assum ng mechanical failure, power down and no
passengers. So a routine maintenance call. And will Dirk try getting his own
floater airborne? Steward can't see how In the open? On that pad? He can't
know ny weapons, he thinks. He can't risk the exposure.

So he sits and he waits.

After a few mnutes the rain begins to cone hard, |ightning straight
over head and thunder reaching into the bones. The rain feels warm now, beating
down on the little trees and the neat trails and sliding dowm the elevator's
heavy metal doors. Steward pulls out the blade hidden in his clothing. He
drives the nmuscle's knife into the earth and squints out into the rain, trying
to keep alert. He can see the pad when there's lightning, and he doesn't count
the mnutes but they're piling up high. He ignores the rain. It begins to fee
cold but he suppresses the shivering. He can't hear any gunfire, but that
doesn't mean much. Dirk's probably found the surviving nuscle, the two of them
huddl ed together and Dirk naking sonme plan. Alinb at a tine, Steward noves to
fight stiffness. To keep ready. He couldn't be wetter. More m nutes and he
knows Dirk will be moving soon because soon the rain is going to be done, and
at least with the wet and this racket he can get close to Steward and the
el evator without nmuch trouble. Sure. So he tilts his head skyward and takes a
drink, then spits and breathes and happens to see notion up on the pad. He
turns without jerking. A floater has just settled beside the gunshot floater
and a distinct figure clinmbs out and starts to run. He doesn't have to | ook
again to know it's Chiffon. She meant it when she threatened to foll ow him
all right. "Came to save her investnent," he says in a whisper, wthout a
trace of passion. What to do now? They'll go for her, he thinks. If they saw
her, and he can't see how they couldn't. She did it right by running and
hiding so fast. Wiy didn't they shoot? Because they're on the far side of the
roof, he decides. Sure. Just when |I had themtrapped, he thinks, and he clinbs
to his feet now and runs.

He doesn't care for the Flower. She's a client, he tells hinself, and this
is what you do for clients. Yet now he's running hard, sonething of the old
spring back in his legs. He has both knives in one hand, the splints making
them tough to hold. At one point he stops squats and tries to listen through
the roar of the rain, hearing ding but catching a faint faraway glinpse of
somet hing colorful. Sonething gaudy. Bolts of lightning are sliding past at
treetop level now, or so it seens. He can see the gaudy sonethi ng novi ng down
a path. Steward turns and crashes into a stand of ornamental brush, trusting
inthe stormto hide him It's all a damed ganble and what if Dirk's using
this chance to get free? No, he won't. He won't leave Chiffon and the twelfth
chip. Steward bulls his way through a row evergreens and turns on the path
and sees the surviving nuscle running, chasing something. He accel erates,
driving off his broken , and the rmuscle stops to shoulder a big rifle and
aims, Steward comi ng down on himbefore he can fire. The rifle and a pair of
ni ght goggles go flying. Steward slits fat tendons in the ankles and knees
wists, then grabs the rifle and pulls its power pack and tosses 1 away. He
can't see anyone else. He trots and squats and then thinks to sniff the air,
and from somewhere conmes the strong sweet very stink that still makes him
crazy. After everything. It takes a second to stand. It takes |onger to shake
of f the craziness and nove.

The stormis ebbing.

A lone shot cones fromnear the pad. Alittle gun's shot. Steward feels
hinself sink a little, running toward the sound and hearing nothing el se and
believing it's over. Done. Wichever way it's turned out. And then there's two
nore shots and he follows the path around a curve and sees both of them
Dirk's closer. Chiffon has her pistol leveled at Dirk, both arns extended, and
Dirk has a burned shoulder. Steward is running for him No time for decisions.
He presses and Chiffon fires high, the blast clipping Steward' s ear and maki ng
himdrop and roll. Chiffon screans, not having seen him He can't find his
knives and Dirk's beside him surprised enough to gl ance down at hi mand
pause. "Shoot again!" Steward screams. She doesn't. She won't or she can't.



