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CHAPTER ONE

MONI QUE

OCTOBER 30, 2035

Moni que was a noldie: an artificial life formmde of a soft plastic that was
nmottl ed and vei ned with gene-tweaked nol ds and al gae. Al though Mni que was a
bei ng wi th superhuman powers, she was working as mai d, handyman, and
bookkeeper

for the Clearlight Terrace Court Mdtel in Santa Cruz, California. The notel
manager, young Terri Percesepe, occasionally worried about Mnique's notives.
But the noldie's work was affordabl e and excellent.

The Clearlight was situated near the top of a small hill, fifty yards back
from

the Santa Cruz beach with its Boardwal k anusenment park. It was a fine fal
day,

Cct ober 30, 2053, and the norning sun filled the town with a dancing
preternatural light that made the air itself seemjellied and alive. On the

ocean, long smooth waves were rolling in, each wave breaking with a | uscious
dr awn- out crunch.

The notel consisted of a wooden office and three terraced rows of connected
stucco rooms, each roomw th a double sliding glass door |ooking out over the
sea. Pasted onto part of each rooms door was a translucent psychedelic

sti cker

m m cki ng an arabesque tiling. The weathered notel office sat on a flat spot
behi nd the highest terrace. The back part of the office held a four-room
apartment in which Terri lived with her husband Tre Dietz and their two
children: four-year-old Dolf and one-year-old Baby Wen.

Moni que was making her way fromroomto room changing the sheets and towels,
enjoying the feel of the bright sun slanting down on her and on the faded

bl ue

wal s of the notel buildings. She'd already finished the rooms in the two
upper

rows and was now busy with the roons of the | owest terrace, which sat
directly

above the well-worn shops of Beach Street. It was alnost time for Mnique's



nm dday break; as soon as her husband Xl otl called up, she'd go down for an
hour

on the beach with him

Moni que | ooked |ike a woman, sort of, nobst of the time, which is why it was
customary to refer to her as a she. Ml dies picked a gender at birth and
stuck

to it throughout the few years that they |lived. Though arbitrarily determ ned,
a

nol die's sex was a very real concept to other noldies.

Each nol di e was passionately interested in mating and reproducing at | east
once

before his or her short life should expire. The noldies reproduced in pairs
and

lived in nests that were |ike extended famlies. Mnique was in a nest of

Si X:

hersel f, her parents Andrea and Everooze, her husband Xl otl, her brother
Xanana,

and Xanana's w fe Quish

Moni que' s not her Andrea was very strange. Sonetines, under the influence of
certain chelated rare-earth polymers, she would formher body into a giant
replica of the Koran or of the Book of Mdrnon and lie out in front of the
beachfront Boardwal k amusenent park, babbling about transfinite | evels of
heaven, chaotic feedback, and the angels lzra'il and Mroni. Her body was
nor e

mold than plastic, and it |ooked |like she mght fall apart anytine now, but
Andrea had gotten rejuvenation treatments for herself before, and she pl anned
to

do it agai n—+f she could get the noney.

Moni que' s father Everooze worked as a liveboard for Terri Percesepe's kid
brother 1ke, who ran a surf shop called Dada Kine out at Pleasure Point in
sout h

Santa Cruz. Like Andrea, Everooze was quite old for a noldie and had been
rejuvenated several times. |ke had been going out surfing with Everooze every
day for the last few years, and occasionally Ike mght |end or rent Everooze
to

friends or to stuzzy big-time surfers. For his own part, Everooze got a kick
out

of giving free | essons to begi nners and spreadi ng the gospel of surf. Like
Andrea, Everooze was starting to flake pretty badly. Wthout a retrofit he'd
die

this winter. But |ke worshi pped Everooze and was prepared to pay for his

rej uvenati on.

When Terri had heard about Mbnique's birth to Everooze and Andrea—}ast
August —she' d t hought of hiring the newborn noldie right away, and she'd been
able to convince Andrea and Everooze that it was a floatin' idea.

Moni que quickly |learned the ins and outs of running the Cearlight, and her
diligent efforts left Terri and Tre plenty of free time. Not only did Monique
make up the roons quickly and beautifully, she managed all of the notel's
books.

Terri went out surfing nost every day, and Tre liked to sit in an easy chair
behind the notel office desk, whiling away the hours smoking pot while
wear i ng

an uvvy on his neck and doing complicated things with his brain. Al though
nost

peopl e thought of an uvvy as a comuni cati on device, you could also use it as
a

conputer termnal, which was sonething Tre did a lot. "Wvy" was pronounced
sof t

and cozy, like "lovey-dovey."

Tre earned a middling amobunt of noney designing intricate uvvy graphics



effects

for Apex |mages, a comercial graphics shop that did contract work for ad
agenci es and musi ¢ producers. The nunber-crunching and brute progranmm ng of
Tre's visions could be carried out by well-paid noldies, but it took Tre's
uni que sensibility to cone up with juicy, tasty, gnarly images that people
felt

a visceral need to see over and over. Tre got royalties on the effects that
Apex

was able to use.

Wth Mnique in their enploy, Tre and Terri's notel responsibilities anmounted
to

little nore than providing a human interface for the guests to interact wth.
They needed to be there to buffer new arrivals fromthe unsettling sight and
snel | of Moni que.

The guests, always tourists, usually mddle-class and M dwestern, cane to
Sant a

Cruz because of its low prices and were often shocked at the nunber of
nol di es.

There weren't very many noldies in the heartlands, for the people there hated
t hem—any M dwesterners were Heritagists. The common Heritagist termfor
bur ni ng

a noldie in a puddle of grain alcohol was "fryin' up an lowa chop." "Wth
truffle sauce." people would add sonetines, referring to the deep-buried
nugget s

of campte fungus that would crisp up as a noldie's twitching plastic
disintegrated into the flanes, sending off psychedelic clouds of blackened
spor es.

It was up to Terri and Tre to put the guests at ease in the free zone of
Sant a

Cruz and to nake themfeel that Santa Cruz wasn't threatening, even though

t he

town was filled with students, noldies, farmwrkers, surfers, and honel ess
stoners. But, yes, prices were low, and there were a |lot of entertaining

t hi ngs

to do.

Moni que' s husband Xl otl worked at Los Trancos Taco Bar, just down the hil
from

the Clearlight. As well as chopping the vegetables and cl eaning the kitchen
Xlotl maintained the tank in which the nmeats used for the tacos were grown.
The

tank contai ned four perpetually self-renewi ng | oaves of meat: chicken, beef,
pork, and wendy—aendy bei ng the human-cl oned fl esh which had taken such a
hol d

on people's palates in recent nonths.

Pul i ng cl ean sheets off her cart for Room 3B on this sunny Cctober norn,
Moni que resenbl ed a short | ndi an-bl ooded Mexi can wonman. Her skin was a
coppery

orange, with irregular veins of green and blue |ichen just bel ow the surface.
Rat her than forking into | egs, her |ower body was a solid tapering mass that
fluted out into a broad bottom di sk—Mbni que was shaped nmore or less like a

chessman with arnms, |like a pawn or a queen or a knight. The exact appearance
of

her humanoi d head and arns was somet hing she could tweak according to the
realtime situation. But when Mnique rel axed, |ike now, she |ooked Aztec.

Moni que' s di sk-shaped plastic foot had ridges on the bottom piezoplastic

i mpolex ridges that could ripplingly glide Mnique across |evel surfaces.

For

nore rapid progress or on an irregular terrain, Mnique could hop. If the

ut nost

speed was called for, she could flip her body out of the "chess man" node and



go
over into another of her body's stable attractor nodes, a node in which she
could fly. In this alternate "pelican" node, Monique becane a set of great
flapping wi ngs attached to a tapered bi g-eyed body resenbling the brown

pel i cans
who dive for fish along the Santa Cruz coast.
Moni que' s tissues had at | east three other basic attractor nodes as well: the

spread-out "puddl e" shape she used for soaking up sun, the seagoing "shark"
shape, and the rarely used "rocket" shape that noldies could use to fly back
and

forth between the Earth and the Mbon, not that a noldie |like Mnique had any
desire to go to the Mbon with its fanatic | oonie nol dies.

The changes between body nodes coul d happen quite abruptly, like a structure
of

springs and dowels that snaps into a new position if you pull one of its
armatures just so—tike the Zeeman Catastrophe Machine of the 1970s, which was
an

educational toy made out of cardboard, paper clips, and rubber bands that
woul d

unexpectedly and catastrophically (in the technical chaos-theoretical sense
of

the word) snap into one of two different positions, depending on how you
mani pul ated it. |magi ne being able to change your body into a rug or a bird or
a

fish or a spaceship sinply by pretzeling yourself into a peculiar yoga

posi tion.

Mol di es coul d!

The pelican shape was Mnique's favorite. There was not hi ng Mni que enjoyed
nor e

than gliding high in the sky above the cliffs and the crashing sea of
Mont er ey

Bay, with the algae in her wings feasting on the inpartially free energy of

t he

sun. She'd been out flying with Andrea and Xl otl yesterday, in fact. But now
t oday here Mnique was, cleaning roons and keepi ng the books for a flesher
motel. It was fully a xoxxox bumer, and all just to have a baby?

There was a rappi ng noi se from Room 3D, two doors down. A gangly young nan
was

st andi ng behind the sliding door and knocking on the glass with his ring, one
of

t hose heavy high school rings with a hollow, or hologram of a rose or a
skul |

or a school nascot inside the cheaply doped stone. The nan gestured for

Moni que

to come into his room He wore a white plastic shirt and gray slacks. Nboni que
made a qui ck nental check of the registration records and found that the man
was

naned Randy Karl Tucker and that he was occupying the room al one.

Moni que junped to the conclusion that Tucker was a cheeseball, a person given
to
havi ng sex with nol dies. A cheeseball was not a high-class kind of person by
any

means. The nane had to do with the fact that noldies didn't snell very good.
Dependi ng on the exact strains of fungi and al gae that a given noldie

i ncorporated, the smell night resenble mldewed socks or brussels sprouts or
an

aggressively ripe cheese. The nost noticeabl e conmponent of Moni que's sachet

was

a tangy iodine smell suggestive of fecal black nuck fromthe Santa Cruz

har bor



fl oor.

It went without saying that a noldie's intelligent, malleable flesh could
provide a very unique multipronged personal massage for those hunmans who
sought

sex in strange forms. The unnatural ness of the act was of appeal to certain
i ndi vidual s; indeed the very reek of a noldie was sonething that nopst
cheesebal | s found powerfully arousing. Sad to say for the nen of this world,
cheesebal | s were al nost al ways mal e.

Behi nd the gl ass door of Room 3D, Tucker formed a cozening, hunorless snile
and

wi nked at Moni que. He had prom nent cheekbones and thin lips; he | ooked like
a

country hick. The sly, insistent way that he kept crooking his finger nmade it
seem al nost certain that he was a cheesebal | .

As it happened, when Mnique, Xl otl, and Andrea had been out flying
yest er day,

Andrea had tal ked to the younger nol di es about cheeseballs. Andrea had sone

very
definite i deas about how to handl e them
"Persuade the cheeseball to accompany you to an isolated setting," intoned

Andrea, who'd recently started talking |like an engineer or, of all things, a
robot. In the past she'd used the gaseous verbiage of the King Janes Bible,

t he

Book of Mrnon, and the Koran, but these days she nodel ed her speech patterns
on

the style of science journals. "Encourage the cheeseball to initiate mating
behavi or and then supply genital stimulation until the cheeseball is

t hor oughl y

distracted. At this point extrude a long tendril fromyour body mass and use
rapi d, decisive notions to encircle the cheeseball's neck with the tendril

I mredi ately tighten the tendril in the fashion of a noose, so as to produce a
cessation in the cheeseball's respiration.”

"You choke himto death? You just snuff himpronto?" asked Xl otl. Each noldie
based its speech patterns on sone different database. Wiile Andrea had filled
herself with science witing, Xl otl had steeped hinself in hard-boiled
detective

novel s and gangster filmnoirs.

"By no neans," said Andrea. "The goal is to render himunconscious so that
you

can operate on his brain. During the interval that you are constricting his
throat, you nmust nonitor his pulse, taking care that it does not becone too
sl ow

or too irregular. Allow himto respire small amounts of air as needed
Meanwhi | e

you el ongate your tendril and insert its tip into his left nostril."

"Eeew, " said Monique. "Guh-ross. | mean like what's in his nose?" She had
nodel ed her speech on the bubbly, questioning Valley Grl slang of the
|ate-twentieth century. They were hovering on the thermals off the cliffs
north

of Santa Cruz, all three of them snapped into pelican node, talking in the
shrill, conpressed chirps of encrypted sound that noldies could use to speak
with each other. The noldies were |like great birds, squawki ng hi gh above the
craw i ng, wrinkled sea—yet to each other, they sounded |ike peopl e talking.

"One of the weakest spots in a flesher's skull is the upper nasal sinus," old
Andr ea expl ai ned. "Adjacent to the ocular orbit. This is where you nust punch
through with your tendril. At this point you will have free access to his
brai n.

And you give hima thinking cap."

"Gripes! A brain control!" exclaimd Xl otl

"Your thinking cap will live in his skull like the pith on a nut inits



hul I, "
sai d Andrea, cackling and flappi ng her wings. "The cap functions as an 1/0O

por t

or like an internal uvvy. Once he has your thinking cap, the cheeseball is
your

peri pheral device."

"This sounds totally hard, Andrea," said anxious Monique. "I'd be freakin'.
What

if I don't choke himenough? And then I'mall 'Were's the weak spot?" | am
so

sure. And how am | supposed to know how to |ike hook a thinking cap into somne
pervo fl esher's brain?"

"Come close, children," said Andrea. "I can give you copies of the full specs
for a human brain interface. Make a physical contact with me for direct
transm ssion. "

The three soaring pelicans brushed wi ngs, and Andrea downl oaded a petabyte of
i nformation to each of the younger noldies. Thanks to the conductive polyners
which filled their plastic tissues, noldies could conmmunicate

el ectromagnetically as well as by sound.

"Andrea, have you ever really done it? Tell ne true," sang Mnique after
storing

the info.

"Yes, | have given thinking caps to two cheeseballs in the past,"” said

Andr ea.

"I refer of course to Spike Kinball and Abdul Quayoom-ef whom | have often
spoken. As ny servants, these nen left their fanmlies and their old |ives.

Al

of their assets and possessions were |liquidated, with the full proceeds being
given to nme. By use of these resources, | have been able to purchase
rejuvenation treatnents as well as to buy the impolex necessary to bring you
and Xanana into the world, Mnique."

Spi ke Kinmball had been a muscul ar Mornmon m ssionary who' d asked Andrea for
sex

t hree years ago, and Abdul Quayoom had been an Islamc rug progranmmer who'd
approached Andrea three years before that. If they'd been smarter, instead of
trying to have sex with Andrea, they woul d have burned her in a puddl e of

al cohol

"So what do you do with a mark after you bleed himdry?" asked Xl otl. "Mke
hi m

shoot hinmsel f? Have hi m swan-dive off a building to cave in his skull?"

"The direct control of a cheeseball nust be of limted tenporal duration,"”
sai d

Andrea. "Qtherw se the danger of discovery beconmes too great. And it is

i ndeed

essential that the cheeseball be termnated in such a way that no trace of

t he

user's thinking cap can be found in his remains. Do you want to hear what |
did

to Quayoom and Ki nbal | ? About how | hel ped themfollow their death angels

Mor oni

and Izra'il into the beyond?"

"Ch yes," cried Mnique and Xl otl .

"I directed themeach to swima mle out into the ocean at night and tread
wat er

there until hypothernia enabled themto drown. Once the subject had
experienced

brain death, | had my thinking cap cram out of his nose and swmlike a fish
to

nmeet ne, waiting upon the shore."

"Whoah, that's cold," said Mnique.



"Many fleshers would treat us with equal severity," said Andrea primy. "And
renenber, dear Mnique, it is only by these neans that | was able to acquire
sufficient resources to continue ny life after having given birth to you and
Xanana. Wul d you deny your own nother the chance to rejuvenate hersel f?

Mol di e

flesh is exorbitantly precious. Certainly you wouldn't want to stoop to
victim zing other noldies instead of fleshers. |I've heard that's what the

| ooni e

nol di es do. You wouldn't want to be |like them"

So when the hillbilly cheeseball solicited Mnique fromthe door of Room 3D
she

started thinking about giving hima thinking cap—thinking a mile a mnute.
Shoul d she? Coul d she? Dare she try?

Just then Xlotl's voice spoke up in Mnique's head. "Tinme for |unch break
baby.

Meet ne down at the beach?" The Los Trancos Taco Bar liked Xl otl to take an
hour

or nore off around noon, so that his presence wouldn't repel people wanting
to

have lunch. In principle, Xlotl could have seal ed his pores and becone nearly
odor | ess, but human prejudice ran deep. It was better not to have himin the
pl ace when a | ot of folks were eating.

"Total ly," thought back Monique. "There's sonmething | want to discuss with
you

in person.” Due to the irredeemabl e prom scuity of electromagnetic radiation
no

uvvy link could be secure enough for planning nurder

Moni que waved enticingly to the cheeseball behind his green-and-red-stickered
wi ndow gl ass, then fl ounced down the stairs to Beach Street.

A nmol die bus full of tourists went quietly pattering past, followed by five
nol di es acting as rickshaws and carrying individual people. Monique boi nged
around them chirping hellos to the ones that she recogni zed, and then she
was

on the beach. Looking up the hill toward the Los Trancos Taco Bar, Moni que
coul d

see her darling husband hopping toward her. Xl otl resenbled his w fe

Moni que—he

was shaped |ike a coppery Aztec chessman with a nouth like a purple slash in
hi s

face.

He bounced right into Mnique, whooping wildly, and they wapped their arns
around each other and went rolling down toward the water. They canme to rest
at

surf's edge and lay there withing in a sexual enbrace, each of them pushing
branching tendrils deep and deeper into the other's body.

Moni que | oved the intimate sensation of having herself in Xlotl and Xl otl in
her. They were linked up like fractal puzzle pieces, with as nuch of their
surfaces in contact as possible. In the deepest cracks of their |inkage,
their

ski ns opened up so that their bodies could exchange small wet seeps of

i m pol ex,

carrying along cells of their symbiotic fungi and al gae. The nore often two
nol di es enmbraced in this sexual manner, the nore their bodies came to
resenbl e

each ot her.

The pl easure of contact reached an intense crescendo—an orgasm really—-and

t hen

the nol di es slipped into puddl e shapes so that their al gae could soak up as
nmuch

sun as possi bl e.



"Ch, that was yummy," sighed Monique. "W're getting so tight with each

ot her,

Xlotl. If we can buy the impolex, we'll be ready to have a baby soon."
After having sex enough times, two noldies would buy the necessary im pol ex
plastic for a new body and fuck it into newlife, creating a child infused
with

some conbi nation of the parents' |ichens and software. The plastic was
expensi ve

and coul d only be purchased fromone of two or three | arge hunman-run
conpani es

wi th noney earned (or stolen) fromthe fleshers. Like it or not, the noldies
and

the fleshers were uneasily allied, even though sone nol di es were capabl e of

i nvadi ng human brains and some humans were willing to burn noldies in pools
of

al cohol

"It's gonna take a while to earn the dough, what with the crummy wages we're
getting," chirped Xl otl cozily. "But we're having fun anyway, ain't we?" The
foam | apped about them and Xl otl snuggl ed hi nsel f agai nst Moni que, maki ng
sure

that they touched all along the edge that separated their two puddl es. For a
nmonent Mbonique slipped into sleep and started to dream About whal es. But then
a

bol d wave spl ashed her and she was back awake. Sonething was wong...oh yes.

"Xlotl, omgod, | forgot to tell you! This cheeseball in Room3D is |ike

com ng

on to me?"

"No ki ddi ng? A cheesebal | ?"

"For sure. |I'mabout to |like clean the room and he's standing there behind

t he

gl ass waving to me. Beckoning me? Just then you called and | janmred down here.

I

don't want to go back."

"Aw, go on in there and take himfor every cent he's worth, Mnp. Andrea

t aught

us howto do it yesterday."

"I"mscared. And, Xlotl, don't you think it's a negative thing to trash a
dook' s

brain and then make himlike die? | mean of course it's only a flesher...but
don't you ever flash that information is sacred? Even a fl esher cheeseball's
brai n?"

"Honey, it balances out. A dog is sacred, a DIMis sacred. Everything' s
sacr ed.

But with this mark's noney we can have a child right away and use our own
noney

to get ourselves retrofits. Like Andrea does. Hell, we can have two, three
children and rejuvenate ourselves if your dook is well fixed. Al this fine
nol di e consci ousness for the cost of one less flesher? 1'd call that a net
gain

of information. Move in on him baby!"

"I'"'mlike undecided? Let's fab about sonething else. How s Los Trancos today?"
"Same sleazy dive. This nmorning | had to goose the | oaf of wendy neat with

hormones to make it grow faster. Al the tourists are gobbling it. | think

t hey

ain't got that brand outside of California yet."

"And wendy neat is human flesh!" exclained Mnique. "It's all cloned fromthe
same cells as that Wendy Mooney who's in the ads. | thought there was sone
heavy

human taboo about canni balism”
"Fl eshers will eat anything, Monique. They're like | obsters. How do you know



t he

worman in the ad is the actual Wendy Money anyhow?"

"Tre told ne. He just hel ped Apex | mages design a wendy neat ad—the big one
down

at the Boardwal k?"

Moni que and Xl otl laid back down in the shallow, |apping surf, enjoying the
warnth of the sun and the cool ness of the water. Xlotl formed a cavity in his
flesh, filled it with water, and sprayed it up overhead |like a fountain.

Moni que

engul fed an even bi gger amount of water and sprayed higher than him Then

br eak

tinme was over and the two nol dies shared a |ast intinmate enbrace.

Just then a little boy stopped to stare at Monique and Xl otl.

"Lookie, Paw, it's two noldies fucking!" he bawed. "I'll try and kill 'em™
The

child picked up a stick and poked it into Xlotl. Hard. Xl otl pinched off his
skin around the puncture before he lost nmuch cell tissue, and then he tw sted
around so that he flipped into the shape of an angry chessman, with the stick
still protruding fromhis chest.

"You want nme to bust your sack for good, you twerp?" snarled Xl otl, rearing
up

like a six-foot nightnmare centaur. He pushed the stick out of his flesh so
hard

that it flew past the boy's head |ike a viciously hurl ed boonerang.

The kid took off crying, only to return a nmonent later with his father in tow
"What are you scummy nol di es doi ng out here?" asked the man. Mni que junped

up
i nto her chessman node as wel|.
"This is a public beach, dook," said Xlotl. "And we're citizens."

"Hell you are," said the man, not drawi ng any closer. He was bal di ng and
paunchy, w th sunburned pale skin. "You | eave nmy kid alone or else." He

t ur ned

and noved back off down the beach. The little boy followed his dad, turning
once

to give Xlotl the finger.

"Fl eshers," said Xlotl. "Why can't we ever get away fromthen? Way can't we
kill

themal | ?"

"It wouldn't work," said Mnique. "You know that. You can't ever kill all of
anyt hi ng. "

"The fleshers killed all of the boppers in 2031, didn't they?" said X otl.
"Wth

chipnold. All we need is a really good plague germto kill off all the
humans. "

"They didn't really kill the boppers. Lots of the bopper software still Iives
on

in us. The chipnold just hel ped the boppers nove to a new platform Al at
once.
And really, Xlotl, you know that if the noldies start a biol ogical war

agai nst

the fleshers, the fleshers will come back at us with sone really sick

di sease.

Everyone knows that. It's live and let live."

"Al so known as a nutual -assured destruction,” said Xlotl. "Thank God for the

Mol die Citizenship Act. Now what about this cheeseball situation. You ain't
gonna punk out, are you? Get mad! Thi nk about the kid who poked ne."
"Maybe—why don't | go get a pep talk fromMom | think she said she was gonna
get high and Iie out in front of the Boardwal k today."

"Shaped |i ke the Koran or the Book of Mdirmn? O maybe |ike the fuckin' works
of



Shakespeare! "

"Li ke the Bible. Remenber? Andrea's into Christianity these days. She's all—=
Moni que broke into | aughter, threw back her head, and delivered a

pi t ch- perfect

imtation of her nother's tones: " 'l aminterested in a relationship with a
Cod-fearing Christian man.' "

Xl otl nodded thoughtfully. "Andrea will get you to go through with it. If she
don't take the job herself. I'lIl cool ny heels at Los Trancos—with my uvvy

t uned

for you. Squawk if you need nuscle.”

"Wavy, darling. Wsh nme luck." Mnique bounded down the beach toward the
Boar dwal k.

She stayed at the edge of the surf, where the glistening wet sand was the
firmest. Sone of the people she passed smiled and nodded, while others
frowned

and | ooked away. One guy—the father of the boy Xl otl had frightened—stood up
and

shouted, "Go back to the Mon!" He was hol ding a beer

I nstead of bouncing on farther, Mnique stopped short and faced him He was
sitting on a blanket with his wife and another coupl e under an oversized
beach

unbrella. Their pale, weedy kids grubbed in the sand around them

"I"ve never been to the Mowon," shouted back Mnique. "Wy don't you get out

of

nmy town?"

"Fuck you!" hollered the man.

"Where do you want it?" screeched Mnique, phallically thrusting her arm "In

your nose or up your ass?" She bounced nenacingly toward the man. He sat down
and gestured weakly for Monique to go away.

In a few m nutes Monique drew even with the Santa Cruz Boardwal k, a classic
seasi de anusenent park. Al day long, the students, noldies, farmwrkers,
surfers, and homel ess stoners of Santa Cruz streaned through the Boardwal k,
diluting the valleys and Heritagi sts enough so that the place was never
whi t ebread dull. The Boardwal k was si x bl ocks I ong and half a bl ock thin.
Despite the nane, the grounds were paved with concrete.

Moni que went up fromthe beach onto the Boardwal k near the main snack bar

whi ch

had Tre's huge new ad for wendy neat on di splay overhead. The ad was a vast
transl ucent holl ow made up of seven kinds of funny-shaped creatures pecking
each

other's butts and heads and adding up to an image of an inpossibly beautified
man and wonman whose expressions kept cycling through an ever-escal ati ng but
never repeating spiral of joy. The man was nodel ed on ex-Senator Stahn Mboney
and the woman on his w fe Wendy Mooney, sexily wearing nothing but her Happy
Cloak. It was a fascinating thing to ook at, like an i mense

t hr ee- di mensi ona

nosai ¢ of pastel chunks. The shapes of the chunks were based on a

f our - di mensi onal Perplexing Poultry philtre which Tre had di scovered in July.
Moni que had helped Tre a bit with the final conputations for the ad, and it
made

her proud to see it.

As Moni que crossed the Boardwal k, somebody m stook her for a worker and asked
her where to get ride tickets. Mnique pointed to the ticket kiosk and

not orvated on past it, snoothly rolling the ripples of her base.

On the sidewal k outside the Boardwal k was Mni que's not her Andrea, spread
softly

out on the pavenent |ike a Colorado River toad, but a toad in the shape of a
gi ant book |ying open on the ground. The Good Book. Big gothic letters
scrol | ed

across the two exposed pages. Just now the letters read THOU SHALT NOT HATE



MOLDI ES

"Ml di es are sentient beings with genuine religious inpulses," intoned

Andr ea.

"I"'minterested in pursuing a dialogue on this issue. Especially with single
men! "

"Mom " said Mnique in an encrypted chirp. "One of these days a Heritagi st
tourist is going to pour alcohol on you and light you. A lot of Heritagists
are

Christians. Do you really think they dig seeing you like inmtate their sacred
book?"

"Greetings, Mnique," squawked Andrea cheerfully. "I amin an ecstatic state
of

consci ousness today. A potent yttriumytterbiumtw st conpound was provi ded
to

me this nmorning by Cousin Emuline. It's made right here in California, they
cal |

it betty, I don't know why, maybe because betty is al nbst ytterbium spelled
backward, well that would be nuibretty. Mnique, your nother is lifted on
fine,

fine muibretty betty. But what is your request, mny dear daughter?"”

"I wanted to fab about this cheeseball who's after nme? I"'mtrying to get like
stoked to give hima thinking cap?"

"You can do it, Monique, you can!"

"I"'mscared. And it seems wong."

"Accept your sensations of fear, Mnique, but don't |let them dom nate your
behavi or. Remenber that your attack rmust be abrupt and decisive, otherw se—=
"Qt herw se what ?" asked Moni que nervously.

"Cousin Emuline told me a runor that soneone is abducting nol di es and

shi ppi ng

themto the Mbon. My hypothesis is that it's the Heritagists working with the
| ooni e nol dies. Yes yes, those greedy | oonie noldies are capabl e of anything.
Emuline and | think they're getting their hired goon Heritagist friends to
ensl ave moldies with a new kind of |eech-DI Mcalled superl eeches."

"What ' re t hey?"

"I"ve told you about the old | eech-DI Ms. They jam a noldie's normal thinking
process. It's a bit like being asleep and on the whole a rather pleasantly

st ony

ride, I'mtold—dnless sone flesher slits you open and sells your canote to

t he

spor e- heads and your impolex to the Mon. Your boss Terri's father used to
be

into that, by the way, which is why we executed hi mnot that you should ever
ever mention this to Terri. The new superl eeches are much worse than the old
| eech-DI Ms. Enuline says a superleech is like a reverse thinking cap, like a
psychi ¢ cage that—=

Three wel | -dressed California tourists had stopped to stare at Andrea. They
wer e

a yuppi e nother, father, and daughter

"What's that thing supposed to be?" asked the nother

"I amthe Bible," said Andrea in a sweet, reasonable voice. "The Good Book of

your Savior. I'minterested in pursuing a dialogue on religious issues."
"Look, it has witing onit," said the little girl. "It says, 'Love thy
nol di e

as thyself.' "

"Don't get close to it," cautioned the father. "It mght try and get
sonet hi ng

fromyou. Everything that has anything to do with religion sucks, Susie. You
m ght as well know that right now Let's go look at the rides." They wandered
of f.

"Why do you do this anyway, Andrea?" asked Moni que.



"To foster an enhanced peace and understandi ng between the species, ny child.
And to neet a cheeseball Christian man | can rob and kill."

"Well, | think you're crazy."

"The Bi bl e says, 'Honor thy father and nother,' " said Andrea. "Quite
reasonabl e. Now you go and do what you're supposed to do. And use extrene
caution. Did | tell you I'mway lifted on betty? Yes. | can al nost see
creatures

in the sky, even now as | speak. Creatures from other worlds."

Andrea flipped a few pages of her Bible body and called out a greeting to
anot her group of tourists. They ignored her and wal ked on

"Has it ever occurred to you that everything is alive, ny child?" nused
Andr ea.

"Information is everywhere. Information rains down upon us fromthe heavens
in

the formof cosmc rays. In ny exalted nental state, | can feel them Oooh
Umm Ooooh. Aaaaaaah."

"Mom are you sure that rare-earth stuff isn't bad for you?"

"Al'l known life processes end in death, Mnique. In an

i nformati on-theoretica

sense, becoming repetitious is |ike dying even before your body goes. You
have

to trade off some risk to your body in order to enhance the action of the
m nd

And in your case, you have a very dangerous and very specific nission for

t oday.
Don't avoid it."
"Wavy, floatin', I'll go for it. Bye."

Back up on the | ower wal kway of the Cearlight Terrace Court Mtel, there was
no

visible action in Room 3D. But Monique had a feeling that her cheeseball was
still in there.

She stretched her neck out backward over the balcony Iike a comic book

Pl astic

Man, |ooking to nmake sure that Tre or Terri weren't in sight. Thanks to the
contractible polyners in her piezoplastic impolex body, Mnique could
stretch

and bend her body at will—-although it took a ot of energy to stay in any
position other than one of her stable attractor nodes, such as the chessnman
or

t he peli can.

There was no sign of Tre or Terri. Terri had probably gone out surfing,

| eavi ng

Tre in the office playing with his uvvy. Just to nmake sure about Tre, Nbnique
made an uvvy call to him She found Tre's icon in the mdst of a weird

four - di mensi onal col | age of warped ani mal shapes: his new uvvy philtre.

"Yaar, Mnique," said the Tre icon, noticing her. "lIs everything wavy?"

"Just fine," said Mnique. "I'mback frombreak and I'lI|l be done cleaning the
rooms in a half hour or so. | wanted to tell you that we need to order nore
soap

today. You'll have to authorize a paynent."

"Floatin'," said Tre. "And conme on up to the office later if you could. Terri

wants us to start fabulating about painting the buildings. And there's sone
other stuff we gotta fab about. Sonme of it's gogo, some of it's kilpy."

"I surf all, Tre," said Mnique pleasantly. "Delish!"

After signing off with Tre, Monique used part of her conputational space to
follow the data threads that |led out of the registration information she had
on

Randy Karl Tucker in Room 3D. He was a native of Shively, Kentucky,

twenty- one

years old, unmarried, and with a good bank bal ance. Apparently he'd been



overseas recently, but Mnique wasn't able to access any information about

t he

trip; this part of Tucker's data trail had been covered with a security |ock
The npst salient point was that Tucker had nore than enough noney to pay for
t he

plastic for a child. Randy the redneck seened like just the kind of victim
Andrea had told her to | ook for.

Moni que glided over to Randy Karl Tucker's door and knocked. He opened it,
and

Moni que manmboed on in. The roomsnelled |ike Tucker's breath. Tucker's uvvy
was

sitting on his desk, projecting a hollow of a pornographi c soap opera.

"Yaar there," said Mnique, synthesizing the sounds on a fluttering nenbrane

near the back of her nouth cavity. "l saw you, um gesturing to ne before? Is
there something | can like do for you?"
Tucker's thin nouth I engthened in a sly, lustful smle. "I knowed you'd cone

back. That's why | been settin' here a-waitin'. Just close the door to begin
with, you little stinker. And pull the drapes. Before we start a-carryin’
on."

He was cl ean-shaven, and his eyes were flat and pale. Two women on the porno
soap were arguing over a boyfriend.

"I"'mnot sure | can help you, sir," said knowi ng Moni que, sliding the door
closed and pulling the curtain across it. "Terri Percesepe, she's the manager
here, she was just telling nme this norning that it's not proper for nme to
have

any kind of intimacy with the guests. 'The Cearlight Terrace Court Mtel is
a

pl ace for whol esone famly fun.' Those were Terri's exact words." Mbni que set
her arms akinbo, flexed the erectile tissues of her breast nounds, and
waggl ed

the hiplike swelling bel ow her waist. "So, um like what is it that you want
fromme, country boy?" She pouted out her |ips and giggled.

"I.." Moving as stagily as one of the actors on the soap, Tucker paused to take
a

slurp froma cardboard cup of coffee printed with the |ogo of the Daffo Del
down on Beach Street. He | ooked solemly up fromhis cup, only to lose his
conposure and break into a cackle at Moni que's beckoning gyrations, for now

Moni que was milling her arms and flinging themout |ike a pom pom cheerl eader
"You're a peppy hunk o' cheese, ain't you," said Tucker. "To hell w th what
your

boss says, Monique. You show ne a good tinme, and |I'Il pay you plenty."

Moni que undul ated forward across the notel rooms carpeted fl oor, standing

ri ght

up agai nst the man, opening her skin fissures to rel ease an even headi er

m xture

of her bouquet. "Can you authorize a charge to your account now, Randy?"

" How?"

"I"'mthe bookkeeper as well as the maid, M. Tucker. WII you authorize the
charge?" Mbni que reached out and undid one of the buttons of his |ong-sleeved
white plastic shirt. His gray pants and bl ack plastic belt were as

cheap-1 ooki ng

as the shirt. His hair was short and unclean. His thin skin was spotty from
acne

and a faded tan, and Moni que could see his faintly pul sing blue veins beneath
the skin's surface. His nose was a bit crooked, and he had a | arge Adam s
appl e.

"Um all right," the man munbled reluctantly. "But put it down as, as..
"Il just average it into your like roomrate?" said Mnique. "It won't
show.

But you have to conme out and say just what it is that you want nme to do."



Moni que smiled hugely and rel eased a cloud of spores. "So that you can't
franme

me for prostitution. In case you're a like Heritagist? So now please tell ne
what you want, Randy."

"I want you to blow ne, damm it. And what's wong with Heritagists anyway?"
"That's what you are?"

"I ain't sayin' that | hold their beliefs. But | knowed a few of 'em back in
Shively. The Heritagi sts have done nme sonme good fromtine to tine."

"What woul d they think about your wanting to have sex with a nol di e?"

Tucker sighed. "They'd understand it perfectly—why the hell you think they
tal k

about it so nuch? I'mway past that |loser guilt shit, Mnique. Al the things
|'ve done—t's hard to believe |"'monly twenty-one." Tucker stared intensely
at

Monique, as if trying to read her mnd. Finally he reached sonme interna

deci sion and | ooked away. "Let's just say |I'ma peculiar man, and | got ny
needs. Can we git started now?"

"Love to," said Monique dryly. She finished unbuttoning Randy's shirt, and
now

she undid his pants. She paused, |ooking at him He was weedy and thin, but
with

a certain amount of nuscle. She was going to have to be sure to get a tight
choke hold on himwhen she went up his nose and punched into his cranium
Now he lay back on his bed and Moni que pressed against him letting her

ti ssues

flow and reshape to nold thenselves so as to fully envel op Randy's private
parts. Sexually, it meant no nore to her than pushing a wheel barrow woul d
nean

to a human. Moni que set up some caressing rhythms, trying to rock the weight
up

to speed.

VWhi | e Tucker wheezed and twi tched in nounting excitenent, Monique set her

ri ght

forefinger to growing like a vine. She twined it up al ong Tucker's torso and
wrapped it once around his neck

Feeling leery of starting to choke Tucker right away, Mnique went ahead and
slid the tip of her four-foot-long finger into Tucker's nose, at the sane
tine

setting some chaotic ripples onto his genitals. But now, instead of |ying
back

in blind ecstasy, Tucker suddenly sat up and started clawing at his face and
neck.

"What the hell you think you're doin' in ny nose, bitch? Thought you'd give ne
a

t hi nking cap, didn't you!" Weirdly enough, he sounded not so much angry as
excited, and he nmade a rattling noise that sounded al nost |ike a cackle.

Moni que tightened herself around his neck as much as possi bl e and punched her
tendril with all her might against the spot high up at the back of Tucker's
nose. But it wouldn't give!l She punched and punched again, but it was |ike
Tucker's skull was patched with titaniplast or sonethi ng—Mni que couldn't get
in!

And now Tucker had worned his right hand between Moni que's noose and his

t hr oat

and she couldn't choke himanynmore. Wth his left hand, he yanked Mni que's
tendril out of his nose. He got to his feet and started kicking at Monique's
body. Moni que squeezed his testicles so hard that he screanmed and fel

si deways,

crashing into the desk and pl opping the uvvy and its hol ograms to the fl oor
This was turning into a full-scale disaster. If Mnique ran off now, Tucker
woul d tell people about Mnique's attack on himand she'd be hunted down and



exterm nated. She had to finish himoff

Tucker was on his back now, and Monique was on his nude body |ike a savage
vampire slug. There was a fight scene playing on the hollow too, which seened
to

be drowni ng out Tucker's cries so far. Or nmaybe all the people in the nearby
roonms were out on the beach where they bel onged, instead of |urking inside
waiting to have sex with a noldie like this skungy Heritagi st bastard—
Tucker had hold of his travel bag now and was funbling to unlatch it. A gun?
A

gun couldn't hurt a noldie. Wth his left armout of the way, Mbonique was
free

to shove a fat tendril down his throat. She'd been on the point of calling
Xl ot

for help, but now she was sure she was going to win. There was a good weak
spot

in the skull right behind the roof of the flesher's nmouth, and it wasn't

ar nor ed

like the spot in his nose. Bye, flesher. But just as Mnique began to push,
somet hi ng | eaped out of Tucker's suitcase and sl apped up agai nst her—-and
everyt hi ng changed.

Instead of being on top of the struggling Randy Karl Tucker, Nbni que was
curled

up on the fl oor beside him Hi s voice was inside her, whispering to her. She
could make no nove w thout his perm ssion. Even her thoughts were not fully
her

own.
"Yeah, you just lay still for now, Mbonique," Randy said, getting to his feet.
"Nice li'l tussle you put up there."

Alively little two-1egged impolex creature was strutting back and forth on
t he

floor like a chicken. It was the thing that had junped at Moni que. "Back in
t he

bag, Wlla Jean," Randy told it. "You done good. You pasted that superleech
on

her just in time." He coughed and went into the bathroomto drink some water
The chicken stood there staring at Mnique. It had a fuzzy purple patch on
its

back. It noved tentatively closer and gave Mnique's face a gentle peck, then
a

harder one, gougi ng out and absorbing a little strip of Mnique' s imn polex.
"Back in the bag, WIlla Jean," repeated Randy, com ng out of the bathroom
"Now. " The creature hopped into Randy's bag and he closed it back up

Randy dug in his pocket and exami ned a couple of small purple patches of

i m pol ex he found there. Then he picked up the room s uvvy and call ed
somneone,

using a voi ce connection al one.

"Aar bi e? Randy here, ole son. Got ne one. How soon can y'all get the boat out
t here? Copacetic. I'mstartin' now " He turned off the uvvy.

"We goin' for a swim" Randy told Mnique, this tine w thout speaking out

| oud.

"We' Il wal k outside and you'll rickshaw me down to the cliff at Steaner Lane.
Ve

gonna step lively so your boss don't stop us."

Moni que had a sudden hal |l uci nation of the seabed Iying all uncovered, wth
gasping fish lying on their sides and octopuses slithering about and great

wi ndrows of kelp filled with starfish of every color. She felt floppy and

wi t hout force; she felt like a jellyfish.

"Up and at 'em Monique." The voi ce goaded her upright, and she made her way
out

of Room 3D with Randy Karl Tucker cl ose behind.



Tre was sitting in front of the notel office, but Mnique wal ked right past
hi m

Randy had some brief discussion with Tre behind Moni que's back, and then
Randy

junped onto her, riding her like a beast of burden. They raced down the hil
to

the water's edge, then hurried the half mle north to Steamer Lane.

"Now you be a wetsuit for ne," Randy told her and forced Monique to flow out
around him forced his nasty body all the way inside her. They dove off the
cliff.

The wat er broke around Monique in a dizzying explosion of color and |ight.
She

was hal l uci nating again. A whirlw nd of pure energy boil ed around her and
through her. In the boiling she forgot herself entirely for a tinme and then
as

t he roar danped down, Mbnique realized she'd been swimm ng for ages; she
coul d

feel it fromthe fatigue in her body. The seabed | ooked odd; it was patterned
with a grid like a map, and the fish around her seened to have human faces.
In

t he sane dreany way, the kelp plants seened to be made of gears and netal
And then she stopped, and near her was a white boat. Sun-dappl ed wave crests
mar ched out to the horizon and suddenly she noticed somet hi ng amazi ng, a

gr eat

poi sonous green bul k hangi ng over the water near the boat, a spot she'd seen
but

not registered before. It was a great translucent green whal e hanging there
in

m dair, and now t hat Mnique saw it, the whale began to fall, its flukes
threshing the air. "You gonna follow that," said the eneny who was nestl ed

i nside her, and the whale junped backward in tinme, its great tapered tai
rising

up out of the water in an arc with the huge striped belly and giant nouth
com ng

after, the whale hanging there in the air, smling so strange and friendly

t hat

Moni que began to | augh and | augh. She | aughed so hard that her back split
open,

and the evil white worm man popped out of her and swamto the boat.
"Foll ow the whale," the man called, and now the dreany ghost of a whal e noved
forward again in tinme, diving into the water, sounding for the ocean's very
floor, with Mnique swinmrming after, sw mmng down and down toward the whale's
gl owi ng green light.

CHAPTER TWD

RANDY

SEPTEMBER 2048 - APRIL 2051

Randy Karl Tucker grew up near the D xie H ghway in tacky Shively, down in

t he

sout hwest corner of Louisville. About a century earlier, the D xie H ghway
had

been the main road into town fromthe arny base at Fort Knox, thirty mles
sout h

of Louisville, and Shively had been a place where soldiers would come to
taste

the cal m pl easures of civilian life—er to ganble at Churchill Downs and get
drunk and sleep with floozies. Many of the soldiers ended up marrying Shively
worren; over the years it becanme a solid little conmunity, with its full share



of

godless lowifes, professional Christians, and dazed white trash.

Randy' s not her Sue Tucker was bi, on the butch side, though cutely tonboyish
to

some mal e eyes. She was a master plunber with her own business that she ran
out

of her truck and her little house's garage. Mstly she did repairs, though
now

and then she'd do contract work for renodeling.

Sue didn't like to tal k about Randy's father, but children hear everything,
and

over the years Randy had | earned that his father had been a random guy who'd
happened to make it with Sue in the course of a big sex party at the La

M rage

Health Club in downtown Louisville on Hall oween, 2031. According to Sue, the
guy

had been masked behind a flickercl addi ng Happy C oak, disguised as a woman,
in

fact, and she'd never found out who he was.

There were nen around when Randy was quite young, but at the tine he entered
adol escence, Sue Tucker was in | eshian node. One of Sue's favorite
girlfriends

was a fenmre nanmed Honey Weaver—-a stocky bl eached-bl onde waitress with | arge
breasts and a weak chin. Soon after Randy's sixteenth birthday, Sue Tucker
sel ected Honey to be the one to instruct Randy Karl about sex, the idea being
that, as a | esbian, Honey would teach Randy a proper respect for wonen.
"Randy Karl," Sue said one Septenber afternoon in 2048 after com ng home to
find

Randy squirm ngly watching porno on the uvvy once again. "Turn off that kilp.
It's antiwonman."

"Ch, cone on, Sue." He always called his nother by her first nane. "It don't
hurt none. At least let ne do it till | need glasses.”" He was a

nmour nf ul -1 ooki ng

lad with a long, thin face. He hadn't gotten his growmh yet and was only a
little over five feet tall. He wore his hair in a flattop. He was dressed in
a

white T-shirt and khakis; the khakis had a nasty bulge in them from Randy's
wat ching the filth on the uvvy.

"Randy Karl, it's high tine you |l earned what's what. | want you to go on over
to

Honey Waver's right now "

"Huh? Wsat for?"

"She's having a problemw th her drain. You can fix that for her, can't you?"
Randy had often hel ped his nother on jobs, but this was the first tinme she'd
offered to let himgo out on his own.

"WIl | git paid union wage?"

"And then sone."

Randy put together a tool box and wal ked down the street to Honey' s—she |ived
t wo

and a half blocks away in a house exactly |like the Tuckers': a three-room
bungal ow with cheap ceranmi c siding and a concrete front stoop

Honey cane to the door in a | oosely fastened pink w apper.

"Ch, hi there, Randy. Sue told ne you were on your way. | just changed out of
ny

waitress clothes. Conme on in." As she opened the door, her wapper slid a bit
farther open, and Randy coul d see her bare breasts and a flash of her pubic
hair. "What you starin' at, boy?" said Honey with a gentle laugh. "Ain't you
never seen a |live wonman before?"

"I - choked Randy, setting down his box of tools with a clatter. "Honey, |—=
"You're all excited,” purred Honey. "You cute little thing." She stretched



out

her arms so that her wapper fell w de open. "Cone here, Randy. Hug nme and
ki ss

my tits."

Randy exulted in the snell and feel of Honey's pillow breasts, breasts that
snel l ed of sweat and perfume, breasts that rubbed Randy's face with stiff

ni ppl es. Honey snaked her hand down and undid Randy's pants. Before he knew
what

was happeni ng, she'd gotten out his stiff little dick and he'd cone off into
her

insistent, intimte fingers. He was so surprised and enbarrassed that he

bur st

into tears.

"There, there," said Honey, smling down at himand rubbing his spermonto
her

breasts. "That makes nice smpoth skin. | like mlking a little boy Iike you,
Randy Karl. Wbuld you like to see my vagi na?"
"Yes, Honey, | surely would."

"Kneel down on the floor in front of ne."

Randy knelt on the smooth plastic floor, and Honey stepped up cl ose to Randy
with her fragrant, bushy crotch right at the level of his face. She adjusted
her

legs a bit, straddling themw der, and now Randy could see the details of her
genitalia.

"Kiss ny pussy, Randy Karl. Lick on it all over."

Randy started in gingerly, but then Honey seized his head with both hands and
pressed his face tight between her |egs. Honey's slippery, soft tissues felt

[ uxurious, extravagant, intoxicating. Randy kissed and |icked and sucked and
nmoaned. Honey began a rapid rhythm c bucking of her pelvis against Randy's
nmout h, a bucking that cascaded into chaotic shudders. And then she sank down
to

the fl oor beside Randy.

Randy craw ed up onto Honey, hoping to sink his painfully stiff erection into
her —but she bal ked.

"I don't want no man's dick in ne never again, Randy Karl, not even yours."
She

sat up, looking a little dazed. Qutside it was dusk; the door was slightly

open,
and through the screen door Randy coul d see peopl e down on the sidewal k
passi ng

by. But the kitchen lights were off and the people couldn't see in. "If you
do

one nore favor for me, Randy, 1'Il mlk you off again."

"Sure, Honey. I'Il do anything you say. This is the nost fun | ever had." At

this nmoment Honey | ooked sublinely beautiful to Randy, even with the roll of
f at

at her waist and with her stark |ack of a chin.

"Wait right here.”

Honey went into her bedroom and got sonething. A long, soft, plastic thing in
the shape of a dick. It was dark blue with shifting highlights of gold.

"This here's nmy linpware dildo," said Honey. "Since I'ma dyke, | call it a
she.

Her nanme is Angelika. Angelika, this is Randy Karl Tucker. Randy, neet
Angel i ka."

The dildo twitched and sinpered in Honey's hand. It-she-actually had a little
voi ce. Randy recogni zed that Angelika was made of impolex with a DIM she
was

like a noldie, only not so smart. Randy had hardly ever seen any nol dies or
even

linpware in Shively before. There were enough militant Christian Heritagists



around to keep that kind of thing out of sight.

"Stick Angelika in me, Randy Karl," said Honey, |aying back on the floor
"It's

what your nmommy al ways does for ne. And get over on one side of me so's | can
reach your dick."

Angel i ka was lively and vibrant in Randy's hand. She humed as if in

pl easur abl e

anticipation. Noticing an odd snell, Randy held the dildo up to his nose and
sniffed it. The linpware gave off a gany fetid odor quite unlike Honey's

f unky

nusk.

"That's the way nol dies snell,’
first,

but later you get used to it. It's sexy! Spray out nore smell, Angelika!"
The dil do chirped and hissed, and the sharp noldie stink got ten tinmes
stronger.

Randy could feel his blood pounding in his tenples. He'd never been so

ar oused

in his entire life.

"Come on, Randy!" urged Honey. "We're still just gittin' started!"

Over and over for the next two years—the rest of his tine in high

school —Randy

kept com ng back for sex with Honey, and Honey kept thinking of new things
for

themto do. When she noticed how interested Randy was in seeing her go to the
bat hroom she bought a big nmoldie impolex sheet that Randy would |ie down on
naked while Honey urinated all over him especially on his face. The sheet's
name was Sanmi e-Jo

Randy' s grades dropped as he wandered around in a haze, continually thinking
of

things like the scent of Honey's hot urine mingled with the rank odor of
Sanmi e-Jo. He made sone halfhearted attenpts to date the girls he went to

hi gh

school with, but nothing could cone close to Honey Waver, Angelika, and
Sanmi e- Jo. Randy was becomi ng sexual |y addicted to im pol ex.

One of Honey's notives for the whole affair was to focus Sue Tucker's
attention

on Honey's sexuality. Honey loved to tell Sue all the intinmate details of
what

she did with Randy. At first Sue was conpul sively, unwhol esonely fascinated;
during those unpl easant nmonths Randy woul d sonetimes catch his nother

Honey explained. "It seens right nasty at

wat chi ng
himwi th a bright, quizzical expression. But finally Sue's notherly instincts
won out and she banished all interest in her son's sex life.

This turned out to be a net loss for Honey, because Sue's interest in Honey's
sexual ity got repressed right al ongside the visions of Randy servicing Honey.
Sue had several screami ng arguments with Honey on the uvvy before she could
get

Honey to stop calling her up with the latest details. After a year or so, the
irregular love triangle became so galling to Sue that she stopped talking to
Honey entirely.

In the spring of Randy Karl's senior year in high school, Sue flipped back to
being het. She started a steady relationship with an unpl easant, foppish man
naned Lewis. Lewis had a nustache grown out so long that it was possible to
twirl the ends, which was sonething Lewis frequently did. Lewis was a site
manager for the conpany buil ding London Earl Estates, a cut-rate housing
devel opnent in Ckal ona, Kentucky, twenty mles south of Shively. Sue was doing
a

| ot of the plumbing contracting at London Earl, which is how she net Lew s,
who



spent his days there in a trailer office. Lewis was a martinet and a
weakl i ng,

but Sue seemed to enjoy him She was quite a bit smarter than him and she
was

generally able to get himto do whatever she wanted himto.

As soon as Lewis moved in with Sue, he started pressuring Randy to | eave, but
Sue stuck up for her son. She nmoved Randy's roomout into the garage so Randy
and Lewis wouldn't get in each other's way so nmuch, and she began passing
Randy

all of her plumbing work other than the contracts out at London Earl Estates.
Randy al ready had his journeyman plunber certification, and she wanted himto
make master plunber before | eaving hone.

"Technol ogy can cone and go, Randy Karl," Sue liked to tell Randy. "But
peopl e

are always going to use pipes. These days we got soft pipes and smart pipes,
but

they're still pipes. There's no other way to nove water around, and nobody
knows

how to handl e pi pes except plunbers. Once you're a nmaster plunber, you're
fixed

for life."

Randy was happier than he'd ever been that spring. Hs sex thing with Honey
was

goi ng hot and heavy. And he made great noney after school and on the
weekends.

He was getting really good at the new plunbing technol ogies. His favorite was
t he pipe-gun that would grow a plastic pipe right under a house's crawl space,
a

snaky craw ing pipe that would zig and zag where you told it to. He |iked
l'iving

in the garage, and Sue was proud of how fast he was | earning.

The end to this gol den age came on June 20, 2050, the day after Randy

gr aduat ed

from hi gh school

Randy woke up late; it was nearly noon. Sonme of his classmates had thrown a
bi g

party after the graduation and for once they'd |l et Randy cone. He still felt
giddy fromthe beer, pot, bourbon, and snap he'd had the night before. Randy
wasn't used to drinking and dopi ng. How had he gotten hone? Ch yeah, he'd

wal ked, stopping every few bl ocks to puke into people's yards. Wat a toot!
He rolled over on his side, taking a mental inventory of hinself. He felt
pretty

good. He was all through with school. He sat up on the edge of his bed and

| ooked around the garage—at his dresser and desk sitting anong the drums of
raw

pi pe plastic and the cabinets of plunbing machine parts. H s clothes hangers
dangled froma wire slung up under the ceiling. Sue's truck and Lewi s's

hydr ogen

cycle were gone. Randy was all through with school. He had a stubborn
erection;

the sensory anplification of his hangover/stoneover nmade himriggish. He

deci ded

to go on over to Honey's; today was her day off.

Randy put on a sl eeveless T-shirt, baggy shorts, and plastic sandals. He ate
some mlk and bread out of his mother's fridge and anbl ed down the street

t owar d

Honey' s.

It was a hot Kentucky day, the air so thick with humdity that your skin got
slick with sweat if you noved fast. The cracks in the old concrete streets
and



si dewal ks were lush with weeds. Ghats whi ned everywhere. The weeds and the
bushes and grasses exuded a steany warnth. Each of the Shively houses was

j ust

like the one next to it, each the sane ceranic-coated box, each with a
slightly

different trimpattern around the front door

Honey was home all right, but when Randy wal ked in, she turned red-faced and
tearful. "Don't come near nme!" cried Honey. "No nore! Al themthings you and
nme

did was wrong, Randy Karl!"

"Now what are you tal kin' about, Honey? Are you mad Sue wouldn't let ne ask
you

to the graduation?"

"Everything we done was wong!" repeated Honey. "Especially the things with
Angel i ka and...and with Sammie-Jo. Dr. Dicky Pride at the Shively Heritage
House

told me so. Yes, when you and your manmma didn't ask ne to your graduation

| ast

night, I went to the service at the Heritage House. And now |'ve done been
born
again. | was up past mdnight with Dr. Pride a-prayin' over ne."

At first Randy thought Honey was playing with him and he began to beseech
her

and to abase hinself |ike she'd taught himto do. "Forgive me, Mstress
Honey.

Your will is my will. Do anything you like to me," said Randy, groveling at
her
feet and unzipping his fly. "But, um please do sonething. |I'm horny as hel

fromall that beer and snap | had | ast night."

"Only thing you and ne nmight ever do together again, Randy Karl Tucker, is
goi n'

to neetings over to the Shively Heritage House," said Honey, flouncing to the
other side of the roomand sitting down in a straight-backed chair with her
ar s

crossed. m t hrough bein' the goddamm Wore of Babylon. |'ve cl eansed ny
body's tenple."

"Umwhat about Angelika and Sanmmi e-Jo? Can | have 'en®"

"Dr. Pride said | should bring themto the Heritage House, but—yeah, you take
"em |'d be ashamed to bring themin. What if Dr. Pride asked me to hold them
up

and like go, '"This is nmy dildo that ny boy toy and his nomy and ne fucked
each

other with so many taahns, and this is the sheet | used to piss on himwth,

and— " Honey's voice broke into shrill brittle laughter—er was it tears? She
was still sitting in the chair across the room She stretched out her
trenbling

armto point at the closet where she kept her impolex sex toys. "Take 'em
t he

hell out of here right now, Randy Karl! Take 'emand git!" She began crying
hard, and Randy tried to pet her, but there was no way.

He took Sammi e-Jo and Angeli ka home and masturbated with them It was okay,
t hough nowhere near as hot as it had al ways been with Honey at the controls.
Angel i ka and Sanmm e-Jo weren't smart enough to be really fun. For the first
tine

Randy started wondering what it would be Iike to have sex with fully
intelligent

and autononmous nol dies instead of with these inipolex DI M equipped toys.
After

he'd cone, he washed Angelika and Samm e-Jo, let themlay out in the sun for
a



while, and then put themin the back of one of the cabinet drawers near his
bed

in the garage.

Randy kept on nooni ng around Honey's the rest of that sumrer—ow ng her | awn,
doi ng her dishes, anything at all—-but to no avail. The only thing Honey I|iked
to

do anynore was to go to neetings at the Shively Heritage House. So in August
Randy started going w th her

Randy was certainly no M. Sophisticated, but he'd never seen such a bunch of
| osers, geeks, and feebs as he found at the Heritage House neetings—all the
peopl e ravi ng about Jesus and the Heritage of Man and about how nuch t hey

hat ed

the nol dies. The Heritagists were highly exerci sed over the Ml die
Citizenship

Act that Senator Stahn Mboney of California had managed to railroad through
Congress back in 2038. Even though Money had been out of office for years
now,

Congress still hadn't nustered the will to repeal that hell acious

nol di e-1ovin

Act. What an outrage! Another big area of interest was, of course, all the
perverse permutations of sex nade possible by noldies, uvvies, and im pol ex.
Randy would try and catch Honey's eye sonetimes when Dicky Pride would go off
about nol di es and i m pol ex—Randy fondly renmenbering the steany sessions wth
Honey and her toys—but Honey would just |ook away. Her small mind had shifted
gears and there was nothing to do about it.

Meanwhi | e Randy was doi ng nore and nore plunbing. The custoners Sue had given
hi m were passing his nane on to their friends; he was known for doing fast,
solid work for the best price around. He was a whiz with the pipe-gun. But it
was getting really hard to live at home. Lewis was in his face all the tine,
acting |ike he was Randy's father or sonethi ng—ahat a joke. Lewi s had picked
up

some kind of drug habit, a cocaine anal og called pepp. Like coke, pepp had

t he

ef fect of making stupid people think they were smart. And the snarter Lewi s
felt, the nore insufferable he becane. It was time for Randy to nove out, but
now it turned out that Sue didn't want himto, and she was stalling on the
master plunber's certificate to keep Randy at hone.

At Christmas, Honey's nother in Indianapolis died of cancer, and Honey, the
sol e

child, noved there with her new Heritagist girlfriend Nita to take over her
nmot her's confortable estate: a paid-up retrofitted tract hone near the
Speedway

and a wel | -depl oyed range of cash credits on the $Web. Dr. Dicky Pride
alerted

t he I ndi anapolis branch of the Human Heritage Council, and they were prepared
to

wel cone the grieving Honey and Honey's conpanion with open arnmns.

When Randy heard Honey was noving, he went over to her house and asked her if
he

could leave town with her and Nita. But Honey chose to be a real bitch about
it.

"Face it, Randy, you was nothing nmore than ny boy toy. A kid | liked to piss
on.

Get over it. It was only because of Sue that you was inmportant to ne. And by
t he

way, you can tell Sue she's a cold-hearted xoxxin' bitch."

This was way too frank. Randy felt small and used, used and abused. Hs poor
young heart broke clean through that day, and it woul d never really hea
agai n.

What with his nonexistent social life and the bad situation at hone, Randy



kept

going to the Shively Heritage House neetings that winter. No matter what he
t hought about the Heritagists' beliefs, he had the ability to blend in wth
t hem

real well. He'd seen an uvvy show once about some beetles that live in
anthills

because they can trick the ants into feeding them The Heritage House was an
anthill Randy could live in.

Dr. Dicky Pride liked asking Randy to repair little things, and soon—t
wasn' t

clear which of themoriginally proposed it—br. Pride arranged for Randy to
nove

into the Heritage House as a "senminarian." The Heritage House—really just an
oversi zed Shively hone—had a big garage with a second floor, and Dr. Pride
turned the garage over to Randy rent-free.

Sue gave Randy sonme of her ol der plunbing equipnent, and Randy used his

savi ngs

to buy his own pipe-gun and his own whi pped-to-shit panel truck. The day
Randy

nmoved out, Sue finally pulled the right strings to get Randy his master

pl unber's certificate.

Randy |ived alone up in the roomover the Heritage House garage, and for sex
he

still had Angelika and Sanm e-Jo. Wenever Randy asked themto, which was
j ust

about every night, Angelika would turn into a vagi nal sheath with an extra
flap

that would ruck up tight and caressing around Randy's balls, while at the
same

time Samm e-Jo woul d snother Randy's face with a divinely snmelly nol di e hood
pursed into the fol ded shapes of clitoris and |abia. Wen he was finished,
Randy

al ways nade sure to open the window wide to air out the toy noldies' cheesy
reek. And in the nornings he let the al gae-veined |inmpware goodi es "feed" by
sitting out in the daylight while he dressed and had breakfast.

One rainy night in March, there were footsteps up the stairs to Randy's room
just as Randy was in the midst of an onanistic sex party. A passkey slid into
his lock and the door swung open. A trapezoid of light came in fromthe
stairwell to lie across Randy Karl's engorged nudity.

"H, Randy." Dr. Dicky Pride stepped into the room closed the door behind
hi m

and turned on the light. "Don't be enbarrassed, son. | expected to find you
this
way. |'ve been able to snell what you do up here nights. And of course Honey

told me all about you." Dr. Pride was carrying a pink inpolex dildo, slender
and not so long as Angelika. He waggled it rakishly, then ran his nose al ong
t he

l ength of the noldie impolex penis—sniffing it full savourily. Though it was
a

cold night, Dr. Pride's face was danp with perspiration

"Isn't he a beauty, Randy Karl? | call himDr. Jerry Falwell."

"What do you want?" said Randy, pulling his bedsheet up to his chin to cover
hi m

and Angeli ka and Sanmm e-Jo. "You shouldn't of barged in here, Dr. Pride."
"Struggl e though we mght, we're both m serabl e cheeseballs, son. W've got
to

stick together. Do ne |like you did Honey. O | can do you. You're a very
attractive and virile young man."

"I ain't gonna do nothing with you, Dr. Pride. You've been good to ne,

know.



But | just ain't interested in sex with people no nore, and if | was a-goin'
to

do anything, it would be with a woman. |1'll nove out of here as soon as you
like. But no way am| a-stickin' Dr. Jerry Falwell up your butt for you. Now,
pl ease git on out of here and | eave me al one.”

Randy and Dr. Pride didn't explicitly nention the incident to each other

duri ng

the foll owi ng days, but they both agreed that it was tine for Randy to
graduat e

frombeing a sem narian and to | eave the Shively Heritage House.

"You ought to go on a mission, Randy Karl," suggested Dr. Pride. "The Human
Heritage Council is very well connected—and |I'mtalking worldw de. W' ve got
Heritage Houses and mi ssionaries everywhere. The Council can act as a very
ef fective placenent service. |'ve already sent in ny very top reconmendati on
for

you, by the way. Wvy in to the Council's central server and see what they
can

find for you. A spirited young man |ike you needs to get out and see the
wor | d!"

Dr. Pride left Randy alone with the Heritage House uvvy, and Randy | ogged
into

the Council's central nachine, a huge asinov slave conputer |ocated under a
mountain in Salt Lake City, Utah, just like the Mdrnons' geneal ogy conputer
The

uvvy fed Randy an image showing an a-life clerk in a sterile virtual reality
of fice. The clerk was nmeant to | ook |ike a whol esone young daughter of the

G eat

Pl ai ns, but the illusion was unconvincing. The silicon conputation was crude
enough that Randy could see the facets of her body's pol ygonal neshes, and
several of the facets were incorrectly colored in. For a few nonents the
figure

sat stiff and bl ank, but then some signal from Randy's uvvy ani mated her

"Hello there," she said. Her voice was shrill and perky. "You're Randy Karl
Tucker fromthe Shively, Kentucky, Heritage House, | believe? Yes? Terrif.

You

can call me Jenny. How can | help you?"

"Um |I'ma-thinkin' about gettin' out of town," said Randy. "Like a m ssion or
a

j ob somewheres else? |I've got me a master plunber's certificate.”

"Yes, we already have that information, Randy." Jenny woodenly pretended to
| ook

t hrough some papers on her desk. "Master plunber is very good. And your

m ni ster

Dr. Pride speaks very highly of you. | wonder—ould you tell me frankly what

you
t hi nk of hi nP"
"Well, he's a good preacher. He packs "emin."

"We've heard sone runors that he's a...cheesebal | ?"

"I ain't never had sex with him and | don't plan to. So don't ask me. Just
hel p

me get to heck outta here.™

"What kind of sex do you like, Randy?" Jenny norphed her faces' polygons into
a

conspiratorial smle. A few of her cheeks' snmaller triangles flickered to

bl ack,

making it look as if Jenny had bl ackheads. O stubble. "You can tell Jenny.
Jenny knows lots of secrets. Do you like toy nol di es?"

"Looky here, | thought this was supposed to be a job-search session. And what
if

| aminterested in noldies? That's a good enough reason to be a Heritagist,



aint it? Just like it's all drunks that goes to AA."

Jenny emtted a laugh. "I won't pry any further, Randy. | just wanted to nmake
sure you don't mnd being around nol dies and i m pol ex. Because the job I've
found for you—have you ever heard of Bangal ore, |ndia? Look."

A worl d gl obe appeared in front of Jenny and rotated to bring India into

Vi ew,

hanging like a fat udder fromthe Asian |andmass. A little red dot pul sed
down

in the center of the teat's tip.

"It's on a plateau and has a pleasant climate," said Jenny. "It's quite
noder n

and Western, very high-tech. It's one of the only cities in India that sells
beer on tap. H ndustan Aeronautics is there, also Indian Tel ephone

I ndustri es,

Bharat El ectronics, and Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd. The world's

| ar gest

manuf acturer of impolex. Enperor Staghorn needs a pipe fitter; a master

pl unber."

"The fol ks who nake noldie plastic are gonna take the Heritagi sts' advice on
who

to hire?" said Randy. "That don't make sense."

"Ch, they'll take our advice," said Jenny. "Indirectly. Like | said, we've got
a

ot of contacts, and a | ot of people owe us favors. We can get you hired,
Randy,

| guarantee it. And you'll be surprised how big the salary is. Al we want is
that you uvvy ne every nmonth or two and tell nme about anything interesting
you

see. And renenber, you'll be working around nol dies and im pol ex every day."
Jenny smiled again and put on a Kentucky accent. "Hell, Randy Karl, you'll be

happy as a pig in a potato patch.”

"Shitfire!™ Randy finally allowed hinself to get excited. "India? Do they
speak

Engli sh there?"

"You bet! Just say the word, Randy, and you've got the job. W'IlIl even find

you
a place to live and buy your plane tickets."

“1"1l doit!"

"Be at the Louisville airport tomorrow at 9 AM They'll be hol ding your

passport and your tickets for you at the Humana Airlines counter."
Randy packed his few possessions into his panel truck, told Dr. Pride
good- bye,

and drove over to Sue's house to tell her. It was six o' clock on a dark
Fri day

eveni ng.

Lewi s answered the door. "Sue's not here," he said shortly.

"I'"ll come in and wait," said Randy.

"She's not coming back till Sunday night," said Lewis, fingering his
nust ache.

He was twitchy from pepp. "She's gone up to Indianapolis to visit that
goddam

dyke whore Honey Weaver. Your old girlfriend. And as | ong as Sue's not hone,
you're not welcone." Lewis nade as if to close the door, but Randy stuck his
foot init.

"Don't slamny own door on me, you poncey son of a bitch."

"You mess with ne, son, and you're in for a world of hurt," snapped Lew s.
"I've

got a gun. What the hell are you doing here anyway?" He peered out at Randy's
| aden truck. "Don't tell me you want to nove back in! Xoxx-ass |oser."

"I"ll be spending tonight in the garage like | used to," said Randy shortly.



"And you'd best not disturb ne."
He cruised out for sonme burgers and brought a six-pack of grape soda back to
t he

garage. The back of the garage was still set up nore or less |ike Randy's
roon

he'd only taken a few of his things with himwhen he noved over to the
Herit age

House. Randy took out the suitcase he'd gotten for his high school graduation
and carefully began going through his life's accurmul ati on of stuff, trying to
figure out which things he'd need in India. What the hell would it be |ike

t here?

Finally Randy's bag was ready, and he spent another hour unpacking the

pl unbi ng

supplies fromhis truck and storing themback in with Sue's stuff. He was
fooling around with his bel oved pi pe-gun when Lewi s appeared in the garage,
pepped to the pits. He had an ol d-fashi oned WId West gunpowder pistol in his
ri ght hand. What an asshol e.

"I said you're not wel come here, Randy," said Lewi s, pointing out the garage
door like sone kind of plantation overseer. "Qut."

Randy felt hinmself |ooking down subm ssively. He always got scared when
peopl e

yell ed at him he always gave in and | ooked away. But toni ght he caught

hi nmsel f

doing it, and he realized he didn't want to give in anynore. He touched the
pi pe-gun's controls, which set a growi ng white snake of two-inch plastic pipe
creepi ng across the garage floor, hidden fromlLewi s's view by the truck

"I mean it," said Lewis, stepping closer and waving his gun. "Get your trashy
ass out of here, Randy Karl Tucker." He actually twirled his nustache after
he

said this.

Randy had the pipe forma right angle and flow out fromunder the truck just
in

time to tangle with Lewis's feet. Lewis stunbl ed, |ooked down, and suddenly

t he

pipe grew a tee at its end and accel erated strai ght up, punching Lewis in the
crotch. The man doubl ed in pain, dropping his pistol

Randy's fingers danced across the pipe-gun controls, and in seconds Lewi s was
i mprisoned in a tight cage of pipes. Wen Lewi s opened his nouth to yell,
Randy

grew a skillful circle of pipe tight around his head, gaggi ng himso that he
could do no nore than grunt and noan.

"How woul d you like it |I send a pipe right up your butt and out the top of
your

head?" asked Randy rhetorically. "But | don't need the hassle of the cleanup
After tonorrow |'mgone. Goin' to India, Lewis. Not |Indiana, nmy man, but

I ndi a.

It'Il be real different there, for true." Randy opened up the back of his
enptied panel truck and threw in a couple of canvas tarps. "Stay nice and
qui et ,

Lewis, if you don't want that there plastic pipe enema." Randy found a dolly
and

used it to lever the caged Lewis into the back of the truck, |oosely wapping
the cage in the tarps in case Lewis did try to nake noi se. "You can breat he,
can't you? Maybe | should trimoff that mustache for you? To hell with it.
You' || be okay. Tell Sue good-bye for me when you see her Sunday." Randy shut
the truck door, took his suitcase, closed up the garage, and spent the night
on

t he couch wat ching porno on the uvvy, just like old tines, with tattered
Angel i ka and Samm e-Jo for comnpany.

It turned out that Randy liked India a lot. He |liked the chaos and



di sorgani zation of the city streets—the sweepers, the priests, the
bright-clothed woren with alert eyes, the thin barefoot nen in plastic shirts
or

no shirt at all, the older men in white jackets, the wildly bearded holy nen,
t he nose rings and pouchy eyes and orange cloth, the hundred castes and

col ors

and | anguages. There was al ways a hubbub, but nobody really hurried. There
was

always tinme to tal k. Everyone seened to speak at least a bit of

Engl i sh—di osyncratic British-and-Sanskrit-tinged English—and to be happy to
practice it on Randy Karl. People were kind to Randy in India, and ki ndness
had

been sonething in short supply throughout his life so far

The Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd., fab was about ten niles east of
Bangal ore. Initially Randy comuted there by train every day. The Fab was a
huge

rect angul ar buil di ng, wi ndowl ess and tightly secured, |est noldies break in
to

steal the precious inmipolex. At any given tine there were twenty to a hundred
nol di es flying or hopping around outside the structure, drawn to the source
of

i mpolex like bees drawn to honey. Arriving at Enperor Staghorn for his first
day's work, Randy was thrilled to see so many nol dies. One of them approached
himas he wal ked to the fab fromthe train.

"Hello there," said the noldie, a wonmanly figure clothed in what |ooked |ike

bracel ets, bangl es, necklaces, belts, and a golden crown. "I'm Parvati. Are
you

new here?" Parvati stood very close to Randy. Randy noticed that her many
pi eces

of jewelry were, in fact, shiny bunps and ridges of her impolex flesh.
"Yes, ma'am"” said Randy. "lI'ma-startin' on as a pipe fitter."

Surreptitiously
he sniffed the air, tasting of the nmoldie's odor and finding it good. "Do you
wor k here too?"

"I wish |l did," said Parvati. "All that gorgeous inipolex. Wat is your nane?"
"Randy Karl Tucker. |I'm from Kentucky."
"How extrenely interesting. Randy, you will learn that the Emperor Staghorn

enpl oyees are allowed to buy impolex at cost fromthe conpany store. Be sure
al ways to purchase as much as you can afford, and | can trade it for whatever
you want. Food, noney, intoxicants, sexual intimcy, maid service, sky rides,
jungle tours, diving in the Arabian Sea—there are a pl ethora of
possibilities."

Parvati's voice had an enchanting lilt to it.

"Enperor Staghorn enpl oyees can buy in pol ex?" said Randy. "That's good.

like

i m pol ex. Fact is—=
bust| ed

past himand were queuing up at the Enperor Staghorn entrance. "Fact is, |

t hi nk

| may be a cheeseball."

"I already |ove you, Randy," said Parvati, planting a divinely smelly kiss on
his cheek. "Run along and enjoy your new job, dear boy. Renenber Parvati on
payday! W will have a very heavy date!"

Waiting for Randy inside the Enperor Staghorn building was a plunp

gol den- ski nned nan wearing dirty white pants and a dirty white jacket with
many

pockets hol di ng many things. He was shiny bald on top, with a weath of
iron-gray curls.

"Greetings, M. Tucker," he said, extending his hand. "I am Neer aj

Pondi cherry,

Randy | ooked around. The other commuters had al ready



t he pl umbi ng supervisor and, by virtue of this office, your de facto boss.

am

wel com ng you to Enmperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd."

"Thank you kindly," said Randy. "lI'mright proud to be here."

Pondi cherry stared out through the gl ass door at the figure of Parvati. She'd
grown a few extra arns and was smoothly undul ating in a sacred dance. "She
was

certainly chatting you up, M. Tucker."

"Well, um vyeah," said Randy. "She asked nme about having a date with her. |

thi nk she's kinda sexy. | hope it's—=
"Ch, it's perfectly all right to fraternize with nol dies, Randy. |ndeed,
Enper or

Staghorn is even enploying a few noldies here and there. They provide nost of
our custom chi p-nolds. But these highly skilled nol die enpl oyees are weal t hy
nabobs, of a nuch hi gher caste than the nol di es who beg for im polex outside
our

fab gates. Shall | call you Randy and you call ne Neeraj ?"

"Sure thing, Neeraj."

"Capital. Let's continue our conversation while we are wal king this way."
Neer aj

| ed Randy off down a long hall that ran al ong one side of the fab buil ding.
The

right wall was blank, and the left wall was punctuated wth thick-glassed

wi ndows | ooking into the fab proper. The people inside were dressed in white
coveralls, with white boots and face masks. Meanwhil e Neeraj kept talking,
hi s

voi ce a steady, mnusical flow.

"Yes, the street noldies are very friendly to Enperor Staghorn enpl oyees

because, of course, they are hoping you will be giving themim pol ex. Sone of
us

have nol di e servants. Wien | was a younger man, | kept a nol die who was
flying

me to work like a great bird! Devilishly good fun. But finally it was
becom ng

too great a financial outlay for a father of five. And too dodgy."
"Dodgy?" asked Randy. "You mean like risky? To keep a nol di e?"

"I will be telling you in due time what precautions you nmust be taking in
your

dodgy relations with | owcaste noldies," said Neeraj, starting to open a big
door in the left wall. A breeze of pressurized air wafted out. "But that can
wait a little bit. W are entering the pre-gowning area. We'll get suited up
and

go into the main part of the fab, which is a clean room Here we are all ow ng
| ess than one dust particle per cubic neter of air."
"I'm polex is that xoxxin' sensitive?"

"Impolex is a very highly structured quasicrystal,"” said Neeraj. "Wile we
are

manuf acturing the layers, the accidental inclusion of a dust particle can
spoi |

t he | ong-range Penrose correlations. And, of course, we are al so producing

t he

hybri di zed chi pnold cultures here, and contamination by a wild fungus spore
or

by a stray algal germcell would be disastrous. Keep in nmind, Randy, that in
t he

air, for instance, of the train you ride to work, there are perhaps a mllion
particles per cubic nmeter, and very many of the particles are biologically
active."

The door to the pre-gowni ng room cl osed behind them The fl oor was covered
with



sticky adhesive to catch the dust fromtheir feet. Follow ng Neeraj's
exanpl e,

Randy sat down on a bench and pull ed sonme di sposable blue covers over his
shoes.

"Ramram Neeraj," said a |eathery brown wonman sitting behind a counter. "Is
this our new M. Tucker?"

"I ndeed. Randy, this is Roopah. Roopah, this is Randy."

"Here are your building suit, your shoes, and your |ID badge," said Roopah,
setting what | ooked like tight-cuffed blue pajamas and white bow i ng shoes on
the counter. "Press your thunb on this pad, Randy, so that your |ocker can
recogni ze you. Your |ocker nunber is 239."

In the | ocker room they stashed their street clothes and put on the blue
buil ding suits and the white plastic shoes. They washed their hands and put
on

hair nets and safety gl asses. Beyond the | ocker roomlay a nedi um cl ean
zone—with a nere ten thousand particles per cubic neter. Here the air already
felt purer than any that Randy had ever breathed; the odorless air flowed
effortlessly into his |ungs.

They passed a break room where sone of the fab workers were having non-dusty
snacks |ike apple juice and yogurt. Then they went into a second | ocker room
t he gowni ng room proper. They put on |l atex gloves. They w ped off their
safety

gl asses and their |1 D badges—wi ped everything three tinmes with lint-free

al cohol - soaked cl oths. They put on white hoods and overalls. Randy had hoped
t he

suits mght be live impolex, but they were just brainless plastic.

"We call these bunny suits,"” said Neeraj, cheerfully pulling his hands up
under

his chin and naking a chewing face like a rabbit. "And the floppy white

gal oshes

are fab booties."

They pulled the fab booties over their white bowing shoes. They pulled vinyl
gl oves over their latex gloves. Neeraj gave Randy a face mask equi pped with a
small fan that drew in new air and punped Randy's exhal ati ons through a
filter.

This was starting to feel a teensy bit...obsessive. But Randy |iked being
obsessi ve.

Now Neeraj |ed Randy through a tile corridor lined with nozzles blasting out
air. "This is the air shower," said Neeraj. "You are turning around three
tinmes

as you are wal king through. Notice that the floor in here and in the fab is a
grating. The floors have suction punps, and the ceilings are filled with
fans.

The entire air of the fab is conpletely changed ten times in a mnute."
Slow y noving through the air shower, with his filthy invisible human
particles

bei ng sucked out through the floor grate, Randy thought of a Bible phrase: "I
was gl ad when they said unto me, let us go into the house of the Lord."
Beyond the air shower lay the tenple of noldie creation. The lights were

bri ght

and yell ow, they gave the fab a strange underworld feeling. The rushing air
streamed down past Randy fromceiling to floor. White-garbed figures noved
about; all of themwere dressed exactly the same. Everyone's | abors revol ved
around gl owing cylindrical slugs of impolex, the slugs ranging in size from
br eakf ast sausages on up to giant bol ognas four feet |ong.

The fab was perhaps the size of a football field, and it had high
fifteen-foot

ceilings to accommpdat e an overhead nonorail systemthat carried the
partially

processed slugs of impolex fromstation to station



The crude impolex itself was nmanufactured in a series of vats, vacuum
chanber s,

and distillation colums fed by slurries of chenicals piped up from somewhere
bel ow the fl oor.

As Randy and his boss noved down the main corridor on their tour, people kept
recogni zi ng Neeraj and coming over to pat himon the back or on the armor on
the stomach—they were |ike worker ants exchangi ng greetings while tending
their

| arvae.

"We are touching each other very much here," said Neeraj. "Perhaps we are

usi ng

so nmuch body | anguage because it is hard to see each other's faces. O naybe
it

i s because everyone is so clean."

The only human contani nati on Randy coul d sense was the neaty snmell of his own
breat h bounci ng around inside his face mask. He w shed he could tear off the
mask and inhale the clean pure air of the fab. But then he woul d exhal e, and
t he

fab woul dn't |ike that—detectors would notice the increased nunber of
particles

per cubic neter, and lights would flash

Later they went downstairs to the sub fab, the floor below the fab. Like the
break area, the sub fab was only kept at ten thousand particles per cubic
neter,

and you didn't have to wear a face nask.

The sub fab was a techno dream the ultimate nmad scientist's lab. It held al
t he devi ces needed to support the machines of the fab. The electrica
generators

were here, the plunbing, the tanks of acids, the filtering systems, the
vacuum

lines, the particle nonitoring equiprment—iles of wires and pipes and cabl es
in

an immacul ately painted concrete room This was where Randy was to begin

wor K,

mai nt ai ni ng and upgradi ng the sub fab's pl unbing.

The apartnent the Heritagists had found for Randy was in a sterile high-rise
right next to the Bangal ore airport. Mst of the people living in it were
non- | ndi an workers and scientists inported by the various high-tech

i ndustries

of Bangal ore. After a tense, alienated week there, Randy decided to nove into
town, into the real India, into a dimroomin an ancient stone buil ding on

t he

side of a hill between the orchid-filled Lal bagh Gardens and the bustling
Gandhi

Bazaar .

The sheer diversity of India soothed Randy: in uptight Louisville, everyone
was

good or bad, rich or poor, black or white—but in the streets of Bangal ore
there

wer e endl ess shadi ngs on every scale, and life's daily workings were all the
nore richly woven.

The building with Randy's room was called Tipu Bharat; Tipu being the name of
a

former Indian prince and Bharat being the Indian word for India. The walls of
Ti pu Bharat were worked with carved designs |ike necklaces and set with

ar ched,

pillared niches holding niniature bright impolex statues of gods, ani mated
icons that waved their tiny arms and seened to watch the passersby. There was
an

open terrace on the roof where the Tipu Bharat rooners could sit and stare



out

toward the Eastern or the Western Ghats, the distant mountain ranges that
encl osed the high pl ateau of Bangal ore.

Near the Gandhi Bazaar was a street of the naked holy nen call ed sadhus; day
and

ni ght the sadhus sat in streetside booths, each with a small incense burner
a

bl anket, a fly whisk, and a tacked-up collection of shimering religious art,
much of it made of impolex. Sonetimes one of the sadhus would put on a show
hamrer a sharpened stick into his head, build a fire in the street and wal k
on

its coals, suck blood fromthe neck of a live chicken, or do sonething even
nor e

fantastic and di sgusting. Randy often wal ked down to watch themin the

eveni ngs.

"The mol die you are always fabulating with outside the fab," said Neeraj on
t he

nmorni ng of Randy's first nonthly payday, a Saturday. "lIs she calling herself
Par vati ?"

"Mmhmm " said Randy. "Do you know her?"

"No no, | only recognize the shape she is wearing—Parvati is the goddess who
is

the wife of the god Shiva. In the Hndu religion, Shiva's wife is extrenely

i nportant; she has many different names and many different forms. One formis
Parvati the beautiful, but another of her forms is the black Kali who rides a
lion, brandishes a knife, and wears a neckl ace of chopped-off human heads.
The

risk in becoming very intimate with a noldie Parvati is that she may
unexpectedly becone a Kali and take your head. Like all wormen, ny own wife is
both a Parvati and a Kali, not to nention an Ura and Durga, but ny wife is
human

and | do not need to worry so much about her really and truly taking nmy head.
You are planning to buy Parvati a slug of impolex fromthe conpany store

t oday

and to have a heavy date with her, are you not?"

Randy blushed. "Not that it's really any of your-all's goddamm busi ness,
Neeraj . "

"I do not disapprove, Randy, but | am saying this: Keep your head. Sone
nol di es

play the game of sticking a tendril up a man's nose and inmplanting a contro
unit in his brain. This is called a thinking cap. You have never heard of
this

practice?"

"Can't say as | have."

"If you are going to spend tinme with noldies and perhaps to be sexually
intimate

with them it is a good practice, first of all, to be wearing a protective
barrier in the back of your nose. There is a self-installing titaniplast

devi ce

of this nature available in the conpany store. Come along, |'Il wal k over
there

with you and make sure that my runbustious young horn-doggie is equipped with
t he proper protection.”

One whol e end of the enployee's store was filled with bins of |usciously

gl owi ng

i m pol ex sausages. The setup rem nded Randy of the fireworks stands in

I ndi ana;

rank upon rank of magical cylinders lying there, arranged by size and waiting
for ignition. The colorful patterns on the im polex were alive and constantly
changi ng, albeit in calmand rhythm c ways. The slugs came in a range of



standard sizes that ranged froma hundred granms up to two kil ograns.

Randy picked out a five-hundred-gram sausage, which was nearly at the limt
of

what he could confortably afford. Neeraj showed hi mwhere the nose bl ockers
wer e

and al so made sure that Randy bought one of the small im pol ex patches that
Neeraj called | eech-Di Ms.
"Leech-DIMs are making a noldie very confused," said Neeraj. "But we are not

fully understandi ng why. Leech-DIMs were invented only | ast year by Sri
Ramanuj an, one of Enperor Staghorn's finest |inpware engineers. As |ong as
you

have a | eech-D M handy, you can instantly bollox up a threatening noldie. You
are very fortunate to be able to buy one; at this point in time they are
avai |l abl e sol ely through the Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae conpany store.”
The | eech-DIMs were small ragged patches of plastic, no bigger than the joint
of

your thunb, no two of themlooking quite simlar. They were so diverse as to
resenbl e organically grown objects—tike sone tropical tree's aerial seeds
perhaps or |like by-the-wi nd-sailor jellyfish collected froma |onely w ndward
beach.

The | eech-DI Ms were shocki ngly expensive, with one | eech-DI M costing nearly

t he

equi val ent of three nonths' pay: a quarter of a year's earnings! Randy tried
hard to get out of buying one, but Neeraj was adamant; he and Randy argued so
loudly that soon a clerk canme over to inform Randy that Emperor Staghorn
Beetl e

Larvae enpl oyees were, in fact, required to use appropriate cautions with
nol di es, and that, yes, he could buy on credit.

So Randy equi pped hinself and took Parvati to his roomin the Tipu Bharat and
presented her with his five-hundred-gram slug of impolex. The slug was two
inches in dianeter and nearly a foot long. It was circled by colorful stripes
that snoothly undul ated through a repeating standi ng-wave pattern that
bounced

fromone end of the sausage to the other

"Ch, Randy," exclainmed Parvati, exhaling a heady cloud of spores. She took

t he

gi ft sausage in both hands. "My darling! It's beautiful. Five hundred grans!
"Il incorporate it right away."

She pressed the impol ex agai nst her breasts, and the sausage's stripes began
to

twist and flow like creamin coffee. The sausage deforned itself into the
shape

of a nonlinear dunbbell, and concentric circles appeared in the two ends. The
ends doned thensel ves up and nerged with Parvati's flesh: now her enl arged
breasts were covered with what | ooked |ike shiny gol d-and-copper filigree,
very

arabesque and fractal. Parvati held her arms up high and twirled around. "Do
you

like it, Randy?"

"You're beautiful, Parvati. \What do you say we have some fun now?" The nose
bl ocker deadened the sound of Randy's voice in his own ears. Parvati sashayed
forward, undid Randy's pants, then drew himdown onto his bed. Randy's youth
and

| ust were such that he was able to reach three climxes in twenty

m nut es—three

deep, aching ejacul ati ons.

And then he lay there, spent and happy, staring out at the darkening sky. A
single bright evening star appeared in the top of the w ndow Venus.

Parvati's

soft formwas all around him partly under himand partly over him She ran a



caressi ng hand across his face, poked softly at his nose, and slipped a thin
finger into his nostril.

"Now don't you be a-tryin' to give me no thinkin' cap," cried Randy jerking

upright in sudden terror. He snatched his |l eech-DIMup fromwhere he'd |eft

it

under the corner of the bed and held it out protectively. "I nean it,
Parvati!"

She drew her puddl ed shape back into a nore human form "I was only teasing
you,

Randy. | know you're wearing a nose blocker. | can tell by the sound of your

voice. |Is that a | eech-DIMyou're holding? I've heard of them but |I've never
seen one. Don't you trust nme?"

"My boss, Neeraj, he told ne you mght try and put a controller on ny brain."
"I'f I could count on you to bring ne impolex on every single payday, then
why

would I need to control you? You'd already be doing everything | want you to
do.

Can | count on you, Randy?"

"You can if you'll promise to come see ne in between paydays, Parvati .

can't

wait a whole 'nother nmonth to grease ny wench. My old |inpware sex
toys—they're

whi pped to shit."

"Show themto ne."

Randy pull ed Samm e-Jo and Angelika out of the bottom drawer of his dresser
They snelled rotten, and their colors had turned nuddy gray.

"Whew! " said Parvati. "They'll be conpletely dead in a week to ten days. That
is

exactly how | do not want to end up."

"Do you want then?"

"I should say not. Most distasteful. Bury them O set themafire."

"What am | gonna do for sex?"

"I"ll come and see you twice a week," said Parvati softly. "Every Saturday
and

per haps every Tuesday. |'Il be your steady girlfriend. How would you |ike

t hat ?"

"It'd be swell! Hey, if you're ny girlfriend, why don't you come on and wal k
around t he nei ghborhood with me? You can help explain stuff to ne, and
maybe—maybe you can help me buy sone new sex toys. Also I'd like to get
something to eat."

They went to the Mavalli Tiffin Roonms, a vegetarian snack place near the

Lal bagh

Gardens park. Randy got thema table in front, near a wi ndow, in case
Parvati's

snell were a problem But the noldie's presence didn't disturb anyone; indeed
the other groups in the room seenmed pleasantly anmused by the singular pair
made

by Randy the hillbilly cheeseball and Parvati the noldi e goddess—the coupl e
wer e

vi si bl e proof of Bangalore's nodernity and advanci ng technol ogi cal prowess!
After eating some pancakes stuffed with gnarly yell ow roots, Randy took

Par vat i

to see the sadhus. The sadhus were greatly excited at the sight of Parvati.
Two

of the sadhus heaped sone thorny branches on the ground and rolled in them
till

they bl ed; another thrust a long staff through a hole in his penis and worked
it

up and down. Still another sadhu fed a well-worn im pol ex snake down his

t hr oat



and then—with rmuch bucking of his stomach nuscl es—he pushed the snake out of
hi s

anus. Parvati acknow edged the sadhus' homage with graceful notions of her
arms.

Randy stood right behind her, with his hands tight around her waist.
Parvati's

snel |s and notions were nectar to him

"I used to see guys like the sadhus at the Kentucky State Fair," said Randy.
"V

called 'emcarnival geeks. There was a tinme | thought | might grow up to be
one.

Hey, do you wanna go help me pick out sone impolex sex toys?"

"Don't fritter your nobney away on toys, Randy," said Parvati, pushing her
bot t om

agai nst Randy's crotch and grow ng sone tenporary butt fingers to secretly
fondle him "Al of your extra nmoney should cone to ne. If you promse to
bring

me seven hundred and fifty grams of im polex instead of just five hundred
next

payday, we can go back up to your roomright now And I'll cone nake |love to
you

three times a week."

As they started to | eave, the sadhus began hol di ng out begging bows to

Par vat i

and cl anoring for noksha. Parvati stretched out her left armand | unps seened
to

nmove out al ong the back of her hand. And then the tips of her fingers popped
out

four black nuggets like winkled marbles. The sadhus began fighting savagely
over them

"What's that?" asked Randy.

"Those are lunmps of chipnold mycelium technically known as sclerotia, but
commonly called canote in the Anericas and noksha in India. They are a
power f ul

psychedelic, greatly prized by the sadhus."

By now the canote nuggets had been devoured by four |ucky sadhus who | ay
prostrate in adoration at Parvati's feet. Randy and Parvati picked their way
around t hem and headed back toward the Tipu Bharat. It was getting late, and
beggars were beddi ng down for the night on the sidewal ks. Wen a man in a

t ur ban

rode past on a unicycle, Parvati pulled Randy into a dark doorway.

"Look out for that one," she whispered. "He's a dacoit—a nugger froma gang."
They lingered in the shadows after the dacoit was gone, huggi ng and ki ssing
and

feeling each other, until suddenly a noldie cane plunmeting down out of the
sky

and | anded in front of them He was shaped like a Iithe nude Indian man, but
with | eathery wings, four arms, and a shiny crown like Parvati's. He had an
enor nous unci rcunci sed penis. Parvati cupped her enlarged new breasts and
ingratiatingly hefted themat the interloper. He glared at her with his nouth
open, apparently talking to Parvati via direct noldie radi o waves.

"It is none of your affair," shouted Parvati suddenly. "You should be

gr at ef ul

to ne!"

The four-arnmed nol di e gave Randy a rough shove that sent himsprawling, then
| eaped up into the air and fl ew away.

"Who in the world was that?" asked Randy, shakily getting to his feet.
"Looked

i ke one nean not herfucker!"

"That was ny husband, Shiva the destroyer. Ridiculous as it may seem he's



jealous of you. As if sex with a human coul d possi bly mean anything to ne.
Shi va

thinks | should come back to our nest right away? 1'll teach hima little
| esson
in etiquette. 1'll spend the entire night with you."

Back in Randy's roomthey had sex again, and then Parvati started | ooking
bor ed.

"I"'m bound and determ ned to stay here all night, Randy, but |'m not
condi ti oned

to sl eep anywhere other than in the security of nmy home nest. What shall we
do?"