Dirk has a hard focused | ook, obsessed and m serable. He | ooks up at Chiffon
and aims, and Steward stretches and kicks blindly and catches the back of
Dirk's skull. Dirk goes down. The blast turns rainwater to steam gravel and
mud scattering, and Steward is on top of the old man and breaki ng his bones.
It doesn't take nuch coaxing. He ruins the hips and then one , Dirk's good
arm crushing the shoulder and then pulling a blade out from under his

splints. He starts to cut, crying now, intending to kill himslowy and do the
world good . . . and then he stops hinmself, sobs and feels Dirk's pockets and
pulls free the round box and then stands, the ground wobbling. He throws down
t he bl ade. He says, "No, | know what . . . ," and takes a | ong | ook around

The rain is stopping. A bright rainboy is overhead, shoving the clouds to the
north. Chiffon is gazing at him and so is Dirk, and he tells Dirk, "I'm going

to Ghost you. Now. Chost you and put you in Gay-time, all right, and keep you
there for an eternity. Al right? Think of living like that for a hundred
mllion years, you dead little hunk of grease-"

And Dirk says, "No," with a wheeze. He says, "Forget that," and pulls a
second pistol out from behind his back, using the burned arm but sonmehow
nmovi ng fast. He doesn't have to Iift or aim He just places it snug agai nst
his tenple and says sonmething, or starts to speak, the word hal f-finished when
the trigger is tripped and the head is gone and the body itself is linp. The
air is full of the stink of cooked neat, bitter and penetrating.

Chiffon sighs and then stares at Steward, saying nothing.

"So they're there. Al yours." He points at the box. "I guess you got what
you cane to get, huh?"

And she gets a fierce ook in her eyes, challenging himand then turning,
turni ng and grabbing the box and throwing it with all of her strength. "To
hell with them and you!" Steward runs to where she has thrown the box. Chiffon
curses and sobs behind him and he | ooks over the building s edge, not
listening, thinking a Flower's armisn't nmuch and maybe ... sure, he thinks.
Here it is! The box must have bounced off the low wall and dropped here, here
on the danp ground, and he takes it back to her and puts it her hands and then
pulls it away again when she tries to throw it away again, kicking himand
claimng it's hers to do with what she wants, damm him damm him dam him

"Enough, " he says.

"What do | have to do?" she asks. "How do | make up for things-?"

"Whul d you stop?"

And she says, "That's the point! |'ve stopped! |'ve quit. Haven't | proved
it yet?"

Again she tries for the box, begging for it, and Steward says, "Quit. No
you can't, so quit! I'mnot going to let you kill yourself!"

So she quits shouting, but the eyes keep cutting at him wounding him
Finally he has to turn away, not know ng what to think, watching the storm
nmovi ng and feeling a breeze around his |l egs and the bare back of his neck and
snelling her, with every breath, wondering what is best. \Wat makes sense.
Choose, he thinks. Choose.

25

| was once at a place called Brule. Well, | exaggerate. | was actually inits
tubetrain station for a portion of an hour, no nore, but |I did watch the |oca
people with care. | saw those who worked in the station and those bound for

other places with bigger names and nunbers. No clear details cone to nind, but
| did take away sonme general inpressions. For exanple, it seens like a quiet
communi ty. Peaceful, yes, and maybe a little slow. | think it's the sort of
pl ace where you arrive by accident and | eave on purpose, if you know what |
nean .

-excerpt froma



travel er's notebook, avail abl e through System Net

SHE sees three of them up ahead, wal ki ng her way, and no, they don't seemto
have seen her yet. So April steps off the path, into the early shadows, and
wat ches them pass-three cyborgs, two nmen and a woman, giggling and tickling
each other while they tell little jokes that can make no sense to bystanders.
Private jokes about Morningers and the mines. She listens for her own nanme, or
Gabbro's, and hears neither. She is relieved and di sappoi nted both, and she
steps back on the path when they' re gone, a quick Iook in both directions and
then she starts to wal k again. Just roamn ng

April will have to find a new apartnent soon.

In anot her part of town, she thinks. Sonmething high, with a view, and only
Terrans for neighbors. No Morningers. No Cradlers. And pl ease no Gardeners
either! She's been ever so lucky, she thinks. After what happened, after the
hell of it and the fear it put inside her, she was ever so relieved |ast night
to hear an announcenent fromthe Chief of Police. Brule would continue its
search for Gabbro's attacker or attackers, but a |ack of physical evidence and
eye-

Wi t nesses were hampering efforts. There were no suspects, and unfortunately
the case would have to be closed in a day or two if nothing new was found.

So April is free.

She hal fway wants to skip now. For the joy of it.