"Maybe we should take like a drug trip together,'

sai d nude Randy. "You give

ne
a lunp or two of that campote stuff, and 1'll put the | eech-DIMon you." He
hel d

t he postage stanp-sized | eech-DIMout to her on the pal mof his hand.

"What an odd idea," said Parvati. "For a noldie and a human to 'take like a
drug

trip together.' You're quite the singular cheeseball, Randy Karl Tucker." She
peered at his leech-DIM "Let me try it just for a mnute at first. Put it on
ne

and count a mnute by your watch, then renove it right away. | want to see if
I

like it."

Randy pressed the | eech-DI M agai nst Parvati's |eft shoul der—ike a

vacci nati on.

The | eech-DI M had been dry and papery to the touch, but as soon as the |eech
touched Parvati it softened and then quickly twitched itself into a position
of

maxi mum cont act .

Parvati's skin lit up like a Christnas tree, and her |inbs sank back into her
body nass. She lay there on Randy's bed like a living mandal a. Once the

m nut e

was up, it took a bit of effort to pry up an edge of the | eech, but after

t hat

was done Randy could easily peel it off. Parvati's usual shape gradually
returned, her linbs and head slowly growi ng out fromthe mandal a.

"Goodness ne," said Parvati. "That was really something." She gestured
fluidly,

and two chipnold sclerotia appeared in the pal mof her hand: one black and one
a

hard gem i ke blue. "Eat these, Randy, and put the |leech-DIMon nme. W'll nmake
a

ni ghtl ong debauch of it."

Randy ate the canote. It was crunchy, juicy and bitter with al kal oids. He
started feeling the effects alnost inmediately. Wth wooden fingers he put

t he

now soft | eech-DI M back on Parvati and |lay down on the bed with her, wapping
hi nsel f tight around the pul sing egg of her body.

The canote took Randy on an express ride to a classic nystical vision-he saw
God

inthe formof an all-pervading white light. The light recognized Randy and

spoke to him "I love you, Randy," it said. "I'll always |ove you. |'m always
here." Filigreed multidi nensional patterns of tubes surrounded Randy |ike
pi pes

all around him wonderfully growi ng and branchi ng pi pes | eadi ng from Randy
out

through the white light and in the distance hom ng in on—soneone el se.
Parvati .

"Randy?" came her voice. "ls that you? Are we in this dreamtogether?" "Yes



oh

yes we are," answered Randy. "Let's fly together,'
essence

flowed through the pipes to ningle with Randy's, and then they were adrift
together in a sky of |ovely shapes, endlessly many shapes of infinite
intricacy,

all gladly singing to the pair of flying | overs.

When Randy woke up, he was lying on the floor with Parvati's tissues
conpletely

surroundi ng his head. He was breathing through a kind of nozzle Parvati had
pushed into his nmouth. For a nonent Randy feared she was attacking him and

t hen, peeling her off of him he feared she was dead. But once he renoved her
| eech-DIM Parvati |ivened up and began pulling hersel f back together. The
hot

nmorni ng sun streaned in Randy's wi ndow, and the thousand noi ses of the street
cane drifting in—the chattering voices, the bicycle bells, the vendors

cries,

the Indian radi o nusic, the swi sh and shuffle of noving bodi es—a noire of
sound

vibrations filling the air like exquisite ripples in a three-dinmensional pond.
"Wow, " sai d Parvati

"Did you have a good tinme?"

"It was—wonderful. But it's so late, | have to run. Shiva will be worried

si ck.

"Il come see you again day after tonorrow "

said Parvati, and her

CHAPTER THREE

TRE

MARCH 2049 - OCTOBER 30, 2053

Tre Dietz had very long hair that was straight, sun-bleached, and tangled. He
had lively brown eyes, a short mouth, and a strong chin. He stood about six
f eet

tall and enjoyed the easy good health of a young man in his twenties.

Tre was a cl assic Anerican bohem an. Like so many before him he grew up in
t he

rude vastnesses of the Mdwest and nmigrated west to the coast, to sunny

Cal i f or nee.

Tre's nother was a teacher and his dad was a salesman. Tre was at the top of
hi s

graduating class in Des Mines. He got accepted at the University of
California

at Santa Cruz, and the Des Mines Kiwani ans gave hima schol arship. Wile at
UCSC, Tre smoked out, sought the spore, and transchronicized the G eat
Fractal ,

as did all his circle of friends—but Tre al so managed to get a good grounding
in

appl i ed chaos and in piezoplastics. Before he could quite finish all the
requi renents for a degree in |inpware engineering, he got an offer too good
to

refuse from Apex I mages. It happened one rainy, chilly day in March 2049.
Tre was on spring break from UCSC. He was living in a cottage down the hil
from

the university, down in a flat, scuzzy student part of Santa Cruz, room ng
with

Benny Phl ogi ston and Aanna Vea. Aanna was a big strong-featured Sanpan wonan,
and Benny was a tiny Jewi sh guy from Phil adel phia. Al three of them were

I i npwar e engi neering nmajors, and none of themwas in a romantic rel ationship
with any of the others. They were just roommates.



Tre was already dating his future wife Terri Percesepe, although Tre and
Terri

hadn't realized yet that they were fated to mate. Terri was taking art

cour ses,

living with a girlfriend, and working for a few hours every norning selling
tickets for the Percesepe fanm |ly's day-excursion fishing boats. People stil
liked to fish, even in 2049, though these days there was al ways a slight
chance

of snaggi ng a submarine rogue nol die and having to face the rogue's inhumanly
savage retaliation. Each fishing boat was equi pped with a hi gh-pressure
flamethrower for just this eventuality.

The day when Tre's |life changed, the uvvy woke him Tre was on his thin

sl eepi ng

pad, and the uvvy chirped, "Tre Tre Tre Tre.." Tre grabbed the uvvy, which was
about the size of an ol d-fashi oned tel ephone handset, and told it to project.
You coul d use an uvvy one of two ways: you could ask it to project a

hol ogr aphi c

i mge of your caller or you could set it onto your neck and let it nmake a

di rect

el ectromagnetic field connection with your brain.

In projection node, part of the uvvy's surface vibrated to cast a lifelike
hol ographic inage into the air, and another part of it acted as a speaker
"Hello. Tre Dietz?" The i mage showed the head of a conventionally attractive
bl onde California woman in her twenties.

"Yaar," said Tre. "It's ne."

Rai n was spitting agai nst the wi ndowpanes and a bri sk breeze was picking at

t he

house's thin walls. Froma certain angle Tre could see a patch of ocean

t hr ough

his wi ndow. The ocean | ooked cold, silvery gray, rife with waves. This

af t ernoon

he was going out surfing with Terri at a beginner's nook just below Four Mle
Beach; Terri was going to give hima |lesson. Answering the uvvy, Tre had been
hoping it was Terri. But it wasn't.

"Wonder buff," said the holl ow of the conventional blonde. "I'm Cynthia Mjor.
I"min human resources at Apex |Inages in San Francisco. Tre, the Mentor wants
ne

to tell you that we're very happily di sconbobul ated by your Perpl exing

Poul try

philtre."

A philtre was a type of software that you put onto an uvvy, so that the uvvy
i mges would conme out all different. Philtre like filter, but also philtre
like

magi ¢ potion, as a good philtre could make things | ook way strange if you put
the philtre onto an uvvy that you were wearing on your neck. Philtres were a
wavy new art hack.

Tre had made the Perplexing Poultry philtre in February with a little help
from

Benny, Aanna, and, of course, UCSC s WAd. Formally, Perplexing Poultry was
about

the idea that space can be thought of as a quasicrystal, that is, as a
nonrepeating tessellation of two kinds of polyhedral cell. This fact was a
mat hematical result fromthe |ast century that had becomne inportant for
nodel i ng

the structure of impolex. Tre had | earned about quasicrystals in his course
on

Li mpware Structures. To nake the philtre visually engagi ng, Tre had deforned
t he

two basic polyhedra into a pair of shapes which resenbl ed a skinny chi cken and
a



fat dodo bird.

Experientially, the Perplexing Poultry philtre was a totally bizarre lift. If
you fired up Perplexing Poultry in an uvvy on your neck, all the things
around

you would seemto deforminto the shapes of three-di nensional Perplexing
Poultry, i.e., into things like |linkages of odd-shaped birds with weird

mul ti symetrical ways of pecking into each other. You yourself would becone a
wave of perplexity in the Poultry sea.

Tre had witten his philtre as a goof, really, as sonething to wrap hinself
up

in when he was lifted. It was very weightless to check out the beach or a
coffee

shop with your weeded-up head way into Perplexing Poultry.

Philtres were cutting-edge in terns of inmage mani pul ati on. Rather than being
a

static video or text, a philtre was a systemof interpretation. The

t echnol ogy

had evol ved froma recreational device called a tw st-box that had been
popul ar

inthe early thirties. Tw st-boxes had been marketed as a drug-free mnethod of
consci ousness alteration, as "a pure software high." Like uvvy philtres,

twi st -boxes worked by distorting your visual input. But the tw st-box used a
si mpl e Stakhanovite three-variable chaotic feedback | oop, rather than a

i deol ogi cal | y designed process, as was characteristic of the new philtres.
And

in these Dionysian md-twenty-first-century tinmes, people tended to use
philtres

as an enhancenment to drugs rather than as a replacenment for them

The real ti me human neurol ogi cal mndneld involved in programming a philtre
was

too conplicated for Tre to have done on his own, of course, any nore than a
dog

woul d have been able to paint its self-portrait. But Tre had access to UCSC s
Wad, a cosmic mnd-anplication device that was a grex, that is, a synbiotic
fusion of several different noldies.

Wth Wad, many things were possible, particularly if your problem happened to
be

one that Wad found interesting. Since the flickercladding plastic of noldies
bodi es was quasicrystalline impolex, Wad had t hought the

qguasi crystal -rel at ed

Perpl exing Poultry philtre to be totally floatin' and had done a solar job
for

Tre.

So here was Tre getting an uvvy call about his Poultry froma busi nesswonan
in

the city.

"I"'mglad you like it," said Tre. "How conme you're calling ne?"

Cynthia Major |aughed, as though this were a refreshingly naive thing to say.
"W want you to sign a contract with us, Tre. Do you know anyt hi ng about Apex
| mages?"

"Not really. You do ads?"

"We're the thirteenth-biggest inage agency worl dwi de. Ads, music viddies,
hol I ows, uvvy philtres—we do it all."

"You want to use the Perplexing Poultry to sell stuff |ike wendy nmeat?"
Cynthia Major |aughed infectiously. "Good guess! Apex would like to sel

wendy

meat with Perplexing Poultry. We do have their account. O sell uvvy sets. O
politicians. Who knows? The lift is, we at Apex |Images want to have rights to
lots of floaty philtres that we can |license and put out there in all Kkinds of
ways. "



"You want to own the rights to Perplexing Poultry?"

"Well, that whole issue is nore conplicated than you realize, Tre, which is
why

t he Mentor thought of having us call you. Have you ever heard of a conpany
call ed Enmperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd.?"

"Yeah, | have," said Tre. "They make im pol ex. They're based in Bangal ore,

I ndi a. What about then®"

"They want to sue you. They own all the patents to Roger Penrose's work on
quasi crystals, and they claimthat your philtre is, in fact, derived from
drawi ngs whi ch Penrose created for a 1990s two-di mensi onal quasicrysta
puzzl e

that was al so known as Perplexing Poultry. | assune this isn't news to you?"
"The lawsuit is news. But, yeah, of course | know about Penrose's work. W had
a

lecture on it in Linpware Structures. Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd.
is

suing ne? That's ridiculous. Wiat for? | don't own anything."

"Wel |, Emperor Staghorn doesn't really want to sue; they'd nmuch rather settle
for a piece of your action. So before taking any irreversible steps, they got
in

touch with Apex through the Mentor. He's quite well connected on the
subcontinent, you know. If you sign on with Apex, we can smooth this over,
Tre,

and we can handle all the bothersone | egal aspects of your work in the
future.

And we'll pay you a nice advance on future royalties."

As the woman talked to him Tre was moving around his room putting on warm
cl ot hes. The sun was peeki ng out now and then, turning the ocean green when
it

shone. Tre's life right now suited himfine. He was not happy to see a
possi bl e

change.

"I"'mnot clear what |'d be signing up for."

"You sign with us, and we arrange contracts and for people to use your work.
Ve

take a conmi ssion and naybe fromtine to tinme we m ght encourage you to

desi gn

somet hing to spec.”

"This sounds awfully conplicated. I'mstill a student. | don't want to work.
I

want to hack. | want to stay high and get tan. I'mlearning to surf."

Cynthia gave a rich conspiratorial laugh. "M. Kasabian is going to | ove you,
Tre. He's our director. Can you come up to the city for a neeting next week?"
"Well ...l don't have any cl asses on Tuesday."

The bl onde head consul ted soneone not visible in the uvvy's sphere of view

" How

about Wednesday?" the head responded. "El even A M?"

"Zoomon this," said Tre. "Wat kind of an advance are we tal ki ng about ?"
The wonman gazed off to one side, and Tre suddenly got the suspicion that
Cynt hi a

Maj or was a sinmie, a software simulation of a real person. The face turned
back

to him and named a dollar amount nuch | arger than Tre had i magi ned anyone
wanting to give himin the foreseeable future.

"Myoor!" exclained Tre, imtating a surprised cow, as it was currently

consi dered funny to do, at |least anobng Tre's circle of friends. "I'Il be

t here.

Mur nyoor!"

So the next Wednesday, Tre caught the light rail up to San Franci sco. Benny
Phl ogi ston rode along with himto provide noral support, also to visit a new



live sex show he'd heard about in North Beach

"It's layers of uvvy," Benny expl ained enthusiastically on the train. "I,
hear d

about it on the Web. The club's called Real Conpared To Wat. There's actua
nude nen and wonen there in the mddle of the room and they' re all wearing
uvvi es on their necks, and there's these uvvy dildos as well. You go in there
and put on your own uvvy, and you can actually be a dildo. A dildo that talks
to

a naked girl."

"That's great, Benny," said Tre. "I'mso happy for you. You feeble bufugu
pervo.

Do you think we should get high right now?"

"Never get high before an inportant neeting, Tre," advised Benny. "Being high
makes the neeting seemto take too long and nmakes it seemtoo inportant. Go
in

there and score some gigs, brah, and then we'll snobke up. Maybe Apex wil|l

gi ve

you a big advance and you can buy us drinks at Adler's Miseum or Vesuvi o.
Let's

nmeet in Washi ngton Square at three-thirty."

"That sounds good, brah Ben. Have fun being a dildo."

"You still don't understand, Tre. It's that the illusions have illusions

i nsi de

them The performers run you the illusion that you are in Real Conpared To
What

being a dildo. But the dildo is smart, and the dildo is dreaming that it's a
user. | want to tweak into noire patterns of uvvy/realtine bestial lust."

"Fl oaty. G ve out sone copies of Perplexing Poultry if you can. Maybe Rea
Conpared To What will give you sonmething free in return. A backstage

assi gnation

with a live woman."

"Fully."

Tre found Apex Images in a retrofitted Victorian on a back street above

Hai ght

Street. Heavily made-up Cynthia Major was sitting there in the flesh behind a
desk. She was a real person after all.

"Trel" she exclained pleasantly. "You're here! I'll buzz M. Kasabian."

The reception area filled two carpeted roonms. A dark wooden staircase |ed
upstairs. The wi ndows were bay wi ndows that bul ged out, |eaving nooks

occupi ed
by di spl ays of past Apex |nmage successes. The di spl ays were holl ows being run
by

uvvi es. One showed the notorious EAT ME wendy neat ad with Wendy Mooney posed
nude on a gi ant hanburger bun, with nost of a big ass cheek bared to the

Vi ewer .

Her Happy O oak cape was ruffled |ike a bolero bed jacket around her

shoul ders.

She was very attractive for being nearly fifty. The ad had the transreal
sheen

of a classic painting by the great Kustom Kulture artist Robert WIIianms—Apex
| mmges had, in fact, purchased a license for the Robert WIllians style from
hi s

estate. Another display showed a teem ng cloud of Von Dutch wi nged eyeballs,
a

striking i mge used by I SDN, the main uvvy service provider. Still another
showed a single large vibrating drop of water that seened to sparkle and
iridesce and break up the light through the wi ndow, this had been an ad for

t he

Big Lift festival in Golden Gate Park this summer.

"Tre," said a man, com ng down the stairs into the reception area. "I'm D ck



Kasabi an. " Kasabi an was a | ean bl ue-chinned man with dark lively eyes and a
saturnine cast to his features. He gave an inpression of term nal hipness.
" Come

on up to ny office.”

Kasabi an's office had a nice view of downtown San Franci sco and the bay. He
of fered Tre a gl ass of supersoda, and Tre took it.

"Your Perplexing Poultry philtre," Kasabian said, picking up two uvvies. "I
like

it, but I don't fully understand what's going on. Can we go into it together?"
"Sure," said Tre, placing the proffered uvvy on the back of his neck

Al t hough

the earliest uvvy-like devices—+the Happy O oaks of the thirties, for

i nstance—had actually punctured the user's skin with probes in order to
connect

to the nervous system today's uvvies used small superconducting

el ectromagneti c

fields. So there was no danger of biological infection in using someone

el se's

uvvy.

Wth their uvvies on, Tre and Kasabian were in a close nental |ink. They
coul d

talk to each other without nmoving their lips, and each coul d see what the
ot her

was seeing. It was a highly perfected form of comruni cation. You coul dn't
quite

read the other person's nind, but you could quickly pick up any verbal or
graphic information that he or she wanted to share. In addition, you could
pi ck

up the enotional flavor of the information

Tre noticed right away that Kasabian was |inked into sonebody el se besides
hi m

Who?

"Ch, that's the Mentor listening in," explained Kasabian. "If we offer you
t he

job, 1"Il introduce you to himthen. For now he'd just like to lurk. He
doesn' t

like his involvenent with Apex to be known outside of the conpany."

"All right," said Tre.

"Let's load the Poultry now," said Kasabian. Saying this was enough to make
it

happen. The room s space wavered and bul ged and forned itself into a
Jell-Olike

I i nkage of conical chickens and dodoes. Through Tre's eyes, Kasabian's head
was

an upsi de-down dodo pecking into a bundle of five chickens that made up his
chest. Yet, impossibly, he still |ooked like hinself. And in Kasabian's eyes,
Tre's head was a pair of chickens pecking into three dodoes.

"That's the kind of thing I've been wondering about," said Kasabi an. "Wy
aren't

our two images nore simlar? Qur bodies aren't shaped so differently. Is it
arbitrary?"

"It's because the pattern where you are has to fit with the pattern where
am"

explained Tre. "It's a tessellation of space, a division of space into cells.
And because the tessellation is based on quasicrystals, it tends to not want
to

repeat . "

"Very weightless,” said Kasabian. "But if | wanted to start out with my desk
bei ng made of, say, six dodoes, would | be able to do it?"

"Ch yeah," said Tre. "That's a special hidden feature, as a matter of fact.
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show you how. "

"Cood, " said Kasabian. "Because if we wanted to use it to |ike advertise
somet hing, the client m ght want to specify the way that the i mage of their
product cane out—-and have everything el se constellate itself around that."
"What would we want to advertise? |mipolex from Emperor Staghorn Beetle
Larvae,

Ltd.?"

"No no. Your first ads will be for wendy neat—ust |ike you guessed when you
talked to Cynthia. Enperor Staghorn wants your philtre's source code al
right,

but they don't want it for an ad. One of their |inpware engineers wants to
use

it for quasicrystal design. If we license the design to them they' |l pay
bucks

i nstead of suing."

"Ww, " said Tre. "I didn't realize what |1'd done was so floatin'. Maybe
shoul d

wor k for Enperor Staghorn instead of for you.™"

"Don't do that," said Kasabian quickly. "You' d have to nove to India. Al so |
know for a fact that the Enperor Staghorn scientist who wants to use your
philtre woul d never let themhire you. Sri Rananujan. He's very secretive and
he

doesn't want his assistants to understand what he's doing. He doesn't want
you,

Tre, he just wants your philtre. Plus any nore weird tessellations that you
can

cone up with."

"So you want me to be nore of an artist than an engineer,’
"Actual ly,

that feels about right. Some of these courses |'ve been taki ng—

"You' ve got a great creative talent," urged Kasabian. "You should go with it!"
They fool ed around with the Perplexing Poultry sone nore, and then Kasabi an
ran

a bunch of Apex |Images denmos for Tre. Finally they took their uvvies off.
"Apex does really lifty stuff,"” said Tre. "The ads are beautiful ."

"Thanks," said Kasabian. "So now the Mentor wants to know Are you ready to
start working for us?"

"Advertising wendy neat is kind of lame, but 1'd feel good about inventing
new

philtres and hel pi ng Enperor Staghorn Beetle."

"Have you ever tasted wendy neat?" asked Kasabian. "No? Guess what—neit her
have

I. The gnarl of the images is all that matters."

"I wouldn't have to |like physically conme in here every day, would I?"

"God no. Nobody conmes in here regularly except ne and Cynthia Mjor. Apex can
gi ve you a base salary plus royalties on the philtres and any other research
wor k that you produce. You keep the copyrights, but we get exclusive first
rights for use. Occasionally we nmight ask you to do some specific contract

wor K.

Li ke tweaking a philtre to fit an ad."

They made a firm deal and signed sonme papers.

"Ckay," said Tre. "Now tell ne who the Mentor is."

"Stahn Mooney," said Kasabi an.

"Ex- Senat or St ahn?"

"None other. Stahn owns Apex, also he and his wife own nost of Wendy Meat and
w

M Biol ogi cal s. Wen Stahn got voted out of the Senate, he didn't |leave with
enpty pockets! Put your uvvy back on, he wants to talk with you."

The uvvy fed Tre the visual image of a jaded-1ooking man in his fifties. The

mused Tre.



man
was sitting in a wood-paneled roomwith a crackling fire in a huge stone
heart h;

the flames of the fire were nade up of Perplexing Poultry. The man's nouth
spread in a long, sly smle that Tre recogni zed fromthe nany Stahn Money
news

stories he'd watched over the years.

"Hi, Stahn," said Tre. "I'm happy to neet you."

"It's nmy pleasure,” said Stahn. "These Perplexing Poultry of yours are the
wavi est thing |I've seen all year. The proverbial software high. You nmust be a
fell ow stoner."”

"I lift," allowed Tre.

"Yaar," said Stahn judiciously. "I've been listening in just now while
Kasabi an

here's been telling you about how we can sell the Poultry for nore than just
ads."

"Yeah," said Tre. "Like for |inpware engi neering?"

"Big-tine." Stahn gave a wheezy chuckle. He seened not to be in the best

physi cal condition. "Sri Ramanuj an at Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd.

is

wor ki ng on sone new net hod for bringing humans and nol di es cl oser together

He

won't give out any details, but it's bound to be a force for good, the way I
ook at it. Humans and nol dies were nmeant to be one. Like Wendy and her Happy
O oak! Ramanuj an says your Perplexing Poultry would be just the thing for his
project if you could nake them be four-dinmensional. Does that make any sense
to

you?"

"I mght be able to do it," said Tre after a mnute's thought. "To fit into
our

space, the new philtre would actually be a three-di mensional projection of a
four-di mensi onal tessellation. Like a shadow. | do know that the generalized
Schmitt-Conway biprismwll tile aperiodically in all dimensions of the form
3

times M But dinmensions four and five? Conway may al so have done sonme work on
aperiodic four-dinensional and five-dinmensional tessellations. |I can | ook
into

it."

"Stuzzadelic! Wl conme aboard, Tre Dietz!" After a few nore pleasantries, old
Senator Stahn cut the connection

Wth Tre all signed up, Kasabi an suddenly turned out to be too busy to
actual l'y

have lunch with Tre, sonewhat to Tre's disappointnment. Wth nothing better to
do, Tre wal ked down Col unbus Street to | ook for Benny at Real Conpared To
Waat .

The place had a honky-tonk facade covered with fuff hollows. There were sone
citified noldies |ounging around in front, not doing nuch of anything, and
there

was a bl ack man beckoning people in fromthe sidewal k.

"Light and tight!" the barker exclained to Tre. "Real Compared To Wat. Zoom
on

it, brah.”
"I"'mlooking for a friend."
"Aren't we all. We got lots of friends inside."

"Can | peek in for free?"

"Look it over, and if you don't love it in two mnutes, there's no charge.
Qustav! Show the man in."

One of the nol dies came hunching over; it was shaped |ike a big i nchworm
or ange

with purple spots. "Do you need an uvvy, sir?"



"Not yet," said Tre. "I'Il just use ny eyes for now" He foll owed Qustav the
nmol die in through the thick curtains that hung over Real Conpared To What's
door.

Inside there was music and a closed-in snell of bodily fluids. The audience
area

was pitch-dark, and spotlights were on a stage with crawy uvvies, noldies,
random pi eces of im polex, and several nude people, one of whom was Benny
Phl ogi ston, on all fours with an erection, an uvvy on his neck, and a busy

f at

linpware dildo rhythmically reamng his butt.

"Hey, Benny!" shouted Tre. "Do you know what you're doi ng?"

Benny's head turned uncertainly in Tre's direction. H s eyes had the

gl azed- over

| ook of soneone who's fully into nmental uvvy space and all but obliv to the
real time world.

"Benny! Are you sure you're getting what you wanted?"

The dildo chose this instant to pull out of Benny and hop away. Benny cane to
his senses and stood up with a rapidly devel opi ng soft-off. He found his

cl ot hes

back at his seat, donned them and followed Tre back to the street. They
noved

slowy up the bl ock

"What a burn," said blushing Benny. "Did that really happen?"

"What did you think was happeni ng?"

"It was this really sexy woman, this dominatrix type. She cane off the stage
and

got ne and stripped ne and took me—+ thought—+o her boudoir roomso | could
be

her | ove slave. She wanted to...to—

"To buttfuck you with a dildo. No need to be enbarrassed, Ben. It's a comon
mal e fantasy, pitiful creatures that we are—=

"Al'l right, yes, that's what | thought was happening. Only—=

"Only there wasn't any woman behind the dildo," cackled Tre. "And her
so-cal |l ed

boudoir was the lit-up stage!"

"Tre, if you tell anyone about this—=

"What's to tell? Who would be interested?”

"Cone on, Tre. Please."”

"Wavy. But you owe me big-time, brah."

"Fine. Fine." Benny turned and | ooked back at the nol di es oozing around in
front

of Real Conpared To What. "I hate noldies.”

"They're not exactly man's best friend," agreed Tre. "But w thout noldies,
there'd be no DIMs, no uvvies, no Wad, no Li npware Engi neering courses, and
no

new job for me.
"You got the job!"

"You know it, little guy. It looks |like a heavy deal."

"So buy me sone food and drink!"

"Stratospheric," said Tre. "And let's stride. You probably don't want to be
here

i f whoever was running that dildo comes a-stormin' out for sone face tine."
"Fully," agreed Benny, and they wal ked off into the side streets of North
Beach

for a nenorable afternoon of youthful folly.

Wth the first big paynent from Apex I mages in hand, Tre let his studies

sl i de.

Li ke why get a degree for a job he already had? That spring he flunked al
hi s

courses, and his parents cut off his allowance when he woul dn't conme hone to



Des

Moi nes. Tre coasted through the sumer and into the fall, trying to get the
four-di mensi onal Perplexing Poultry to click, but he kept not being able to
get

it to happen. It was a hard problem He was going to have to think about it
for

a long tine. Meanwhil e he kept the noney coming in from Apex by tweaking uvvy
ads when Kasabi an asked himto.

By Thanksgi vi ng, 2049, with no other obligations in sight, it suddenly seened
to

make sense to go ahead and marry Terri Percesepe. Terri and Tre took over the
management of the Cearlight Terrace Court Mdtel on behalf of Terri's w dowed
not her Alice.

After her husband Dom had died, Alice had added the nane Clearlight to the
nmotel, which had formerly just been the Terrace Court. Cearlight was the
nane

of the current wave of the perennial New Age phil osophy of California: a
holistic nature-loving libertarian set of beliefs that fit in well with the
surf

and the sun and the weirdest new drugs and conputati onal systenms on Earth.

Not that the Terrace Court was a particularly dearlight kind of

pl ace—sti cki ng

Clearlight in front of its name was just wi shful thinking. The sanme old pasty
tourists cane there anyway. In any case, as managers, Terri and Tre got to
live

free in the apartnent behind the notel office, which solved a serious rent
probl emthat had been on the point of emerging for Tre.

As well as working on floaty new philtres and now and then doing a contracted
tweak for Apex, Tre kept busy helping Terri keep up the notel. And Tre and
Terri

fell nmore and nore in |ove. Before they knew it, out popped two babies: first
a

son, Dol f, born Septenber 23, 2049, and then a daughter, Baby Wen, born June
26, 2052.

The one thing that always seemed the sanme, whether Tre was high or not, were
t he

children. Tre delighted in them It was fun to foll ow them around and wat ch

t hem

doi ng t hings.

"Clearly a biped," he would say, watching Wen stonp around their apartnent
with

her stubby little arms punping. Baby Wen was so short that if Tre put his
arm

down at his side, the silky top of standing Wen's head was still an inch or
t wo

bel ow hi s hand. Wen was about as short as a standing up person could

possi bly

be. Dolf was a clever lad who |iked asking his father questions like "WII
our

house float if there's a flood?" or "If we couldn't get any nore food, how

| ong

would it take to eat everything in the kitchen?" Little Dolf was deternined
to

survive, come what may.

In the spring of 2053, Tre got an uvvy call from Stahn Mooney. Senator Stahn
was

way lifted and nessed up

"I"'ma wee bumred you never got the fuh-four-dinensional Perplexing Poultry
toget her, Tuh-Tre," jabbered the m ddl e-aged man. "You | uh-loser." He | ooked
twitchy and hostile. "I've been aski ng Kuh-Kuh-Kasabian why | shouldn't fire



you. "

"Kiss ny ass,"
nor ni ng,
Mooney cal | ed hi m back sober
"Sorry about that last call,
subst ance

abuse are back; I'mturning into the bad old Sta-H Money. O course your
wor k

is excellent, Apex wouldn't dreamof letting you go."

"Adad to hear it. And | amsorry | never delivered on the four-di nensiona
Poultry design. It turns out John Horton Conway found four-di mensional and
five-di mensi onal aperiodic nmonotiles sixty years ago, but it's not too well
docunented. UCSC Wad finally unearthed a construction in Conway's e-mail
archives. But turning Conway's tessellations into beautiful three-dinensional

said Tre and shakily turned off the uvvy. Early the next

sai d Mooney. "My | egendary problens with

projections—so far | can't do it, even with UCSC s Wad. | do still think
about

it fromtime to tine."

"Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd., is offering some really serious bread,

Tre, which is what got nme back onto this. It's a nongo business opportunity.
Ramanuj an needs four-di mensi onal Perplexing Poultry right now, and Enperor
Staghorn will pay whatever it takes to get them Ramanujan can't figure it
out

hi nsel f, and he has this conviction that you're the man. It's not just the
actual tessellation that counts, you wave, it's the gnarly Tre Dietz way you
tweak it."

"Well, that's nice, but—=

"The | oonie noldies are interested in this too. My old friend WIly Taze; he
nmoved in to the loonie noldies' Nest a couple of years ago. He's tal king
about

creating a virtual dial to |like set the Perplexing Poultry's dinensionality
to

any number N." Stahn cleared his throat uncertainly. "Like three, four, five,
si x, seven...N-you wave? Didn't you say sonething about a general solution
when

we hired you?"

"Yes, the Schmtt-Conway biprismworks for any N of the form3 tines M Like
for

three, six, nine, and so on. And now that we have four and five, we can get
al |

the others as Cartesian cross products. The di nmensi ons sum when you cross the
spaces. Like seven is three cross four or eight is three cross five. But

you' ve

got to understand that Conway's prisns are ugly. They look like waffles or

i ke

factory roofs. Turning theminto pleasing visual Poultry is just too—

"Try harder, Tre. 1've got sonething for you to downl oad that might help. It's
a

philtre WIlly Taze sent ne. Bye for now. It's tinme for nmy norning pick-me-up."
"Wait," said Tre. "One question. What do Enperor Staghorn Beetle and the

| ooni e

nol di es want N-di mensi onal Perplexing Poultry for?"

"They won't exactly tell me. But supposedly it has sonething to do with
better

conmuni cati ons between humans and nol di es. And nerging things together is
something I'malways for." Ginning Stahn pulsed hinself a big toot froma
handhel d squeezi e and toggl ed the connection off.

The loonie philtre, which was called TonKnoT, generated silent novies of
snoot h,

brightly col ored tubes tying thenselves into N dinensional knots. TonKnoT
kept



pausi ng and starting over with a fresh knot. The knot would start as a

strai ght

stick with arrows on it, and then all the arrows would nove about and the
stick

woul d turn, in sonme indefinable way, into a knot. The pictures seenmed so

ur gent,

yet the neaning continued to escape Tre. "Look at this," TonkKnoT seened to be
saying. "This is inmportant. This is one of the hidden secrets of the world."
The

knot deformations were alnost insultingly slow and precise, yet the gimmck
of

the shift kept sonehow el uding Tre. "Look harder and you will understand."
And then in July, the jam broke and Tre finally designed his four-dinmensional
Per pl exi ng Poul try.

Taki ng care of the kids and the notel had been getting to be too nuch grunt
wor k, so as soon as Tre got his big advance from Apex for the

f our - di nensi ona

Perpl exing Poultry, he and Terri hired a noldie worker. Up until then, they'd
been getting by with the bunbling uncertain |abor of the sweet, bright woman
naned Mol ly, whom Terri's nother had passed on to themwith the notel. By the
ongoi ng |inguistic warpage of euphem sm bright in 2053 had conme to nean what
special or retarded or half-witted m ght have neant sixty or a hundred years
earlier. Tre and Terri took some pains to prevent Ml Iy from buttonholing
guests

to talk on and on about what kinds of foods she | aaaahked—al ways a favorite
topic of Molly's. She liked oysters but not clams, crabs but not shrinp,
squi d

but not nussels, beef but not ham spaghetti but not nacaroni, and on and on
The weird cryptic idiot savant joke in this was that Ml ly liked only the

f oods

whose nane did not contain the letter m+t was Terri who'd figured that out.
They coul d never decide if Mlly herself consciously understood this; if you
asked her about it, she just |aughed and said she didn't know how to spell.
Once they had a noldie to do the roons, Terri and Tre began using Molly as a
baby-sitter. She'd worked for the Percesepe fanmly so long that there could
be

no thought of letting her go. The baby-sitting job worked out fine, as Dol f
and

Baby Wen |l oved Molly and hated Monique. Like nost children, they
instinctively

feared moldies, with their odd notions and their alien stench

When Randy Karl Tucker checked into the Cearlight Terrace Court Mtel —+he
day

bef ore he abducted Moni que—+t was eight-thirty on a clear Cctober evening.
Terri

and Tre were in the process of giving the kids a bath—-always a fun fanily
tine,

with fat Wen slapping the water and shouting, while Dolf manned the faucets
and

guided a flotilla of floating things around the dangerous Wen. Terri was
kneeling by the tub with a washrag and Tre was sitting on the closed toil et
seat

with a towel in readiness. Just then there was a chine.

"Uh-oh," said Tre. "A guest. | better go hel p Monique."

"Wen's done," said Terri. "Grab her and put her in her sleeper first.

can't

do both the kids al one.™

Tre pulled his uvvy out of his pocket, put it on his neck, and told Mnique
to

stall. It was always good practice to get a face-to-face | ook at your guests.



Not only did it nake the custoners happier, but it was unwise to trust a
nol di e' s judgnent about who to let into the notel

Terri handed Wen into Tre's waiting towel. Mving quickly, Tre diapered

W en,

zi pped her into her sleeper, and set her down in her crib. "I'Il be right
back,

Wen." Wen wailed to see her father go so quickly, but then shifted her

f ocus

to her crib toys.

Qut in the office, Mnique was behind the counter talking with a | anky young
guy

with a thin head and col orl ess eyes. He was dressed in cheap nerd cl othes. He
had his el bows on the counter and was sl ouched forward |ike a drunk at a bar
A

smal | battered | eather carry-on bag rested at his feet.

"Here's one of our managers," said Monique. "Tre Dietz. Tre, this is Randy
Kar |
Tucker .
seen
Tucker around Santa Cruz recently.

"Hi, guy," said the man. Wth his accent it canme out sounding |ike Haaaaah
gaaaaah. "I need a roomfor a night, maybe two nights. Nice li'l noldie you
got

yourself here." He stretched one of his long arns across the counter and gave
Moni que an apprai sing pat, intimately running his hand down her shoul der onto
her chest. Monique twitched away fromhim 1In her anger, she rel eased a cloud
of

pungent spores and redol ent body gas.

"Haw haw, " sai d Tucker. "She gets her dander up. | guess | shore ain't in
Kentucky no nore."

"Nope," said Tre, noving forward. "Not hardly. Wat do we have free, Monique?"
"We can give himRoom 3D," said the reeking NMNonique.

"Anice room" said Tre. "On the lower terrace. It has an ocean view"
"Copacetic," said Tucker. "I'Il charge it." He | eaned down and got an uvvy
out

of his bag, being careful to imediately snap the clasps on his bag shut.
"Moni que can take your code," said Tre

"Moni que the noldie," said Tucker and sniffed the air savoringly. "I I|ike
it."

He put his uvvy on his neck and chirped Mnique his authorization code. He
did

something internal in his uvvy space and his eyes glazed over, staring

bl ankl y

at Monique, his eyes squinted up snmall as two pissholes in a snowbank. Somne
uvvy

conversation got himbriefly involved and he started subvocali zing and
gesturing. "Fuckin'-aye, Jen," said Tucker vaguely and took the uvvy off his
neck. He favored Tre with a bogus grin. "Is that your hydrogen cycle right
outside, M. Dietz? Wth the white DIMtires?"

"Call me Tre. Yeah it is. You like it?"

"What | do," said Tucker, "what | do is |linpware upgrades. Wen's the |ast
tine

you got those tires upgraded?"

"What for? It's never occurred to ne. The tires work fine."

"Shit-normal rubber tires would work, but you don't use 'em" said Tucker. "I
happen to be the sole local distributor for a new |inpware patch that
enhances

the performance of DIMtires a hundred and fifty percent. Snooths the hel

out

of the bunps.”

The narrow skul Il ed man | ooked vaguely famliar. Tre felt like he'd



"You're a |linpware sal esman?" said Tre disbelievingly.
"You don't think I look like no kind of a hi-tech propellorhead, do you, Tre

Di etz?" Tucker chuckled slyly. "I mght's well confess, | already know who
you

are. That's one of the reasons |I'mbunkin' at this hole; | admire the hel
outta

your philtres. But |I'mnot here to hassle you, man. The thing about the tires
is, I'd be right proud to give you an upgrade for twenty percent off the room
rate."

Just then Dolf cane tearing out of the back apartnent, wet and naked. "Catch
him Trel" called Terri.

Tre grabbed at Dol f, who roared with joy and ran back into the apartnent. "I
better go help with the kids," Tre told Randy Karl Tucker. "W can tal k about
your offer tonorrow when | have nore tinme, but |I'm probably not interested.
Thanks anyway. Do you mind if | have Mnique show you to your room now?"
"It'd be ny pleasure," said Tucker

The next norning Molly showed up to watch the kids and Terri went surfing.
Tre

snoked a joint and went to sit in a sunny spot out in front of the notel
office

with his uvvy. Now that he'd mastered the four-di nensi onal Perplexing

Poul try,

he was getting close on a general N-dinmensional nethod for creating themfrom
Conway cross-product prisms. These days he had a lot of interesting work to
do.

Moni que come bouncing up fromthe |ower terrace. Her facial expression was
even

nor e opaque than usual, and she was followed cl osely by Randy Karl Tucker
dressed the same as yesterday and carrying his bag. Tucker |ooked nussed and
wi |l d-eyed, as if he'd been westling with someone. H s neck bore several red
welts, some of them di sk-shaped as if froma nollusk's suckers. He was
wear i ng

his uvvy.

"Haaaaah, gaaaaah," wheezed Tucker. "Here's that upgrade | promi sed you!"
Before

Tre coul d object, Tucker had pulled two purplish postage-stanp-sized patches
of

pl astic out of his pants pocket and had sl apped themonto the fat white

i m pol ex

tires of Tre's hydrogen cycle. "You' re gonna | ove these to death,
freakbrain,"

said Tucker. "I'moutta here. Mnique, you whore! | want you to carry ne
outta

here on your fat ass!"

"Just a minute there," said Tre, losing his tenper. "You can't talk |ike

t hat .

Moni que has work to do. She doesn't rickshaw for the guests. And | don't want
your xoxxin' goober patches on ny DiMtires! Who the hell do you think you
are?"

Tucker didn't bother to answer. Moni que | eaned forward and broadened her
butt.

Tucker sprang onto her, sinking one hand into her flesh and grasping his
travel

bag with his other hand. Moni que found her bal ance, Tucker whooped, and they
hopped rapidly away.

The enraged, flabbergasted Tre stared after themfor a nonent, then ran back
t hrough the office and yelled to Mdlly, who was pl ayi ng checkers with Dol f
whi | e

Wen wat ched from her wal ker. "Keep an eye on things, Mlly! | have to go
out!"



"Al'l righty," sang Mlly. "The boy and ne are about to eat cookies! I'Ill give
Wen one too. | love cookies, but | hate graham crackers!"”

"Fine, Mlly, fine."

Tre dashed back out and junped onto his hydrogen cycle. The burner hiccupped
on,

and Tre pedaled to the corner with the little engine hel ping him There, down
at

the bottomof the hill, were Tucker and Moni que, noving toward the wharf in

| ong, graceful leaps. Tre hurtled after them

He t hought —+too | ate—ef Tucker's patches on his DIMtires as he shot across

t he

train tracks at the bottomof the hill. Instead of snoothing the bunp energy
into the usual chaotic series of shudders, Tre's tires seened to bl ow out.
The

raw nmetal of the wheel rinms scraped across the pavenment, showering sparKks.
The

bi ke sl ewed, the front rimcrinmped and caught, Tre went over the falls. H's
shoul der nade a horrible crunch as he hit the pavenent.

Tre lay there gasping for breath, monitoring the nerve inpulses fromhis
battered bod. Big problemin his right shoulder, a scrape on his forearm but
he

hadn't hit his head. Al right, he was going to be okay, but then—

Two strong slippery shapes wound around Tre's waist. The DIMtires!?! Tre

j erked

up into a sitting position. Bone ground agai nst bone in his right shoul der
The

tires were like fat white hoop snakes who'd stopped biting their tails; they
were the two sea serpents who sl ew Laocoon. Tucker's DI M patches gl owed on

t he

tires like evil eyes. There was a hi deous pressure around Tre's wai st,
squeezi ng

the air out of him He got hold of the tires with his left hand and pul | ed

t hem

| oose; they withed up his left armand tw ned around his neck

"What's he doing? Is it a trick?"

A group of tourists had gathered around Tre and the DI M snakes. The young man
who spoke was a valley wearing a bright new Santa Cruz DIMshirt with a
gnarly

graphic of a surfer on a |iveboard.

"He's bleeding," said the woman at his side. She wore her long pink hair in
three high ponytails. "And it |ooks |ike those noldie things are choking him™"
"Hel p," gasped Tre. "Get themoff ne. They— The pressure on his w ndpi pe
made

further speech inpossible, but now, blessedly, the valley stepped forward and
tugged at the snakes. While continuing to grip Tre's neck with their tails,

t he

snakes el ongated their heads and stuck at the valley. Another onl ooker—a
l'ithe

bl ack woman in cotton tights—stepped forward and yanked the di stracted snakes
of f Tre. She swung the snakes through the air and sl anmed them down hard on

t he

pavenent .

"Rogue noldies," yelled an old nman. "Hold "emdown! I'Il run into that |iquor
store and get some 191-proof rumto burn 'em™

The vall ey planted his feet on one of the stunned DIMtires and the bl ack
worran

stood on the other. The old man hurried hitchingly toward Beach Liquors. The
worman with the three ponytails | eaned over Tre, who was flat on his back

"Are you okay, mster?" The valley woman's upsi de-down face | ooked big and
sof t



and strange. Watching her white-lipsticked |lips nove was |ike seeing soneone
with a nmouth in her forehead.

"I think so," whispered Tre.

There was a sudden cry, and now the DI M snakes had wormed out from under the
peopl e's feet. They hunped off rapidly, leaped into the air, and all at once
flipped into the shapes of seagulls.

Still on his back, Tre stared at the white shapes flapping away. The bl ue
sky.

It was precious to be alive.

"What the hell ?" asked the big valley.

"Now | ' ve seen everything," said the black wonan.

"Here's the rum " called a voice, and the old man's footsteps cane scuffing
closer. "They got away? Col-dang it. |'ve always wanted to burn a noldie.

Vel |,

what the hey." There was a sound of a bottle being uncapped, followed by a
gurgl e of drinking. "Anybody el se want some? How ' bout the victim here?"

Tre sat up and weakly waved the old man away. "Thank you," he said to the
val | ey

and the black woman. "You saved ny life. God bl ess you."

"Shoul dn't he stay on his back?" interjected an old womman. "Hi s neck coul d be
broken. He m ght have internal bleeding. W should get himto a doctor
Where's

the nearest hospital? Stop guzzling that rum Herbert!"

"Mpst of us don't use doctors and hospitals here," said Tre painfully. Mving
very slowy, he got to his feet. "I'Il go to a healer.”

"But shouldn't we call some ginm e?" asked the valley.

"We don't like to use themeither," said Tre, attenpting a grin. "Wl cone to
Santa Cruz."

After a little nore chatter, the people drifted away. Tre stared briefly up
and

down Beach Street, then out toward the wharf, but nothing nuch was to be
seen.

Peopl e com ng and goi ng. A Percesepe cruise boat pulling away. No sign of
Tucker, Monique, or the DIMtires/seagulls.

It was only two bl ocks back to the notel, so Tre decided to wheel his cycle
back

t here before doing anything el se. The bare wheel rinms clanged, the bones in
hi s

shoul der grated, but Tre nade it. He was thankful to find Terri there.
"Terri, I'"'mhurt. | was in an accident. | think |I broke a bone."

"Ch, Tre, that's wiped! You're so pale! How did it happen?"

"I was chasing Moni que and Randy Karl Tucker. That weird hillbilly Iinpware
sal esman who checked in |ast night? Sonehow he got Monique to rickshaw him
away,

and | was trying to chase themdown with ny cycle.”

"You fell off your bike?"

"My tires squirned off the rinms. Then they tried to squeeze nme to death and
t hen

they tried to strangle me and then they turned into seagulls and they flew
away. "

"Who di d?"

"My DOIMtires. Tucker put sone kind of patch on them He jammed their

i npware."

"You fell off your bike and your tires tried to choke you and then they flew
away. Tre, you're stoned, aren't you? Wiy do you do this to yourself? To ne
and

t he ki ds?"

"I did smoke pot this norning, but that has nothing to do with it! Wy are
you

so suspicious, Terri? |I need your help, for God' s sake. My shoul der's broken



|'"ve nearly been killed, and | have to see a healer!"”

"Fine," said Terri curtly. "W'll go to Starshine."

"Can | cone too?" asked Dolf. "I want to see Starshine nake Daddy well." The
little boy stared worriedly up at Tre, who was gri maci ng.

"Yes, you can cone," said Tre, patting his son on the head. It would be good
to

have a buffer between himand Terri. Terri often got angry when she was

af rai d.

"Ml ly, we three are going down to Starshine's."

"Bye-bye. Say bye-bye, Wen!" Little Wen stood unsteadily on MIlly's lap and
waved bye-bye, dinpling her cheeks and show ng her guns.

The sun was high and glaring. Dolf skipped down the sidewal k ahead of the

si | ent

Terri and Tre. They wal ked a bl ock down the back side of the beach hill to

t he

l[ittle house where Starshine and her husband Duck Tapin |ived. The house was
set

back fromthe street with a garage up front by the curb in the shade of a
huge

pal mtree.

Duck was visible in the shadows of the garage, wearing his inevitable outfit
of

tan shorts and flowered shirt. He had a | ong, weathered face with
reddi sh- bl ond

wal rus whi skers; his hair was a floppy mat of blond curls.

"Yaar, Duck," said Terri

"Yaar," said Duck. "Wat's happeni ng?" He | ooked up fromthe big table where
he

was carefully assenbling sone scroll-shaped pieces of colored glass into one
of

the wi ndows that he sold for a living. Starshine's orange-and-white dog

Pl anet

lay at Duck's feet, quietly thunping his tail. Little Dolf hunkered down near
Pl anet to pet him

"My hydrogen cycle's DOMtires got screwed up," said Tre. "I fell off the
cycle

and broke sonet hing. "

"Ch, that's dense," said Duck hoarsely. California born and raised, Duck was
an

unrefl ective pl easure hound who happened sonehow to be a very gifted
craftsman.

At any hour of the day, sober or not, he gave the inpression of having spent
t he

| ast twelve hours getting very weightless. "That's fully stuck. You want
Starshine to heal you?"

"Yeah," said Terri. "Is she in the house?"
"No doubt," said Duck. "Go give her a holler. Hows it going, Dolf? You
hel pi ng

to take care of your dad?"

"Yes," said Dolf solemmly. "What are you maki ng?"

"This is a window for a lady up in the hills. It's going to be a peacock. See
hi s head there? Woops, there go your parents. Better follow them"

"Bye, Duck! Bye, Planet!" Dolf hurried after his parents, his thin little

| egs

rapi d beneath his short pants.

Duck and Starshine's house was a small pink-pai nted wooden box. There were

| arge

clunmps of naturalized bird of paradise plants in front of it, some with a few
| at e orange-and-purpl e bl ossons shaped |ike the heads of sharp-nosed donkeys.
At



the base of the cottage's walls were masses of nasturtiunms with irregul ar
round

| eaves and red-and-orange flowers. Crawing up the walls were vines that bore
flowers shaped |ike asymetrical |avender trunpets. A thick hop vine twi sted
its

way up al ong the eaves.

Terri knocked on the door with the little brass head of a gnome that hung

t here.

After a while there were light, rapid footsteps and Starshine flung the door
open.

"Yaar there!" she sang. Starshine was a tal kative womman with strai ght brown
hai r, high cheekbones, and a hard chin. Her parents had been Florida
crackers,

but she'd turned herself into a Clearlight Californian. Seeing Terri and Dol f
with Tre, she instantly spotted Tre's problem "What all's happened to your
shoul der, Tre?"

"He fell off his bicycle," said Dolf. "Can you make himwel | ?"

"It hurts a lot here," said Tre, pointing to where his shoul der met his neck
"It nade a noise when | fell, and now when | nove ny shoul der, | can fee
somet hing grinding. After | fell, my tires tried to strangle me and then they
flew away. But Terri here doesn't want to hear about that part. She thinks
['m

fucked up."

"Poor Tre. Thank Goddess |'m here. For the last hour |'ve been about to go
into

town, but | kept feeling |like there was sonme reason to stay. This nust be the
reason. Conme on in, you three."

The house had only three roons: the main room the kitchen, and the room
wher e

Duck and Starshine slept. Starshine had Tre Iie down on the floor while Terri
wat ched fromthe couch with Dol f at her side.

"I"ll scan you, and if it's a sinple break I can glue it up for you
directly,"

Starshine told Tre. She opened a trunk that sat by one wall and took out a
devi ce about the size and shape of a handhel d vacuum cl eaner. She detached a
special uvvy fromit and put the uvvy on her neck, then proceeded to run the
device over Tre's neck and shoul der while staring off into space.

"I'"'mseein" your bones, Tre."

"Are you using radiation?" worried Terri

"Heck no," said Starshine. "This is ultrasonic. My dog Pl anet hates when

use

this thing. Did you see Pl anet outside, Dolf?"

"Yes," said Dolf. "Planet's in the garage wi th Duck."

"And before |I noved in, Duck said he hated dogs," said Starshine. "That nman
was

too solitary. The first time | saw him | knew he was the one for nme. He was
tanned and callused like the carpenters and constructi on workers |I'd been
dating, but then I found out he was an artist! Wien | heard that, | set ny
cap

for him And nowthat we're married, |I'mworking on getting himto want sone
kids. 1've thought of sone beautiful names. Speaking of people with cute
nanes,

hows little Wen today?"

"Ch, she's wavin'," said Terri. "And Dolf here is learning to play checkers.
I's

Tre going to be all right?"

"I think so," said Starshine, setting down her scanner. "Tre, old brah

you' ve

snapped your collarbone is what you' ve done. Let ne get out ny glue gun and
patch you."



"Is it going to hurt?" asked Tre weakly. "Shouldn't you give ne sone drugs?"
"You srell like you' ve already been snoking sonme good reefer this norning,"”
sai d

Starshine teasingly. "Are you sure that's not why you fell off your cycle and
saw your tires fly away? Rem nds ne of sonething happened one tinme to Aarbie
Kidd."

"You see, Tre?" interjected Terri. "You should cut back. You' ve been getting
so

fl oppy."

"Ch, shut up," snapped Tre, lying there on his back with the two wonmen and
hi s

son | ooking down at him "In the first place, the accident was caused by that
guy putting some kind of weird DIMs on ny tires. In the second place, pot's
not

a drug. It's an herb. It energizes ne."

"Ch yeah," said Terri. "And when's the last tinme you finished sonethi ng?"
"\What about ny new four-di nensional Perplexing Poultry philtre, for God's
sake!

That's nmmjor!"

"Yeah, well how cone it took you four years to do it! You smoke too much,
Tre!"

"Now, Terri," said Starshine. "Let me finish healin'" himup before you start
beatin' himdown. First 1'll give you a little mst, Tre, so that you won't
f eel

it when | glue your break. And, Dolf, | think maybe you ought to go outside
while | do this. | wouldn't want you to get spooked and bunp into ne."

"Do | have to?"

"You do what the heal er says, Dolf," said Terri. "Go out in the garage with
Pl anet and Duck."

"Go ahead, Dolf," added Tre. "I'Il be all right."

"Ckay. And, Momy, you come get me when Daddy is well." Dolf ran out to the
gar age.

"He's a sweet boy to care for his daddy that way," said Starshine. She got a
little squeezie of aerosol spray out of her healer trunk. She wafted a pul se

of

the spray into Tre's nostrils. His nmuscles relaxed and his eyelids fluttered
shut. "1 know sonme fol ks that have | ost everything to this mst," continued
Starshine. "It gives you mghty sweet dreans. M st is giga worse than any
silly

old pot habit. And mist is nothing conmpared to gabba. That's what Aarbie Kidd
got into after we rode his notorcycle out here fromFlorida. The mnute old
Aarbie got to California, he got hooked on gabba and started abusing nme ten
ti mes worse than he ever did back in Florida. H mand his flanmehead tattoos.
Thank Goddess | found Cearlight."

Starshine's eyes narrowed and she pulsed a bit nore mist into Tre's nostrils.
"l

had my chance to get free of Aarbie after he wecked his notorcycle and asked
ne

to heal him Tre hasn't been beating on you, has he, Terri? If you need sone
time to think things over, | can put himto sleep for a week."

"Ch no no no, don't do that," said Terri. "It's just that Tre ignores ne
sometines. And | get so tired of being a wife and mother. | need a vacation
is

what it is. | wish | could go off by nyself and surf or snowboard somepl ace
really major and let Tre do all the housework for a change. But, oh,
shoul dn' t

be harshing on himwhile he's hurt. O course don't put himto sleep for a
week,

are you whacked? Tre doesn't conpare to Aarbie Kidd. You get to work healing
him Starshine. And explain what you're doing as you go al ong."



"Right now|l'mgoing to have a cup of coffee," said Starshine. "Before | go
and

finish this. I'll let Tre chill just alittle deeper. One nore pul se of
mst."

At the final pulse, Tre's body lost all of its nuscle tone. He | ooked as soft
as

an i m pol ex pol ar bear rug.

"You want anything, Terri?" asked Starshine, anbling out to the kitchen

"Just a glass of water, please. You're sure Tre's okay?"

"He'll be fine like this for an hour or until | give himthe antidote. Did
tell you | saw Aarbie again just the other day? Down near the Boardwal k. He
was

real friendly. Yellow stubble on his head growi ng out of the hearts of his
flanme

tattoos. Lifted on gabba as usual." Starshine clattered about in the kitchen
still talking. "What Aarbie's up to these days is what 1'd like to
under st and.

First he said he was working for the Heritagists, and then he said he was
working for the |l oonie noldies. He was with sone skanky guy from Kentucky who
kept telling himto shut up. Ckeydoke, here we go." Starshine reenerged with
a

cup of coffee and a gl ass of water.

She got sonething that | ooked like a stubby plastic pistol out of her healer
trunk and set it down next to the scanner and the mister that lay next to
Tre.

"This is the glue gun," said Starshine. "But first | use ny hands to set the
bones. Did you know that in Arabic bone-setting is al-jabarl. The word

al gebra

cones fromthat. Arranging things. | learned that in ny classes. Tinme for
sone

heal er al gebra, Tre." She laid the scanner on Tre's chest and adjusted his
col larbone with both hands. Tre npaned softly.

Terri couldn't watch, so she | ooked away, letting her eyes range over the
pictures on the walls—Starshine's life-affirmng Cearlight posters of plants
and | andscapes, along with Duck's highly detail ed oil-and-canvas
fiber-for-fiber

copi es of high-art paintings. Duck |oved dreany | ate-nineteenth-century
artists

such as Arnold Bécklin and Franz von Stuck and had taken the trouble to get
nmuseum gr ade nanopreci se copi es of sone of their pictures, conplete with
exact

wood- gi | t - and- pl aster copies of the frames. The | argest picture was Bocklin's
Triton and Nereid, which showed a hairy guy—riton—sitting on a rock in the
sea

and blowing in a conch shell. Lying flat on her back on the rock with Triton
was

a smling sexy plunp Nereid, toying with a huge bewhi skered sea serpent. The
serpent's back was decorated with a lovely proto-Jugendstil pattern of
green-and-yel | ow tessellation. Duck liked to explain the pictures to his
friends.

"Al'l righty now," said Starshine, setting down the scanner and picking up the
glue gun. "See the tip, Terri?" The glue gun had what | ooked Iike a |ong,
dul |

needle at the end. "It's folded up now, so | can push it through his skin.
But

then on the inside it opens up into a swarmof bendy little arms, and those
ar s

split up into arms that split. The little fibers reach into the break and fit
any | oose chips into place, and then they secrete...sonething. | forget the
nane.



Phonybone? Phonybone is basically organic, except that it has some rare-earth
elements init. Ytterbiumand lutetium It's conpletely safe.”

"Are you sure?" fretted Terri

"It's automatic, honey," said Starshine as she brandi shed the glue gun

"Every

pi ece of ny equiprment has a big DOIMinside it. If these nmachi nes were nuch
smarter, they'd be full-fledged nol di es—and, of course, then you wouldn't be
able to trust '"em would you? That's why we've got healers to run 'em Here
goes! " Starshine bent over Tre and pushed the tip of the glue gun through his
skin just above his collarbone. As the invisible fractal tip unfolded and did
its work, Terri could see slight notions beneath Tre's skin.

Again Terri |ooked away, resting her eyes on von Stuck's Sin, a high
Jugendsti |

work with a massive, pillared gol d-leaf wooden frame around a darkly painted
hal f - nude worman, young and bol d-eyed, her raven tresses cascading down with a
stray pubic-like curl across her belly—and there in the shadows, draped

acr oss

her shoul ders, was a great thick black serpent, its inhuman slit-eyed face
peering out at the viewer frombeneath the wonman's steady, shadowed gaze.

Next

to it was a tacked-up paper Cearlight poster showing a huge sunflower with a
smling face. Qut the wi ndow was the palmtree and the garage and t he Cct ober
aft ernoon and the soft piping of Dolf and the |oud, |aughing voice of
Duck—tears

filled Terri's eyes.

"Terri," came Starshine's voice presently. "It's all over, sweet thing. You
can

stop crying. And, brah Tre, it's time to wake up." Starshine changed a
setting

on her squeezie and pulsed a different aerosol into Tre's nostrils. He
twi tched
and opened his eyes. "You're all better, Trel" said Starshine. "And for

recuperation, 1'd advise right living and being good to your wife."
"Wavy," said Tre, sitting up uncertainly. "The dreams—+ was seeing fl ashes of
light fromthe Nth dinension. Yaar! |'m heal ed?" He rubbed his shoul der. " How

much do we owe you?"

"Ch, how about a free roomin your notel for maybe a week, ten days? My Aunt
Tenpest is conming out to visit fromFlorida, but I can't stand to have her in
ny

house. Tenpest raised nme, you know. My parents died in the Second

Human- Bopper

War on the Moon back in 2031."

"I didn't know that," said Terri. "Were they heroes?"

"Not hardly," said Starshine. "They were working for the boppers. They were
cal l ed Rai nbow and Berdoo, just a cracker skank and her bad-ass man—i ke ne
and

Aarbi e Kidd used to be. Rainbow and Berdoo ran a toy shop on the Mon that was
a

front for a tunnel into the boppers' Nest."

"Ww, " said Tre. "They were hel ping the boppers turn people into neaties?
Putting those robot rats inside their skulls?"

"I think Rai nbow and Berdoo were probably neaties thensel ves by the end,"
sai d

Starshine. "After they died, a guy called Witey Mydol took care of ne for a
while. Hmand his old lady Darla; they' re friends of Stahn Mooney's. Stahn
got

in touch with my Aunt Tenpest, and she had nme flown right down to Florida."
"Senator Stahn's gotten kind of strung out lately," remarked Tre. "But he's
still a good man. So when's your aunt coming? \Wat are the dates?"

"Too soon till too long," sighed Starshine. "You don't have to give her a



really

good room"

"We can fit her in up by the parking lot,"
usual |y

enpty this tine of year."

"Aunt Tenpest couldn't be any worse of a guest than the guy | checked in |ast
night," said Tre, cautiously flexing his newly heal ed body. "Randy Karl
Tucker."

"Randy Karl Tucker!" exclaimed Starshine. "That's the name of the guy | saw
down

at the Boardwal k with Aarbie Kidd."

"Ch yeah?" said Tre. "Wll, he's the one who sabotaged ny DIMtires, and it

| ooks i ke he stole Mnique. Maybe you can help ne find hin®"

"I wouldn't advise you to try," said Starshine, shaking her head. "Not if

he's

friends with Aarbie. Terri, 1'll let you know about Aunt Tenpest. Now go on
home

and get Tre to rest.”

When they stepped out into the yard, Dolf heard them and cane running.

" Daddy! "

Tre hugged him "I'mall fixed. Starshine glued nme. \Wat have you been up to?"
"Duck's shoes can wal k by thenselves," said Dolf. "Show them Duck!"

Duck grinned and held his hands up in the air. Slowy and snoothly, he slid
out

of the garage toward Terri and Tre.

"They're DI M shoes," said Duck. "The soles are im polex. They adjust to your
foot. And if you press your toes a certain way, they ripple along on the

gr ound

by thensel ves. Loose as a npose.'
and

gave his wld I augh

"Do you have to feed your shoes?" asked Dol f.

"No," said Duck. "They're like noldies; they eat light." He struck a new pose
and his shoes began dollying himback into the garage. "I gotta finish this
pi ece by tonorrow. How s the sore w ng, Tre?"

"It's solid,"” said Tre, gingerly patting his collarbone. "Good as new. "
"Beautiful. Later, guys."

Back at the motel, three of Monique's nestrmates were waiting for them Xl otl
Qui sh, and Xanana. Wiile Xl otl was shaped |ike a chessman, Qui sh and Xanana

| ooked |i ke sharks wal ki ng around erect on their tail fins—sharks with

said Terri. "Those roons are

Duck nmade dancing gestures with his arns

drifting,
eddying fractals nmoving across their skins in shades of blue and deep gray.
They

each had a silvery patch that sketched a resenbl ance to a face.

"What's the story with Mnique?" Xl otl demanded of Terri and Tre. "Wat the
hel |

happened?"

"I't looks Iike Mnique ran off with a scuzzy cheeseball guest,” said Terri
smling at Tre. She'd started believing himagain. "He sabotaged Tre's DI M
tires, and poor Tre broke his collarbone trying to catch them"

Tre smiled back at Terri, then focused on Monique's excited nestmates. "How
do

you know sonet hi ng happened to Mni que anyway?" asked Tre. "Did she uvvy you?"
"She didn't," said Xlotl. "And she was supposed to. So | grepped for her vibe
and nmanaged to get a feed from her virtual address, but—= X otl shook his
head

hel pl essly.
"What ?" demanded Tre. "Can you tell me, Quish? Xanana?"
"Yes, | can tell you," said Quish. She had a rich, womanly voice that she

generated by vibrating her silvery face patch. "Xanana and | have just been



channel i ng her. Moni que seens to be dream ng about the ocean. W think nmaybe
she's undersea. Come here, Tre. Let ne uvvy it to you."

"Wavy," said Tre, and Quish laid one of her fins across the back of Tre's
neck

to feed hima realtinme uvvification of Mnique's current nental essence.

Moni que seened to be underwater, but it was not a realistic scene. The bottom
had a white orthogonal nesh painted on it, for one thing, and the things

swi mmi ng about in the water | ooked nore like goblins than Iike fish. Instead
of

seaweed, the bottom was overgrown with rusty machinery. Yet the play of the
shiny surface overhead was just as the ocean should be. The uvvy transmitted
a

nonvi sual sensation that there was soneone w th Mni que—nsi de her ?—soneone

t hat

Moni que was frightened of, someone kinky, sonmeone |ike Randy Karl Tucker

It was too strange, too intense, and Tre felt faint. He pushed Xanana's
flipper

of f hi s neck.

"That's my nestmate,” said Quish. "That's her right now. And | don't know how
she got that way or where she is. Tell me about the guest who took her."

"At first Tre thought he was just a weird redneck |inpware sal esman," said
Terri .

"His nane is Randy Karl Tucker," added Tre. "He's from Kentucky. He was rea
interested in Mnique |last night, and this norning he got her to rickshaw him
out of here. | alnost caught up with them near the wharf, but Tucker put sone
kind of DI M patches on ny tires that nade themjunp off ny wheels and try to
choke me and turn into seagulls and fly away. Does...does that any nmake sense
to

you guys?"

"It could be done," said Xanana. "Have you heard of superleeches? No? You
poor

fl eshers can be so out of it. There's a new kind of |eech-DIMcalled

superl eeches; they just started showing up in August. Nobody's told you? A
superl eech lets a human take control of a moldie or, for that matter, take
control of a sinple DIMdevice like an impolex tire. It's made of sone new
ki nd

of im pol ex. None of us knows where the superleeches are coming from They're
very bad. Very very bad. Very very very bad. Very very very very bad— Xanana
repeated this | oop phrase naybe twenty or a hundred times, saying it faster
and

with nore verys each tinme, so that the last repetitions nerged into a single
chirp. Xanana liked infinite regresses.

"And you say Tucker's a cheesebal | ?" interrupted Quish

"I don't really know for sure,"” said Terri. "It's a guess."

"Yeah Moni que was gonna fuck him" said Xlotl. "W was talkin' about it
duri ng

our break. Just ball himto make noney, ya know "

"Ch wow, that's classy," exclained Terri. "Monique turning tricks in our
not el

If that's the case, we don't want her working here, do we, Tre? Wth the
children? W don't want to run that kind of notel, do we? W don't want the
Clearlight to end up like that horrible place where ny father died!" The
nol di es

shifted about uneasily at this remark, but Terri seened not to notice.

" Answer

me, Tre!"

"No, we don't want that," said Tre slowy. He'd been deep in thought ever

si nce

heari ng what Xanana said. "I need to find out nore about these superleeches.

|'"ve got this feeling they' re based on ny four-di nensi onal Perplexing



Poul try.

How cone Apex | mages never tells ne anythi ng?"

"Let's stick to the point," said Xlotl. "How do we save Mnique? Is it for
real

t hat she's underwater?"

"She m ght be," said Quish. "Or she mght just be dreamng."

"Maybe she and Tucker turned right at the wharf and headed up toward Steaner
Lane," suggested Tre. "Can you guys uvvy any nol dies there?"

"Let me try," said Xanana. "Everooze and | ke m ght be surfing Steaners today."
In a mnute, he'd made contact. Everooze, father of Mnique and Xanana, was
i ndeed surfing Steanmer Lane, a point break at the Santa Cruz |ighthouse.
Xanana

spoke al oud so that Tre and Terri could follow the conversation

"Yaar, Pop, have you seen Mnique? O has anyone el se there seen her? Yeah
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hol d on while you check. What's that? Zilly the Iiveboard di d? Mni que turned
herself into a diving suit for a tourist and junped into the ocean? But you
didn't notice it yourself. You were shredding the curl. Wavy. Yeah. W think
Moni que' s been abducted. Her signal's really weird; you can check it out.
You're

going after her? Hold on, Quish and ne want to come too."

"I'min," said X otl.

"And me too," said Terri. "If | can wear you underwater, Xanana?"

"Sure thing. Is Tre coming? He could ride inside Quish."

"I should rest,"” said Tre. "I"'mstill alittle shaky fromthe accident. And
I've

got to find out about this superleech stuff. 1'll nake some uvvy calls.”
"Ckay," said Terri. "But be sure and take it easy. Quish, can you rickshaw ne
out to Steamers?"

"I don't do that," said Quish coldly. "I'"ma diver, not a rickshaw. "

"You can say that again," said Xanana. "You can say, 'You can say that again’
again. You can say, 'You can say, 'You can say, "You can say that again"

agai n'

again. You can say, "You can say, 'You can say that again' again" again'
again. "

And he was off to the races with another regress.

"La-di-da," said Xlotl. "This ain't no tea dance. Get the hell on nme, Terri."

Xlotl forned a saddl e shape on his back, and Terri got aboard. The three
nol di es

and Terri went bouncing down the hill.

Tre wat ched them go, checked on Ml ly and the kids, sat down in a confortable
chair, donned the uvvy, planning to put in a call to Stahn Mboney. But just

t hen

t he uvvy signaled for him

"Hel | 0?"

"H there!"™ Tre saw the imge of a teenage girl hick with a colorless |ank
ponytail. "My name is, um Jenny? | bet you're wondering about Randy Karl
Tucker's superl eeches, aren't you?" Jenny gave a shrill giggle. "I could tel

you all about themif |I wanted to."

"Are you working with Randy for the Heritagists or something?" asked Tre. "I
want Mbni que back right now. Are you a bl acknail er?"

"Those are silly questions,"” said Jenny. "Me, a Heritagist? A blackmailer?
Thi nk

bigger, Tre. | want to talk to you about smart stuff! | can tell you exactly
how

Sri Ramanuj an at Enperor Staghorn used your 4D Poultry to design im polex-4
and

t he superleech. | have a viddy of himexplaining it. If | showit to you,
will

you promise to tell me all the things it nakes you think of next?"



"But | have an exclusive contract with Apex |nages."

"Ch right! I'mso sure. And neanwhil e Apex never tells you anything.
Rarmanuj an

gets your ideas and hogs them and doesn't give you anything back. You can
trust

Jenny, Randy. |I'll never tell anyone a thing about our little deal. Here's a
peek. "

Jenny started a tape of a round-faced Indian man, presumably Ramanuj an,
expl ai ni ng about his marvel ous new Tessel |l ati on Equati on. He seemed to be in
a

| ab, and there was a nmath screen behind him Tre could instantly see that
this

was a maj or mat hemati cal breakt hrough and that it had been inspired by his 4D
Poultry. It was |like he was suddenly getting a glass of water after crawing
t hrough a desert. Just then Jenny stopped the tape.

"Are we interested? Hmm®" Somet hi ng synthetic about the hum nmade Tre
suddenl y

realize that Jenny was a software construct and not a person at all. God only
knew who she really worked for

"Please let ne see the rest of it, Jenny."

"And you pronmise to tell me what it makes you think of ?"

"I promse."

CHAPTER FOUR

RANDY

MARCH 2052 - AUGUST 2053

Al through the fall and winter of 2051, Parvati kept up her visits to Randy.
They had sex and took canote/leech-DIMtrips together, and now and then

Par vat i

woul d take Randy on tours into the surrounding countryside. Once they went to
the jungle and rode wild el ephants; another tine they flew over the Wstern
CGhats to go diving in the Arabian Sea. Shiva cane along for that trip; he'd

| earned to tol erate Randy, as Randy was now giving Parvati a full kil ogram of
i mpolex a month toward the creation of Shiva and Parvati's third child.

To make enough money for the im pol ex paynents, Randy was working | ots of
overtime hours at Enperor Staghorn. He absorbed an intensive uvvy course on
El ectrical Contracting and began doing sonme of the electrical work in the sub
fab as well as the plunbing. Thanks to his shared weekly canpote/ |eech-D M
trips

with Parvati, he felt like his mnd was getting bigger all the tine.

Parvati carried nost of the impolex on her belly, and after ten nonths she
stuck out as if she were nassively pregnant. Shiva was equally fattened up
with

the i mpolex that he'd obtained on his own. On the eleventh nonth after her
first date with Randy, Parvati showed up at the Tipu Bharat room | ooking |ike
a

feebl e ghost of her old self. She and Shiva had pool ed their hard-won surpl us
i m polex to make the body of a new noldie son naned Ganesh—their final child.
Once a nol die had produced three children, he or she normally died.

"Please help me to get strong again, Randy," said Parvati. "If you give ne
enough impolex, | can use it to upgrade ny own body. If | don't get it, I'll
rot and fall apart |ike Angelika and Samni e-Jo. Shiva's already stinking—he
accepts death, but | don't. Randy, if you get me forty kilogranms of im polex,
I

can renew nyself. | know I'mnot so attractive as before, but—=
"Don't worry, Parvati," said Randy, feverishly pressing her against him and
taki ng deep breaths of her slightly putrefied scent. "You're the one | |ove,

l[i'l stinker. 1'Il find a way. |'Il take out a loan. I'Il push for a



pronotion!"

"Ch, Randy. | know it's wong, but sonetimes—sonetinmes | actually enjoy

havi ng

you touch me. Yes, do touch me, darling. Tell ne you |love ne."

Wth this inspiration, Randy checked the Enmperor Staghorn in-house list of
job

openi ngs and applied for a position as a process engi neer for Enperor

St aghorn's

great researcher, Sri Ranmanuj an.

When Randy approached Neeraj Pondicherry for a recomendation, the ol der man
was

i ncredul ous. "You have no hi gher degrees, Randy, no coll ege education. You're
a

pl unber, a handyman. Do you have any notion of what a process engi neer does?"
"Hell, it can't be so different from hooking up pipes and wires. | need the
raise, Neeraj. | want to buy Parvati a conpl ete body upgrade.”

"It would be nore realistic to take up with a fresh young nol die, Randy. A
one-year-old. Instead of quixotically squandering so many rupees to keep a
four-year-old noldie alive."

"Are you gonna help me or not?"

"OF course | will help," sighed Neeraj. "I can tell Ramanujan that you are a
reliable and uni quely adaptabl e enpl oyee. The work you've done on the
electric

power network in the sub fab is very ingenious; this work evidences your
ability

to extrapol ate beyond pl unbing. I ndeed, now that | think upon it, it seens
possi bl e that Ramanuj an may choose you. He is a very strange person.”

A week later Randy started work in Ramanujan's lab, a large roomoff to one
si de

of the fab. Half of Ramanujan's |ab was a wall ed-off clean room and half of
it

was the man's nessy office, which included a small kitchen area. Rananuj an was
a

short uncouth man, stout, unshaven, and not overly clean. H's brown eyes
shone

with preternatural intelligence.

"So, M. Tucker, you are the new chap to be hel ping nme," said Ramanujan in
wel cone. "Don't be shy, | too have bucolic origins—although of course |I am
Brahman. Neeraj Pondicherry tells me that you are very dexterous with conpl ex
systenms. As it happens, your conplete | ack of academic credentials is a plus
rather than a mnus. For reasons of industrial security, | prefer that ny
assistants are not able to fully understand what | am doing."

"I"'mrarin" to go, Sri. Can you walk nme around and tell nme what's a-goin' on?
And what all a process engi neer does?"

"A research scientist makes things begin to happen; a process engi neer
arranges

that the sanme things may continue to happen for a very long time. In this

| aboratory | amcreating sone experinmental designer impolex that | use to
make

| eech-DIMs. At present | amcrafting these DIMs one at a tinme; ny imedi ate
problemis how to avoid doing all this work by nyself so that | can focus on
t he

guestion of how to enhance the functionality of the |eech-D Ms. You do know
what

| eech-DI M5 are?"

"You bet," said Randy. "I have a noldie girlfriend, and I put one of your

| eech-DIMs on her all the time. After we fuck, I'lIl chew up a couple of her
canot e nuggets and slap the | eech-DI M on her and then— Randy broke off when
he

noti ced Ramanuj an's shocked expression. This was the first tine he'd tried to



tell a human the details of what he habitually did with Parvati .

"Pl ease go on," said Ramanujan dryly. "I amon tenterhooks."

"Well, Sri, it's like Parvati and ne see God. Everything gets white and then
it

breaks into beautiful colors. And Parvati is in there with ne. It's not
really

magi ¢, even though it feels that way-she waps herself around my head while
we're tripping, so | guess she's like a big uvvy echoing the canote

hal | uci nati ons. She says the | eech-DIMsets all of her thoughts |oose at
once.

Did you ever realize that Everything is the sane as Not hi ng?"

Ramanuj an frowned and shook his head. "The whole point of nmy inventing the

| eech-DIM M. Tucker, was to provide a neans of protection fromnoldies. Yet
you are druggi ng yourself like a sadhu and wapping a nol die around your head?
I

thi nk before we go any further | nust give you a brainscan to nake sure that

you
don't have a thinking cap in your skull. It would be a security disaster to
have

t he nol di es | ooki ng out through ny assistant's eyes."

"Parvati and | |ove each other, and she promi sed not to put no thinking cap
on

me. But if it makes you feel better, go ahead and scan ne, Sri. Were's the
brai nscanner at?"

"Right here," said Ramanujan, pointing to a small circular hatch set into his
office wall at waist height. "Just |ean over and stick your head inside."
"You' ve got a scanner built into your wall?"

Suddenly there was a needl er in Ramanujan's hand. "No tenporizing, please,

M.

Tucker. Get over there and stick your head into the scanner. For all | know,
you're a mol di e-run nmeat puppet playing the part of the innocent oaf."
"Shitfire," said Randy weakly and stuck his head into the round hole in the
wal | . There was a buzzing, a flash of purple light, and then it was over.
"Al'l's well and good," said Ramanujan, his needl er already back out of sight.
"I"'msorry if | frightened you. Wuld you object to being scanned every day?"
"Is it bad for me?"

"Not particularly. Especially as conpared with your other habits."

"Don't you like noldies, Sri?"

"I"'mfascinated by them M. Tucker. But | fear them My ongoing work is to
find

ways for human logic to control them M/ first leech-DIMis a crude desi gn—t
zeroes out all of a noldie' s neuronal thresholds to produce an effect that |
suppose coul d be thought of as simlar to that of a nystical union with the
One

as you suggest. In the future, | hope to have | eech-D Ms which all ow human
users

to nore directly control the behavior of a noldie. Enlightennent is easy, but
logic is hard."

"How do you make | eech-DI Ms?"

"The abstract answer involves a great deal of higher mathematics which woul d
be

quite inpossible for you to understand. The concrete answer lies in there."
Ramanuj an gestured toward the clean roomhalf of his |ab, which was separated
fromthem by a narrow transparent chanber hol ding bunny suits and an air
shower .

"Shall we go in?"

The Iab had a long, cluttered workbench on either side of the rooma chenica
bench on the right and a biol ogical bench on the left.

The near end of the chem cal bench held a mniaturized glass refinery, which
was



fed by lines comng up through the floor fromthe sub fab. As Randy now knew,
the tubes carried such things as water, glycerol, ethanol, polystyrene,

et hyl benzene, tetrafl uoroethyl ene, poly(Nisopropylacryl am de), poly(nethyl
vinyl ether), and solutions of natural resins and al kal oi ds extracted from

t he

pl ants and animals of Gaia's jungles and seas.

The refinery cracked and cooked the chem cal conpounds into impolex variants
for Ramanujan to decant into a multitude of small beakers, tanks, trays,

wat ch

gl asses, and crucibles that were ranged all down the I ength of the chenica
bench.

The center of the roomheld a large brightly Iit aquarium Inside the

aquari um

smal | im pol ex slugs craw ed and fl oated about |ike the shimering
nudi br anchs,

ctenophores, and jellyfish of the Indian Ccean—er, no, they were like

Kent ucky

| eeches—ti ke freshwater horse | eeches lazily stretching and shortening their
bodi es as they waited for prey.

"I keep themin there while I'mworking on them" said Ramanuj an. "Wen |'m
ready to ship one of them | dry it into a hibernation state.”

"You make them by just pouring out sone special impolex, and that's that?"
"OfF course not. In order to get any conputational power, the little slugs of
i m polex need to be doped with netals and seeded with chipnold. The main fab
breaks that into nunmerous steps, but in here I have a nanonmani pul at or that
can

do everything at once."

Set into the back wall of the lab there was a three-dinensional
nanomani pul at or

wi th a heads-up hol ographi c di splay showing a nmagnified el ectron nicroscope

i mge of the DOIMinside it. The device also had a VR uvvy that allowed the
user

to fly about inside the inage, using and progranm ng the nanomani pul ator's

i ndi vi dual nanopi ncers and nanof eel ers.

"It's fairly easy to train the nanomani pul ator to do repeated steps," said
Ramanujan. "If it was very nuch smarter, it would be a full-fledged nol di e,
and

my security would be smashed to blazes. It's an awkward position |I'min.
Hopeful ly you can learn to emulate in sone neasure the efficiency of a
nol di e.

Go ahead and try on the uvvy."

Randy put it on. He was in an ocean of impolex, wth holl owed-out tube
tunnel s

| eadi ng here and there. Sone of the tubes held bright geonetric icons—these
stood for rare-earth netal crystals. Elsewhere in the mazes of the tubes were
fuzzy gl obs—these represented the spores and al gae of the chipnold. Mriads
of

little claws were scattered about —hi s nanopincers.

"The metal s and the spores have to be distributed in certain ways," said
Ramanuj an. "Fortunately, the controls are fractalized. That is, you can group
them and cascade them It's as if you could shrink your hands and put copies
of

your hands at the tips of each of your fingers—and then do it again."

Randy played around in the nanomani pul ator's space for a while. The tubes
wer e

i ke pipes, and the cascaded controls were not unlike a nultihead pipe-gun

"l

can drive this,"'
in?

Where are the specs?”

he said presently. "But what patterns do you want ne to put



"I'n here," said Ramanuj an, tapping his head.

"How m | gonna know what to do?"

"Just study the patterns |'ve been using and do sonething simlar. As it
happens, the actual pattern used for the etching process doesn't seemto be
terrifically inportant. It's nore like you're a farmer cultivating a
field—you

plowit up to a certain statistical density and then you broadcast your
seeds.

The field and the seeds are smarter than the farner."

"Thanks a lot, Sri. Now tell me about that other bench."”

The bi ol ogi cal bench along the left wall was covered with flasks and beakers
where the chipnmold cultures were prepared. One | arge beaker was half-filled
with

a gel of impolex made cloudy by a mllion threads of mycelium Up above the
gel, great ruffs of chipnold clinbed the sides of the beaker |ike shelf
nmushrooms on a rotten tree.

"That's one of the classic strains,"” said Ramanuj an. "Each |ayer of ny

| eech-DIMs gets a dusting of that fellow s spores. But the real conputationa
power cones fromthe cultures in the flasks."

The flasks held agars of impolex with chipnmolds growing in them Most of

t hem

hel d several kinds of nold, with the populations intermngling like plants in
a

meadow or |ike corals on a reef. In a few of the flasks, the regions of
differently colored nold noved about at a visible pace, swirling like

i mm sci bl e

[iquids.

Randy | eaned over to stare deep into one of the little bottles and saw a
background pattern of green-and-yellow citylike structures that were forever
assenbl i ng thensel ves and breaki ng apart—geonetric hives continually com ng
toget her and crunbling to pieces. Filling the spaces between the hives were
lively vortex rings, each like a mushroomcap or like a jellyfish. These
little

jellyfish patterns were in shades of royal blue, tipped with vernilion
accents.

They pul sed their way through the interstices of the background pattern

splitting in two at sone intersections, nmerging at others. "It's pretty,"”
sai d

Randy.

"Yes yes," said Ramanujan. "Pretty conplicated. Are you ready for ne to go
t hrough the whol e process for you step-by-step? | suppose we'll have to do
this

several times. Are you prepared to concentrate? Each full run-through takes
about four hours."

"I"mready," said Randy.

Over the follow ng days, Ramanujan |ed Randy through the | eech-D M
fabrication

process over and over until finally Randy could reliably do it hinmself. Randy
was |ike a cook working for a master chef. As he grew nore familiar with the
reci pe, he began finding ways to streamine it, although Ramanuj an resi sted
any

attenpts to fully automate it. H's great fear was that an automated process
woul d armount to a program whi ch coul d be stolen by Emperor Staghorn's

i ndustri al

rivals, by the noldies, or by sone other interested parties.

Such as the Heritagists. The evening after his first day of work with

Ramanuj an,

Randy went to bed early. Parvati was feeling too weak to visit, and Randy was
tired out fromrunning through the | eech-D M reci pe—Aot once but tw ce.
Ramanuj an was a sl ave driver. Just as Randy got into bed, his uvvy began



beepi ng

for him Hoping it mght be Parvati —he was eager to tell her that he'd nailed
down t he job-he sl apped the uvvy on his neck

"H there, Randy. You sure aren't very thoughtful about your old friends." It
was a pale silly goose of a girl with a very bad conpl exi on. For a noment
Randy

didn't recogni ze her.

"Hel | oooo! Salt Lake City calling Bangal ore!" She waved bot h hands and

gri nned

ingratiatingly. "Jenny fromthe Human Heritage Council? Jenny who found your
neat o keeno new j ob?"

The whol e dreary, smarny, small-time-1oser vibe of Heritagi smcane crashing
back

in on Randy. He'd conpletely bl ocked out Heritagi smand the wetched Shively
days since com ng here—ahat with the interesting work at Enperor Staghorn

t he

fabul ous love affair with Parvati, and the profoundly psychedelic canote

Vi si ons

to think about. Now and then he'd witten his nother, sure, but he'd totally
spaced out on his promise to make regular reports to the Jenny thing. Ugh!
"Alittle birdie told me you're moving up the | adder at Enperor Staghorn
Beetl e

Larvae, Ltd.," said Jenny. "Wrking with Sri Ramanujan, no |l ess. W're very
proud of you!"

"Uh, yeah, Jenny, I'msorry | never called. |I reckon | oughtta tell you I'm
not

much of a Heritagi st no nore."

"So?" Jenny had stopped smling.

"So that's why I'"'mnot too interested in talking to you."

Jenny's white little goody-goody face grew pinched and nean. "W got you this
job, Randy, and we can take it away. Now that you are finally in a position
to

gi ve us sone useful information, you are going to deliver. O else. | want a
st ep- by-step rundown on Ramanuj an's | eech-DI M process, and | want it now "

"I only started learnin' it today! Anyway, Ramanujan would kill me if he
knowed

I was leakin' on him Wat the hell do you dooks have agai nst nol di es anyway?
They' re beautiful!"

"Start uvvying ne the information, Randy, or you'll find your Enperor

St aghorn

enpl oyee pass is void when you show up to work tomorrow. You'll be out of
wor k

and your little noldie girlfriend will rot to death. Believe it. Once a nonth
I"mgoing to call you, and once a nonth you're going to run through the

| eech-DI M process for me. Each time you finish, 1'll tell you which parts
need

nore detail, and you'll get me the details by the next nmonth. I'mnot here to
argue with you. I'mhere to get the information."

So Randy told Jenny the | eech-DIMrecipe as best he could and tried not to
wor ry

too much about what Jenny was going to use it for

That week the Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae conpany store | et Randy get
forty

kilos of impolex on credit, and Parvati was suddenly |ike new again. Shiva
di ed

right around then, and Parvati started living with Randy full-tinme, cooking
and

cleaning for himand flying himto and fromwork every day.

The other roomers in the Tipu Bharat made no objection; they all |iked Randy
because in his spare tine he'd fixed the building s | eaky pipes and drains.



I't

had turned out that nost of the building' s sewer |lines were actually nade of
waxed cardboard tubes; once Randy got themall replaced, the Tipu Bharat was
a

much nore pl easant place to live. The grateful owner |et Randy and Parvati
nove

into a three-roomapartment at only a slightly higher price.

On weekends, Randy and Parvati would go diving or to the jungle, as before,
but

now that they were practically a married couple, Parvati began |letting Randy
in

on some secrets

One Saturday morning three nonths after Parvati noved in with him Randy woke
to

the snmell of spiced, sugared tea with warm m |l k.

"Good norning, darling," sniled Parvati. She was plunp and beautiful, wth
fine

I ndian features and her fingers fluttering through poi sed gestures of fornal
dance. She handed hima nmug of the chai and a plate of hoppers: Tanmil|l griddle
cakes with fresh mango. "I have a nice idea for a trip today. I'll show you
where sone of the really successful noldies live. W call themthe nabobs."
Whil e Randy ate his food, Parvati stoked herself up with a few nanograns of
guantum dots; Randy kept a supply of this conpact noldie energy source on
hand

to suppl enent Parvati's sol ar energy.

Wth breakfast over, they wal ked up the stairs to the roof of the Tipu
Bhar at ,

Parvati's extruded ghungroo ankle bells tinkling with each step. On the roof,
Parvati pressed hersel f against Randy from behind, grow ng clanps around his
chest and waist. She let her remaining nass flowinto a | arge pair of w ngs
t hat

stretched out as if from Randy's back. Now Randy stepped up onto the

bui l ding's

| ow parapet. A light norning breeze bl ew against his face. There was a

t hr onged

mar ket square directly below them part of the Gandhi Bazaar. The cracked,
wavering sound of a snake charner's fat-bulbed little been horn rose up

t owar d

t hem+the I ndians seened not to mnd how weird and gnarly a tone m ght be,

j ust

so long as it was persistent and | oud.

Parvati's uvvy pad rested on the back of Randy's neck, talking to him Now
she

signal ed that she was ready, and he flexed his | egs and | eaped out off the
building with his arms outstretched. A worman in the market square pointed up
at

t hem and screaned; hundreds of people stared as Parvati's great gossaner

Wi ngs

caught hol d. They glided high across the market, slowy gaining altitude.

Rat her than crudely flapping her wi ngs, Parvati sent dynamically cal cul ated
ri pples through them getting the greatest possible lift fromher energy. At
t he

far side of the square, she heeled over into a turn, and then she held the
turn

so that they rose up and up in an ascendi ng helix. Bel ow them Bangal ore

dw ndl ed

to the senbl ance of a city map, set into a patchwork | andscape of fields and
factories. Now Parvati |evel ed out and began flying sout hwest.

"It'll take us perhaps an hour to get there," she told Randy. "W nol di es
cal |



this place Coorg Castle. It's in the jungles near Nagarhole.'
and

enj oyed the sensation of the air rushing past himand the vision of the

| andscape scrolling by below. Wen the beating of the air got to be too nuch,
Parvati grew a little windshield to protect his face. Buying Parvati a new
body

was the best thing he'd ever done. And with the good pay he was getting now,
he

woul d have fully paid for it in just one nore nonth.

Coorg Castle was a jagged cliff deep in an inaccessible part of an official
jungl e preserve, a cliff pocked with ancient caves. Parvati told Randy that

t he

richer, nore successful noldies |ived here despite the law that the preserve
was

solely for wildlife. They hel ped keep human poachers out of the preserve.

" And,

of course, they are also giving a | ot of baksheesh to the authorities."

Randy and Parvati |anded in a grassy clearing at the base of the cliff, with
flowers blooning all around. Parvati |let go of Randy and took on humanoid
form

Rat her than taking on her customary appearance of a bejewel ed sex goddess,
Parvati nmade herself |ook like a wealthy high-caste wi dow, nodestly wrapped in
a

white silk sari and adorned with only a few choi ce bangl es and a fashi onably
| arge bindi dot on her forehead.

Parvati had uvvied the Coorg Castle noldies about their arrival, and a nunber
of

the noldies flew out of their caves and circled above, staring down at them
Randy was thrilled by the sight of the great iridescent creatures nmoving

agai nst

the blue cloud-puffed sky with the sunlight stream ng through their w ngs.
They

were |like giant butterflies, like a music of enchantment, |ike a dream of
beaut y

and peace.

Two of the noldies | anded near them and took on humanoid fornm both seened to
be

nol di e mal es. They spoke briefly in English to Randy and then uvvied silently
to

Parvati for so long a tine that Randy wandered off to pick some fruits from

t he

jungle. This was fun until he got a glinpse of a tiger watching himfrom a
thi cket. He crashed back to the clearing, but now Parvati was gone. Randy
stationed hinself with his back against the cliff, anxiously listening to the
jungl e's many noi ses. He seemed to hear a steady current of heavy stealthy
nmotions in the | eaves. Now and then there was the sharp crack of a breaking
stick. Tine passed very slowy. It was nearly dusk when Parvati reappeared,
flying down from one of the high caves.

"What have you been doi ng?" he demanded.

Randy rel axed

"Ch, just visiting," sang Parvati. "Now that | have achieved a fully new
body,

t hese nabobs are welcoming ne! | find that sonme of them are even ny distant
cousins. Yes, |'ve had a very pleasant day. Are you ready to fly home?"

"OfF course | am" snapped Randy. "Unless you're planning to feed nme to the
tigers?"
"Silly boy,'
at

how readily you paid for nmy new body." Caressingly, she wapped her straps
around Randy's chest and waist, letting an extra tendril of her body slide
down

| aughed Parvati. "After all you' ve done for me? I'mstill amazed



to give Randy's buttocks a gentle caress. "You said ny body will be

conpletely

paid off in a few nore weeks?"

"That's right," said Randy, snuggling against her. "I make enough sal ary now
for

ten kil ograms of impolex a nmonth."

"What a smart man you are," said Parvati. "Let's fly hone and I'Il cook you a

good curry di nner."

By now Randy had gotten very good at using Ramanujan's nanonani pul ator; with
Randy' s hel p, Ramanujan could turn out a nonth's targeted all otnment of

| eech-DIMs in |less than a week. Ramanuj an was spending all the rest of his
tine

doi ng involved cal culations and trying to invent some new ki nd of im pol ex.
Early in July, Tre Dietz of Santa Cruz, California, cane up with the

| ong- awai t ed four-di mensi onal Perplexing Poultry philtre. Tre's enpl oyer Apex
| mmges had a one-way disclosure agreenment with Enperor Staghorn Beetle
Larvae,

Ltd., so Ramanujan was inmrediately able to obtain the philtre—eonplete with
source code. Ramanuj an becanme deeply obsessed. He set an uvvy to continually
di splay a floating hol ographic sphere of four-dinmensional Perplexing Poultry.
The sphere hovered over his desk, and Ramanujan sat there at every hour of

t he

day, staring and cal cul ati ng.

The 4D Poultry cane in seven different shapes and were colored in pleasing
transl ucent pastel colors, one color for each kind of Poultry. They fit

seam essly together like pieces in an interlocking puzzle. The famliar

chi ckens

and dodoes were still present, though their old fornms had undergone a sea
change—they were much nore tilted and twi sted than before. Rananujan
obscurely

insisted on calling the new shapes Vib Gyor, both in the singular and in the
pl ural .