Last ni ght she sang. She lay on her back in the tiny, tiny hotel room The
song was sonething she had |l earned as a girl, the tune happy and the lyrics
sweet and her voice carrying through the door and down the hallway. Sone
gravel -voi ced whore had joined in, she recalls, and they'd done severa
choruses before shouts and catcalls from el sewhere drowned them out. Then she
had switched fromthe |local news to that fictional island with its invented
City-State and all the famliar characters. She had watched the characters
wi t hout sound, thinking things through for herself. If anyone ever asked about
Gabbro, she had a story waiting. Her actions on such-and-such night were |ike
this... and she practiced the story until it was perfect, wthout seans or
flaws or doubts. Just in case. Just in case she met a Mrninger who renenbered
her and Gabbro, or anyone el se who night have their suspicions. Lying in that
room hal fway between wakeful ness and sl eep, she reached a point where the
fiction was nore real than what had happened. It felt as if she hadn't played
any part in poor Gabbro's tragedy. What a sad shane, isn't it? \Wat nakes
peopl e behave in such ways?

April has no intention of seeing Gabbro again.

Ever.

She is wal king in an open plaza now, ignoring the | ooks of strangers and
t hi nki ng she should sit somewhere and rest for a while. She's still wearing
the healing mask. A few nore days, said the doctors, and then the damage wil |
be well on the way to cure. By then, she thinks, I'll have a new apartnent and
a new life, and people will be forgetting about the mner... what was his
nane? Wo was it that attacked hin? Probably his own people, they'll say.
Probably for reasons we'll never learn .

Peopl e are streani ng past. Sone have been awake all night, while npost are
cl ean and bright-faced and ready for the day. April chooses a living bench
near the plaza, the spot affording a view and shade and a degree of anonymity.
She' |l buy some fat-burning chemicals |later today, then start getting herself
ready for circulation again. Absolutely. She smiles behind the mask, thinking
about the future. What was it she told Gabbro? That cyborgs were the people of
the future? She was a fool. She was so wrong, she knows now. Last night she
realized the truth. In the niddle of the night, com ng awake from sonme odd
forgotten dream she had | ooked at the Worl d-Net panel fixed to the ceiling
and seen a pair of fictional lovers sleeping in their w de el egant bed, |ike
m smat ched spoons. She had realized in an instant that that was the future.
That's where people were going! She can't guess the technol ogi es or how
they' Il be inplenmented, but she feels sure there will come an age when



everyone will be fictional. Each person will live his life with the sane
ol d-fashi oned heartfelt conviction and tinmel ess passion. Absolutely. But

shoul d tragedy strike like it's struck April lately, the cure will be a sinple
process. A function of editing. VWhat ever is evil and sad will be dispelled
neatly, buttons pushed and the effects inmedi ate. People everywhere will live

in bliss. She is sure. Sitting on the bench and smling to herself, Apri
al nrost has an urge to stand and shout at all the passing people, telling them
the great good thing that she knows. Then she thinks, How would it |ook? A
masked and crazy fat woman prophesying the end of flesh-on-blood? They'd nob
me. They woul d hang me fromthese trees, all right!

April laughs, tears seeping out fromthe mask's eyes.

Then in a little while she stands and wal ks on.

"I need a couple favors. If | could ask-"

"Certainly, Steward.” divia Jade |ooks at him thinking that he | ooks
better than yesterday but not by rmuch. She thinks he needs other pursuits,
then tells him "Anything. What can | do for you?"

"I"'mleaving for a while. Leaving Brule." The swelling is down in his face
and hands, but is that ear burned? How did he burn it? "I'mgoing to Qiito..
Yes, that's what | said. I'ma bodyguard for a client. I'll be gone a few
nmont hs, nore or less. Wuld you | ook after things for the duration?" He is in
his office outside Brule. Aivia can see himand hear sonmeone else in the

room sonmewhere just out of sight. "I'Il call you fromthere and set up the
details.”
She says, "Sure," and feels a little ill. Alittle sad.

He sighs and picks sonething off the floor. It's a recording disk covered
with a layer of drying black mud. Very odd. He says nothing about it. \Wat he
does say comes from nowhere and | eaves her stunned. "The main thing revol ves
around noney. Quiver chip noney. | can't think of anyone better to babysit it
for me, for us, then AQivia and all her talented good friends."

She swal | ows and wonders, "How nuch noney? Wat are you teasing nme wth,
St ewar d?"