The et hereal sphere of Vib Gyor |ooked, at least to Randy's untutored eye,
like

a wad of ugly m sshapen newborn chickens, dodoes, turtles, pigs, weasels,
kittens, and |izards huddling together for warnth. The shapes had a

di sturbing

tendency to visually reverse thenmselves, like a drawing of a staircase that
could be going either up or down. And sonetines Ramanuj an woul d set the
shapes

to nutating, each of themslowy cycling through weird changes w thout ever
losing full contact with its simultaneously cycling nei ghbors. Randy gat hered
that the Vib Gyor had something to do with Ramanujan's dreanms of a better

| eech-DIM

Meanwhi | e Parvati was becom ng nore and nore negl ectful of Randy. She stil
insisted that he give her ten kilograns of impolex per nonth, but what she
did

with it was anyone's guess. Oten she failed to appear at the fab to fly
Randy

hone, and soneti nes she was gone for several days at a tine.

Anot her sore point was that Parvati had overheard Randy tal king to Jenny.
Parvati traced Jenny's call to the Human Heritage Council and angrily
confronted

Randy about it. The fact that Randy was only doing it to protect his job did
little to nollify the outraged nol die.

Thi ngs were so bad that Randy often had to beg Parvati for days before she'd
have sex with him and even then the act was short and perfunctory—except, of
course, on paydays. \Wenever Randy woul d actually hand over a big slug of

i m pol ex, Parvati would get down with himjust like old tines, himon canote
and



her on the leech-DIM the two of themin paradise together

"Eureka!" Ramanuj an shouted into Randy's ear on July 2, 2053. Payday had been
the night before, and Randy was feeling a little |oose in the head. He was
sitting at the nanomani pul ator, wearing the uvvy and shakily etching tunnels
into a piece of impolex. It was a good thing the accuracy of the tunnels
didn't

matter. What was this math geek yelling about? "1've got it, M. Tucker, |'ve
got it! Impolex-4!"

"Do what ?" Randy didn't bother taking off his uvvy.

"I don't think I've ever shown you the quasicrystalline structure of

i m pol ex, "
sai d Ramanuj an, | eaning across Randy to adjust one of the nanonanipul ator's
many

nmysterious controls. Suddenly the impolex became an intricately fitted shape
assenbl ed from dovetail ed pol yhedral bl ocks. "You haven't seen this node
bef or e,

have you?"

"Can't say as | have," said Randy. "It's crooked bl ocks, some red and sone
yel | ow. "

"Yes, that's because |I've set the nanoeyes to polarized inflation," said
Ramanuj an. "The different colors are the different domains of the im polex.
Li ke

a crystal, a quasicrystal is made up of many copies of the same el ements—the
t wo

ki nds of bl ocks you see. | can make them | ook Iike chickens and dodoes if
you' d
prefer.” He turned another knob and the little blocks grew beaks and tails

and

claws that pecked and nestled into each other |ike a henhouse gone crazy.
"These

are our old friends the three-di mensional Perplexing Poultry. What nakes a
quasi crystal different froma crystal is that the building bl ocks—+the

chi ckens

and the dodoes—they're not arranged in any regular way. A quasicrystal is |ike
a

wal | paper pattern that never repeats.”

"Grarly," said Randy, noving around in the red-and-yell ow space of the

i mpolex's Perplexing Poultry. "I think | seen something like this on a
canot e

trip with Parvati, um not too far back."

"Yes yes, | shouldn't wonder a bit," said Ramanujan. "The present |eech-D M
do

percol ate the quasicrystalline structure up into the noldi es' consciousness.
But, as |I'm al ways saying, we would much prefer to inpose our own order from
t he

top down. Now | et me show you a sample of my new im pol ex-4, M. Tucker."

" Ckeydoke. "

Wth a nauseatingly vast wenching notion, the nanomani pul ator's view changed
to

a different sanple of impolex, this one unetched as yet. "This is new, M.
Tucker. | call it impolex-4. It's based on the four-di nensi onal Perplexing
Poultry. Can you see the Vib Gyor? See the seven kinds of then?

Vi ol et - | ndi go- Bl ue- G een- Yel | ow Or ange- Red. "

"Peck- peck, Sri. Braaawk-cackl e-brawk."

"Yes yes, the Vib Gyor are in nmy new impolex," exulted Ramanujan. "I found a
way to put this pattern into ny inpolex by applying a special

el ectromagneti c

field while the plastic is setting. A correctly applied field can guide the
quasi crystal tessellation; it's just like the way dust arranges itself in
patterns if you sprinkle it onto the skin of a vibrating drumhead. O course



the drumhead is only a linear second-order differential equation, while the
field equation | amusing here is nonlinear and of order nine. Today we're
goi ng

to start naking leech-DIMs with impolex-4, M. Tucker!"

"That'll be better?"

"Much better. The goal, after all, is to logically control the noldies rather
than nmerely rendering them hel pl ess. My mat hemati cal investigations have been
indicating all along that a controlling | eech-DI M nmust use a

hi gher - di rensi ona

Penrose tessellation.”

"So you'll be able to slap a leech-DIMon a noldie, and the noldie'll do what
you tell it to," mused Randy. "Shit-fire." Yesterday Parvati had gotten her
monthly allotnent of impolex fromhim and this norning she'd al ready turned
nasty again. They'd had a terrible quarrel and she'd left for who knew how
many

days. Controlling his beloved Parvati with a | eech-DIMwas starting to sound
i ke a good idea.

"OfF course, your commands have to be rather sinple,"” said Ramanujan. "The

problemis that even impolex-4 won't hold enough information. |I'm working on
a
solution to that problemas well. I'"'mtrying to create impolex-N Here, take
a

ook at nmy latest effort." Randy's universe shuddered sickeningly and turned
i nto nuddy brown scuzz spotted with threads of green and purple.

"This | ooks |Iike where the madworman shits, Sri."

"Fool . "

"Xoxx it." Randy took the uvvy off. "You'll make me puke with that kilp. What
did you say it was supposed to be?"

"I'm pol ex-N. A quasicrystal based on N-di nensional Perplexing Poultry. But I

can't figure out the correct N-dinensional tessellation. To create it, | need
a

nor e t horoughgoi ng fundanental solution. | need a Tessellation Equation. Once
I

have im polex-N, I'll have a substance rich enough to hold as nuch

i nformati on

as | like—as nmuch information as an entire human mnd!"

Randy t hrew back his head and gave a deranged-scientist cackle. "And to think
they dare call us nad!"

"Ch, get back to work, you degenerate bunmpkin. Once we get one of the new

i m pol ex-4 | eech-DIMs ready, you can try it on your noldie girlfriend.
Intercourse with her is all you care about, as | very well know. "

For the next six weeks, the two of themworked like fury, testing out

di fferent

conbi nati ons of impolex-4, etch patterns, netal doping, and chi pnold. Randy
was

conpletely in the dark about how well they were doing, but Ramanuj an grew
nor e

and nore optimstic. Finally, on August 13, they'd put together a half-dozen
exenpl ars of an impolex-4 | eech-Dl M design that, according to Ramanuj an,
shoul d

work. He called his new creations superl eeches.

"Take this and try it on your girlfriend," urged Ramanuj an, handing a
super | eech

to Randy.

It was like a springy, leathery bit of nearly dry el ephant’'s-ear seaweed,
colored a rich natural purple with highlights of pale beige. It was about
three

i nches | ong and one inch across. The untrinmred edges of the superleech were
irregular and curly, and its wavy surface was covered with tiny bunps that
gave



it a sandpapery feel. Randy found his fingers unable to stop caressing it.
"How does it work?"

"A superleech relays orders frompeople to noldies. The owner is the naster

t he

superleech is the viceroy, the nmoldie is the slave. The first individual to
pl ace the superleech on his or her uvvy—this is the individual whomthe
superl eech is adopting as its owner."

"So what all am | supposed | do?" said Randy. In his hand the superleech
shifted

to his touch.

"You put your uvvy on your neck, you put the superleech on your uvvy, and you
t hi nk about what you want Parvati to do. In this way the superleech is
adopti ng

you, and you are giving it a program You think about what you want and then
you

peel the superleech off your uvvy and put it in your pocket. Wen you get a
chance, you put the superleech on Parvati, and she starts doing what you were
t hi nki ng about . "

"What if | want to change what Parvati's doin' once the superleech gets
started?" asked Randy after a noment's thought. "Instead of her doin' the
same

t hi ng over and over and over."

"Ah yes," said Ramanujan. "That could be disastrous. The unstoppabl e broom of
the Sorcerer's Apprentice. The magi c porridge pot that buries the village.
The

geni e that spanks your children to death. Never fear, Randy, the owner can
still

uvvy instructions to the superleech once it is in operation.”

"Copacetic!"

As chance woul d have it, today was Randy's twenty-first birthday. He'd told
Parvati about it, but she was in one of her nopods again and had di spl ayed
little

interest. It was still two weeks till the next payday. O course she wasn't
waiting for himoutside the fab. He began trudging the half nile to the
conmut er

train station.

In his standard outfit of white pants, white shirt, and w de-brimed straw
hat ,

Randy stuck out fromthe crowd, especially with his pale face and beaky nose.
He

wal ked with a snmooth, nerdly glide, his arms punping while his head stayed at
a

constant |level. The superleech twitched in his pants pocket.

It was a shame the way Parvati had been treating himlately. It was starting
to

rem nd himof the way Honey Waver had been toward the end. So obviously and
totally taking advantage of him Wy did he have to be such a weakling, such
a

patsy for every bossy wonan that cane al ong?

It probably went back to his chil dhood. To Sue. Sue wasn't the stabl est of
worren, and it was common for her to flip-flop fromcozy nothering to crazed
bitchy ranting and back. It was hard al ways being at the mercy of just one
parent. \Wenever Randy asked Sue about who his father mght be, she would put
himoff. Maybe if he'd had a father, he wouldn't have turned out to be so
submi ssive to wonen.

Thi nki ng about being subm ssive to wonmen gave Randy a pl easant hard-on, and
he

passed nost of the train ride in idle sex fantasies, hel ped along by the
intimate pul sing of the superleech. Yes, it was high time for Parvati to fuck
hi m agai n. Suddenly remenberi ng Ramanuj an's instructions, Randy took out the



superl eech and set it against his uvvy.

"I am superleech type 4, series 1, ID #6," said a grainy little voice in
Randy' s

head. The voice gargled raspingly and then announced, "Registration is
conpl et e,

Randy Karl Tucker. You are ny owner, and | amready to accept your prograns."
Randy waited a bit, but the superleech said nothing nmore. So Randy went back
to

t hi nki ng about sex. Wen the train stopped, he took the superleech off his
uvvy

and put it in his pocket.

As Randy was getting out of the train, a small urgent nan el bowed hi m sharply
in

the ribs and grabbed his wallet. Randy got hold of the wallet and pulled it
free

of the pickpocket, only to drop it on the street next to the train car steps.
As

Randy bent over to pick it up, a fat woman's wobbly ass farted horribly in
hi s

face, and a dacoit's dirty bare foot stepped on his wist. The train
conduct or

rang his bell and screamed for Randy to stand clear of the train steps,
insultingly calling hima hankie-wallah. The humi d air was unbelievably foul
the tropical sumrer sun felt heavy as a sheet of hot netal; and several rupee
notes were nissing fromRandy's wallet.

But the superleech was still in his pocket. He wi ped the sweat off his brow
and

t hreaded his way through the crowded streets, calnming hinmself with the sight
of

his favorite sadhus. The stone stairwell of the Tipu Bharat was cool and
shady.

As he wal ked up the steps, Randy's heart rose again. He was about to see his
sexy Parvati. And she would act just |ike he wanted!

In his boyish heart of hearts, Randy had been hoping for a surprise birthday
party, but Parvati was doing nothing nore than tensely sitting on a kitchen
chair.

"Hey there, li'l stinker,"’
boy!

How ' bout a hug?"

Parvati grudgingly allowed herself to be gathered into Randy's arnms. As he
squeezed her tight, she finally spoke.

"I"ve been waiting for you to get hone, Randy. There's something | have to
tell

said Randy affectionately. "Here's your birthday

you. "
"And | got something to tell you," said Randy. "Ramanujan and nme finally got
t hose new | eech-DI Ms wor ki ng. Lookee here, | brought one honme." He drew the

writhing superleech out of his pocket and set it down on the kitchen table.
"Let's give her a try! Lord knows | wouldn't nind eatin' me a couple-three
nuggets of canote and fuckin' you all night. It's time to get w ggly, baby!
Randy Karl Tucker is twenty-one."

"No, Randy," said Parvati, undulating away to the far side of the kitchen
"That's what | have to talk to you about. It's all over between you and ne.
I've

only been waiting here to say a |l ast good-bye. You've been good to ne, but
['m

| eaving. "

"Where woul d you go? You won't find a nore reliable source of impolex. Do
you

want nmore than ten kilograns a nmonth, Parvati? Is that it?"

"As a matter of fact, Randy, soon you're going to be out of a job and in no



position to provide any impolex. But no matter. The point is that |'ve found
a

fine new husband anong the Coorg Castle nabobs. His nane is Krishna. He's al
bl ue. Very beautiful ."

"You done bought your way into high society with ny impol ex, huh? And what

t he

hell do you nmean |I'Il be out of a job? Ramanujan and ne just nade a big
di scovery. Mre'n likely, 1'll get a fat raise. Now stop talkin' crazy,
Parvati .

| don't mind if you visit with your Krishna now and then, just so's you keep
comin' home and takin' care of ne."

"You're going to be out of a job because I'mgoing to uvvy the security

di rector

of Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd., and tell her that you' ve been giving
Ramanuj an's secrets to that Heritagist Jenny-thing. |'ve got several of your
calls recorded inside ny body for evidence. |I'msorry, Randy, but Krishna says
I

have to report you. He has very high norals."

Randy reel ed back agai nst the kitchen table and fell into a chair. "Your
snotty
nol di e boyfriend wants you to tell Enperor Staghorn |'ve been spying for
Jenny?

Ch, you bitch. You goddamm, sliny, bossy, bullying— Just then the superleech
brushed agai nst Randy's hand. In one swift, savage novenent, Randy | eaped

acr oss

the room and pl astered the | eech agai nst her bottom

Parvati struck out at him but then the superleech dug in and took effect and
Parvati's struggles turned to warm enbraces. \Were the old | eech-D Ms had

t ur ned

Parvati into a kind of gl owi ng egg, the new superleech |l eft her body shape
nmuch

the sane. The difference was that Parvati's usual personality was gone—er
subnerged. Having sex with her felt perhaps nore |like masturbating than |ike
maki ng |l ove. But Randy did it anyway; he did it hard, right there on the

kit chen

floor, thrusting hinmself deep into her as if sonehow he could teach her a

| esson.

When he'd finished, Randy put his uvvy on and told the superleech to tel
Parvati to cook dinner. While she busied herself with the pots and pans,

Randy
kept up his uvvy contact with her and the superleech. The real Parvati was
definitely still there, down under the superleech. She was confused,

di soriented, and above all angry at being trapped in the superleech-run cage
of

her body. It was sad to see her this way—-but for now Randy had no intention
of

setting her free. She wanted to squeal on himto Enmperor Staghorn

Soon Parvati served sonme rice with a delicious nushroomcurry. It wasn't

unti |

he'd eaten two big hel pings that Randy realized the curry was full of poached
canpote. He'd eaten perhaps twenty nuggets. Parvati's shackled spirit had found
a

way to trick the superleech. She'd cooked dinner, but she'd poisoned him

The angl es of the roomtw sted and | ooned. Randy staggered to the sink and
began

vom ting onto the dishes, seeing thousands of slow notion faces in the beige
textures of his puke. Parvati stood quietly to one side, watching him

Thr ough

t he uvvy, Randy coul d sense her sly glee. Wat else m ght she do to hin®
Randy drank as nmuch water as he could hold and forced hinmself to vomt again.



H's brain's vision processor was crashed; he was getting his eyes' unfiltered
input; it was like seeing through tw tching, splotchy fish-eye lenses. His
hearing was equal ly xoxxed, all fades and echoes—he becane convi nced Parvati
was

whi spering sonething that the superleech wouldn't |et him hear

"Talk to nme, Parvati," cried Randy. "Talk to ne out |oud. Let her talk,
superl eech, let her say whatever she wants to, but don't let her cone at ne."
"I dare you to kill ne," said Parvati. "Kill nme and get sone fun out of it.
Look

at this." Her flesh flowed and tw sted and she took on the |ikeness of Honey
Weaver. "You're a freak, Randy Karl," she drawl ed, hefting her tits. "You're
nothing nore than a kid | liked to piss on. If you was a man, you'd take that
knife outten the sink and kill me. But you're a candy-ass chickenshit."

The big long kitchen knife in the sink winked at Randy. He rinsed the vomt
of f

it and hefted it in his hand. It was sharp, so sharp. He was careful to hold
t he

point away from hinself. He could see networks of veins and arteries beneath
hi s

flawed, ugly skin.

When Randy | ooked back at Parvati, she'd changed shape agai n. She | ooked
exactly

li ke Randy's nother. "Wo's ny father, Sue?" croaked Randy. "Wy won't you
ever

tell me? Tell me who's ny father!"

"Never mnd about your father," screamed Parvati/Sue. "I wish |'d aborted
you!

Don't you have the guts to kill ne? You stupid little jerk. If you let mne
wal k

out of here, 1'll get you fired from Enperor Staghorn Beetle!"

"I want my daddy," said Randy, suddenly breaking into sobs.

Parvati's skin grew dark and her teeth got sharp and | ong. She was turning
into

Kali. "Kill me!" she screamed. "Chop ne up before | give you a thinking cap
It's coming soon, you flesher freak! Kiiiiiiill!"

"Hel p me, Daddy!" screaned Randy Karl and lunged forward with the [ong knife.
He

st abbed and chopped and hacked for the | ongest tine, and the inmmbile Parvati
did nothing to stop him Finally he was too tired to slice anynore. He

dr opped

the knife to the floor and washed hinmself off in the sink. There were lots of
crunmbs of impolex and chipnold on him he kept thinking they were gobbets of
coagul at ed bl ood. When he turned off the water, the roomwas very quiet. What
had he done?

The weirdly bul ging kitchen floor was covered with chunks of im polex, none
of

themlarger than a |l oaf of bread. They were Parvati. He'd killed Parvati. The
pi eces of impolex were slowy dragging thenselves around |ike big slugs.
Randy

sat cross-1egged on the kitchen counter to be up high away fromthe slugs,
and

he cl osed his eyes so he wouldn't have to see them

Ti me passed and col ors played behind Randy's eyelids. He seened to hear a
man' s

voice talking to him His father? "You' re doing fine, son. I'mproud of you.
You're doing just fine." Randy felt happy and calm A gentle breeze wafted

t hrough the apartnent and caressed him Someone tapped himon the knee. He

| et

his eyes flutter open.

"Bye, Randy." It was Parvati, fully forned, though with a network of pale



or ange

scars.

"What ! ?"

"I crawl ed back together. Except for that piece." She pointed to a gl ob of
i mpolex lying off to one side of the floor with the purple welt of the

superl eech knotted into it. "That piece is yours. | tricked you into cutting
it

out of ne."

Randy funbled for the knife.

"Don't start again or | really will kill you. | feel stronger than ever. The

only reason | don't give you a thinking cap is that I'mso sick of you." She
turned and wal ked to the door, slightly linmping. "Just for old tines' sake,
won't call Emperor Staghorn till tonorrow afternoon. If | were you, 1'd | eave
town before then. The dacoits, don't you know " The door sl anmed behind her
Randy wal ked gi ngerly across the room and nudged t he piece of impolex that
Parvati had left.

"I am superleech type 4, series 1, ID #6," uvvied the hoarse little voice. "I
am

currently coupled to 723 grans of impolex with traces of a noldie program
Thi s

i mpolex was part of the left buttock of a noldie named Parvati."

"Can you wi pe out the noldie traces and run the impol ex yoursel f?"

"Yes. Shall | proceed?"

"Do it. And then keep watch. G ow sone feet and wal k around. |f anyone or
anyt hing conmes in here, squawk and wake ne up. | gotta crash.”

Randy tottered to his bed, took off his uvvy, and fell into a whirling kind
of

ni ght mare sl eep. At some point in the middle of the night, sonething hopped
into

bed with himand snuggled up by his chest. He cradled it against hinself and
slept a little better.

At dawn, the uvvy rang for him "Randy Randy Randy Randy.."

A creature shaped like a young hen hopped of f Randy's bed onto the floor and
began meki ng a ruckus. What? Randy reached out and sl apped the uvvy that sat
on

his bedside table, setting it to projection node. Jenny's face appeared. She
had

a big zit on the side of her forehead.

"Ri se and shine, Randy! We have a lot to do today."

"I"'mnot ready." He rubbed his face, trying to put together his nmenory of
what

had happened the night before. The little chicken strutted this way and that,
staring at Randy for approval. The nappy purple shape of the superleech ran
down

the center of its back.

"I sawit all," said Jenny, |ooking eager and gossipy. "I never told you, but
I

keep a tap on your uvvy? So when | heard you going off about your father, |
did

some qui ck research and found out who he is."

"Now, hold on," said Randy. "Just slow down here. Parvati is gettin me fired
anyway. |'mthrough working for you skungy Heritagists."

"I"'mnot a Heritagist, Randy Karl," said Jenny. "I'ma software sinme
created

by a certain |oonie noldie who's also called Jenny. For fast Earth contact,
need to live down here on a serious nmachine. So |I'mworking for the
Heritagists

just to like pay the rent for my space on their machine. I'mliving on the
Heritagi sts' big underground asinov conputer in Salt Lake City—but, um Randy
I



could nmove? Wth a client Iike you, I could be a freelance agent for both you
and noldie Jenny fromthe Moon. | could buy nyself a proprietary hardware
node

in Studio Gity."

"Forget it!" said Randy. "CGood-bye!"

"Wait! Don't you want to know who your father is?"

"Ckay, who is he?"
“I'I'l never tell,"”
girl

with a secret. "Just Kkidding! But you have to listen to ny new plan too."
"Yeah yeah." Randy kept being distracted by the antics of the

super | eech-ani mat ed chi cken; it was prancing around |ike a mniature noldie,
pretending to scratch for worns in the wooden floor. Wrmwod. Randy was
still

seeing colorful trails every time he noved his eyes. "Let me get it together
for

a mnute, Jenny. | feel nighty rough.”

He went and | ooked in the kitchen. The floor was bare. There were flies on

t he

vomt in the sink. He ran the water for a mnute, taking a drink and rinsing
of f

his face. What was that last thing Parvati had said about dacoits? He checked
that the apartnent door was | ocked, then took a pee. The hen trailed after
Randy

like a chick follow ng its nother

"I"mgone call you Wlla Jean," Randy told it. "That fine by you?" The

chi cken

cl ucked and bobbed its head. Randy | eaned over and petted it. "You ny little
friend, ain't you, Wlla Jean? |'ve always wanted a pet chicken. Good girl
Good

Wlla Jean."

Whey-faced Jenny was waiting above the uvvy by Randy's bed. "Oh, excuuuuuse
ne, "

she said. "Finally ready?"

"Yep."

"Well!" said Jenny. "About your dad. OF course the Heritage Council has a
sanpl e

of your DNA on file—fromwhen you applied to live in the Shively Heritage
House,

renenber?—so | ran a simlarity search across sone DNA dat abases, starting
with

Louisville. And right away | found your match in the records of the

Loui sville

jaill WIlly Taze, born 2004 to Use Anderson and Colin Taze. You nust have
hear d

of him Cobb Anderson's grandson? The inventor of the DIMand the uvvy? In
hi s

twenties WIlly was enployed by the city of Louisville to maintain the Belle
asi nov conputer, and then in 2031 he hel ped Manchil e and his ni ne-day mneatbop
boys. WIly was arrested for treason and sentenced to death, but he broke out
of

prison in the Louisville asinov revolt that happened the day before Spore
Day.

WIly nade it down to Florida and started inventing things. The ginme |iked
hi s

DIMs so nuch that they pardoned him And then WIlly nmoved to the Mon. He
bui | t

hi nsel f a place and roonmed there for nmany years with a man naned Corey

Rhi zone.

End of info dunmp.”

gi ggl ed Jenny, every bit the snippy teenage Heritagi st



"WIlly Taze is ny dad? \Where is he now?"

"Well, | shouldn't really talk about this, but, um WIIly noved into the
nol di es' Nest. | wouldn't know how you could reach him | suppose you coul d
uvvy

Rhi zome for info, but he's a big old grouch. Corey's an artist, and he
doesn' t

like strangers one bit!"

"But | thought | heard ny dad talkin' to me yesterday after | chopped up

Parvati," wailed Randy. "I thought |I heard a man's voice."
"Yes yes, | arranged that for you," smrked Jenny. "It was pretty obvious
t hat

you needed it—slashing up your nommy and crying |like a baby. What a sight!

But

that wasn't WIlly talking to you. It was a sinulation of Cobb Anderson—your
great - grandfather. You know how the Vatican used to have the worl d's biggest
library of porno? Well, the Heritagi sts have the Earth's biggest archive of
bopper nenorabilia. And it just so happens that their Salt Lake Gty Archives
own the only existing copy of Cobb's S-cube. | snuck in and booted it up so
Cobb

could talk to you and make you happy. Now, listen, Randy, you need to get out
of

Bangal ore before Parvati turns you in. I'mgoing to buy you a plane ticket.
Get

your suitcase packed, and I'Il call right back."

Randy's thoughts were in a whirl. "You're doing fine, son. I'mproud of you.

You're doing just fine." So that had been Cobb Anderson. The man who i nvented
t he boppers; the first man to have his personality coded up as software.
Randy' s

great-grandfather! It would be nice to have sone long talks with him And
Randy' s dad—Randy's dad was WIly Taze, the gl anorous rebel and geni us

i nvent or!

Maybe Randy could find WIly in the Nest. Maybe Randy would turn out to be a
bi g

somebody like WIly and Cobb!

He noved quickly around his apartnent, tossing clothes and nenmentos into his
bag. Wlla Jean raced around with him When the uvvy sounded again, Randy ran
to

t he bedroom and sl apped the uvvy onto his neck

"Yes," said Jenny. "The ticket's all set. You're on a direct flight to San
Franci sco, leaving at 1 P.M"

"You think that's early enough, Jenny? Parvati said she's gonna uvvy Enperor
Staghorn in the afternoon. Did you catch what she said to ne about dacoits?
Waen

Enmperor Staghorn gets the word, they gonna send a gang of thugs after ne,
girl.

Get me an earlier ticket!"

"Randy, before you |l eave, you have to go in to Enperor Staghorn and make ne a
conpl ete viddy of how Ramanuj an makes a superleech. W' ve found you a snart
mcro-camthat'll perch on a hair in your eyebrows. It's no bigger than a
dust

mte. You nake the viddy and at noon you tell Ramanujan you're eating |unch
in

town and go right to Gate 13 at the airport. They'll have a first-class

ti cket

for you. No sweat!"

"I don't wanna go to no Enperor Staghorn today, Jenny. It's too risky."
"Randy, unless you can get the conplete recipe for the superleech, you' re not
going to be of all that nuch use to us."

"This is still for the Heritagists?"

"Yes, it's for the Heritagists, but believe it or not, it's for the |oonie



nol di es too."

"Bull shit."

"I's too!" giggled Jenny, crinkling her nose and noddi ng vi gorously.
" Mrm hnmm

You'll see, Randy Karl Tucker. It'lIl be fun in California. You'll work in
Sant a

Cruz. It's this funky little beach town an hour south of San Franci sco. And
you

can talk to Cobb Anderson as much as you like. Come on, Randy, don't be a
party

pooper. At least let us get you to San Francisco."

"Ch man. | dunno."

"I"ve already called a noldie rickshaw for you. He'll be there in a mnute;
he's

pi cking up the mcro-camright now. Let himtake you to Emperor Staghorn

He' ||

wait there with your suitcase, and you'll be able to |l eave the instant you're
ready. Conme on, Randy. Pretty please."

"What all you got lined up for me in Santa Cruz?"

"Well, | really wasn't supposed to tell you yet, but since we're such good
pal s

and everythi ng—eh, why not. You'll be kidnapping noldies and sending themto
t he

Nest. Liberating them the way the |loonie noldies look at it. Mldie

repatriation is sonething the Nest works on with the Heritagists. You'll be
working with a man nanmed Aarbie Kidd."

"Ki dnappin" noldies'd be easy with superleeches,"” nused Randy Karl. "For the
Nest? | wouldn't mnd checkin' out some o' themnoldie California girls. And
get

intight with the loonie noldies? | wouldn't nmind that a bit. Hell, oncet |
get

to know 'em | could go to the Nest and see ny dad, couldn't I!"

"Al'l of that, Randy Karl, and nore. Is it a deal? The rickshaw s downstairs."
"Wait. First | wanna talk to Cobb again."

"Can do! I'Il patch himright in."

The uvvy i mage wavered, and then there was Cobb Anderson. He had a strong

wi de

face with high cheekbones. Hi s hair was sandy and he had a short-cropped
white

beard. He was imaged in nuch better resolution than Jenny; he | ooked al nost
real, floating there in Randy's visual cortex. The rich Cobb simulation even
i ncl uded scents and air currents. Cobb snelled confortabl e-he snelled |ike
freckl es.

"So you're WIly's son," said Cobb. "I'ma little out of sync. | just cane
back

fromheaven. Al is One in the SUN. | don't |ike being run on this asinov
machi ne; | need ny own personal hardware." Cobb paused to channel Randy's
Vi be.

"So you're ny great-grandson. Yes. | can tell you' ve been hurt. Poor Randy.
Ve

can hel p each other."

"Cobb, what's my dad |ike?"

"WIlly's smart as a whip. A w zard with the cephscope. He saved ne and a
worran

fromsome racial puritans one time, and he freed a bunch of nachines from
their

asimovs. And | hear that then he—= The old man's face cl ouded over. "Stop
talking in ny head, Jenny, and don't rush nme. Randy, let's see if you can't
get

me off this pathetically inadequate pig nachine. Take ne to the noldies on



t he

Moon. We'll make a plan, huh, squirt?"

"Was that you talking to nme |ast night?"

"Yes, Randy. Do you want to hear it again?"

"I surely do."

"You're doing fine, son. I'mproud of you. You're doing just fine. | love
you. "

Cobb' s pal e eyes were kind and wi se.

"Thanks, Cobb. Thanks a lot."

Cobb and Jenny signed off and Randy switched his uvvy attention to Wlla
Jean.

He | ooked through her eyes and suddenly realized she was usable as a

tel erobot .

He drove her quickly around the nooks and cranni es of the kitchen/dining

ar ea,

pecki ng up stray crunbs of impolex and | oose nuggets of canote.

"Now, you be ready to hatch that canote back out for ne when | ask for it,"
Randy told Wlla Jean. "Don't mash it." Not that he wanted any canote right
now,

but you never knew.

Randy got WIlla Jean to hop into his suitcase and then he closed it up. So
now

Bangal ore was over. Randy gave a heavy sigh. He wandered around the apartnment
for another minute, taking a last | ook at the famliar view of the bazaar and
the distant hills. How happy he'd been here. If only Parvati had | oved hi m
He

wal ked down the stone steps of the Tipu Bharat, his eyes wet with tears. The
wai ting rickshaw was shaped |i ke an orange oxcart.

At Enmperor Staghorn, Randy found Ramanuj an ani matedly drinking a | arge mug of
saf fron-spi ced chai. He'd been working in his office all night.

"How di d the superleech work on your girlfriend, M. Tucker? Feeling a bit
wrung- out today, are we?" Ramanuj an rubbed his dirty shiny hands and beaned,
not

waiting for an answer. "Good, good, good. As it happens, |'ve found a
devilishly

clever algorithmwhich rather radically sinplifies the superleech
manuf act uri ng

process. Yes, a rather radical sinplification indeed. Look at this beautifu
equation!"

Ramanuj an i ndi cated sone scribbles on a piece of paper on his desk, and Randy
| eaned over to make sure that his mcro-camgot a good view.

"I's that Sanskrit, Sri?"

"I assune it pleases you to jest. The synmbols on the left are, of course,
integral signs and infinite series, representing a four-dinensiona

guasi crysta

geonetry. And the right side of the equation is seventeen divided by the cube
root of pi. There's glory for you. | call it the Tessellation Equation

Beauti ful mathematics nmakes beautiful technology. Let's go into the clean
room

so | can show you the tech. But—ah ah!" Ramanuj an shook his finger. "First,
as

al ways, we scan your reckless head."

Randy was ready for this. He touched his brow and the m cro-cam hopped onto
hi s

finger until the brainscan was over. Easy as pie. They suited up and entered
t he

cl ean room

"So do we make up sone nore superl eeches today?" asked Randy, sitting down at
t he nanomani pul ator. "I'mrarin" to go. I'd kind of like you to go through

t he



whol e process once again to make sure | got it straight."

"Do tell," said Ramanuj an, suddenly suspicious. "So how did you pass the

ni ght,

M. Tucker? | find your matitudinal diligence rather conspicuously atypical."
"Huh? Al right, Sri, I'Il tell you the sorry-ass truth. | put the superleech
on

Parvati and fucked her and asked her to nake di nner. She poisoned nme with
canote, and then she got ne to chop her up. The pieces that weren't attached
to

t he superl eech craw ed back together, and there was Parvati again. She ran

away
to Coorg Castle. She don't love me no nore. | just want to work hard and

f or get

about her." A thought occurred to Randy. "I wouldn't be surprised if Parvati

didn't try and nake ne | ose ny job, she hates nme so nmuch."

"Where's the superl eech, Randy?"

"It's stuck to a leftover piece of Parvati that's shaped itself into a cute
little hen. | call her WIlla Jean. She's a telerobot for ne now Like those
flyin' dragonfly cameras? | left Wlla Jean to hone."

"Tel erobotics!" exclai med Ramanuj an, his coppery face splitting in a grin.
"That's a wonderful app for superleech technol ogy!”™ He | eaned over and warnly
patted Randy's shoul der. "You're invaluable, ny boy. Fools rush in where
angel s

fear to tread.”

"You' re happy because a slice off Parvati's ass turned into a chicken?"

"I am happy to realize that there is an i medi ate peaceful use for
super | eeches.

Rat her than being solely a bellicose means of noldie enslavenent, the
super | eech

can be an interface patch which cheaply turns a sausage of impolex into a
telerobot. Jolly good. But | haven't fully explained my big news yet, M.
Tucker. That equation |I showed you? Wen interpreted as a method of phase
nmodul ati on, my equation provides an effective way to convert ordinary

| eech- DI M5

i nto superl eeches sinply by sending thema certain signal. It's easy as
sevent een di vided by the cube root of pi."

"Show nme how, " said Randy Karl .

Ramanuj an pi cked up a snmall parabolic piece of silvered plastic and wal ked
over

to the aquari umwhere the old | eech-DI M5 swam "Cbserve, M. Tucker! This is
a

pocket radio transmtter that | programred | ast night." He ained the silvered
plastic dish at one of the Ieech-DIMs. "Now | chirp this |leech with a signa
based on ny equation." He pushed a button on the transmitter and suddenly the
targeted | eech-DI M began shaking all over. "You see? The program sets off a
pi ezopl astic jittering which forces the quasicrystals into the im pol ex-4
state." The leech's vibrating skin puckered up into the rough surface of a
superl eech; it turned tan and purple all over. Ranmanujan plucked it out and
hel d

it up for Randy's inspection. "Behold!"

Ramanuj an set the danp superleech onto an uvvy, and the uvvy speaker
announced,

"I am superleech type 4, series 2, ID #4. Do you wish to register as ny
owner ?"

"No," said Ramanuj an. "Please crawl off the uvvy and go to sleep now " The
super | eech obli ged.

"That's really sonmethin', Sri," said Randy, fingering the dornant

superl eech's

rough surface. "Can you show ne how you programred that little radi o antenna?"
"You' d never understand the program"”



"Try me. How am | gonna learn if you don't let me try?"

"You won't understand it, but | wouldn't mnd going over it in detail just
for

nmysel f." Ramanuj an called up a mathematics screen above the |Iab uvvy and
delivered a forty-mnute lecture on the Tessellation Equati on which, as

predi cted, Randy conpletely failed to understand. But his m cro-camwas naking
a

viddy of it and, even better, Ranmanujan was so into his batshit math rap that
he

didn't notice when Randy slid the silvery little antenna into the top of his
fab

bootie. Wen an incomng uvvy call interrupted Ramanuj an, Randy quickly
excused

hi nmsel f.

"I gotta run to the bathroom Sri. I'mnot feelin' too peak. Reckon |I've got
t he

squirts.”

"Spare ne the details," said Ramanuj an, | ooking away in distaste. "I wonder
who

can be calling ne at this nunber?"

As Randy hastened through the air shower, he glanced back to see just who was
tal ki ng to Ramanuj an—and of course it was Parvati. Randy darted out of
Ramanuj an's office and ran off down the Enperor Staghorn hallway, ripping off
t he bunny suit and pocketing the radi o antenna. He had just exited Enperor
Staghorn's outer gates when the fab's alarnms went off. Randy's noldie

ri ckshaw

was waiting there, big and stolid. Randy junped in.

"Go to the airport! Fast!"

The nol di e began springing along |ike a giant rabbit, covering twenty or
thirty

feet at a bound. Randy held on for dear life. He funbled his uvvy out of his
bag

and put it on. Jenny was waiting.

"Thi ngs are happeni ng fast, Randy," she said, brushing a |lank strand of |oose
hair back from her eyes. "Congratul ati ons for bagging that radio transmtter
Enperor Staghorn already has a group of four dacoits |ooking for you at the
airport. I'Il tap into the airport's caneras so we can |ocate them"™

When Randy got to the airport, Jenny showed hi man inage siphoned off one of
t he

airport's security canms. It showed four stocky nen, inpeccably dressed in
Western business suits. Two wore sungl asses, one wore a turban, one was

pi cki ng

his teeth. Al had hard unforgiving faces. They were studying sone recent
phot ographs of Randy Karl Tucker.

"Where are they standi ng?" asked Randy. "I better not get near them"

"Well, ummm they're waiting right next to the gate for your plane to San
Franci sco. Gate 13. You can see it with your bare eyes from here."

Sure enough, Gate 13 was fifty yards down the hallway, surrounded by mlling
passengers and with the figures of the four dacoits dark and clear to one

si de.

Through the hall w ndows Randy could see the airliner: a giant

nol di e- enhanced

machi ne in the shape of a flying w ng.

"Isn't there sone other gate | can use?" asked Randy. "Like for first-class
or

for the handi capped?”

"Yes, Gate 14 is the VIP gate," said Jenny. "But it's only twenty yards past
Gate 13 and the dacoits can see it too. W have to distract them | notice
they're all wearing uvvies. | can blast themw th noise, but that's only good
for a few seconds before they think of renoving their uvvies. W need



sonet hi ng

nore. Any ideas?"

"I"ll use Wlla Jean!" Randy switched his attention to Wlla Jean and got her
to

hop out of the bag and trot al ong ahead of him Randy watched through Wl a
Jean's eyes until she was near the dacoits, and then he | aunched her toward
t hem

like a flying boxing glove. At the sane nonent, Jenny sent a m nd-numnbing
current of noise into the dacoits' uvvies. WIlla Jean bounced anong the

st unned

dacoits, knocking them over |ike bowing pins. Mpving just short of a run
Randy

breezed past the dacoits and in through the first-class Gate 14. As he headed
down the tunnel to the aircraft, Wlla Jean ran to join him The turbanned
dacoit tried to follow her, but Jenny sent sonme nmessage to the airline

per sonnel

that caused themto drag the dacoit out of the boarding area. The plane |eft
on

tine.

Randy had a confortable wi ndow seat. He stared down at India for a while,

t hi nki ng about all the things he'd seen here. California would be good too
and

maybe then the Moon. It would be a long tine before he returned to Kentucky.
He

smled, |eaned back in his seat, and fell asleep

CHAPTER FI VE

TERR

JUNE 2043 - OCTOBER 30, 2035

Al t hough Dom and Alice Percesepe were loyal to their children, they were only
fitfully attentive. Terri and I ke had to do nost of the housework while they
were growi ng up. Oten as not, big sister Terri made supper for lke, with Dom
off at the restaurant and Alice sonewhere getting lifted with her friends. A
typi cal supper would be tuna or peanut butter sandw ches. |ke would al ways
ask

for dessert, and Terri would tell him "There's |enonade for dessert."

"Why doesn't Mother shop?" conpl ained | ke one day in June 2043. It was the

| ast

day of school. "W can afford food. Dad owns a restaurant and a nmotel ."
"When Mot her shops, it's just for clothes," said Terri. "Or drugs. The only
tine

she buys food is to put on a special dinner for Dom" She said her father's
nane

wi th vicious enphasis.

"Did you get your final grades today?" asked Ike.

"Yeah. | got all A s. How about you?"

"Cs and—finally—a B. In History. |I'm stoked."

"Dad is gonna be excited about that," said Terri sourly. "Not that he'd ever
notice ny A's. I'd like to do sonething to really shake himup."

"Well, he's not too happy about the boys you' ve been going out with," said

| ke.

"Kurtis Goole and those other stoner surf rats."”

"I know," smiled Terri. "For Kurtis and his friends, adults are bowing pins
you

knock over. Like inflatable clown dolls with weights on the bottom so you can
hit them again and again and they keep bounci ng back up."

"Poor Dad," said lke. "What a way to talk."

"Yeah, poor Dad and his Sons of Adam Heritagi st hate group,"” said Terri. "You



know what | ought to do? | ought to start hanging around with nol di es. Maybe
that would make himnotice that I'malive."
"What is your problemtoday, sis? Did sonething bad happen to you?"

"Yes," said Terri, "something did. About a half hour ago, while | was

cl eani ng

t he house and enptying the trash cans as usual, | saw some papers on Dad's
desk.

You know what | saw there? Hs wll."
"Ch God, is he sick?"

"Just because you have a will, it doesn't nean you' re about to die, idiot,"
sai d

Terri. "It's just sonething that grown-ups do. Like taxes. So anyhow, the
will

says that you inherit the restaurant, | get ten thousand dollars, and Alice
gets

the notel, the house, and everything else.”

"Ten thousand dollars,"” said lke enviously. "That's righteous bucks. Wy don't
I

get any noney?"

"The restaurant is worth a lot nore than ten thousand dollars, you fool."

"Ch yeah, | guess it is."

"And you get it all to yourself," spat Terri. "Just because you're a boy with
a

stupid, gross ball sack."

"Whoah! "

That sumrer Terri had a summer job running the cash register in DomMs Gotto
out

on the Santa Cruz Wharf. Domwas virulently antinoldie, and he nade a point
of

advertising that no noldies were enployed in any capacity by his restaurant.
ALL

HUMAN- PREPARED FOCD read the signs outside. HERI TAG STS WELCOVE. NO MOLDI ES
WORK

HERE. Due to the stench of noldies, not many restaurants enployed them
anyway,

except perhaps to wash di shes or keep the books, but Domliked to pronote the
Heritagi st cause, even at the risk of getting in trouble for violating the
equal

rights clause of the Moldie Citizenship Act.

Terri was a calmand efficient cashier, sitting there afternoons and eveni ngs
on

a high stool. She wore pink lipstick, and she wore her hair |ong and
straight.

She chewed gum Her face was thin, her skin was dark, she was sexy. Terri

sl ept

[ate in the nmornings, and at night she went to as nany beach parties as her
parents would | et her get away wth.

| ke was working as a deckhand on a Percesepe day-cruise fishing boat run by
Dom s brother Carmen. lke's boat would | eave early and cone back to the wharf
around 4 P.M He'd help cleaning the fish the tourists had caught, collect
hi s

tips, hose hinself off with fresh water, and go over to Domis Gotto to get
hi s

mai n neal of the day. Terri would order it up as takeout and let |lke have it
for

free; this was approved by Dom w th the stipulation that Ike's nmeals not be
ext ravagant.

One foggy day in August, lke cane in wet and wiry, his brown eyes big and his
short hair bristling. He wore boots, baggy shorts, and a danp, stained
T-shirt.



“Yaar, Terril"

"Yaar, kiddo. How were the tips?"

"So-so0." He shoved his hand in his pocket and held out a small wad of ones
and

fives. "The custoners caught their limt of rockfish, but they were cheap
bastards. They were Baptist Heritagists from Texas; Dad's group invited them
here and gave them a reduced rate. They kept hopi ng someone woul d hook a
rogue

nmol die so we'd have to flane it. Instead of tipping me, one couple gave ne,

| ook

at this— lke dug in his other pocket and produced a gospel DI Mthat displayed
a

little hollow filmloop about noldies being the Beast predicted by the Book
of

Revel ati ons.

"Ml dies are Satan,"” chirped the little DOIMas it played its images.

"How bogus," said Terri. "How valley. And | notice they don't hate nol dies

t oo

much to use a DIMfor their gospel tract. Like they don't realize that DI Ms
are

smal | pieces of noldie?"

"They don't know shit," said lke. "Wien | nentioned that we're Catholic, they
said that the Virgin Mary is a false idol. Whatevray. |'mstarving, Terri. Can
I

get a |l obster? Just this once?"

"You know Dad says to give you cheap food," said Terri. "Unsold fish for

upst art

bar bari ans. "

"Yeah," said lke, "with | enonade for dessert. Cone on, Terri. Let me have a

| obster today. If Dad conplains, I'll take the blane."

"He won't let you take the blame," said Terri. "You' re the son. Dad saves al
the blame for ne. But what the hey, big sis can handle it. Wat do you want
with

your | obster?"

"I want steaned clans, garlic bread, onion rings, french fries, coleslaw,
corn

on the cob, and a double vanilla m |k shake."

"Hungry much?" Terri filled out a takeout check and handed it in through a
little window to the kitchen. lke flopped down on one of the captain's chairs
by

the register.

"Don't spraw, lke. You'll scare off the paying custoners. W don't want them
to

think this is a place for grunge buckets."

"Shut up," said lke, rubbing his face and lolling even farther back

"I saw little Cammy Maarten at the party last night," said Terri to needle
her

brother. "Isn't she in your grade? She asked about you. She said | should
bring

you to the next party. She thinks you're cute.”

"Cammy Maarten is a feeb,"” said Ike. He had not yet realized that girls were
somet hing he needed. "And 1'd feel stupid coming to a surfer beach party when
I

don't even have a board."

"We should get a board, lke," said Terri. "I've been thinking about that. W
could get a DIMboard and share it. W'll each get our own wet suit, of
cour se.

| have a | ot of noney saved up fromthis job, and you have a big hoard of
birthday and Christmas noney, don't you? It's totally lane for us to be
l'iving



in Cruz and not know how to surf."

"Dad won't like it," said |ke. "He hates surfers."

"Not every single thing has to come out Dad's way, does it?" asked Terri

"I would love to surf,” allowed lke. "But don't you think nmaybe we're too old
to

| earn?"

"Seventeen and fifteen isn't old, Ike, believe ne. Ad is the people who eat
in

this restaurant all day. Hey, here's your order. Stick around outside and
wai t

for me. I'll tell Teresa | have cranmps fromny period and she'll let me off
early and we can go to the surf shop."

"You're gross," said lke and went out on the wharf to feast. Terri cane out
when

he was al nost through eating and ate the rest of his french fries and onion
rings, plus the hard-to-get nmeat in the body of his |obster. Hungry seagulls
skirled overhead and sea |ions barked down anong the pilings.

They fed the | obster shells to the sea Iions and wal ked down to the | and end
of

the wharf to wait for a noldie bus. Before long the big | oping thing cane
pattering by, conming down the grass-and-sand street. Terri waved, and the bus
stopped. The bus was a fused grex made of twelve noldies. Her name was Mixxi .
"Howdy thar, Terri and lke," said Muxxi in the corny Wld Wst accent she

af fected, perhaps to please tourists or perhaps to nmock. "Whar ye goin'

t oday?"
"W want to go to Dada Kine Surf Shop, Mixxi," said Terri
"Waal, now, | reckon that neans we'll be a-settin' you young-uns off at the

corner of Forty-First Street and Opal diff Drive," said Mixxi, displaying

t he

fare as nunmbers in her skin. "Pay up!"

I ke and Terri handed their fares to Muxxi, who rippled her impolex to nove

t he

other riders toward the rear of the bus. Mixxi bulged out two fresh front-row
seats for lke and Terri. The kids |owered their butts down into the seats and
the seats grabbed themtight. In bad weather the seats formed protective

cow s,

but today Terri and Il ke were fully exposed to the pleasant sun and of f shore
breeze.

The bus's giant sluglike body rippled al ong through the main beach area.
There

on the right was the Boardwalk with its classic mechanical roller coaster and
on

the left was the hill with the famly notel, the Terrace Court. Terri's

not el —soneday. Terri had gone to her nother to conplain about the will, and
Alice had prom sed Terri that she would pass the nmotel directly on to her

whi ch

made Terri feel a lot better. Alice had even asked Terri what she thought
about

maybe adding Cearlight to their notel's nane.

The bus waded across the shallow San Lorenzo Ri ver and hunped up a slope to a
grassy road that capped the cliffs. Mixxi let off two passengers at the yacht
harbor, where the cliffs dropped away. She got another few passengers as she
raced al ong the edges of Twin Lakes and Live Gaks beaches. As each group of
passengers got on, lke and Terri's seats noved further towards the rear

The cliffs rose up again and the bus surged onto them the thick corrugations
on

her undersi de swaying at a rapid steady pace. Now they were at Pl easure Poi nt
with its schools of surfers.

"Here's whar ye git off, Terri and lke," twanged Mixxi. Their seats turned to
the side and becane chutes that slid themslowy down to the ground. Mixxi



pattered off, and the kids stood watching the surfers for a while.

"Do you really think we can learn to do it, Terri?" asked |ke.

"Sure. It's easier with a DI M board. They have ripples on their bottomlike
Muxxi; they can swm It nmakes it a lot less work to catch waves."

"What if they swimoff wthout you and go rogue?"

"They don't," said Terri. "They're not smart and i ndependent |ike noldies.
They're DIMs. A DIMboard is smart enough to swimand to |l et you steer it,
and

that's all it wants to do. Domthi nks wonen should be |ike DI Ms."

"Stop going off about Dom" said lke. "I'"'mready to buy a board."

They wal ked a bl ock up Forty-First Street to the Dada Kine Surf Shop. I|nside
t he

store it was dark and cool. New and used DI M boards |ined two walls and hung
fromthe ceiling. Racks of wet suits filled out the rest of the store. A
Hawai i an kahuna was sitting behind the counter. Slouched next to himwas a
red-and-yell ow noldie, a liveboard. A liveboard was vastly nore skilled and
functional than a DI M board, but, of course, full noldies were very

expensi ve.

Instead of just buying them you had to put themon a sal ary.

"Yaar, Terri," said the big Hawaiian. "Your bud Kurtis Goole was in here

earlier

today. | think he went up to Four M| e Beach."

"I"'mnot looking for him Kinp," said Terri. "lI'mhere to shop. This is ny
brother Ike. W want to get wet suits and a DI M board."

"Two boards," said ke all of a sudden. "I don't want to have to share with
you,

Terri."

"Tell me how much noney you want to spend,"” said Kino. "And we'll see what we
can do."

"And 1'Il give you little bangtails a cost-free and unforgettably w se

| esson, "

vol unteered the noldie. "A gorgeous incentive for them right, Kino? Business
being so slow that | haven't been paid in it seens |ike seven weeks, you
under stand. "

"Mahal o very much, Everooze," said Kinmo. "It'Il be bitchin" if you give them
a

| esson. How rmuch bucks you got, Kkids?"

An hour later Ike and Terri had each gotten a used wet suit and a rebuilt DIM
board—at a very reasonable price. Ike's board was red with bl ack checkers,
Terri's was patterned with bl ue-and-green flanmes. Everooze bounced down to

t he

beach with them jabbering away, and they swamout to a small uncrowded break
"I'"ll hang this fabulation on three ripe words |like an uvvy preacher," said
Everooze. "Visualize, realize, and actualize. How do you talk to your DM
boar d?

It's a telepathic union, thanks to a little piece of uvvy in the nape of the
wet

suit neck, cuddled right up near your bright young Percesepe brain. To nake
your

board swim you visualize the nmotion you want, and then you realize that

t hought —push it out of your head so's the DI M can channel it. And then, step
three, the DM makes it actual, all by itself. Splutter rmutter, peanut

butter!

Vi sualize, realize, and actualize—these are the keys to correct surf notion
in

t he wat er and—hAmm+ndeed in all other wal ks or flights of life. The magic of
the -alize ending. Yes. The DOMin the DIMboard is a clueless little tad of
flicker-cladding, a lonely finger's worth of a noldie, but if you can
visualize

and realize, it can actualize. It works fairly well, at |east on these puny



waves. Puny waves but nicely tubular, |I should add. Let's surf 'em
The realizing step was a little hard to get, but after a while Terri and |ke
had

it down. The trick was to think that you were already noving the way you

want ed—+o make it real at least for yourself—and the DIMwould pick up on

t hat .

ke said it felt Iike his whole body was talking to the DIM and Terri said
it

was nore |ike focusing your attention ahead of where you already were.
Everooze

said that either way was perfectly floatin', although it was best of all to
degravitate to the fact that they were, in fact, helping the DIMboards to
surf.

Once they swam out through the breakers, Everooze started showi ng them how to
catch a wave. "It's a cosmic rhythm you viz?" said Everooze, repeatedly

cat chi ng waves, then ducki ng underwater to swimback to Terri and lke like a
bi g

obl ong sea skate turned skateboard. "It's not enough to see a wave coning
you
want to smell it and hear it and feel it in the air and in the water

Undoubtedly there's a little current between your toes right now, for

i nstance,

which is the suck of the draw of the next wave crest to come. Get fully
lifted

on synest hesi a because the ocean is indeed realizing its ability to actualize
the way you are going to nove. Not only are you hel ping the DI M board; you're
hel pi ng the ocean as well. Think of yourself as the ocean's DIM"

Terri and lke started catching waves then and riding them at first on al
fours

and then, nmiracul ously, standing on two feet. "Ah yes,
"The

human race rises fromthe prinordial sea, a boy and a girl step forth from

t he

zillion whats of past time to be here-whoops! —keep your center between your
knees, Terri, think of your whole nass as a magi c invisible weight dangling
down

there—that's it, ny | assi e—yee-haw —and anot her one, |ke—boomever the falls
for

sure, a Niagara wet whirl under there in Neptune's washing rmachi ne, no harm
in

that, no loss in failure, the surf god is actualizing tubes, kids, so get
back

out there—whoo-ee!"

When they got back honme fromthat | ong, magical afternoon, Terri and |ke were
comm tted surfers.

Dom never approved, but in the end it didn't matter. Terri and |ke finished
out

hi gh school and kept on surfing and working various snmall-time jobs, and then
Dom di ed.

It happened over Thanksgi vi ng weekend, 2048. There was a big famly dinner at
their Uncle Carmne's. Alice got quite wasted and sonehow ended up in a big
argunent with Dom Apparently she wasn't happy with their sex life. Dom

st or med

out into the night and di sappear ed.

Back home around midnight, after Terri and Ike had finally gotten their

not her

to pass out in her bed, there was an uvvy call froma Wackerhut gimme. Terri
answer ed.

"I's this the Percesepe residence?"

"Yes, who's calling?"

exul ted Everooze.



"I"man investigator for Wackerhut Security. There's a problemhere with a
Dom

Percesepe. Are you his next of kin?"

"I'"'m his daughter."

"You better get over here: 2020 Bay Street, right near the Saturn Cafe."

"I's he okay?"

"You' d better cone over."

As lke and Terri stepped out of the house, several small dragonfly tel erobots
buzzed around them They were newsies, renotely controlled nobile canera
eyes.

Sonet hi ng serious had happened to Dom Before they could get on their

hydr ogen

cycles, a car pulled up and a man got out. He wore a custom zed uniformand a
gun; he was another gimme. A newsie dragonfly hung whirring in place above
hi s

head.

"I'"'mfrom Boozin Security," he said. "I'Il give you a ride."

"Wasn't it a Wackerhut gimre who called me before?" said Terri

"The uvvy newsies are calling all the local gimies. There's enough bl ood for
everyone."

"What's happened to ny father?" shouted |ke.

"You better conme see."

The Iinp took themto a small yellow Santa Cruz cottage surrounded by knots
of

gi nm es and newsi es. Scores of dragonflies buzzed in the air. There were
spotlights and the gimme cars were flashing red and blue. A woman stepped
forward to interview Terri and lke, but a burly Wackerhut ginm e hustled them
i nside the cottage.

The place snelled nore strongly of noldies than anyplace Terri had ever been
There was a slit-open noldie body with a full harvest of canote nodul es on

t he

floor. On the bed was a naked dead person. Dom

There was bl ood all over his face; his nose was torn wi de open. His genitals
were bl oody as well. He had a blowtorch clenched in his dead hand. H s body
was

welted with circular marks, as if fromsquid tentacle suckers. The fast
little

dragonfly caneras darted this way and that, agitated as bl owflies around
fresh

carrion.

It soon came out that Heritagi st Domwas a |ongti ne cheeseball. What exactly
had

gone wong in the cottage on that |ast night remained unclear. Had Dom been
threatening the flammble noldie with the blowmorch? O trying to defend
hinself? It was hard to be sure. The cottage bel onged to a wonan nanmed Myrdl e
Deeder sen, who said she hadn't realized what was going on. She'd been renting
the cottage to a biker fromFlorida who wasn't around very often. He al ways
pai d

her in cash and she didn't know his name. She thought he'd left town.

Nobody really believed her, but it was such a distasteful case that nobody in
the Percesepe family was willing to pay for a full ginmme investigation.
Suffice

it to say that Dom had gotten hinself killed either by a noldie or by sone

| ocal

sporehead ring involved in kidnappi ng noldies and butchering themto sell off
their impolex and their canmpte on the black market. Dom shoul d have known
better than to be a cheeseball. Case cl osed.

Sure enough, Domis will left the restaurant to Ike. The twenty-year-old Ike
struggled half a year with Domis Gotto, suffering much advice fromhis

not her



and his uncles, but the restaurant business wasn't for him Wen Kinb put
Dada
Kine up for sale in 2049, lke sold Doms Gotto to his Uncle Carm ne and

bought

the surf shop and all its assets, including the agi ng Everooze.

The first thing lke did was to use sonme of his excess profit fromthe deal to
get Everooze a conplete retrofit and take himsurfing in Hawaii, along with
Ki no

and Kimo's new noldie |liveboard ZyxyZ. They surfed the gi ant waves of the
Pi peline, waves so big that before liveboards the only way a person could
catch

one of themwas to be towed in by Jet Ski. It was a deeply menorable trip.
Now, four years later, lke was a pro surfer and a seasoned busi nessman. Alice
was still alive, and Terri and Tre were scraping by on Tre's gigs and on the

nmoney from managing Alice's notel. Rather than feeling guilt about his fat

i nheritance, |ke blamed Terri's poverty on Tre. lke didn't like Tre.

I ke was waiting on the cliff beside Everooze when sharky Qui sh and Xanana
cane

bouncing up to the Steaners Lane overl ook, with Terri and Xl otl rickshaw ng
al ong behi nd. Everooze was distorted into the shape of an airy igloo, his new
nmet hod of actualizing the maxi rum anount of solar radiation

"Yaar, Terri," said I ke. "Wat's happeni ng?"

"Moni que took off with one of our guests,” said Terri as Xl otl set her down
on

the ground. "We think he's gotten control over her somehow. "

"You saw her |eave?" asked |Kke.

"Tre did. He tried to stop her, but then he had a bi ke accident and broke his
col | arbone. "

"That stupid stoner hairfarnmer."

"He's not a hairfarner, lke; he's a scientist and an artist. He's a
chaotician."”

"Yeah, but you're not denying he's a stoner, are you? These poor valleys cone
out to live at the beach and they think it's nothing but party tinme."

"Now he's valley too?"

"He comes fromlowa! Can't get nore valley than that. You never shoul d' ve
married him Terri."

' Thank you for your wonderful support, you selfish prick. Now go away."
"Let's cut the jaw ng and nake tracks," snapped X otl.

"Tell us, Pop," said Xanana to the red-and-yell ow striped dome that was
Everooze. "VWich way did she go? Wich way did she go? Wi ch way did she go?"
He

put the phrase through maybe two hundred repetitions in two seconds.

"I"ll ask zZilly if he can lead us," said Everooze, maeking a poppi ng noi se and
flipping his shape into that of a giant potato chip. "He's been surfing here
al |

day, and he says he saw Monique go in. But, Ike, what with the negative

vi brations and so on and howsonever, it will indeed be wavier if you don't
cone.

Get the bus back to the shop, chill, and I'Il see you there |later, your
hunbl e

worker till wi gdomconme or | retire, whichever conmes first."

"Fine," said lke, stonping off. "To hell with all of you."

Xanana | ay down flat and split his backside, opening up like a seed pod.
"Undress and snuggle on in, Terri. You'll be able to see out through nmy face.
It's transparent there. Let's practice while Everooze talks to Zilly."

"I haven't done this before," said Terri, recalling her dead father's
hypocritical tirades against intimacy with noldies. "Are you sure |'Ill be
abl e

to breathe?"

"OfF course," said Xanana. "I have enough al gae and other stuff in ny tissues



to

make air twice as fast as a person can breathe. O just as fast as any two
peopl e can breathe. O half as fast as four people can breathe. Or—=
"Yeah, but your...your air is going to stink."

"Just wear nose filters. | usually keep some— Xanana's flesh rolled about for
a

m nute, and then a small slit opened up in his skin to disgorge two snall
net al

sponges. "Palladiumfilters. Never heard of thenf? |I'm beginning to think
you're

nol di ephobic, Terri. You sure you're not a Heritagist? | know a |lot of the
Per cesepes are."

"Well, I"'mnot," said Terri bravely. "I adnmit mnmy uncles are xoxxy. They're

al |

Heritagists, yes. Sons of Adam M father was too—at |east we thought he was.
But it turned out he was a cheeseball. Maybe he was really on the nol dies

si de

by the end. Maybe it wasn't a moldie that killed him maybe it was a
Herit agi st.

You don't know anyt hing about it, do you, Xanana? It happened five years ago."
"That's before ny tine," said Xanana. "I'msorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry."

Terri folded her clothes and set them under a rock, then got inside Xanana
and

pressed her face up against the inside of the transparent silvery nmenbrane

t hat

the noldie used as a face. Air rushed to her steadily through two grooves in
t he

menbrane. Once she got the filters well settled into her nose, the snell was
not

too major. But how could she talk to Xanana?

"Il uvvy you." Xanana's voice sounded in Terri's head. "And | can channe
ny

vision to you too—+f we go deep and it's too dark for your eyes. Are you
ready?"

"Let's dive in," uvvied Terri back

Xanana hunped along the cliff's edge like an el ephant seal, found a spot
over|l ooki ng a deep pool, and dove in. Terri watched in wonder as the water
flew

up toward them And then they were undersea. Xanana could pick up Terri's
mentally realized wi shes far nore easily than a D M board, and for now he
chose

to let her steer him

They went out a few hundred yards, away fromthe surfers, swamto the bottom
and began slowy |ooking around. It was like the ultimate tide pool. Terri
saw

starfish of every color, green sea cucunbers, frilly yellow nudi branch sl ugs,
and a red gunboot chiton. A cascade of tiny pink strawberry anenpnes covered
a

rock, looking like a carpet of purple verbena flowers on a Santa Cruz cliff.
"Can | touch things?" uvvied Terri

"Yes. Just push out your arns."

Terri did, and Xanana's flesh fl owed and stretched, form ng sl eeves and

gl oves

to warmy cover Terri's skin. She prodded a | ong-stal ked pl unbse anenone,
causing it to drawits feathery pale tendrils back into its body.

"You're cozy to be in, Xanana," uvvied Terri

"Yeah | am Wyuld you like me to fuck you?"

"What ?"

"The others won't be here for a few mnutes. | can grow a penis shape and
push



it into you. Alot of the wonmen passengers like it. To relieve tension."
"No thank you! Wat if you planted a neatbop in ne?"
"Nobody has the wetware tech for that anynore. Anyway, you're not fertile

ri ght

now. | know the snell."

"Well, I"'msorry, Xanana, but |I'mjust not interested."

"It's all the same to me. W'll hang here and wait for the others."

As she and Xanana lay there drifting on the seabed, sudden shapes rushed at

t hem

and spun them around—erri drew her arms back inside Xanana's bulk, |est she
smash a wist against a rock. It was Everooze, foll owed by Quish and Xl otl.
Xanana gave Terri a sound feed of the noldies' conversation

"So Zilly says Mnique swam off toward Monterey," Everooze was expl ai ni ng.
"Wth

t he skungy cheesebal |l inside her. Big day for that dook, no doubt." Terri
cringed silently at the thought of doing it with Xanana. No doubt he woul d
have

broadcast it to his friends. No way she woul d ever be a cheeseball

"Zilly should of come with us," conplained Xlotl. "lInstead of wasting our
tine

chewing the fat."

"He'd rather surf," uvvied Everooze. "Get over it. He downl oaded his info to
us,

so what's the diff? Zilly declines to interrupt his deep daily study of the
breaki ng wave; he's liftin' and floatin'! Parenthetically, Terri and Xanana,
did

you know Zilly says the optimal |iveboard attends to the negative space of

t he

wave? To the tube and not to the water? In any event, let's now swimtoward
Mont erey whil e keeping our senses stretched for visions of Mnique. Poor

Moni que, my darling daughter. Bested by a stinking fleshapoid. Phew. "

The four nol di es headed of fshore together—Everooze in front, followed by
Xanana

and Quish, followed by awkward | unmpy Xl otl.

"Don't lose me," clanmored Xlotl. "I ain't the world's fastest sw nmer."

"You should spend nore time in the water," said Quish in her lowthrilling
voi ce. "Undersea is the best. There's hardly any fleshers here. No offense,
Terri."

The bottom was about forty feet down and falling rapidly. They swam near the
bottom avoiding the giant kel p beds. These were thickets of rubbery tendrils
that grew fromthe ocean floor clear to the surface. Sone harbor seals swam
by

over head; Xanana roll ed over and began swi nming on his back so that Terri
coul d

stare up at them The seals seemed intent on giving the noldies a wi de berth.
"Do you ever interact with whal es and dol phins?" Terri asked Xanana. "It

al nost

seens |ike noldies should be able to talk with them"

"Al nost," answered Xanana. "But so far it hasn't happened. W' ve decoded sone
of

their songs, and all we've heard whal es tal k about is sex and food and
territory. Alnost |ike birds. Though, yeah, whales also talk about the stars.
W're not sure how they can even see them but they talk about the stars al

t he

time. The stars. The starry stars. The starry starry stars— Xanana di d one
of

his speeded-up infinite regresses with that word and then continued. "Ml dies
are a lot nore |like people than they are like whales. It's no wonder, given
t hat

we evol ved from human-desi gned robots. Fromthe boppers that you annihil ated



with chipnold."

"Don't blame me," said Terri. "Not while you're carrying nme like a baby in

t he

wormb. Not after you asked if you could fuck me. Ugh. Like—+ would do that!"
"I notice you're still talking about it," sniggered Xanana. "And as far as

bl anme

goes, there isn't any. If it weren't for chipnmold, there wouldn't be nol dies.
Al so Mni que always said you treated her well. Hey, there goes the Percesepe
deep-sea fishing boat. | bet they' ve got sonmething to do with this." Xanana
was

still on his back and they were out quite deep. Hi gh above on the winkl ed

mrror of the water's surface was a dark oval, a large boat's hull heading
back

toward the wharf.

Xanana roll ed back over and began swi mm ng steadily deeper. The light grew
dim

Up ahead of thema great dark chasmlay open in the ocean floor. Terri
recogni zed this as the Monterey Submarine Canyon that she'd seen on proud

| ocal

maps her whole life. Wder and deeper than the Grand Canyon! Were they
actual l'y

goi ng down in there?

"I"'mpickin up Mnique." Xlotl's voice cane from behind them "She's in dark
cold water, sw nmng down toward a fuckin' whal e? Some flesher dook was

i nsi de

her, but he's gone—that's gotta be Randy Karl. | think she | et Randy off at
t he

surface next to the Percesepe fishing boat and now she's sounding for the
bottom The whale-thing is glowing; it's fuckin' green."

"Affirmo," uvvied Everooze. "I wave Mnique too. But what's real and what's
drean? The age-old question. Let's go ahead and dive way deep into this

m ghty

crack. 1've lingered too long in the airy |ands of the fleshapoids."

"You mght as well start using ny eyes now," Xanana told Terri. "I'll uvvy
t he

video to you. Photon to photon to photon to photon to—

"Thanks," said Terri. To her naked eyes, the seafl oor |ooked dark and
nmonochromatic. She let her eyes go out of focus and let the uvvy cone in. The
new i nages showed a vast sparkling space filled with delicate shadi ngs of

bri ght

colors. The walls of the Monterey Submari ne Canyon ahead were an inviting
synmphony of pink and green. A school of silver anchovies swept by, followed
by

several huge fish with sol etm unwaveri ng eyes. Everooze's red-and-yel | ow body
darted down over the lip of the submarine cliff. His body was a flat,

el ongat ed

ellipse that wiggled as he noved. Xanana dove after him and a sharp watery
pain crackled in Terri's head.

"My ears!"

"Pi nch your nose and bl ow," Xanana advi sed her. "Like you're trying to burst
your ears. It'll equalize the pressure. Can you get your hand up to your
face?

Yeah, that's the way. That's the 'That's the way' way. That's the 'That's the
"That's the way" way' way." Terri snaked her armup flat along her chest,

pi nched her nose, and blew. Her ear pressure equalized itself with a

di sturbing

swarpy pop.

The Mont erey Submari ne Canyon had any nunber of snaller subcanyons branchi ng
of f

it. If Randy Karl Tucker had sent Mbnique to hide down here, it mght take a



long time to find her. Terri tried to relax and enjoy Xanana's uvvy inmages of
the colored cliffs and darting sea life. Everooze and Qui sh swam graceful |y
ahead of them and Xl otl |agged a bit behind.

"Everooze," uvvied Quish suddenly, "I think Mnique is down in the next
ravi ne. "

"I snell her! | snmell Monique!" cried Xlotl, rushing forward past Xanana,
Qui sh,

and Everooze. "Follow nme."

The nol di es' sharkli ke bodi es arched down over yet another subterranean cliff
into a final deep sea crevice.

Terri's breathing grew fast and ragged. It was so dark that she could see
next

to nothing through her faceplate. How deep were they now? She was crazy to be
trusting a noldie this much. Al Xanana woul d have to do would be to push her
out of his body and she'd be over a hundred feet deep in the cold, dark
airless

sea. She'd drown before she could ever swmto the top

"Xanana," she said, "take ne back. I'mgetting scared. Take ne up the fishing
boat so | can confront Randy Karl Tucker." She visualized and realized Xanana
turni ng back. This would have worked on her DI M board, but on Xanana it had
no

effect and he failed to actualize her w sh.

"We're not going back yet," said Xanana. "Stop worrying and | ook around. It's
beautiful down here. Look at ny uvvy. Al the patterns on top of patterns on
top

of patterns on top of —=

Terri focused her wandering attenti on on Xanana's video feed. The uvvy inmages
showed fl at Everooze and sharky Qui sh down bel ow them |ed by the vigorous

| unpy

Xlotl, all of them punping their bodies to dive deeper. The cliff's fal se

col ors

were purple and vernmilion now, with sprawling splashes of orange. There were
some large drifting bl obs—giant jellyfish—-and school after school of

rockfi sh,

wheel i ng about like flocks of birds. Long, wavering kelp stipes festooned the
cliffs. Prancing spot prawns, cautious Dungeness crabs, and skul ki ng octop
nmoved slowy across the cliff rocks, with wolf eels and nonkeyhead eel s
hangi ng

fromthe crevices. A glistening drift of squid jetted past.

"l see it!" exclainmed Xanana. "Down at the bottomthere!"

Down bel ow themwas a green light, a light that coiled about, thickening and
thinning its shape. As Xanana's great tail beat themcloser, his uvvy showed
Terri that the Iight source was a huge wriggling form

Terri popped her ears again, wincing at the noist crackle. She was feeling a
chill, despite the wapping of Xanana. Suddenly she remenbered a tall tale
her

Uncle Carmine had told her when she was little—that ice in the ocean is
heavi er

than water, and that the whole bottom of the Monterey Bay is covered with
chunks

of ice. The deep light they were swinmring toward was |ike a glistening

i ceberg,

gleam ng so brightly that Terri could even see its glitter through the

facepl ate

wi th her naked eyes. Light down here in this deep trench?

"I'"'mscared, Xanana," she repeated.

"Hold on," answered the noldie. "W have to see what's down there."

"That's a big group noldie down here," reported Xlotl fromfarther down.

"Moni que's nmerged into them And—dh-oh—they channel ne." He raised his voice
in



anger. "1'm Moni que's husband and | want her back!"

"Look out!" blared Everooze. "It's spitting out superleeches. Fast
purple-colored little things. Don't let themtouch you!"

Everooze bucked away fromthe green grex and shot up past Xanana and Terri
with

a dozen fuzzy purple impolex creatures chasing after him Before Xanana
coul d

react, one of the little superleeches, no bigger than a baby's hand, had
flicked

over and attached itself to Xanana's side. Suddenly Xanana's steady sw nmi ng
becane chaotic and uncertain.

Terri focused on the uvvy imges Xanana was feeding her. There was still the
same canyon around them except now there was a glowing red line |eading from
them down into the deeps and Xanana was swi mring strai ght along the |ine.

Qui sh

and Xlotl were still down there, and along with themthere was a huge gl owi ng
shape, down at the other end of the virtual red line, a thing like a giant
green

nol die, nearly the size of a whal e and—whoosh—+t darted forward and snatched
at

Qui sh while the fast purple superleeches flocked this way and t hat —

"CGet out of here!" screamed Terri. "It's going to eat us!"

"Hel p!" canme Quish's voice. "The superleeches are about to get— Her voice

br oke, changed, and resuned, an octave sweeter, sounding |ike a possessed
worran

in a horror viddy. "lI'mjoining the happy throng!"

Xlotl swooped aggressively at the green nonster, evadi ng the superl eeches,
but

he was no match for the huge green group noldie. It lunged forward and caught
Xlotl with a fast, sudden tentacle, and now Xl otl was scream ng too

"It's got mel Swimlike hell, Everooze! Get outta here, Xana— Then his voice
st opped.

Xanana swam calmy forward

"Go!" screeched Terri, visualizing and realizing a great kick of Xanana's
tail

as hard as she could, but to no avail—dntil suddenly Everooze cane swoopi ng
back

down after them and scraped the superleech | oose from Xanana's side with a

seashell. "Jam Xanana, jam" screeched Terri, and Xanana went shooting
upwar d

in Everooze's wake.

"Breathe out, Terri!" cried Xanana. "Breathe out or your lungs will burst!

Breat he out breathe out! Breathe out breathe out breathe out—=

Just as they neared the lip of the precipice at the start of the nonster's
canyon, there was a sudden dull thud. Al around them the water streaned
upward. Everooze and Xanana went tunbling, and the big heavy lit-up grex cane
pushing after them Everooze was off to one side, and the group nol die went
right past him but Xanana and Terri were directly in its path. Wth a quick
gul ping grab, the green shape engul fed them snatching them out of the water
as

it went hurtling by. There was a concussive blast of sound and then they were
shooting up into the sky like a rocket.

Xanana was in a dream state; he sent no words, and the vision that he uvvied
to

Terri showed an endl ess regress of Earth and a rocket with Xanana in the
rocket

and a cartoon thought balloon com ng out of Xanana showi ng Earth and a rocket
wi th Xanana in the rocket and a cartoon thought balloon com ng out of Xanana
show ng—

Xanana had been plastered into the side of the group noldie rocket in such a



way
that Terri could see outward through her transparent faceplate. And, even
nor e

fortunately, Xanana was still providing air and acting as an insulator. Terri
was, for the nonment at least, in a confortable safe nook on the side of a
l'iving

rocket ship headed—where?

Looki ng down, Terri could already see the Monterey Bay as a single nick in a
coastline that stretched up into the thunb that was the San Francisco

peni nsul a,

with the San Francisco Bay on the other side. Still the rocket rose and
roared.

The sun was setting over the Pacific Ocean, naking a shining orange patch in
faraway clouds. At this distance, the ocean | ooked static and netallic. Stil
they rose, pushing out to the far edge of the atnosphere. The sky overhead
was

turning dark purple. Fromthis height Terri could see the Earth's curvature,
dear big fat Earth wapped in the atnosphere's thin rind.

"Soon I'Il die," thought Terri and began to cry. Now Xanana's thoughts were a
starry mess of bright patterns, iterated fractals formed by overl aying
infinite

regresses of solarized inages, no confort at all

In the distance was one | ast shape at their level. Terri took it for a
stratospheric ice-crystal cloud, but then she realized that the object was
flying toward them 1t was shaped |ike a giant blue stingray and seened to be
anot her group nol di e.

Terri's tears dried as she stared in fascination at the conputationally rich
rippling of the great flying stingray's flesh. It swooped upward at

hyper soni c

speed to match the speed of the rocket grex and produced two giant catfish
whi skers to touch it. Right away Terri could hear the flying blue stingray
tal ki ng over Xanana's buzzing on the uvvy.

"Greetings, Blaster," the great nmoldie creature uvvied in a rich female

Voi ce.

"What is your cargo?"

"Twenty mudder nol di es aboard, Flapper gal,’
resonant tones. "And one flesher."

"A flesher?!'" sang Fl apper, her voice rising through three registers and
falling

back down to purr on the r

"It seens our hardworking Heritagist friend Randy Karl Tucker abducted sone
worman' s pet noldie, a noldie named Monique. This wonan, her nane is Terri
Percesepe no | ess, she cane after Moni que inside of Mnique's brother Xanana.
Ve

caught them during blastoff."

"You caught a woman?" trilled Flapper. "Were is she? | want to see her." She
shrieked the see to a |lovely throbbing peak. Flapper's voice was |ike the
rich

beautiful instrunent of a grand opera diva.

"Move your eye over here, Flapper babe."

An eye at the end of a stalk as thick as a | eg cane bul ging out of the flying
stingray and stopped right in front of Terri's facepl ate.

"Ch, there she is!" exclained Flapper. "How remarkabl e. Can she hear us?"
"Can you hear us, Terri?" booned Bl aster

Terri, frightened to death, remained silent.

"Do you want me to pick her out of you?" warbled the stingray, growi ng a
tendri

with a huge claw. For these monsters, Terri was a parasite on a par with a
tick.

"Shall | get rid of her?"

answered the rocket grex in deep



"OfF course not," uvvied Blaster. "She'll be worth sonething. This has been a
nmost lucrative trip. Did | nmention that at the last mnute | also | anded
Moni que' s husband Xl otl and Xanana's wife Qui sh? Four noldies fromthe sane
nest! Wsat a catch!"”

"You do well for the great Nest, Blaster. High flight!" Flapper let go and
swooped away.

Now Bl aster pulled fully above the atnosphere and the sky got black. There
wer e

stars everywhere. Blaster's ion jets roared and roared, then finally fel
silent. They were on course for the Mon

Terri tested her uvvy contact with Xanana's nind again. He dreaned hinself

adrift in a galaxy of spiral lights that were spiral gal axi es made up of
spira

lights.

"Terri," uvvied Blaster's deep voi ce suddenly. "I know you can hear ne.
Answer

ne."

"You al ready know all about ne," said Terri bitterly. "What else is there to
say?"

"I"'mglad you tried to save your Mbnique," chuckled Blaster. "I didn't think

I

could catch so nany nol dies so fast."

"What are you?" asked Terri

"I"'ma group nmoldie fromthe Moon. | cone to Earth to recruit new | ooni es.
Mol di es are better off on the Mon, instead of being your mudder slaves."
"How can you work with Heritagists?"

"I'n some ways the loonies and the Heritagists want the sanme thing: we want
nor e

nol dies to move to the Mbon. The mad rush for the sodden pl easures of Earth
has

depl eted our pure Nest. Many of us feel that it is only through a strong Nest
that the noldie race can best pursue its destiny."

"Somehow | don't think these noldies you ki dnapped are going to be very

happy. "

"They just need education," said Blaster. "And it starts now. |'mturning off
their superleeches. 1'll give you an uvvy feed of your Mnique so you can see
how she and the others react." And then Terri could sense the thoughts of

Moni que

Moni que was awake, her old self, only not quite, for she was wedged in with a
mass of other noldies, with other crankily waking abducted nol dies |ike
hersel f.

Terri watched Mnique push an eyestal k out of the ship's bulk to see where
she

was, and then Terri shared Mnique's pang at the sight of the heartbreakingly
| ovely orb of receding Mther Earth.

"Greetings," announced Blaster's voice. "My nane is Blaster. You nudder
nol di es

are getting a fresh start. You' re comng to the Moon to join your

f or ef at hers.

And stop that grumbling. The | oonie noldies need you, your mnds as well as

your
bodi es. You conme to join us as equals.”

"Xlotl!" called Mnique into the group uvvy mnd that was nmade up of

Bl aster's

menbers and the newl y shanghaied noldies. "Is Xl otl here?"

"Yeah, babe!" came the happy answer. "l swam after you and Randy Karl Tucker

I

figure you carried hima nile offshore. He nmust have got in the Percesepe
fishing boat and told you to dive straight down to a giant group noldie

[ urking



on the bottomlike a whale. Blaster. Blaster |ashed out and got me too, got
ne

and Xanana and Qui sh. Moni que, once Bl aster had you, |...1 wanted themto take
ne

too. Blaster's a rocket. W're going to the Moon, Monique. Were there's no
fuckin' air or water."

"You'll like it anyway," uvvied Blaster's big voice. "W've got a huge
underground Nest with no fleshers. It's the same place where the boppers used
to

live. W need you nol di es—and not just to be naids and cooks."

Bl aster allowed Mnique to squirmthrough the nassed nol dies and to press
agai nst Xlotl's side.

"Whaddya t hi nk, Moni que?" uvvied Xl otl.

"It mght work, Xlotl. Anewstart. I'mwlling to try."

The rocket pushed forward, |eaving Earth behind. The reunited | overs were
content. But Terri was frantic.

"I want to go back to Earth,"” Terri told Blaster. "To my husband and
chi |l dren.

To ny life."
"Not until | find a way to make sone profit off of you," said Blaster.
"Send me back!" insisted Terri. "Spit me and Xanana out right now, and Xanana

could fly ne hone. Couldn't you, Xanana?"

"l could," said Xanana. "But | have to admit |'mcurious about what it's
goi ng

to be like on the Moon. |I'd never have had the nerve to go there on ny own."
"I mght zonbie box her and sell her as a pink-tank worker," said Bl aster
"Don't do that," said Xanana. "She deserves better. Wiy don't you try and get
a

ransom for her?"

"Maybe fromthe Percesepe famly," said Blaster. "Yeah, |'ve been thinking
about

that. But they're like allies of mne through the Heritagi st connection, and
it

woul d | ook bad to be holding themup for ransom Is there anyone el se who

m ght
pay, Terri? Do you have any inportant friends?"
"Stahn Mooney!" exclaimed Terri. "Ask him M husband Tre works for one of

Stahn's conpani es. You nol dies have a | ot of respect for Stahn, right?"

"We don't respect any fleshers,” said Blaster. "Can't you understand that? In
any case, |'d want to hand you over to someone on the Mon. Do you know
anyone

on the Moon, Terri?"

Terri racked her brain. Starshine had nentioned some friends of Mboney' s—a
man

naned Wiitey Mydol who lived with a woman named Darl a.

"Uh...have you ever heard of Whitey Mydol ? And Darl a?"

"Yeah | have," said Blaster. "Maybe I'Il get in touch with them So long for
now. "

"Wait," cried Terri. "How long is this flight going to take? What am | going
to

eat and drink?"
"You fleshers,”
week.

Can't you wait for food and water till we get there?"

"No. "

"Let Xanana worry about it. He's the one who brought you."

Terri focused on Xanana's uvvy feed. He was happi er and happi er about going
to

t he Moon.

"Xanana, can you make food and water for nme?"

grow ed Bl aster. "Always asking for nore. The trip takes a



"Well, | can drip out some noldie juice for you. It's sort of like sap
except

you won't like the way it snells. It's nourishing. How are your nose filters
hol di ng up?"

Terri hadn't thought about themfor a while. She felt her nose, stiff with

t he

pal | adi um sponges inside its nostrils. "The filters are fine. | guess I'd

i ke

to try sone noldie juice. My mouth is awfully dry."

"Il push out a nipple by your nmouth. Just suck on it."

Terri put her lips around the slick impolex nipple and cautiously sucked.
Her

mouth filled with a lukewarmsalty flow of slippery fluid. Thanks to the nose

filters, she couldn't really snell it, and she was able to swallow it down
wi t hout gaggi ng.
"Thank you, Xanana. |'ll repay you sonehow. "

"No need. |'m happy you got nme into this."

Terri drifted off into a dream ess nap. At some point she began having a

vi sion

of Tre. It took her a minute or two to realize that this was an uvvy call and
t hat she was agai n awake.

Tre was standing on the patch of lawn in front of the notel office. It was

ni ght
and he was staring up at the sky. "Terri! Finally! Are you okay?"
"I"'malive, but it's a pretty iffy situation. I'minside a nmoldie grex that's

flying to the Moon. What a freak show Are the children all right?"

"They're scared. It was hard to get themto sleep. W saw that noldie rocket
bl asting off; we were |ooking at the ocean just then. Then Everooze came over
and told us the bad news. Can you breathe? |Is there water?"

"So far Xanana's taking care of me. But it's going to take seven days."

"Ch, Terri. | can't stand to think of you alone up there in outer space. WII
the noldies et you go when they get to the Mon?"

"They want to sell me for ransom You're supposed to get Stahn Money to cal
Whitey Mydol and Darla on the Moon. If Money will pay."

"He'll pay all right—f | have to kill him He owes nme big-tine. Remenber how
he

gave mny 4D Poultry source code to Enperor Staghorn Beetle Larvae, Ltd.? This
afternoon | found out that Enperor Staghorn used nmy poultry to invent the
super |l eeches. And thanks to the superleeches, ny wife is on her way to the
Moon.

Ch, Terri. I'msorry | haven't been nicer to you. | |love you so nmuch."

"Just get nme out of this, Tre, and don't waste energy guilt-tripping yourself.
I

don't want to end up down in the |oonie noldies' Nest."

"I"ll talk to Stahn again right away. And then |I'm gonna jam sone math. This
stuff Enmperor Staghorn cane up with is pretty exciting.”

"Take good care of the kids. Maybe they can uvvy me in the nmorning. The view

fromhere is stunning. 1'd like to showit to them"

"We'|l call early tonorrow. In about ten hours. Hang in there, darling. 1'll
call Mooney now and nmake sure Whitey and Darla ransomyou as soon as Bl aster
hits the Mon. | love you so nuch, Terri. You're so snmall and precious, up
there

in the sky."

"I love you, Tre."
Tre's image jittered away, and Xanana cleared part of his skin so Terri could
stare back at shiny soft small Gaia with her own eyes.

CHAPTER SI X



WLLY

MARCH 17, 2031 - JULY 2052

The day after WIlly Taze got off death row, he net Stahn Money.

WIlly and his rebel friends were hopper |overs; they thought artificial life
forms were just as good as people. The rebels busted WIlly out of the

Loui sville

jail and snuggl ed hi mdown to Florida, where he could do sone good. WIly
made

the trip hidden in a truckl oad of meat, garbed in an im pol ex bubbl e-topper
spacesuit for warnth and air. The mnute he hit Florida, WIly got on a
conput er

and gosperized the gimmie's air defenses with turd bits and foo series so

t hat

the a-life invasion could come down. Around dawn an ol d worman naned Annie
Gushing drove WIlly to a particul ar beach on Sani bel Island, Florida, WIly
still wearing his bubbl etopper, the date March 17, 2031, a day that would be
forever known as Spore Day.

There was a sound of ion jets, abruptly term nated, and then Stahn and Wendy
cane coasting down fromthe sky on big Happy C oak w ngs; they were each

wear i ng

about a hundred kil ograns of chipnold-infected impolex. In the firmanent
hi gh

above them quadrillions of chipnmold spores forned a barely visible

cirrostratus

cl oud made wavy by the steady nibbling of the subtropical jet stream The
rising

sun glinted off the spore cloud, tracing a great halo that would soon circle
t he

heavens worl dwi de. Spore Day narked the death of Gaia's hoppers and chips,

t he

birth of her noldies and DI M.

"It's good to be back," said Stahn. "Thank you, WIIly. Thanks, Annie." He

sl ung

his right wing across WIlly's back. The heavy wing pulled | oose from Stahn
and

stayed on WIlly, nerging its plastic with WIIly's bubbl et opper and si nki ng
thin

probes into his neck.

WIlly smled to feel the boiling rush of information. The Happy O oak spoke
to

himand transnmitted direct nmessages from Stahn and Wendy. It was |ike having
t hem whi sper in his ears.

"Let's stride," murrmured Stahn. "I don't want a |lot of goobs to see ne here.”
"I"'mfor it," answered WIlly. "The farther underground | go, the better." He
turned to Annie. "Thanks for hel ping."

"God bless you, WIly," said old Annie. "Your grandfather Cobb would be proud
of

you. Keep it bouncing."

And then the smart noldie 'C oaks formed thensel ves into dol phin shapes, and
Wlly, Stahn, and Wendy took off undersea. The clear @ulf waters were shall ow
out to about a mle, where the bottom dropped of f steeply. Huge surgeonfish
and

groupers sped away fromthe nol di e-encased hunans.

"\Where we goi ng?" asked WIly.

"I want to swimaround to the other side of Florida and get near Cocoa
Beach, "

said Stahn. "At the right nmonent, we'll blast up out of the water I|ike
old-tinme

submari ne-| aunched missiles.”

"Il blast off?"



"No, man, just ne and Wendy. We're going to fly up to the spaceship Sel ena
that's | anding at the spaceport tomorrow. O course the Selena's bopper slave
conputers are already dead, but this wonan Fern Beller is piloting the ship
down. Fern is very together. She's wearing a Happy C oak and doing the

astrogation in her head. She'll let ne and Wendy aboard so quietly that
nobody

wi Il know how we really came down."

"Way can't | cone too?" asked WIlly. "If the ginmie catches up with me—=

"Exactly," said Stahn. "Wich is why you don't want to be on the Sel ena when
she

| ands. There'll be custons inspectors, reporters, xoxxin' ginmme pigs, and
quarantine for all aboard. It's no prob for ne because |I'ma hero; for you it
woul d be back to the death house. Once the pig truly grasps that the
chipmol d' s

already infected everything, they'Il let me and Wendy out of quarantine.
Probably take six weeks, tops. ISDN Il pay off whoever they have to pay. And
dig

it, man, then me and Wendy nove to San Francisco and | run for the U S
Senate. "

"I think WIlly should nmove to the Moon," said Wendy's light voice. "It's nice
there. Not so heavy. The gravity's too strong on Earth. | could hardly stand
up

on the beach just now. Go to the Mwon, WIlly."

"Affirmo!" said Stahn. "The Moon is where it's kickin'. Fern can take you
when

she goes back, WIlly. Lay low for a nonth or two, however long it takes, and
t hen sneak aboard when the Selena gets cleared for takeoff. You can hook up
with

Fern when she gets out of quarantine. You lucky dog. Fern, Fern, Fern—the
wonan

is hot."

"You're married now, Stahn," warned Wendy. "And |I'm pregnant."”

"I"'monly saying that she's hot. | won't act out. | prom se. Anyway, she
doesn' t

i ke ne."

"While I"'mwaiting for Fern—= put in WIlly. "I should hang around Cocoa?"

"It shouldn't be a problem" said Stahn. "The gimmie is going to be xoxxed as
of

today. Spore Day! In a week there won't be a conputer working on the whole

pl anet. Not one."

Stahn was right about that; in fact, npbst conputers were dead by the end of

t he

day. He and Wendy took off for the Sel ena the next norning, and that evening
WIlly and his Happy C oak swam ashore and | anded in a small estuarial swanp.

"I"ll stash you here in these mangrove thickets,” WIlly told his 'C oak

"I'f you do that, I won't wait for you," said the 'Cloak. "I have not travel ed
all this way to cower in filth. Keep me with you; wear ne as a garnent. |'I|
slide down | ow and enul ate a worknman's heavy boots and trousers. | can shift
ny

plug-in to the base of your spine."

"If you're going to be a long-termsynbiote with me, | ought to have a nane
for

you," said WIly.

"Call me Uam" said the 'Cloak. "It's an abbreviated formof a dead hopper's

nane: U alume. Mst of ny impolex used to be Ualune's flickercladdi ng—St ahn
had a coupl e of hoppers' worth on his back. U alume was female, but | think
of

nmyself as a male. Be still while | nove the plug-in, and then we can go."

So here's shirtless WIlly under the star-spangled Florida sky with eighty
pounds



of noldie for his shoes and pants, scuffing across the cracked concrete of

t he

JFK spaceport pad. The great concrete apron was broken up by a wi dely spaced
grid of drainage ditches, and the spaceport buildings were dark. It occurred
to

WIlly that he was very hungry.

There was a roar and bl aze in the sky above. The Sel ena was com ng down.

C ose,

too close. The nearest ditch was so far he wouldn't nake it in tine, WIly

t hought, but once he started running, U amkicked in and superanplified his
strides, cushioning on the landing and flexing on the takeoffs. They sprinted
a

quarter of a mle in under twenty seconds and threw thenselves into the

cool ness

of the ditch, lowering down into the funky bracki sh water. The juddering
yel | ow

flame of the great ship's ion beans reflected off the ripples around them A
hot

wi nd of noise blasted |oud and | ouder; then all was still.

Odinarily a fleet of trucks m ght have surrounded the Sel ena to unl oad her,
but

on this evening, the day after Spore Day, there were no vehicles that
functioned. A small group of gimme officials wal ked out to the Sel ena and
waited until its hatch was hand-w nched open. Watching from his drai nage

di t ch,

WIlly saw Stahn, Wendy, and the others being |l ed away. He spotted the one who
was probably Fern Beller, the tall willow brunette who was doing all the

t al ki ng.

"Looks like they left the Selena all alone,’
C oak.

"The Sel ena can act by herself if need be," said Uam "Fear not."
"I"'mreally hungry,"” said WIlly. "Let's go into town and find some food." As
they wal ked the rest of the way across the spaceport field, they encountered
a

cromd of aggrieved Florida |ocals, many of them senior citizens.

"Y'all conme fromthat ship?" denmanded one of them a |ean Cuban. H s voice
was

tight and high.

Wl ly observed to his Happy

"No no," said WIlly. "I work for the spaceport."”

"What the Sam Hill kinda pants do he got on?" demanded a fat black cracker
worran.

"These are fireproof overalls," said WIlly. "I wear themin case there's an
expl osi on. "

"You stick around, vato, you'll see sonmethin' explode, all right," said the

Cuban. "We gone wail on that ship, es verdad. Their |oonie chipnold broke our
machi nes forever."

"You ain't a-hankerin' to try and stop us, is you?" runbled a new voice from
t he

cromd. " 'Cause effen you is, |I'mgone have to take you out."

"Ch no, no indeed," said WIly. "I'mgoing on break for supper. In fact, |
didn't even see you."
"Food's free tonight,’
packi n'

heat! Let's see who can hit the ship fromhere!" There was a fusillade of
gunshots and needl er blasts, and then the nob surged toward the Sel ena,

whooped a white cracker worman. "Especially if you

bl azi ng

away at the ship as they advanced.

Their bullets pinged off the titaniplast hull |ike pebbles off gal vani zed
steel ;

the needl ers' |aser rays kicked up harm ess gl ow spots of zzzt. The Sel ena



shifted uneasily on her hydraulic tripod |egs.