He tells. Then, alnost as an afterthought, he gives an enbarrassed happy
smile.

"How nmuch?!"
He pulls a broken hand across his face, then says, "Dirk." He shakes his
head and tells her, "Watch the local news. Apparently he killed hinself:

Whi ch was his choice. His."

She doesn't know what to say.

He says, "My client's got some rather unique nedical needs. For the next
few nonths.” He lifts the recording disk, two swollen fingers scraping off the
worst of the nud. "Quito is the best place to go. This is to save her. Sone
novel technol ogi es and sone big applications for the future." He bal ances the
di sk on one fingertip, the notion boyish and brief. "Applications for Chosts,"
he says. "There's this fellow on this disk who clains to know how to give
CGhosts fl esh-on-bl ood bodi es. What do you think, divia?"

" St ewar d?" She shakes her head, unable to follow him "What are you
telling me? | don't see. Were do Ghosts fit in with Dirk?" Wo is dead
apparently. She feels like applauding that fact. "Explain it, but this tinme
slowy."

"It's confusing," he admts. "Here. Let me introduce ny client-"

Qivia isn't stunned. Some part of her had al ready guessed there was a
Fl ower involved ... only she's not a true Flower and Aivia can still only
hal fway follow the tangl ed story. She listens but she doesn't listen
under stands but feels renpte and untouched at the same tine. How insane can it
become? Ghosts into Flowers? She can't believe what she hears, even though the
brunt of it seens to ring true.

Then Steward finishes, sitting beside the beautiful creature who is
wearing his clothes-the blonde hair dirty and the face snmudged and the



i npossible effortless brief beauty still filling the roomand Steward is
telling Aivia to conme up with ways to use the quiver chip noney. |nvestnents.
Anonynmous bank accounts. Blind trusts. The trick is to make it work w thout
telling the world who owns the wealth. There are el even chi ps now, he says.
They're in a hyperfiber safe underneath his feet, meshed with Wrl d-Net and
waiting. The twelfth chip is comng . . . and he gives a peculiar smle

Oivia tells him "Whatever | can do," and catches herself. She al nost
said, "Darling."

"One nore thing,'

he says. "There's a miner who gets sone noney on the

side. No nanmes. He'll probably know I'mthe one, just the sane.”
"Al'l right."
And when those details are finished, he announces, "I think it's tine. W

shoul d | eave." There is a vague urgency to his voice, and a tangible
confidence. He doesn't touch the Flower while they sit together, but he seens
to reassure her with his |ooks and his voice. "Thanks, divia. Wsh us |uck?"

"Of course.”

And he's gone. Steward is gone. Oivia stares up at the whiteness for a
very long while, feeling nothing. Feeling what? She hunts for sorrow but it
isn't there. She thinks she should feel happy, at least a little bit, if what
Steward promises is true. A body? She might be wal king around Brule in sone

ki nd of body! What will | do when I'm fl esh-on-bl ood agai n? she wonders. What
will be first? She doesn't know. She can't imagine. She's al ways dreaned for
this chance, but nowit's here and what she wants. . . oh, well

Quietly, ever so quietly, divia starts to | augh

On the wi de wal kway descending into the tubetrain station is a hole deeper
t han perhaps any other on the Earth. It serves as a tourist curiosity and an
advertisenent, reaching clear to the Earth's mantle and the fanmous mines. \Wen
peopl e stand al ong the high railings, they can hear the di stant unm stakabl e
roaring of the drills working. Diluted vapors drift out of the hole, and a
steady hot wind blows, and several arnored boxes are adorned with holo signs
that read: "SUPPORT THE FUTURE. SUPPORT THE DREAM " Generous children and the

rare adult will slip noney into slots on the boxes-a small gesture designed to
make them feel a part of things.

Toby is com ng down the wal kway scared. He still believes that the police
will be watching for him is certain that they will have caneras and the Als
studying every face. But in this crush of people, he hopes, a solitary
Gardener will escape undetected. Praise the Prophet. Atrain is leaving for
the south in alittle while. He'll buy a last-class ticket and count the

m nutes before Brule is sonething behind him sonething that cannot reach him
This is the future he goes toward, all right. Not sone enornous |oud hole in
t he dead ground, but sonmething where he is a major player. So why be scared?
he asks hinself. The Prophet protects the worthy. Isn't he proof? Isn't he?

At one point the wal kway narrows.