"Her hold bears a rich cargo of moldie flesh," said Uanms calmeldritch

Voi ce

in WIly's head. "Ten metric tons of chip-nold-infected impolex, surely to
be

worth a king's ransomonce this substance's virtues becone known. This cargo
is

why Fern flew the Selena here for ISDN. | tell you, the flesher rabble
attacks

the Selena at their own peril. Although the impolex is highly flammble, it
has

a lowgrade default intelligence and will not hesitate to punish those who
woul d

harmit."

When the first people tried to clinb aboard the Sel ena, the ship unexpectedly
rose up on her telescoping tripod | egs and | unbered away. As the ship slowy
| urched al ong, great gouts of impolex streamed out of hatches in her bottom
The Sel ena | ooked like a defecating animal, |ike a threatened ungainly beast
voiding its bowels in flight—+ike a frightened penguin |eaving a splatter
trail

of krilly shit. Except that the Selena's shit was dividing itself up into big
slugs that were crawling away toward the nmangroves and ditches as fast as

t hey

could hunp, which was plenty fast.

O course, someone in the nob quickly figured out that you could burn the

i mpolex shit slugs, and a ot of the slugs started going up in crazy flames
and

oi ly, unbelievably foul -snelling snoke. The snoke had a strange disorienting
effect; as soon as WIly caught a whiff of it, his ears started buzzing and

t he

objects around himtook on a jellied peyote solidity.

Now t he burning slugs turned on their tornmentors, engulfing themlike
psychedel i ¢ kam kaze napal m There was great screamng fromthe victins,
screamns

that were weirdly, hideously ecstatic. And then the nob's few survivors had
fled, and the rest of the slugs had wornmed off into the flickering night.
Wlly

and Uamsplit the scene as well.

Beyond the light of the flanes and past the pitch-black spaceport, all the

r oads

and buil di ngs were dark. There was, in fact, no gl ow anywhere on the horizon
The power grid was dead.

WIlly picked his way through a field of inert sun collectors and came upon a
smal | shopping center. The nost obvious |looting target there would have been
t he

Red Ball |iquor/drugstore, but soneone had walled up its doors and w ndows
with

thick sheets of titaniplast. Fromthe whoops and yee-haws within, it sounded
like there were sone crazed lowifes sealed up inside there getting wasted.
Nobody was trying to get in. Going in there would have been like junping into
a

cage of hungry hyenas.

The dark W nn-Di xi e supernmarket, on the other hand, was w de open, with a
hand- | ettered sign sayi ng TAKE WHAT YOU NEED. GOD BLESS YOQU. THE LI TTLE

KI DDERS.

There were an inordi nate nunber of extrenmely old people filling up their

W nn-Di xi e shopping carts as high as they woul d go—l ori da pheezers trundling
off into the night with their booty. WIlly went into the Wnn-Di xi e and found
hinself a bottle of Gatorade and a premade deli sandwi ch: a doughy bun with
yel l ow mustard and vat cheese. The sandw ch was mashed and wadded; it was the



very last itemin the deli case. Al the good stuff was |ong gone.

As WIlly left the store, he noticed a tiny old woman struggling to push a
grocery cart mountainously piled with fruits, vegetables, and cl eaning
suppl i es.

One of the cart's front wheels had gotten stuck in a pothole in the parking
| ot.

"Can | help you with that, m' an?" asked WIly in his politest tone.
"You're not going to try and steal fromme, are you?" demanded the

sil ver-haired

old worman, staring up at WIlly through the thick snudged | enses of her

gl asses.

"I could use help, but not if you' re a robber."

"How far from here do you live?"

"Forever. Over a nmle."

"Look, one reason | want to help you is that | need a place to sleep."
"I"'mnot letting any strange nen in nmy house."

"Do you have a garage?"

"As a matter of fact, | do. But my dog Arf lives in there."

"I'"ll share with him | need a place to sleep for a few days. You'll never
get

all this stuff home if | don't help you."

"If you're going to help me, then | can get nore food. Wait right here and
don't

| et anyone touch ny cart.
"I don't think it's very safe to stay around here," protested WIly. A fight
bet ween two ol d coupl es had broken out nearby. One of the nen was threatening
the other with his al um num cane.

"Don't worry about those drunk pheezers,'
man |like you. 1'll be right back out."
WIlly opened his Gatorade and started in on his sandwi ch. The ol d wonan
darted

back into Wnn-Di xi e and energed fifteen mnutes |later with another |aden
cart,

this one nostly filled with pots, pans, shanpoos, dog biscuits, and ice
cream

Pushing at one cart and then the other, WIlly headed down the road with her
"I hope you have a big freezer."

"I't's broken, of course. Thanks to the chi pnmold. Nothing works since |ast

ni ght .

No electricity, no tel ephone, no appliances, no cars, no machines. It's

amazi ng.

This is the nobst exciting tine 1've had in years. Wen we get home, we can eat
a

ot of ice cream | might even give some to ny nei ghbors. Wat's your nane?"
"Wlly."

"I"m Loui se. What's that junk on your |egs?"

"Flickercladding with chipnold. It-he—+s fromthe Moon. He's intelligent. |
cal |

himU am"

"How di sgusting."

A d Louise had a big wecked couch in her garage that WIly could sleep on

O

course, the couch was al ready being used by Arf the dog, but Arf didn't mind
sharing. He was an orange-and-white collie-beagle mxture with friendly eyes
and

a long, noble nose. H's ever-shedding hair was everywhere, and it nmade WIlly
sneeze. The garage had a separate roomwith a well-equipped little computer
har dwar e wor kshop that had once been used by Louise's dead husband. O

cour se,

now, after Spore Day, nothing in there was working.

said the old woman. "A strong young



Loui se didn't bother WIly nuch; a lot of the tine she seemed to forget he
was

there. So that people wouldn't keep asking WIly about U am he picked a pair
of

di scarded pheezer pants out of a dunpster, baggy-ass brick-red pol yester
pant s

that | ooked Iike they came froma three-hundred-pound man. And a |l ot of the
tine

WIlly would go out wi thout U am

He couldn't resist roanmi ng around the streets to find out what was goi ng on
Wth all the vizzy gone for days nerging into weeks, people were | ess and

| ess

likely to recognize or even care about the escaped race traitor Wlly Taze.
Peopl e were foraging off their preserved foods and off the land. A few

anti que

chi pl ess engi nes were dug out of museum storage and harnessed to pumnping

cl ean

wel | water; people walked to the wells with jugs to get their daily supply.
As

for sanitation—well, you could use a shovel. O not. The nei ghborhoods took
on

the I owlevel funky snell of crowded canpgrounds. Yet everyone was happy.
Wth

all the news nedia gone, they had their brains back. And the disaster

at nosphere

had gotten people to cooperate and hel p their neighbors. It was, in many ways,
a

fun and nell ow ti ne.

W1 ly wandered around being friendly to people. One popul ar topic of
conversation was a local gang called the Little Kidders. They were the ones
who' d secured the Red Ball store for thenselves on Spore Day, and if you

want ed

booze or drugs you could buy it fromthem Wen a couple of ginmme pigs had
tried to reclaimthe Red Ball, the Little Kidders blew them away, which al

t he

pheezers agreed was totally stuzzy.

Sone anachroni stic individuals found sone old nonconputerized printing

equi pnent

and started naking paper newspapers again. It gave you a kind of Ye O de
Quainte

Village feeling to read one. But they had good informati on—+travelers' reports
about conditions in the rest of the country, along with lots of |ocal notices
about things or services that people wanted to swap.

The main | ocal market for trading things was the enpti ed-out Wnn-Dixie. The
space had becone a free public market, and anyone who wanted to coul d take
things there and barter themw th others. The Little Kidders in the Red Bal
next door nmade sure that the gimme didn't try to come in to tax or regulate
t hi ngs. Hal f-jokingly, people began referring to the gutted Wnn-Di xie as the
Littl e Kidders Superstore.

Every night U amwould go out and forage for stray slugs of impolex fromthe
Sel ena. After U am had herded or cajoled a slug back into the garage's

wor kshop,

he had a way of paralyzing it. Arf invariably acconpanied U amon his nightly
hunts, enthusiastically wagging his high-held fluffy white tail. U am would
gi ve

Arf a handful of Louise's dog biscuits whenever they found another slug. Soon
t he hoarded slugs filled half the workshop wai st-hi gh—aki ng a soft,
vile-snelling heap that Arf loved to lie on top of, sonetinmes sl eeping,
sometinmes licking his balls.

At least now WIly had the couch to hinself. But he was puzzl ed.



"What're all those slugs good for, U an®"

"They're live im pol ex. Wat could be nore precious?"

"But they're just a big wad of dirty, snelly, hairy plastic. A dog' s bed!
They're like what you'd sweep up after a six-city-block street fair. Wy
aren't

the slugs smart |ike you, U an®"

"They lack the software. | could copy nyself onto each of them but | prefer
not

to, because then ny new selves woul d conpete with me for scarce resources.
Certainly I may clone nyself a child copy or two later on, but it would be ny
preference to do this in a nore romanti ¢ manner—to sexually reproduce wth
another nmoldie. In any case, this slug flesh is here for a different kind of
replication. This is comodity im polex, shipped fromthe Nest to Florida to
make t he humans | ove and val ue the nol di es! You, WIly Taze, are the nman to
hel p

us. You and | shall fashion snmall pieces of the slugs into custonized

i m pol ex

products to be sold through the Little Kidders Superstore!"

"You're losing me, Uam?"

"We' || use the slug's inmpolex to make clever little soft devices that behave
like optical processors and silicon computer chips. Mniature slugs—they'l

| ook

like the slimy hunped gray dots you find under wet cardboard here in Florida.
Each one-gram gl obule will be programmabl e for one particul ar purpose. Mayhap
to

run a washing machine. O a power-switching station. O a vizzy. A gram of

chi pnol d-infected i m pol ex holds great sapience.”

"I get it," said WIly. "The little pieces of impolex will be like
cust om zed

chips were before the chipnold ate them Let's call the sluglets DI Ms. For
Desi gner | M pol ex. "

"Dl Ms!" exclaimed Uamapprovingly. "You have a gift for the genial turn of
phrase, WIlly. One must perforce be dimto spend one's life inside an engine
or

a toaster, repetitiously conputing at some wheezing flesher's behest."

"It sure would help if I could use this equipnent,"” said WIlly, forlornly

| ooki ng at the conputer devices resting on the shelves of the workshop. Mst
of

them had fuzzy crests of nold growing out of their air vents. "Even if we had
electricity, they wouldn't work anynore. How can | programa DI M wi thout any
engi neeri ng tool s?"

"Use me," said Uam"As long as you can tell me what each DIMis supposed to
do,

| can programit by tenporarily nerging it with ny flesh and thinking the
pattern into it. | lack only a know edge of how t he benol ded human chi ps were
desi gned—the m crocode, the architecture, the black-box in/out of the pin
/0

You' re the superhacker, WIly. Instruct me, and let us tinker together."
During the next few feverish Florida nmonths, WIly was to experience a unique
burst of creativity. Wth the assistance of his trusty 'Coak Uam WIly
Taze

founded the new conputer science of |inpware engineering, crafted the first

DI Ms, and topped it all off by inventing the uvvy in Septenber

But in md-May, WIly and Uamwere still just getting started. This was when
the Sel ena's crew and passengers were rel eased, seven or eight weeks after

t he

start of their quarantine. WIlly couldn't afford to press forward amd the
few

reporters who made it there, but he managed to follow Fern Seller to her
temporary squat in one of the abandoned motel s of Cocoa.



When he knocked on her door, Fern opened it right away. She was a dark-haired
worman with a wide soft nmouth and a | azy- soundi ng voice. WIly introduced

hi nmsel f.

"H. I'mWIIly Taze. Stahn Mooney said you'd help ne get up to the Mon."
"Come on in, WIlly. The Selena won't be ready to fly again for nonths.
definitely need entertaining. There's no water here. How would you like to
wash

me off with your tongue?"

The [ uscious Fern was serious, sort of, though it was pretty obvious that
there

was one special area she wanted WIlly to lick the nost of all. They

undr essed,

took of f their Happy O oaks, and got into bed together, but then-Wlly

coul dn't

go through with it, with any of it.

Over the years, WIIly had spent uncounted hours havi ng cybersex via porno
vi ddi es, bl ue cephscope tapes, chat roons, teledildonics, and the like. Yet
when

it cane to getting a real flesh-and-blood girlfriend and consunmating the

| ove

act with her, some problem had al ways intervened. WIlly had witten it off to
bad | uck and geeki shness, but now in Fern's funky bed he fully realized the
awf ul truth.

"I can't, Fern. | just can't stand the idea of really doing it in person.”
"Not even a straight nmissionary fuck, for God' s sake?"

"I... can't get that intimate. | mean all the hair and skin and gerns and
bodi |l y

fluids— Shakily, WIly got out of bed and started putting his clothes back
on.

"Are you gay?"

"No! Gay sex would be even worse. All the porno | ever use is het."

"You use het porno, but you won't fuck a woman? All you ever do is watch?"
"Uh, sonetinmes | go interactive with wonen across the Net. | have |ike sone
speci al peripherals hooked to ny cephscope at hone. You al ways hope they're
wonen, anyway."

"So why not get back in bed and you and me touch each other? Hands are

peri pheral. And I ama wonman."

"I can't do it, Fern. You're very attractive, and | would totally go for you
across a renote link. But | see nowthat | can't do it in person."

On the floor Uamwas pressed up against Fern's Happy C oak. "W want to
tryst,"

said U am speaking out of a flexible nenbrane on his skin. "Her nane is

Fl ouncey. "

"Sure," said WIlly. "You're lucky, Uam Is it okay with you, Fern?"

"Ch, you're too good to do me, but your 'd oak wants to hunp nine?" snapped
Fern. "Thanks a lot. If we had dogs, we could watch them fucking too. Wuld
you

get off on that? You're a gunjy bithead, WIly."

"Don't be angry, Fern," said Uam "WIly is a genius, the first and nobl est
of

the Iinpware engineers. He and | are machinating a schene to sell DI M

t hr ough

the Little Kidders Superstore. Did not | SDN send you and the Sel ena down to
distribute impolex? WIlly is the man to bring this plan to fruition. And
am

the nol die to nake Flouncey happy. She and | are already exceedingly fond of
each other. Her high intellectuality is a joy after ny dealings with the
beast!li ke slugs of the Selena's dispersed cargo."”

"You' ve been collecting the slugs?" said Fern, her face brightening. She was
sitting up in the bed with the sheet pulled around her. "At |east that's sone



good news. | thought maybe the whole cargo was |ost. How rmuch of it have you
recovered, U anP"

"Twenty slugs. At roughly fifty kil ograns each, that makes one ton out of the
ten you brought down. Mich of the impolex was destroyed in flames by the

i gnorant fleshers. And | fear many of the slugs have di sappeared into the
sea."

"And what are these DIMs you want to nake, WIIy?" asked Fern

"DIMs are tiny designer impolex slugs to replace the world's conputers and

chips, Fern. They'll weigh about a grameach. U am s collected enough
i m pol ex
to make a million of them | already have the basic design process worked out.

I

use an architecture like a parallel pipeline based on fractal Fei genbaum
cascades. It's a perfect fit for what chipnold-infected impolex is good at;
I

can't believe | thought of it. And U am can programthemjust by touching

t hem

once | tell himwhat to do. | rmade up a special new conputer |anguage for
telling him | call this first version of the |anguage Linplan-A"

"You' ve already done all that for us, WIly? Are you sure you don't want to
fuck

ne?"

"Un if we could do it while we're in different roonms. But the damm Net's
broken. O course...we could link up using U am and Fl ouncey."

Now Fl ouncey spoke up. She had a nel odi ¢ husky voice like Fern's. "U am and
woul d have to get to know each other better first. Maybe | ater we can hook

you
two up. Like rmuch later. Can we go outside now, Fern?"
"For sure. | don't want to give WIlly a renmote hand job. Yuckola. | think we

shoul d just be good friends, WIly. There's plenty of men for me—and plenty
of

porno for you."

"Fine."

Fl ouncey and U am went outside and | ay down next to the al gae-green sw nmm ng
pool. The nold-nottl ed wads of |unar plastic began touching each other-a
little

at first and then rnuch nore.

"How romantic," said Fern acidly and pulled on her clothes. "Let's tal k about
the DI M busi ness, WIly. Wat's going to be the first product?"

"Wth the electricity still out, there's no point in making DI Ms for kitchen
appl i ances. "

"Maybe | can get you permission to fix the power plants,'

mused Fern. "1 SDN

has

a lot of contacts. But neanwhil e—what about cars?"

"That would work. | could nake DIMs to replace the controller cards in car
engi nes. "

After a week, WIlly and U am had produced twenty special DI Ms for running car
engi nes. They patched one onto Louise's old buggy, and WIlly, Fern, Uam and
Fl ouncey drove to the Little Kidders Superstore.

The sight of a functioning car was a sensation; in half an hour they'd sold
al |

twenty DIMs. OF course the Little Kidders got wind of this, and two of them
cane

out of the Red Ball to talk. They introduced thensel ves as Aarbie Kidd and
Haf - N- Haf .

Haf - N-Haf was an unsettling sight—a fat, sloppy, fortyish man with piebald
stubble all over his head and chin. He was missing all the teeth in the right
hal f of his mouth, and that side of his face was slack and caved in. He spoke
in

a sl obbering, nearly inconprehensible Iisp



But Aarbie was young and powerfully built, with a shaved head that had

| aser-precise tattoos of flames, blue on one side and red on the other. The
flames swept back fromhis eyes. Hs teeth were white and even; his skin was
an

attractive pale brown. Haf-N Haf deferred to him and Fern seened interested.
"Kin y'all git ny notorcycle to workin' agin?" asked Aarbie.

"We can do it," said Uamfromthe backseat of Louise's car

Aarbi e peered in at Uamand Flouncey. "What the hell is this shit? Talkin'
slugs?" He winkled his nose at the characteristic odor. "Fooo-eee!"

"W're noldies,"” said Uam "There will be many nore of us here soon."
"Remenber that it's thanks to themwe can fix your nmotorcycle,"” said Fern
didactically. Aside frommonetary gain, one of the big reasons for selling
D Ms

was to get people to accept the nol dies.

"I bet Fewn can fix evewyfing wif her puffy,” l|isped Haf-N-Haf, and Aarbie
went

i nto high peals of unpleasant hyena | aughter, overly prolonged. WIlly felt

i ke

punching him but Fern kept control of the situation

"I"ve heard a | ot about how inportant the Little Kidders are around here,"
sai d

the calmFern. "So we certainly value your friendship. Wiy don't you let U am
take a | ook at your bike, Aarbie, so he can get the specs for the chip? Once
it's working, I wouldn't mind at all if you took me for a nice long ride."
"Ch yeah?" grinned Aarbie, pleasantly surprised. "Ch yeah? Who all's U an®"
"Behol d," said Uam flow ng out of the car wi ndow "Were is your mechanica
steed, oh flesher?"

Aar bi e wheel ed his bike out frominside the Red Ball, and U am pulled the

i nfected processor card out of the engine. The next day Uamand WIly
del i vered

a droplet-sized DIMto control the notorcycle engine, and Fern spent the

ni ght

with Aarbie.

The day after that, Fern gave Aarbie DIMs for all the other Little Kidders
bi kes, and Aarbie, who, of course, turned out to be the gang | eader, agreed
t hat

the Little Kidders would sign on as the transportation and security division
of

the new operation. Just to fuck with the gimre's head, |SDN incorporated
Fern

and WIly's new conpany out of South Africa and naned it Mianje DeG oot, with
WIly the president and Fern the CEO. At old Louise's suggestion, WIlly and
U am

nmoved their operations out of Louise's garage and rented a rarely used
pheezer

dance hall near a bar and grill called the Gray Area. Fern and Fl ouncey
started

wor ki ng there too

As the word about the Mianje DeGroot DI Ms spread, the demand for them grew
superexponentially. The Little Kidders cruised the streets, handling D M
orders

and deliveries and buying up any rogue slugs of impolex that people had

t rapped.

In order to ranp up production, Myanje DeG oot needed electricity for netal
machi nes to slice and dice the im polex, plus nore noldies to programthe

DI Ms.

As promi sed, Fern used her |SDN connections to get a contract for WIlly and
U am

to replace the crucial conputerized conponents of the |ocal electric power
generation and distribution centers, which solved the electricity problem for



them and for everyone else in their part of Florida.

U am and Fl ouncey joyously mated four tines in a row, cloning differently
shuf fl ed conbi nati ons of thenselves onto four of the captured slugs of

i m pol ex.

The children were called Wnken, Blinken, Tod, and Nod. Maturing in a matter
of

days, they started worked in the Mianje DeG oot DIMfactory with their
parents.

It was still up to WIly to provide a Linplan-A description (well, actually
it

was Li npl an-B by now) for each new kind of DI Mthat was needed; and this kept
hi m as busy as he could stand to be. Busier, even.

At this point people started realizing who WIly was, and there was sone

t hr eat

of himgetting busted. In fact, four gimre officials showed up from
Washi ngt on,

driving a rare gasoline-powered arnored HunVee, a vehicle so ancient that it
had

no susceptible chips for the chipnmold to have ruined. An ugly nob of pheezers
gat hered around the HumVee outside the Gray Area, rocking it back and forth,
al nrost on the point of turning it over

Aarbie and a few sniggering Little Kidders parted the crowd and led the
officials into the Manje DeG oot shop. The head official nervously read a
ginme ultimtumstating that unl ess Mianje DeGoot's entire D M production
wer e

routed to Washington, D.C., for ginme defense and security purposes, WIly
Taze

woul d have to go back to jail

"Can | thoot them now, Aawbie?" asked Haf-N-Haf, fondling his OJ. ugly stick
a

t housand- f | echett es- per-m nute quantum dot-powered rail gun the size and
shape

of a quart mlk carton. The pheezers outside screeched for the gimie pigs

bl ood.

"Ch, ah expect these here civil servants'll accept a counteroffer,"’
Aar bi e.

"Ain't that right?"

The officials returned to Washington with the recommendati on that due to his
public-spirited national reconstruction efforts, WIlly deserved an
uncondi ti onal

pardon. The pardon cane through, and WIlly was a free man, a race traitor no
| onger.

A fresh shipment of impolex came down on a second rocket fromthe Mon, and
U am and Fl ouncey bred four nore children: Flopsy, Squid, Shanbala, and

Ci nnabar. W nken, Blinken, Tod, and Nod paired up and begat eight further
nol di es: Stanky, Panky, Grogan, Flibbertigibbet, Dk, Dawna, Nerf, and Mana.
Al'l eighteen of the noldies busied thenselves progranming DIMs with "the

I ayi ng

on of hands," as they called it, but still the Manje DeG oot production pace
was far too slow for the worldw de dermand

"I wish | could just teach everyone howto wite their own Linplan-C
prograns, "

said WIlly, out swwmrng in the ocean with Fern on a rare day of rest. They
wer e

said

wearing U am and Fl ouncey and diving along sone reefs. "I'mworking way too
hard. And it's starting to repeat. | hate to repeat."

"Well, why don't you make DIMs to fix all the tel ephones and vizzies so the
Net

wor ks again," said Fern, transmitting her thoughts through Flouncey to U am
to



WIlly. "Then you could start selling a Linpware Developer's Kit. Call it the
LDK. "

"Wavy, Fern, but dig it, there are a zillion kinds of chip designs that were
used in all the different Net machinery. | don't want to have to hack every
singl e kind of tel ephone and vizzy chip into yet another goddam little DIM
pi npl e. The whole point is to sell people the tools for witing their own new
pinples. If we had a phone systemto deliver the LDKs, |I'd say go ahead and

gi ve

all the existing DI M source code away as freeware just to get people started.”
"What if you invented a whole new kind of superphone?" suggested Fern

WIly was quiet for a mnute. "Yes!" he said finally. "One massive,

concl usi ve

hack. Figure out an optimal architecture and nake the new phones out of solid

i m polex. People will use themthe way you and | are talking to each ot her

t hrough our "Cloaks; it'll work |like packet radio. W won't need to repair

t he

central phone systemat all. That's dead technol ogy. The phones will talk to

each other directly, figure out their own node-to-node routings, the works."
"How bi g woul d a super phone have to be?"

"You' d need maybe a hundred grans each for the kind of device |I'mthinking
about. But, hey, | don't want to call it a superphone, naw+ want to call it
an

uvvy. Uuuuh-veee. It's cozy-sounding."

"Alot of folks are going to balk at sticking wires into their spines."

"Ch, we can do it without wires," said WIlly. "Just use the existing
cephscope

technol ogy. Roomt enperature pol yner superconductors making tight vortices of
el ectromagnetic energy to tweak your nerves. The only reason Happy O oaks
still

use wires is that they've been too |l azy to hack the upgrade. Not to nmention

t he

fact that |oonie noldies don't exactly give a shit about humans' confort—o
of fense i ntended, U am and Fl ouncey."

So WIly invented the uvvy and turned production over to | SDN on the Mon

And

now | SDN shi ps started delivering uvvies and shipnments of impolex to any

| ocal

entrepreneur willing to pay for the cargo with mllions of dollars. The ships
brought down lots of noldie inmgrants as well. And the ships would return to
the Moon filled with thousands of barrels of crude oil that the |unar | SDN

pl ants could use to make nore im pol ex.

Once an | SDN ship had | anded in your area, you could buy an uvvy to downl oad
freeware capable of turning a little piece of chipmold-infected impolex into
a

DI M capabl e of carrying out whatever sinple cybernetic task you needed done.
Up

to a point, you could chip inmpolex for the DIMs right off of your uvvy,

t hough

eventual |y your uvvy would |l ose functionality, and you' d need to reinvigorate
it

with some nore | SDN i m pol ex.

O course, once you had your DI M program and your impolex slug, it still took
a

nmol die to actually put the programonto the im pol ex—yet another step, in

ot her

words. So you'd pay a local noldie to install your programonto as nany DI Ms
as

you wanted to pay himor her for processing. Ml dies were eager for work
because

t hey needed noney to buy enough im polex to reproduce thensel ves.



Anot her commercial angle to the new econony was that if the programfor the
particul ar kind of DI Myou needed wasn't avail able as freeware, you needed to
pay a programmer to wite it for you—er possibly wite it yourself. The
essential tool for creating DI M prograns was the WIlly Taze Linpware

Devel oper's

Kit, which came conplete with WIlly's final (he swore) release of Linplan-D
downl oadabl e direct from Mianje DeG oot for a stiff license fee.

The whol e cycle created an i nstant new econony that benefited everyone
concerned. The only unhappy ones were the Heritagists, those individuals who
hated the sight and snell of the alien noldies. But nost people ignhored the
Heritagists; the conforts of |inmpware technol ogy far outwei ghed m sgivings
about

t he nol di es.

By the end of Septenber, Fern and WIly had a ot nore free tine. Everything
was

on automatic. The two friends were confortably installed in separate |uxury
suites in a high-tone notel. WIly did a lot of diving, and Fern focused her
energy on the Selena's repair. By md-Cctober it was nearly done. It was

agr eed

that WIly would fly up to the Moon with her on Novenber 2, 2031. He could
clearly see that if he stayed on Earth, things would start to repeat.

A week before takeoff, WIly encountered Fern |ying out by the pool wth
Aar bi e

Kidd. It seemed Fern had deci ded she couldn't go another day wi thout scoring
some of her favorite drug: merge.

"We ain't never had no nerge down to the local Red Ball," Aarbie was saying.
"It's kind of a seldomthing, | reckon. | hear tell they got it in South
M ami

Beach. The trisexes are into it."

"I want you to take nerge with ne, Aarbie," said Fern

"I'"ll try anything, Fern. Hell, we could git on nmy bike and be down there in
a

| ove puddle, all lifted and fl oppy tonight."

So Aarbie and Fern jamred on down to South M am Beach to score merge. Not
wanting to be left honme alone, WIly decided to take a trip up to Louisville.
He

got U am s strongest granddaughter Mana to fly him giving her three

nanogr amns

of quantum dots and five kil ogranms of im polex for her pay.

Over the sumer, WIly's parents had separated. He went to see his nother
first.

She still lived in the big old famly house on Eastern Avenue. WIly and
Mbana

landed in the fanmiliar backyard—t felt Iike a dream silently dropping down
out

of the sky into the spot where he'd spent a happy chil dhood at play. Mdana
sai d

she'd just as soon | ook around town on her own, so WIly agreed to neet her
in

the yard the next afternoon. Mana forned herself into a dog shape and went
trotting off.

WIlly stooped down and | ooked at the fanmiliar ground. Over there, enbedded in
the soil, was one of his little green plastic toy soldiers. How happy he'd
been,

back then, playing quietly in the sun. H s eyes noi stened and he gave a deep
sigh. H's childhood was gone, but sonehow he'd grown into sonething | ess than
a

man.

I nside the house, WIly found his nother Use to be vigorous and artsy-craftsy
as



ever, but with a tragic new bitterness about Colin's unfaithful ness. She made
WIlly a tasty lowfat supper and drank a little nore white w ne than usual
"It's so nice to have someone with me in the house,"” she kept saying. "I
rattle

around so."

Al night WIly kept waking to hear the uneasily sleeping Use calling out
angry

words at her absent unfaithful husband. "Goddamm you. How could you? | hate
you.

Sshhit. Goddamm you, Colin."

It was depressing. The next afternoon WIlly wore Mana |ike a pair of
seven- | eague boots, and they trucked on downtown to neet his dad. Colin was
an

Engl i sh professor at the University of Louisville; he'd noved out of Use's
house

tolive in an apartnment with a student naned Xuyen Tuyen. Seeing Colin's
evasi ve

face, WIly uneasily realized he'd already absorbed too rmuch of Use's

bi tterness

to be friendly with his old nman. It was easier to talk with Xuyen, the
girlfriend.

She was a cheerful round-faced Vi etnamese woman with a Kentucky accent. "Just
call me Sue," she said to WIlly as he stunbl ed over her nane. "You should
cone

to the big Hall oween party at the La Mrage Health Club with us tonight. I'm
draggi ng your dad. And your Cousin Delia's comn' too."

"Well, 1've certainly got the perfect costume,"” said WIlly.

"What ?"

WIlly patted his heavy leg covering. "This Happy O oak | brought with me. Her
nane is Mboana. | can wear her over ny whol e body."

"And | ook |ike what?"

"Whatever | want to. | know 1'll go as a great big naked woman." He hit on
this

i dea especially to jangle Colin, who' d always nursed a cringing, stealthy
fear

that his unmarried son was gay.

At the party, WIIly's Amazon appearance attracted the anorous attention of
one

Sue Tucker, an attractive bisexual female plunber from Shively. The party got
way wild, and on this one uni que occasion, safely wapped in noldie as he
was,

WIily did fully copulate with a real live wonman, i.e., Sue Tucker. At the
final

monent of ultimate intimacy, a deep-seated reproductive inmpul se caused Wlly
to

tell Mbana to uncover the tip of his penis—allowing his ejaculated seed to
ent er

a wonan's wonb for the first and last tinme. So it was thus—though it was
years

later till he learned it—that WIlly Taze becane the father of Randy Karl
Tucker.

And then WIlly went back to Florida, and the Selena was ready, and Fern took
WIlly up to the Mon. Aarbie stayed on the Earth, as did Uam Flouncey, and
their descendants. Earth's info-rich environnent was |ike a pronised | and for
t he nol di es, and none of themwanted to go back to the harsh Mon

When WIly | anded at the Moon spaceport, there were hundreds of humans and
nol di es there cheering him |f the nudders still had some doubts about
WIlly's

activities, the loonies viewed WIly as a savior and a hero. Thanks to WIlly,
there was a huge demand for Mon-built |inpware products, and the Mon's



nol di es

could emigrate to Earth and find good work. The fact that WIlly was the

gr andson

of the great Cobb Anderson was inmportant to the | oonies as well.

| SDN threw a fabul ously lavish party in WIly's honor. The party was on top
of

the 1 SDN zi ggurat, one of the larger buildings in Einstein. The top of the
gr eat

truncated pyram d was a big open space, with the great curve of the Einstein
done only fifty feet overhead. Through the done you could see the sweep of

t he

stars and the great hanging orb of Mdther Earth.

The terrace floor was set with an intricate tessellation of silver-and-gold
Penrose tiles: Perplexing Poultry. Bowers of quick-grown gibberlin-treated
fruiting plants had been installed all along the edges of the terrace. The
pl ants were heavy with such delicacies as cherry tomatoes, tangerines,

bl ackberries, and grapes—ive food right there for the picking. Guests cane
and

went on the magnetic levitation vehicles called naggi es; the maggi es were
wor ki ng again, thanks to fresh DI Ms designed using the Linpware Devel oper's
Kit.

Fern led WIly around, introducing himto people. The principal |SDN host was
a

yel | ow ski nned man with odd vertical winkles in his face.

"WIlly, this is Bei Ng," said Fern

"Hello," said WIly.

"I amso glad to nmeet our best enployee," said Bei

"I"'mnot an enpl oyee," protested WIlly. "I'mthe president of Manje DeG oot."
"Ah yes, but Mdanje DeG oot is a subsidiary of ISDN. You work for me, WIly.
But

only as much as you wi sh. And you've already done plenty. Rest assured that
no

matter what happens in the future, 1SDNwill continue to pay you the
contract ual

license fees for the patents and copyrights that you assigned to us on the
formati on of Moanje DeG oot."

"l assigned you ny inventions? Linplan-E? The LDK and the uvvy?"

Bei | aughed knowi ngly. "You tekkies are so refreshingly naive. Wave with it,
young fellow You've got all the nmoney you'll ever need. Get the boy lifted,
Fern."

Fern steered WIlly over to the bar and ordered WIly a snifter of sweet hash
oi |

liqueur. "Catch a glow, WIly," said Fern, then noticed sonmeone across the
terrace. "There's nmy old nerge boyfriend Ricardo! |1've gotta talk to him
Hey,

' Cardo!"

Fern darted off, and WIly turned to talk to a | arge nol di e standi ng near
hi m

an inposing snakelike fellowwith a netallic purple luster to his impolex.

"I'"mhonored to nmeet you, M. Taze," said the noldie. "My nane is GQurdle. |I'm
one of the finest scientists in the Nest. | want to thank you for opening up
Earth for nmy race. I"'minterested to know if you're planning an upgraded
ver si on

of your |inpware progranm ng | anguage? A Linplan-F? My col |l eagues and | have
i deas for a nunber of inprovenents."”

"Then make them yourself," said WIly, sipping at his hash liqueur. "The

| anguage spec is freeware. And an intelligent noldie shouldn't find it hard

to

i mpl enent Li npl an | anguages at |east as efficiently as the LDK But nme, |I'm

t hrough hacking it. | want to do sonmething different now | started out as a



cephscope artist, you know "

"So the creator of Linplan has an artistic sensibility,"” said Gurdle
sententiously. "I amnot surprised. Art is the highest form of conmmunication
In

art one has the opportunity to encode the entire soul. This topic happens to
be

my primary area of interest.”

"How do you nean? Like to transmt your personality to distant noldies?"
"How qui ckly you penetrate to the essence! In fact, | will transmt ny
personality by having sex with a female noldie and programm ng a child. But,
yes, renote personality transmssion lies at the heart of ny research

i nterest.

In fine, | hypothesize that such transnissions are taking place throughout
t he
uni verse. | believe that a great nunber of personalities are being

transmtted

everywhere and everywhen—there are souls flying past us thick and fast. |
hol d

that it is only a technol ogical |ack that prevents these personalities from

being locally received. Many technol ogi cal advances are still needed before
one

m ght hope to carry out what | inmmodestly call a CGurdle Decryption of a
personality wave. It will take perhaps another twenty years. Seven lifetines
for

a nmoldie."

The hash oil was hitting WIly now and he was having trouble foll ow ng
Qurdle's

line of conversation. It seemed alnost as if the noldie night be insane. And
what a stench he had. Like vile, overripe cheese sneared across rotten
carrion.

"I base my reasoning on an information-theoretical argunent which ny fell ows
find quite conpelling,"” continued Gurdle. "It involves an exam nation of the
power spectrum of cosmic rays. But | see your mind is wandering, M. Taze.
Thi s

festive occasion is not the tine to go into details. Wuld you like to visit
ne

in the Nest to discuss these things?"

"I"d love to visit the Nest," said WIly. "But not just yet. | still need to
settle in."”

"I'"ll ping you anon," said Gurdle. "Let nme repeat that | amvery delighted to
have net you." d assy-eyed WIly watched the reeking purple noldie slither
away.

Now t he annoyi ngly bossy Bei Ng was in WIly's face again. At Bei's side was
a

heavi | y made-up Canbodi an woman—er man?—ai th | ong bl onde hair. "Bei says

you' |
need help in finding a place to live, WIlly," said the norph, laying a
fluttering hand on the center of WIly's chest. "My name is Lo Tek. | do al

sorts of things at | SDN. W can go out tonorrow and | ook at some properties.
| f

you have a minute, |1'd like to take down sone personal information so we can
narrow in on—

"Thanks, but I'mplanning to live in the Einstein-Luna Hotel for now " said
WIlly and twi sted away. He got another drink fromthe bar—ust water this

ti m—and headed off across the terrace, joining a group of three

i nteresting-looking types: a shirtless man with a hair-grafted nohawk t hat
went

all the way down his spine, a voluptuous woman with long curly dark hair, and
a

stocky man with a narrow goatee shaped |ike a vertical rectangle. They were



passi ng around a snokel ess pipe that resenbled a small chemical refinery.

"Hi, guys," said WIly. "N ce view here."

"WIlly Taze!" said the goateed nman. Although he spoke with a heavy ironic
draw ,

he seemed quite sociable. "Wl cone to the Pocked Wrld. 1'm Corey Rhizonme and
this is Darla Starr and Witey Mdol."

"Whitey and Darla! | saw you on the vizzy this spring. Wen Stahn Money

hel ped

Darl a escape fromthe hoppers' Nest. After the chipnold killed the boppers.”
"Yup," said Darla. Her breasts were |arge and bare, with gold chains hangi ng
across them "I was pregnant. And now |'mthe nother of twins. And | can go
back

to getting as lifted. You want a hit, WIlly? Gve himthe pipe, Wiitey."
WIlly inhaled a cautious toke fromthe conplicated little pipe. It tasted
like

very strong pot with a snappy tingle to it. Very very strong pot w th naybe
some

custom zed extra indoles. WIlly exhaled the invisible particle-free vapor

and

as the new drug layered itself over the hash Iiqueur, the sounds of the party
clicked into a perfect tapestry decorated by the patterns of the voices of
WIly's three new friends.

"Yaar, Corey grows this hinself," Witey said, taking back the pipe. "Mngo
bi g

plants. Corey and the beanstal k." Witey's rangy, hard-1ooking features were
bent into a loose grin that was a joy to behold. "Bran Corey! Tell WIlIly here
about your idea for Silly Putters."

"Silly Putters?!'?" denanded Darl a.

"Yeah," said Corey. "It's the only possible name. | thought about it."

"Only possible name for what?" asked WIly.

"BEvil impolex toys," said Corey. "Impolex is such a great new medium It's
like clay that's alive. The Silly Putters will be toys, but hopefully nore
adul t

and corrupted. Later | want to nake a line of pets nodel ed on real and
nmyt hi cal

animals. But first of all, to have some fun, | want to do sone copies of
classic

t hr ee-di mensi onal 1 o0go creatures. The Dough-Boy. Barbie. Reddy Kilowatt. The
Western Exterminator Man. The Fat Boy. Squawky Bird. Vector Man. G ggles the
Bear. Tedel eh Torah. The Pig Chef. The Help Daenon. 1'd like to give them each
a

DIMso they can run around and lay trips on people. Wthout having them be
smart

and autononous |ike noldies. Wuld that work, WIIly? Check out this study
I've

been hacking. It's what they're calling a philtre—a philtre's like a
cephscope

tape, but interactive."

Corey took an uvvy out of his pocket and put it on WIly's neck. Dozens of
lively rubbery creatures appeared, overlaid on the crowded terrace party.
Sone

of the figures, like Vector Man, were famliar if sonmewhat warped, while

ot hers

were whol Iy unknown. Tedel eh Torah canme jauntily hopping toward them on his
t wo

scroll legs and unfurled himself |ike a flasher, brazenly displaying sacred
Hebrew witing that twi sted and curled |ike snakes. Squawky Bird fl apped
awkwardly forward and began pecking up the withing letters as if they were
wor ns, Squawky drooling and sl obbering while s/he did this. Vector Man's

l'i nked



spheres came free and all bounced straight at Wlly's face and, aww, they
weren't spheres at all, they were prickly-ass 3D Mandel brot sets. WIly
flinched, but kept watching. This was majorly stuzzadelic art. Across the
terrace, Barbie got down on her plastic knees and gave the Western

Ext er mi nat or

Man a deep-throat Barbie blow job, with the Exterm nator Man all droppin' his
hanmrer and goin' "Woah!" The chroned Hel p Daenon wal ked up to WIlly and
presented himwith a bill made out for a hundred trillion dollars. The Pig
Chef

ran a knife down his own stomach and began offering people fresh platters of
steany chitlins. G ggles the Bear grabbed the Pig Chef's knife and butchered
t he

Dough-Boy up into cookies that Reddy Kilowatt zapped into golden crisps with
hi s

lightning-bolt fingers. It just kept going on and on and getting crazier
Finally WIly reached back and pulled off the uvvy.

"That's wild, Corey. It must have been a |l ot of work."

"Not for me. The inmages are all appropriated. And | used some conmer ci al
toonware to set their behaviors. |'ve been doing this kind of thing for
years."

"Corey's jammed the Net so many tines," said Witey. "Doctoring vizzycasts,
replacing coommercials with his own weird Rhizonme riffs. You know how there's
no

corporate vizzy news on the Mbon no nore because the announcers kept turning
into like giant ants? That's thanks to Corey."

"Affirmo, | slew that dragon," said Corey. "But now|l'minto a nore persona
kind of art. I"'mdrawn to the idea of making actual physical objects. Not

j ust

| ogos. Historical and allegorical figures as well. And figures exenplifying

uni versal concepts. Hummel figurines for the twenty-first century. The
Travel i ng

Sal esman neets the Farner's Daughter.”

"But can she do this?" interrupted Darla, hefting her breasts and sonehow
getting her nipples to spray out many thin jets of mlk.

"Aw, Darla," said Witey, stepping forward so that the m |k sprayed onto his
bare chest. "You're slushed, babe."

"Vintage | oonie grunge," said Corey. To Wlly, it all seemed quite mad and

j oyous.

WIly went to visit Corey's quarters the next day: a five-room spread carved
into stone fifty feet below the lunar surface. You got there by sliding down
a

pole in the center of a chute that led to a warren of hallways with doors to
| ots of people's apartnents.

The first roomof Corey's place—actually, the |oonies called roons

cubbi es—+eninded WIly a bit of his old roomback in his parents' basenent.
There was floatin' wavy junk everywhere: shelves and shelves of little

pl astic

and rubber toys, w ndrows of hundred-year-old com c books and negazi nes,
staticky old hollowasters with arcane i mge | oops, seventeen antique Lava

| anps, a wall covered with weird drawi ngs Corey had | am nated onto plastic
di nner plates, and even sone ancient TVs show ng videos. Another wall was
covered with plastic water guns, forever nore futuristic than any actua
needl| er

or OJ. ugly stick.

Beyond the front cubby and the kitchen lay Corey's sleeping cubby and his two
studi os, one traditional and one nodern. The traditional studio was for

pai nting

and scul pture, with hand-pai nted canvases hanging on the walls and leaning in
the corners. Alot of themwere painted on black velvet and held gl ow ng

i mages



of such historically iconic events as the vivisection of Cobb Anderson, the
nuki ng of Akron, and the classic newsie image of Stahn and Darla emnerging
from

the mouth of the Nest of the exterm nated boppers—both of themin mrrored
Happy

O oaks, Stahn lanky and jaunty, Darla weary and hugely pregnant.

Most of the scul ptures were on the order of assenbl ages; there was, for

i nstance, a series of oversized snow domes hol ding scenes like Santa with his
intestines spilling out, a Happy New Year's fetus wielding a curette, and a
par adoxi cal |y sweet inage of nonarch butterflies circling a nude Alice in
Wonder | and. Though there was somet hi ng odd about the butterflies' dreany
hurmanoi d f aces...

A lot of the art spilled over into the nodern studio, which also held the
usual

ki nd of electronic equipnent, all recently upgraded to DI Ms—a cephscope deck
a

hol oscanner, uvvies, and stacks of S-cubes. Corey's kitchen was gray with ash
and di sorder. Hi s sleeping cubby had an extra-high ceiling to acconmobdate his
marvel ous fifteen-foot-tall gene-tailored marijuana plants.

WIly was enchanted, and over the weeks to conme he spent nore and nore tine
hangi ng out with Corey. He admred Corey's classic beatnik cool. And, best of
all, Corey shared WIly's unwillingness to grow up

WIlly started hel ping Corey with his Silly Putters project, often working so
|ate that he would end up sl eeping over on a mattress in the front cubby. It
cane out that, thanks to the expenses of buying old magazi nes and DI M

upgr ades,

Corey was having trouble paying the rent. WIly suggested that he nove in as
a

roommate and share the bills. Corey said that sounded fine, as long as they
didn't get on each other's nerves. Just to clear the air of any

m sunder st andi ng

about his notives, WIly explained his sex problem He was straight, but
unabl e

to contenpl ate physical sex with a real |live woman. He was, in short, a

j ack-of f.

"The stain of Onan," said Corey. "Didn't something terrible happen to that
guy

in the Bible? Hold on— He ninbly accessed his uvvy, and the little device
decl aimed a Bible verse

"And what Onan did was displeasing in the sight of the Lord, and He slew him
al so. Cenesis 38:10."

Corey | ooked di sappointed. "That's not very visual. Too bad. Well, at |east
you're not lusting after twelve-year-old girls, WIlly."

"I's that what you're into?" asked WIly uncertainly.

"I do think about young girls fromtinme to tinme. But | don't act out. As an

artist, I'mable to transmute the dross of my perversion into the gold of
deathl ess cultural artifacts. As a practical matter, | only date
twenty-year-olds and over. When | do date. | like it better when wonen find
out

about me and just come over and hang out."

WIly hel ped Corey make some prelimnary Silly Putters. Being true Art, the
project was somewhat pointlessly difficult. The problemw th trying to create
these half-1iving objects was that you were working in the zone between the
sl avi shly obedient DIMand the utterly ungovernable noldie. There was a
const ant

danger of the thing's behavior entering the strange attractor of

consci ousness.

Times like that, WIly had to stun the freshly sel f-aware being and nanual |y
danp down its non-linearity parameters, feeling uneasy about performnm ng what
was, in some respects, an act of |obotomy if not nurder



One nodel that WIly got to work very nicely was a fenmlin, nodeled on a

gr oovy

little Leroy Neiman sprite figure that Corey showed himin the joke pages of
an

ol d magazi ne call ed Playboy. The fem in wore nothing but high heels, black
stocki ngs, and opera gl oves. She loved to cavort with WIly's penis. WIlly
was

soon obsessively attached to her

One dire day the femin's nmind chaotically tunneled into the basin of

sel f - awar eness, and she grokked how nowhere her life with WIly was. She
managed

to sneak out of Corey's apartment while the door's electric zapper was off,
and

ran down the warren's public hallway. A frightened nei ghbor |ady stonped on
t he

femin, mstaking her for a rat. WIIly happened upon this scene and totally
| ost

it; he started scream ng at the nei ghbor so hard that sone passersby had to
grab

hi m and hold hi m down and dose himwith a sedative, right there on the floor
next to the sneared remains of his precious fenlin.

Around then it came out that the neighbors were tired of WIlly and Corey's
nasty

habits fromA to Z and there got to be such a bad vibe around the warren

t hat

it started to make sense to nove. WIlly and Corey were continuing to find
each

other fully conpatible, so they decided to find a new place together. In
fact,

they decided to design and build their own luxury isopod estate in a crater
out side of Einstein—build a spacious little biosphere with its own soil floor
and crater-spanni ng done.