Bodi es press against bodies. Like in Quito, he tells hinmself. He thinks
how he'll have to get accustoned to the feeling. El bows begin to shove at him
He shoves back, keeping his webbed hands out of easy view. And the wal kway
spreads out now, doubling its size. Toby can see the polished gray floor and
people cutting this way and that. He hasn't been here for a year now, and he
wasn't novi ng downward. He had arrived. Which Iine? he wonders. Which is the
| ast-cl ass section? Ch, yes. He spies a sign and nmoves toward it, cutting
across the general flow He ignores curses, pressing on. He feels safe now No
one has spotted himand he can count the nmeters to the staging area. Hurry,
hurry! And then, at just the last instant, he sees sonething he never
expected. There's a red splotch of hair taller than the average head, and
bandages on the fam liar face. That neighbor of his ... Steward? Wat's he
doi ng? Toby wonders. Here, of all places. Here!

Steward doesn't see him isn't |ooking his way just now

Toby notices the hands and somet hing pained in the wal k, and he studies



what he wears-a | ong robe of some kind, thin and bul ky as though the man is
carrying a large bundle next to his body. Wat is it? For an instant, passing
agai nst one of the bright signs, a shape is betrayed underneath the robe. A
vague suggestion of... what? He can't tell. It's there and gone and now
Steward is turning to |l ook his way, toward Toby, and he dips his head in
response and slows hinself and tries | ooking thoroughly average. A nonent
passes. Two. And now he | ooks up again, relieved to see the red-haired man
passing fromview Toby continues, wondering about those hands and the
bandages on the face and what kinds of scars will he wear in the future. A
strange, strange nman. He knows it. He thinks of the two of them and how he
al ways felt that they had comon ground, suffering alone like they did. A
shane they never talked ... he feels certain, absolutely certain, as he takes
one | ast glance toward . . . hey, what's that?

For a monent, just a noment, he thinks he sees someone wal ki ng next to
Steward. Huddling beside him Hal fway obscured by the | ong sheer robe

i mpossi bl e, of course.

He must be seeing things in the station's gl oom

And now Toby pauses one last time, turning once and using all of his
senses. He absorbs Brule's corruption once again. And very faint, but
undeniably real, is a peculiar sort of stink. A wonderful stink. Sweet and
husky and infectious, yes, and Toby thinks it's sonmething from Garden. It's
that fine. But for his life he can't name it.

Chi ffon asks, "What are you thinking?" Her voice is soft, alnost a
whi sper. He w shes she woul dn't nmake noise, wouldn't risk being overheard. He
wi shes he could see her now i nstead of the Chiffon-shaped patch of distorted
shadow beneath the robe. There's too rmuch light for the holo tricks to work
their best. There are too many people for themto be too bold. They're in the
staging area for first class, standing near the back, and Chiffon pokes him
once in the side and asks again, "Wat's on your mind?"

He's thinking about the tubetrain to Quito-faster than floaters, and
they' Il have their own cabin. Good. And he's al so thinking about M nus and
Dirk, of course. \What else? Sonetines Chaz is in his head, and Yell owknife,
and i mages of tidy el egant brothels somewhere in the wilds of Quito. That's
where they' Il start |ooking for help for Chiffon. And yes, Chiffon. He can't
stop hinmself, and he won't even try. He's imagining her saved, reborn again
and for always, and maybe the world changed with it. Al of mankind. There's
no knowi ng what night happen fromthese new tricks. He gets lost just trying.
So he swings back to nore prosaic stuff-her and himreturning to Brule; them
l[iving out their lives together and making the nmoney work for them What's he
t hi nking? That's got to be the hardest question in the world.

He | ooks down at the shadow under his robe, saying, "The pearls. Do you
have both strands?"

"The neckl aces? Sure." She takes themfrom a pocket. They appear in his
hand as if by magic. One strand he puts around his own neck, careful that
no one is watching. And the other strand goes on Chiffon, hanging in the enpty
air and hal fway obscured by the holos. On the fuzzy brink of reality. It's an
odd illusion, and he laughs. He can't tell what he's thinking. Everything.
He' s thinki ng everything.

"I know what you're thinking," she says, her voice m schievous and her
hands wanderi ng,

"Well, that's part of it," he says. "Hornones," he says, and he gazes out
at all the faces waiting, feeling a warm sweet tingle radiating up through
his tired, tired bones.