The i sopod would cost billions, but WIlly had hundreds of millions, and
hundr eds

of millions nore were conming in faster than he could spend them Corey got
deeply involved in designing the estate—the nansion, the studios, the

veget abl e

gardens, and the giant nmarijuana grove. The construction took several years.
By the time they nmoved in, WIly had fully nailed the problem of designing
Silly

Putters—t was basically just a matter of having them honmeostatically danp
their

own nonlinearities whenever certain activation thresholds were exceeded. Wth
this feedback in place, the little creatures would putter along at the | ow
twilight border of awareness forever. Like animals. Corey got interested in
mass- producing the Silly Putters instead of letting them be one-of-a-kind art
objects, but WIlly stayed out of this endeavor. Instead he turned his
ener gi es

to i nproving the isopod, adding every manner of special feature to it: a
God' s-eye real -tine map of Earth, a private swi nm ng pool, a nenagerie, a
Turki sh bath, a | oop-the-loop bicycle course, and on and on. The years
drifted

by.

For a tine, Wiitey and Darla and their twin girls Joke and Yoke were regul ar
visitors, but then Corey gave sone Silly Putters to Joke and Yoke for a
birthday, and the Putters did sonething that led to a furious breakdown of

t he

friendship, at least on Darla's part. WIly never found out the details.
VWnen

continued to visit Corey, though never for very long. Mre years passed, and



little Joke started turning up at the isopod to hang out with Corey by
hersel f.

The DI Ms and the Linpware Developer's Kit continued to be huge successes, but
WIily didn't interest hinmself in themanynore. It was |like something in him
had

snapped during that last frantic devel opment push in Cocoa. He had no speci al
desire to do anything. He becanme sonething of a hermit, meditating and
savoring

his solitude. He could pass days at a tinme sitting in the little forest of

gi ant

marijuana plants, staring up past the plants through the dome at the stars.
Finally one day in the sumrer of 2052-so0 many years gone!—sonet hi ng new got
WIlly's attention

It started with a grinding sound beneath the soil, over in the corner of the
grove where the donme nmet the ground. A noon-quake? A rupture in the plastic
beneath the soil floor? But then the ground heaved upward as if froma giant
nmol e, and a shiny bl ob of purple impolex pushed up into the isopod air. The
bl ob forned a face and spoke.

"WIlly Taze! You still haven't visited the Nest! W need you now. Wth your
hel p, the first Gurdle Decryption may happen soon."

"You're...you're Gurdl e?"

The nol di e worned hinself farther out of the hole, though carefully |eaving
hi s

tail in the hole to prevent the isopod's air fromrushing out. He was purple
with silvery highlights. "I'mGurdle-7! GQurdle's
great-great-great-great-grandson. It's been twenty-one years, WIly! And now
it's time to | eave your enchanted garden. Conme on and slip inside of ne. 'l
be

a bubbl et opper to carry you to the Nest. And inside the Nest, we have prepared
a

pi nk- house for you every bit as pleasant as this isopod.”

"Do we have to crawl back through that hole?" said WIIly dubiously. "I"lI

bump

nysel f on the rocks."

"Don't worry, |I'Il make my skin hard around you. And I'll patch the hole
behi nd

me. Come, WIly. Arise! The Gurdle Decryption is of cosmc inmportance. And
only

you can help us acconplish the final steps."

CHAPTER SEVEN

STAHN

OCTOBER 31, 2053

Stahn stepped out of his fine Victorian mansi on on Masoni ¢ Avenue above

Hai ght

Street in San Francisco. It was early evening on Hall oween, 2053. \al ki ng by
were lively groups of people on their way to the Castro Street Hall oween
party,

a traditional event now back in operation after a brief hiatus during the
anxi ous years surroundi ng the com ng of the Second MIIlennium AIDS was gone,
drugs were legal, and San Francisco was nmore fun than ever

Stahn felt very strung out. He'd gotten lifted on canote after his fina
conversation with Tre Dietz late last night. In the afternoon, Tre had uvvied
up

to announce that sonme kind of software agent naned Jenny had shown him a
secret

tape of Sri Ramanuj an expl ai ning a new pi ece of mathematics called the
Tessel | ati on Equation. Jenny had tal ked to Stahn too. She | ooked |ike a |anky



teenage farmgirl. It seened she lived inside a Heritagi st conputer, but that
she had very cl ose connections to the Iconic noldies. Then, in the evening,
Tre

had cal | ed agai n—very di straught—+o tal k about ransoming his wife Terri from
t he

nol di es. Stahn made sonme calls to the Moon to try and help out with that, and
told Tre, and had then started getting | oaded as he normally did in the

eveni ng.

But

"Ft oom yi pes, " jabbered Stahn. "Ftoom ftoom fuh-fuh-ftoomyipes."

"Gabba hey," said the G cciolina. "The fringe still |uh-Ioves you, Senator."

"Long may it wuh-wave," said Stahn

The t hree nmor phs noved on, canping and | aughing. Stahn | ooked up at his
house,

its windows nellow yellowwith electric Iight. The yipes felt good. He was

[ ucky

to have a good house in the city. He was lucky to be alive. He was lucky to
have

a famly. How sad it would be if all of this should end.

Wth a sudden flurry of footsteps, Wendy swept out of the house and down the
steps. "Hi, Stahn! I'mready!" She was dressed like a witch, w th high-heel ed
boots, long dress, |arge Happy d oak, and rakish pointed hat—all a bright,
mat ching red. The 'C oak was a bel oved nol die that Wendy continually wore to
make up for the unparallel ed devel opmental deficiencies caused by the fact

t hat

her body was a tank-grown cl one.

"You | ook guh-great, Wendy. You're a red witch."

"You sound funny, Stahn," said Wendy suspiciously. "Don't tell ne you took
even

nore drugs!”

"Nuh-nuh-nothing really. Sonme deeves gave ne a pul se of guh-gabba. |I'mtrying
to

feel normal, you understand. We're wuh-wal king to the Castro, right?"

"Yes. Did you wake up a dragonfly?"

"I fuh-forgot. |I don't feel l|ike wearing nmy uvvy, Wendy, not after | ast

ni ght .

Luh-like | was telling you, Tre Dietz uvvied me all this wuh-weird shit and
and—~

"Ch, spare nme the wasted slobbering. 1'll get the dragonfly." Wendy used her
Happy C oak to uvvy a nessage, and right away a little dragonfly tel erobot
flew

down fromits perch in the eaves of their house. The streetlights nade

gl eam ng

Li ssaj ous patterns on the dragonfly's shiny, rapidly beating wi ngs. "You stay
about a bl ock ahead of us and watch the foot traffic,"” Wendy told it,
speaki ng

out loud. "We're wal king over the hill to Market and Castro. And keep
scanni ng

faces for Saint and Babs. W' re expecting you to find them" The dragonfly
whirred away.

"Real ly, Stahn," continued Wendy as they wal ked up Masonic together. "You're
starting to worry me. A man your age. Two nore years and you'll be sixty!"
Vendy

was effectively el even years younger than Stahn, and she worked hard to keep
Stahn fromturning senile. "What is it that Tre showed you anyway?"
"Perpl exi ng Puh-Poultry N-dee," said Stahn, clanping his hands tightly

t oget her

in an effort to hold back the gabba stutter. "Sone kind of freelance software
agent called Jenny told himthis thing call ed Ramanuj an's Tuh-Tessel |l ati on
Equati on, and right away he found a new ki nd of higher-di nensi onal



guasi crysta

design. The new Poul try puh-peck and peck and peck. He wants me to suh-sel

t he

new i dea before Jenny can. And we were al so tal king about how to ruh-ransom
hi s

wife. "

They paused on the saddle of the Buena Vista hill between the Haight and the
Castro, catching their breath and | ooking at the view "Onh, it's beautiful
out

tonight, isn't it, Stahn?"

"Yeah. 1'mglad you got me to go outside.’
t he

gabba shuddering left the hinges of his jaws. The first part of a gabba lift
was

al ways the hardest. "Reality is such a gas." His words in his ears sounded
snoot h, pneumatic, resonant.

"What was that about ransoming Tre Dietz's w fe?"

"The | ooni e nol di es ki dnapped her by acci dent yesterday. She's on her way to
t he

Moon. |'m supposed to pay a big ransom and get Witey Mydol and Darla Starr
to

pick her up. | already transferred the credit to Witey's account."

"Whitey and Darla! But why should you have to pay for stupid Tre Dietz's

wi fe?"

He took a deep shaky breath, and

"He's made nme | ot of nmoney, and this new thing'll nake a |lot nore. H's poor
wfe

is up there in the sky inside a noldie on the way to the Mon."

"I't's not such a bad flight," said Wendy. "It was fun when you and ne fl ew
from

the Moon to the Earth together in 2031. It might be good for you to do it
again."

"Forget it, Wendy." Stahn started wal ki ng agai n. "Wich way are we supposed
to

go?"

"Judgi ng fromwhat the dragonfly's showi ng nme, we should wal k dowmn Ord Court
to

States Street to Castro," said Wendy, cocking her head. "That's the |east
crowded way." As they linked arns and headed downhill, she turned her
attention

back to Stahn. "So you saw N-di nmensi onal Perplexing Poultry, huh? Have you
ever

heard the theory that mat hematics keeps people young? | think it's good for
you

to be thinking about these things. Instead of about power and noney. And al
your hangovers."

"I wish you woul dn't obsess about age all the time, Wendy. You know dam wel |
that with DIM parts and tank-grown organs, anyone with our kind of noney can
live to a hundred and twenty."

"Yes," said Wendy. "All thanks to the wonderful conpatibility of me. But
because

Wendy Meat and W M Biologicals do, in fact, grow clones of nme, | can do
somet hing better than get patched up. |I can start over in a blank
twenty-five-year-old wendy. My 'C oak could transfer all the information
I've

been thinking about it a lot."

"Ch, don't, Wendy. Wiat woul d happen to this body?" Stahn snaked his arm
under

Wendy' s Happy d oak and around her waist to hug her. "This body |I've | oved so
l ong? Would you cut it up and sell off the neat and the organs?"

"I"m serious about this, Stahn, so don't try and make it hard for ne. But



let's

not talk about it now You're in no condition." She twi sted away from Stahn's
grip and brightened her voice. "Look, we're al nost there. And-yes!—the
dragonfly

just spotted the kids."

Wendy stopped wal king for a second, the better to absorb the inages the
dragonfly was uvvying to her, and as she viewed them she began to | augh

" Sai nt

i s—he's wearing a silvered coat and he has tinfoil on his head. And Babs

i s—eh,

Babs— She | aughed harder. "I can hardly describe this, Stahn. She's got a
little tray around her waist with things on it and a terrible yellow shirt; |
have no idea what she's supposed to be. Let's hurry and neet them"

"Do you really want those poor children to see their nother's body

but cher ed?"

demanded Stahn. "It would be traumatic. And then, once you were twenty-five,
you' d get young guys and you woul dn't want ne! That's what | get for being
faithful to you all these years?"

"I said let's drop it. You get so dramatic when you're |lifted! You know damm
wel |l that I'ma Happy C oak, not a human body. This body—this wendy—t's a

m ndl ess piece of neat that | use to walk around in and to nmake | ove to you,
Stahn. You never got excited when | replaced ny impolex every three years. If
I

change ny flesher body, everything will be just the same. |'ma noldie, |I'm
your
wife, and I'll always |ove you. So there."

Wendy pushed into the crowd, and Stahn foll owed. There were a | ot of brides
here

toni ght; that was just about the nunber-one favorite costune. O her faves
wer e

strippers, debutantes, princesses, and slaves. A few people recognized Stahn
or

Wendy, but nost mistook themfor het |ooky-1ook tourists. "Hello, C evel and,
sneered a skinny | arge-breasted nmorph with a beard. A disco dandy sni pped,
"When

you drive back to the '"burbs, renenber that nmy car is the Mercedes and yours
is

the BMW" "I didn't use a car," said Wendy pityingly, "I used ny broom™"
Though

Stahn hadn't noticed it before, Wendy was indeed hol ding a broomeh yeah, it
was

a piece of her 'Coak that she'd tenporarily pinched off and reshaped.

Wendy pointed Stahn in the direction where the dragonfly had shown her the
ki ds.

"Press on, dear old fool." Stahn fought past a nan with a cardboard toil et
around his head and his face sticking out of the bow and a plastic dick over
his nose, past a woman with a | eash | eading a blindfol ded nude ungenitaled
Barbi e, past a norph with a head built up with phonybone to the shape of a
cube,

past people with wings and huge flexing cocks—the crowd pressed and swirl ed
like

the ripping currents of a particularly nasty ocean break—

"Hey, Da, Ma!" called Babs.

"Yaar!" whooped Saint.

Babs and Saint were in a doorway near the Castro Theater. Saint was a tal
cheerful youth who habitually darkened his appearance by means of odd hair, a
ratty beard, silvery stung-lasses, and heavy bl ue suede boots. For tonight,
he' d

covered his head with vintage al um num foil crudely wadded into the shape of
a



hel net and he wore a reflective netallic fireman's coat that went down to his
knees.

Babs had big firm cheeks that grew pi nk when she was excited, |ike now As
part

of her costune, she wore a yellow polyester shirt with a tag saying:

H 1'MLYNNE - HAPPY DOLLAR

She held a stick bearing sonething like a square lantern with the nuneral "3"
on

each of its four sides, and around her wai st was a cardboard tray with
packages

glued to it—ereal boxes and udon and pho noodl es and tampons and panty
shi el ds

and di sposabl e ceranmic forks. Her hair was pulled tight into a lank little
ponytail that was barrette-clanmped to point upward; and to conplete the

gr oovy

hai rdo, she wore a wiiiiiide bandeau

"Can you tell what | anP" chirped Babs cozily. Wendy coul dn't guess, but

St ahn

recogni zed it from his chil dhood

"You're a clerk in an old-time supermarket!"

"Ye ol di e checker gal," said Babs, |aughing gaily.

"What about ne?" asked Saint.

"A robot?" guessed Wendy.

"Sort of," said Saint. " 'l amlron Man.' |'ve got mny stungl asses

br oadcast i ng

realtime live on the Show, you wave, and |I'musing this classic
twentieth-century metal song for the background. Listen." He switched his
uvvy

to speaker node and karaoked some crude guitar |icks. "Danh-danh

deh- denh- deh.

Dadadada- danh- danh dah-dah-dah."

Wendy had set their dragonfly to filmng the little family outing; it hovered
a

few feet over their heads like a humm ngbird, its wings whispering and its
single bright bead-eye lens staring at the Moneys. Wendy and Saint could see
the pictures through their uvvies.

Sai nt sang lron Man sonme nore, raising his hand toward the dragonfly in a
spread-fingered salute; Wndy could see that he was goofing on the

sel f-i mages

he was realtine nmixing into the ceasel ess global interactive nultiuser
stungl asses Show. Saint saw Wendy seeing him and he shifted fabul ati ons.
"Ma is Wndy the red witch," smiled Saint. "Who are you, Da?"

"I"'mthe night sky," said Stahn, all painted black and spangled wth

sparkl es.

"As seen by a cosmic ray fromthe galactic equator. How you kids floatin'?"
"We're having a good tine," said Saint. "I like how nuch there is to see. I'm
pulling in sone viewers. |'m not gonna have to pay any Wb charges for weeks."
"Peopl e keep trying to take stuff off nmy counter," said Babs. "And then
they're

surprised when it's glued on. You | ook beautiful, Mu."

"Thanks, Babs," said Wendy. "But don't you think I'd | ook better with a new
age-twenty-five body?"

"Ch, cone on, Wendy," said Stahn

"Let her talk, Da," said Babs. "She's already told nme all about it and it's
no

prob."

"I see a group that |ooks funny," said Saint, pointing. "Let's head that way.'
They pushed down the street toward a group of nude norphs, each painted a
different primary col or and each equi pped with big nmorph rmuscles. A few of

t hem



had tails. They were tossing each other about |ike acrobats—w th nmuch | ewd

m m ng

The Mooneys wal ked al ong with the happy, |aughing crowd watching the acrobats
for a while, then drifted into the |less crowded bl ocks deeper into the

M ssi on.

"I still haven't had supper,” said Wendy presently. "Is anyone el se hungry?"
"I am" said Saint. "Were should we go?"

"I know a wavy Spani sh pl ace near here," said Babs. "The Catal anic."

"Let's do it," said Stahn

As they wal ked toward the restaurant, Babs began tearing itenms off her
count er

and setting them down on doorsteps. "For the honeless,
" Anyhoo,

I"'mtired of wearing all this." She took the cardboard counter from around
her

wai st and skimmed it toward Saint as hard as she could. He caught it, ran
with

it, flipped it onto the sidewal k, and managed to slide about twelve feet
before

stunbling off, pin-wheeling his arnms and yelling, "Aaawk! Happy Dol ar

Aaawk!

Happy Dol | ar. "

The outside of the Catalanic was a warmy lit storefront painted

red- and-yel | ow.

Inside, it was bustling and creamcolored, with a few nice things on the
wal | s:

an ol d Spanish cl ock, two nanoprecise copies of Salvador Dali oils

(Persi stence

of Memory and Dali at the Age of Six Lifting the Skin of the Water to Cbserve
a

Dog Sl eeping in the Shadow of the Sea), and two nanocopied Joan Mro

pai ntings

of hairy bright lop-lop creatures (Dutch Interior |I and Dutch Interior I1).
There were lots of people sitting at tables covered with tapas di shes
and—Yes,

of course, Senator Money"—there was a table for four. Wendy's dragonfly

tel erobot perched on a cornice across the street to wait.

The Mooneys sat down happily and fired off an order for Spanish chanpagne and
pl ates of potatoes, shrinp, spinach, pork balls, squash, chicken, nussels,
endi ves, and nore potatoes. The bubbly and the first di shes began arriving.
"See that noldie over there with the bohos?" said Babs, waving across the
room

"She's a friend of mine. She's called Sally. She's so funny. One day when |
was

here, Sally and | fabbed about Dali for a long tine."

Sally was sitting on a chair with a group of five lively young bl ack-dressed
artists. Sally had been shaped |ike a colorful Picasso woman, but now, seeing
Babs, she suddenly |let her body slunp into the shape of a nelting jellyfish
with

wri nkl es that sketched a flaccid human face.

"Look," laughed Babs. "She's imtating the jellyfish in Persistence of
Menory.

Hey, Sally! Do a soft watch!"

VWhile her arty friends watched admringly, Sally forned herself into a | arge
snoot hly bul ging disk that bent in the mddle to rest confortably in her
chair.

She made her skin shiny—gold in back and glassy in front with a huge watch
di al

wi t h war pi ng hands. Her soft richly conputing body drooped off the edges of
her

she expl ai ned.



chair like a fried egg. Salvador Dali had predicted the nmoldies. It was
perfect.

But Stahn was too benunbed to appreciate Sally's visual pun. "1'mkind of
surprised they let her in here," he said thoughtlessly. "What with the stink."
"Do | stink in restaurants?" denanded Wendy. "Some of us are civilized enough
to

know when to cl ose our pores. You should talk, Stahn, the way you've been
farting recently."

Saint cackled to hear this. "Da stinks. Da's a noldie."

Stahn quietly poured hinself another glass of chanpagne.

"How did you like the parade, old nan?" asked Babs.

"I must say, it made nme feel straight. That's not a way | like to feel
nmostly."

"Men are so worried about being macho," said Wendy.

"WIl everyone stop picking on ne?" snapped Stahn

"We're not picking on you," said Saint, reaching over to give Stahn a caress
foll owed by a sly poke.

"Da is a weck," said Wndy. "He stayed up npost of last night."

"What did you do, Da?" asked Saint.

"Never mind." Stahn didn't want to tell his kids about the canpte. He was
ashaned to be such an eternal exanple of out-of-control drug-taking; in
recent

years he'd backslid terribly. "It has to do with this new way to contro
nol di es. "

"Are you schemng to control me?" Wendy wondered suddenly. "Me, in the sense
of

Wendy' s Happy d oak?"

"No," said Stahn. "I wouldn't dreamof it. Though it mght not hurt for you
to

try seeing how a | eech-DIM feels sonetinme. They say for a noldie it's like
bei ng

lifted. Then you'd understand. |Instead of always being such a straight
goody- goody. "

"I'"ve been busy making a wormfarm" said Babs, changing the subject. "Did
tell you? It's so floatin'. 'Place noistened humus between two gl ass sheets
and

add one pint red wornms.' Voila!"

"You're doing this for fun?' asked Stahn. "Or is it art?"

"I'f you mean, 'Can | sell wormfarns? —waaal, old-timer, | just dunno. So
maybe

it's fun. But, wave, if | were to put DDOMworns in with the real ones, why

t hen

it'd be ye newie Smart Art and maybe | could sell some. But meking the boxes
is

so dam hard. You wanna make me some worm farm boxes, Saintey? Eeeeeew What
are

t hose gross things crawling on your head?"

"Lice," said Saint. He'd taken off his foil helnet and shrugged his coat onto
the back of his chair. H's hair |ooked |Iike upholstery on cheap furniture—t
was

buzz-cut, half-bleached to a punky orange, and there was a paisley filigree
cut

intoit, revealing curving lines of scalp that seened to have small

transl ucent

i nsects crawling al ong them

"You have lice, Saint?" exclaimd Wendy. "How filthy! W have to get you

di sinfected! Ch! And we've all been hugging you!"

"I think he's teasing you, Wendy," said Stahn, peering closer at the tiny
creatures on his son's scalp. "Those are micro-D Ms. | know they've been used
for bartering, but |I've never heard of them doing paisley before. Did you



programthat yourself, Saint?"

"My friend Juanne taught the lice," said Saint. "But | found the DI M beads.
I've

been finding some really floatin' ware in this building I'm

mai nt enance- managi ng, Da."

"This is your new janitor job?" said Stahn

Sai nt was suddenly very angry. "Don't you always say that, you stupid old nan.
A

mai nt enance manager is not a janitor. | like to fix things. I'mgood at it.
And

for you to always act like it's—=

Stahn winced at the intensity of his son's reaction. "lI'msorry, | didn't
nean

it," he said quickly. "I"msenile. Wen | was your age, | was Sta-H the tax

driver, so who am | to tal k? Maintenance is wavy. Retrofitting. Tinkering.
It's

al nost |i ke engi neering."

"Saint doesn't want to go to engineering school, Da," put in Babs. "Get over
it.

Hs friends already | ook up to himlike a teacher."

"They do?" asked Stahn

"Yes," said Saint. "I like to think about the meaning of things. And what to
do

with life. Every day should be happy. My friends listen to ne."

"Well, hell,"” said Stahn. "Then maybe you can be a senator." He put up his

hands

cringingly. "Just kidding!"

The waitress arrived with a pitcher of sangria, nore potatoes, and the
grilled

prawns. Stahn passed Saint the prawns and poured out gl asses of the sangria.
"What's the building you' re doing mai ntenance for?" Wendy asked Saint.

"Meta West Link," said Saint. "They own the satellites and dishes for sending
uvvy signals to the Mon."

"Whol Iy owned by | SDN since 2020," put in Stahn. "I can certainly believe

t hat

Meta West woul d have some interesting things in their basenent.”

"Gve me somre DIMIlice, Saintey?" pleaded Babs. "I'Il make a Smart Art flea
circus! I want lice right now" She crooked one arm around her brother's neck
and began picking at his head. "I'mthe lice doctor!" Wen Babs had been

younger, she'd enjoyed taking ticks off the fanm|ly dog and announci ng that
she

was the "tick doctor."

"Don't be so disgusting, you two," said Wendy severely. "You're in a
restaurant.

Stop it right now "

The kids broke apart with a flurry of screeches and pokes, and then both of
t hem

sat there calmy with their hands fol ded.

"It's Da's fault," said Saint.

"Da did it," added Babs.

"Da's bad," said Saint.

"Da's lifted and drunk," said Babs.

"Da has a drug problem" said Saint.

Stahn got the waitress and ordered hinself a brandy and an espresso. "Anyone
el se for coffee or a drink? Anything? Dessert, kids?"

Sai nt and Babs ordered cake, but Wendy didn't want anything. She said she

t hought it was about tine they got going.

"Mnd if I join you?" said Sally the noldie, suddenly appearing at the end of
the table. Her body was a cubi st dream of triangles and bright colors.
"Sally, ole pal!" said Babs, hilarious on her four drinks. "Sit down." Sally



pull ed up a chair and Babs introduced her. "This is my bran and ny

rent s—Sai nt,

Stahn, and Wendy. This is Sally, guys."

"I"ve been wanting to nmeet Wendy," said Sally. "W noldies all wonder about
her .

How do you do it? Enulate a hunan wife and nother, | mean. It's a pretty

bi zarre

thing to do."

"I"ve been doing it so long it feels normal,"” said Wendy. "Though | am getting
a

bit tired of this particular human body."

Sally produced a screwtop jar fromthe folds of her flesh and took off the
t op.

"I like to have a little rub of this when |I'm around people getting high,"
she

said, using a green-striped finger to crook out a glob of ointnent. She
rubbed

the goo into her chest and handed the jar to Wendy. "Try some, Wendy. It's
betty. Fine, fine betty."

"We still have a long trek hone," objected Stahn. He counted on Wendy bei ng
t he

sober one.

"Just chill sometinme," said Wendy, scooping up two fingers of betty and

snoothing it onto her 'Cd oak self.

By the time Sally could put the jar away, she and Wendy were conpletely
lifted.

"Wave this new take on the soft watch," said Sally, turning beige. In seconds
she was shaped like an old-time computer box with a nonitor on it—+he box
nmelting and drooling off the edge of her chair to nake a puddl e on the floor
and the nmonitor was displayi ng—the face of that Jenny-thing who' d been
on-1ine

with Tre Dietz last night?

At the same tinme, Wendy was tweaking quite savagely. Her Happy C oak stopped
being a denure red Wendy the Wtch cape and bunched up around her neck in a
bi g

convol uted green di nosaur ruffle. ve been a good w fe and nother all these
years, but | don't want to get any older. | want a full upgrade! You need to
understand this neat body isn't ne," she raved. "Watch!" The ruff on her neck
bucked up, pulling a frightening tangle of rootlike connectors out of her

fl esh

and into the air. Wendy's face went slack and her head pitched forward to lie
on

her crossed arnms on the table. Wendy's 'Cl oak gestured nastily with its
tendrils, then wornmed them back into Wendy's neck. Wendy straightened up, a
triunphant gleamin her eyes. "See?"

"We're outta here," said Stahn, getting to his feet and throwi ng down noney
for

t he check. "You shouldn't have given her that damm shit, Sally."

"Bye, Sally," said Wendy. She wi nked and pointed a finger upward. "Thanks for
the lift and the Iift."

"Have a good trip," said Sally.

Stahn tried to take Wendy's armto steady her, but she tw sted away from him
with frightening vigor. She pushed out to the street, followed by her famly.
"I wish | hadn't seen that," said Babs quietly. "Is Ma all right?"

"W just need to get hone and kick," said Stahn. "I wonder if there's any
chance
of a rickshaw or a streetcar. Oh good, it |ooks |ike Wndy's calling one."
Vendy

was gesturing broadly, and the dragonfly hopped off its perch and circled as
if



searching for a ride

"I't'"ll be here soon," said Wendy, smiling crookedly. "And, kids, |'msorry
about
freaking in the restaurant, but it's for true. |I'mabout to shed.”

She didn't el aborate, and nobody knew what to say, so for a half mnute the

f our

of them just stood there anbng the people and the nol di es passing by. A
streetcar ground past, going the wong way. A sudden breeze swept up fromthe
Bay, startlingly strong and chilly. Stahn turned his back against it, w shing
he'd worn a thicker coat. Wendy and the kids were facing him and for a
nonent

he thought the kids were teasing when they began to scream

"Here's our ride, Stahn!" whooped Wendy.

The wet frigid air whirled like a tornado, and a huge bl ue pterodactyl shape
swooped down toward them Its wi ngspan was so large that it could barely fit
in

between the buildings. It would have to break through the streetcar wires if
it

wanted to reach them they m ght have tinme to escape!

"Run!" yelled Stahn. "Back in the restaurant!"”

But before he could nove, Wendy's Happy G oak lifted off and fl apped toward
Stahn like a pair of ragged bat w ngs. Stahn was too slowed by drink and too
di stracted by the sight of Wendy's body falling to the ground to stop the

' d oak

fromwapping itself around him Quickly the 'Cd oak sank its tendrils into
Stahn's neck and froze himin place. Stahn stood there staring at his
children

trying to tend their nother's inbecilic |linp body—and then the great

pt er odact yl

pecked down in between the wires, pecked up Stahn and swal |l owed hi m and
vendy' s

Happy d oak whol e.

Stahn heard the nmuffled sound of the pterodactyl's screeching caw of triunph,
and he felt hinmself borne up and away. All was dark and airless, but then the
Wendy ' C oak began feeding Stahn air and information

"Don't be scared, dear Stahn," said Wendy's voice. "I'Il take care of you.

Fl apper is going to help us fly to the Mon. It'll be a good change of pace
for

you. And the |loonie noldies are eager for you to visit. And I'mgoing to the
Nest to get a new wendy fromthe pink-tanks. You'll be wearing me until then."

"The Moon," said Stahn nunmbly. "You're kidding. Wo's Flapper?"

"She's like a custons official for the | oonie noldies; she keeps an eye on
what

goes from Earth and Mbon. Since the |oonie noldies want you to visit, Sally
had

the i dea of asking Flapper to come down and peck |like a pterodactyl."

"Wait a minute. Can you still see through the dragonfly? How are the
chi l dren?

Show themto ne."

The Wendy ' d oak fed Stahn the uvvy inmage of Saint squatting by his nother's
body, with desperate Babs out in the street trying to flag down a rickshaw
The

vacated wendy just lay there twitching.

"Those poor children," said Stahn, his eyes filling with tears. "Those poor
poor children."

"Tsk," said the '"Coak. "It is sad. But | hope they don't waste a | ot of
noney

and emotion on that brainless worn-out old body. | should have killed it

bef ore

I left." She cut off the dragonfly video feed and all was bl ack agai n.



"Wendy, what's happened to your feelings? Does it even nake sense to call you
Wendy anynor e?"

"Sure, |I'mWndy. Yeah, | guess | ambeing a little cold, huh? Not too
characteristic of ny usual persona." The 'Cl oak giggled. "I guess it's the
betty

makes me act this way. Now you can see how it feels, Stahn. You' re always so
heartl ess to ne when you're lifted."

"If you're going to nag nme like a wife while I'm wapped up inside you, |I'm
going to go crazy. |'d rather die! W' re high above Earth by now, right? Wy
don't you and this damed Fl apper push ne out and let me drop! Do it! |I'd be

glad to die, Wendy, glad to get the endl ess msery over with!"
"You just feel that way because you' re strung out on drugs, you fool."

"I"'mcom ng down again, baby! Al | do is get high and come down; nobody

l'i kes

me anynore; |'mno good to anyone; | mght as well be dead; let ne fuckin'
drop

and die."

Rapper's soprano voice interrupted in operatic song, "I wonder if he really

means it? Look at this, Stahn Mooney!" There was a doughy rubbi ng agai nst
Stahn's body fromhead to toe, a lunpy peristalsis as if he were feces being
squeezed down a long rectum The pressure on the top of his head was great.
Clever small folds in the plastic took off Stahn's clothes and spirited them
away.

"Yeah, pop us hal fway out, Flapper,"” |aughed Wendy. "Let Stahn see!™

Fl apper sphinctered open a hole and pushed out Stahn's upper body. She

cl amped

lightly down on the top of Stahn's pelvis to keep the wind fromripping him
away.

So here was Stahn hanging out of a giant noldie pterodactyl's ass, staring
down

at the great dark world below. The air beat at him but he felt it only

t hinly,

for now the Wendy ' C oak was stretched over himlike a bubbl et opper
spacesuit,

and the 'Coak's smart impolex was tw tching and shuddering to cancel out

t he

resonant vibrations.

Far off to the west, a crescent of the Earth was still in sunshine; it was a
bl azi ng arc of hot blue ocean. But nobst of the planet was a silvery

nonochr one,

bat hed by the light of the Moon. The hi gh cl ouds beneath Stahn were stippled
in

a regular pattern like fish scales, a mackerel sky. Of to the east, the

cl ouds

transmuted into flowing mares' tails, with each tail shaped the same. The
wor | d

was beauti ful.

"I don't want to die after all," volunteered Stahn. The city of San Francisco
was a speck of brightness far far below "How high are we?"

"Fifty miles and rising fast. Flapper's going to squirt you and me toward the

Moon |i ke a torpedo when she gets to sixty mles! | don't have enough oonph
to

fly us all the way fromthe Earth to the Mon, see, but with Fl apper

[ aunchi ng

us we can nmake it. W'Ill do the next two hundred thousand nmiles on our own!"
As his eyes adjusted, Stahn could rmake out nore and nore detail in the
nmoonl i t

cl ouds bel ow. Once again he narveled at the world's fractal beauty, at its
fondly | oved structures recurring across every size scale—n the clouds, the
| and, the sea—ah, the great living skin of sacred Gaia.



"This is wavy," said Stahn presently. "Even though I'mnot |lifted anynore.
Usually when I"'mnot lifted, everything is slow and boring and kludgy."

"That's another reason this trip is inportant,” said Wendy. "It'Il take us a
week to get to the Moon, enough time for you to dry out for the first time in
years. It'll be like a honeynoon."

"Except you don't have a human body," said Stahn. "A body's considered kind
of

i nportant on a honeynoon."

"I can give you hand jobs, Stahn. | can stick fingers up your butt. You'l

i ke

it. Youll see.”

As they flew higher and higher, the pterodactyl's w ngs grew | arger and

t hi nner,

till finally she | ooked like a giant stingray.

"I"'mnearly ready to launch you!" trilled the great ray's voice. "Let nme draw
you back in so | can push you harder. Brace Stahn tight, Wndy."

"Ckay, Flapper," said Wendy.

Fl apper puckered her flesh and drew Stahn and Wendy up into herself. Stahn
was

starting to feel panicky. "Even if she | aunches us, how are you going to get
t he

energy to decelerate us into lunar orbit, Wendy? You're not very big. | doubt
i f

you wei gh nmore than fifteen pounds. Wen you and ne flew down to Earth on
Spor e

Day in 2031, our Happy O oaks were beefed up to ten tines that much. Are you
sure you have enough stored-up energy to keep ne warmwhile we're floating

t hough space?"

"Fl apper gets lots of energy fromthe Sun up here, and she stores it as

quant um

dots. Don't forget, a nole of quantumdots is no bigger than a hundred
nanogranms. And Fl apper's going to give ne a whole gram We'll have a ful

t ank

of gas, big guy."

"Yes, \Wendy, here cone your quantumdots,” sang Flapper. "I'm spraying them
into

your flesh. And now |'mnearly ready to birth you!"

By craning his head back, Stahn could see down the tunnel of flesh that |ed
from

i nside Flapper to the outside. The tube was nore vagi na than rectum now, and
Stahn was a baby instead of a turd.

"Strai ghten out your neck, Stahn," said Wendy, her voice vibrant with energy.
"It's time for ne to go rigid." She squeezed very tightly around Stahn and
made

the impolex of her flesh as stiff as steel

Fl apper started a great |oop-the-loop to bring her underside uppernost. As
she

rose to the top of the |oop, she bunched her body into a huge mass of mnuscle
and

pushed.

Stahn and Wendy shot out from Fl apper with incredi ble speed; the strength of
t he

g-forces was such that Stahn fainted dead away.

When he came to, he was staring out into black starry space. Wendy had | ost
her

rigidity, and Stahn could | ook down past his feet at the great planet Earth
falling away or crane his head back and | ook up toward the disk of the Mon
The

Sun was hi dden behind the Earth for now

To maintain Stahn's tenperature, Wendy had silvered her surface inside and



out;

except for the half-silvered patch over Stahn's eyes. Stahn spent sone tine
nmovi ng his arns and |l egs and nmarveling at the multiple reflections of

hi nsel f,

the Earth and the Moon. How beautiful it was. But how lonely. He was all by
hinsel f, hurtling farther and farther away from hone, with nothing but a

nol di e

" oak for company. Tunbling through the dark, forever alone.

"This is like a bad dream" said Stahn

"I like it," said Wendy. "Are you warm enough?"

"I"'mfine." The silvered inipolex kept Stahn confortable, and the air in his
nose was fresh and cool

"Should I worry about radiation?" asked Stahn. "About cosmic rays?"

"Let's put it this way: your odds of cancer are going to be a little higher
after this trip. And cosmic rays can have an effect on noldies too. But we'll
just have to grin and bear it and hope for the best, | suppose.”

"Can you feel how hard I'mgrinning?" said Stahn. "Not. This is really

sel fish

of you, Wendy."

"I't"ll do you good, Stahn. You need the detox."

St ahn thought longingly of his pot at home and his |iquor cabinet and his
squeezi es of snap and gabba. He loved all drugs except merge. He'd been

t hr ough

a bad experience with nmerge—+the tine that Darla had overdosed hi mon nerge
back

on the Moon. By the time that bumrer was fully over, Stahn had |ost the
entire

right half of his brain. Wat a burn.

"Wvy the kids, can you do that? And then we should uvvy VWhitey Mydol on the
Moon. He should know that we're coming. | guess we'll be I anding on the Mon
t he

day after Blaster and Terri, right? A week from now?"

"Right. We're traveling along a seven-day Earth-to-Mon spacetime geodesic

j ust

like Blaster is. He's a day ahead of us, yes, and we can keep checking with
hi m

He' Il be our closest neighbor nost of the way."

"W can uvvy him and everyone el se as nmuch as we want to?" This thought was
somewhat conforting. Not to be wholly alone in the void.

"Well, uvvying costs us a trillion quantum dots per second per call."
"You're running | ow on dots al ready?" whinnied Stahn in sudden terror
"You're

not going to have enough for keeping ne warm and for braking our descent?"
"Not to worry," giggled Wendy. "Flapper gave ne like ten-to-the-thirtieth
guantum dots. That's enough energy for over a quadrillion hour-Ilong uvvy
call s.

So now let's call the kids."

"Yes yes, do it. You talk to themfirst so that they know right away that
you're

okay. You threw quite a scare into them"

So they talked to the kids. Babs was crying and Sai nt was near tears hinself;
Wendy' s abandoned body had just died. The conversation went on for a while
and

finally they all felt pretty solid again.

Next they uvvied Wiitey. They were still close enough to the Earth that there
was a noticeable two- or three-second lag in round-trip transm ssions to the
Moon, so that call didn't anobunt to much. And then they tried Bl aster

"Hi, guys," uvvied Blaster's deep voice. "Wl cone to the wormfarm" Bl aster
hi nsel f was a presence made up of four or five permanently fused nol di es, but
hi s psychic uvvyspace arched out to include the mnds of the shanghaied



nol di es

he had aboard. And down under Bl aster's basso profundo and the excited
chatter

of the noldies was Terri Percesepe.

"Hi, Terri," said Stahn. "It's Stahn Money."

"Ch good," said Terri. "Tre said you'd arranged to ransomne. But | don't
understand the uvvy inage | see. Are you—are you out in space?"

"Yeah, | got abducted too. By nmy own wife, Wendy."

"Wendy neat Wendy?" asked Terri. "Who Tre's always doi ng the ads about ?

don't

get what's going on."

"We're going up to the Moon so | can get a new fl esh body," said Wendy. "How
is

it for you guys inside Blaster, Terri?"

"It's kickin'," put in one of the noldies. The uvvy inmage of Blaster showed a
writhing knot of noldies, all slowy crawling about while keeping Blaster in
t he

same overall shape. The noldie talking to themwas bright yellowwith
green-and-pink fractal spirals. "This is Sunshine fabulating atcha. My nman
M.

Sparks and nme are drifters, but will work for impolex."

"Mostly we been wandering up and down the streets of Santa Cruz stealin' shit
and doin' odd jobs to score betty," anmplified M. Sparks, a red snake
decor at ed

with yellow lightning bolts. "Blaster says we'll like it on the Mon. Lotta
lifty action there. Not to nmention a good chance of finally hooking into
enough

i mpolex to have a kid."

"My famly is not happy about it," said another voice. "I am Verdad, this is
ny

wi fe Lolo, and -these are ny in-laws Hayzooz and Mezcal ." Verdad and his
famly

were bl obby in shape and colored in brown-and-green earth tones. "W have
been
farmn' the fields for five generations. W are not enjoy in' this change

very
much. | think there is nothin' at all we can grow on the Moon."

"Muy malo," grunbled Hayzooz. "This is some ugly kilp. Wy don't you let us
fly

back to the Earth, Bl aster?"
"We're already in orbit," said Blaster. "W're coasting. The only way you

chukes' || get enough quantumdots for a return flight is to do some work on

t he

Moon. But, believe ne, you won't want to go back. You'll love it in the Nest.
You can work in the fab growi ng chipnold. O in the pink-tanks grow ng

or gans.

O learn sone hi-tech trades. You're noldies, for God' s sake, not flesher
dirt

farners.”

"We are goin' to miss the rain and the soil and the little growin' things."
"The purity of the Mwon is good," said Blaster. "It is an ascetic spiritua

path, but a highly efficaci ous one."
"I don't care how spiritual it is, as long as | can get that fresh im pol ex

you
prom sed," said the voice of a pale white noldie covered with pinply red
spots
and with a sharp beak at one end. "Buttnunch here. Gypsy and ne are five
years

ol d and our upgrades are just about worn out. W' ve been rogues our whol e
lives,



spent a lot of it underwater. W help snugglers bring things in and out of
Davenport Beach, and this last time we got careless and a flesher zonbified
us.

But Bl aster says on the Mbon we'll get new im pol ex and heavy-duty tunneling
ware and we can |like grind around underground, and that'll be stuzzy.

Swi mmi ng

t hrough rock and getting good bucks. It's a new |lease on life."

"Yaar, I'mfor it," said Gypsy, who was fl esh-col ored and covered with
fingerlike bunps |ike the underside of a starfish. And like on a starfish,
each

flexible little finger had a sucker at its tip. "But even so | wish we could
snuf f that dook Aarbie Kidd for putting the superleeches on us. Remenber that
very first job you and nme did, Buttnunch? The real tasty one in Aarbie's
cottage? When we offed that Heritagi st asshol e Dom Per—

"Shut th' fuck up, Gyp," interrupted Buttrmunch, but it was too |late.

"You killed ny father?" Terri screamed. "You scummy mucus slugs killed ny
dad?"

"Dom fuckin' burned Aarbie twi ce," snapped Gypsy. "Me and Buttrmunch were just
youngst ers anyhow. You don't like it, spoiled little rich bitch Terri

Per cesepe,

then why don't you go on and junp off the ship. O maybe | should crawl over
there and teach you a fuckin' —ew"

"I"'mright next to you, Gypsy," said Xlotl's voice. "And so's Mnique. Push
harder, Monique." In the background, Blaster started | aughing.

"Hey, quit it!" yelled Gypsy. "Help ne, Buttnunch! They're trying to squeeze
nme

in half!"
"You be nice to Terri," said Mnique, her voice tight and hard as she and
X ot

hour - gl assed Gypsy's waist. "O—=

"Hey, hey, hey," interrupted Stahn, trying to be senatorial. "Sinmer down
over

there. We've got six nore days ahead of us. Make them stop, Blaster!”

"I wouldn't dreamof it," chortled Blaster. "The fighting dogpile is an
essential stage of ny noldies' journey to liberation. Xanana and | wll keep
an

eye on Terri, won't we, Xan'?"

"OfF course. But frankly 1'd rather not have to be Terri's |life support for

t he

whol e way. The whol e whol e way. The whol e whol e whol e way. Soneone el se
shoul d

do it for a while. Mnique. After all, it's Mnique who got our famly into
this. Wioring for that Heritagi st zerk Randy Karl Tucker."

"You're a real D M head, Mnique," put in Quish, who was squeezed up agai nst
Xanana. She wormed out a long tendril and gave Mnique a sharp poke.
"Fightin' dogpile," repeated Blaster happily. "You' re a spunky bunch of
recruits.”

"Um speaking of Heritagists?" uvvied a new voice. "This is Jenny from Salt
Lake

City?" The visage of a lank, immture country gal appeared in the shared
uvvyspace. "Hellooo there! You guys ought to realize that some of us
so-cal |l ed

Heritagists are really and truly working for the Nest."

"Ch God, not her again," said Stahn. "I've heard enough for now, Wendy."
Vendy

cl osed their connection and they went off-1line.

The better part of a week went by, and Stahn started feeling a | ot healthier.
Havi ng the drugs | eave his systemfelt |ike having shiploads of life come up
a

river to be unloaded on his front steps. Big bales of L-1-F-E Stahn



remenber ed
once again that his worst tines sober were better than his best tines high
Whenever things started to | ag, he and Wendy woul d make uvvy calls.

The day before Stahn and Wendy were due to |and, Jenny's uvvy presence popped
up

again. It was while Stahn and Wendy were tal king to Bl aster

"Hi, gang," said Jenny's callow giggly voice in the common uvvyspace. "Good
news, Wendy, |'ve just arranged for you to downl oad your personality for

saf ekeepi ng, in case sonething happens to you during | anding."

"That sounds |ike a good idea," said Wendy. "But no way am | downl oading to
Sal t

Lake City."

"Heavens no," said Jenny after a pause. "You'll download to the Nest. You' ve
heard of WIly Taze? One of his friends in the Nest is a noldie called

Frangi pane. Frangi pane is all set for you. Speak up now, Frangipane. Don't be
shy!"

"Yes, I'mhere," said a clear sweet voice with a French accent. "I am | ogged
on

to your uvvyspace. Bonjour, tout |e nonde. This is Frangi pane in the Nest.
have an S-cube all prepared for you, Wendy." Frangi pane resenbl ed an

oversi zed

exotic orchid; she was a chaotically pul sing construct of delicately shaded
ruffles and petals.

"Well, okay then, here | cone," said Wendy. There was a sl ow hum for severa
seconds while she sent her info across the short clear span of space down to
t he

Nest. "All done," said Wendy then, fairly chirping with enthusiasm "M, that
felt good! I'mso nmuch nore secure now. Too bad we can't do the same for

St ahn

wi t hout taking himapart."

"We can tal k about that on the Moon if he has interest,’
| over Onmolu has some know edge of the |ost wetware arts.

sai d Frangi pane. "My
" Onolu waved from

t he
background. He | ooked like a blobby gilt cupid froman anti que cl ock
"Put a cork init," said Stahn. "I don't want to get vivisected the way Cobb

Anderson did."

"What about ne?" interrupted Blaster. "Wiy doesn't the Nest ever do a
pre-1landi ng backup for me or ny recruits? Aren't | as inportant as Wendy?"
"You are too big, Blaster," said Frangi pane. "And no, you are not really so
inmportant, | regret to say. In any case, | don't have the resources to make
any

ot her backups. Your new recruits should just be happy that we have jobs for
them™

"Xoxx you, then," said Blaster. "I don't need your help anyway. |'ve nade
this

| andi ng wi thout a problemplenty of tines."

"That's right. And you shoul d not have a probl emtoday."

"Yeah, and just to nmake sure and keep it that way, |'mnot taking any nore
calls. | don't feel good at all about getting uvvied by your Heritagist
friend

Jenny while I'min |anding countdown node. |'mgoing to take this up with the

Nest Council later." Huffy Blaster went off-Iine.

A few hours later, just before Blaster was scheduled to | and, Wendy and Stahn
got a call. They expected it to be Blaster, but it was Frangi pane, her petals
bl ushing and a-flutter.

"Bonjour," said the noldie. "There's no good way to explain about this,

Véndy,

but it seens we in the Nest are finally ready to attenpt a full Gurdle
Decryption with a noldie as host. W have tested it on sone Silly Putters
this



nmorni ng, and now we're going to try it on you. It seens safer with you out in
space, and with wise old Senator Money inside you. Be of good courage!"

A sudden sharp crackle of petabyte information hiss cane over the uvvy—a

Vi rus!

Stahn told Wendy to turn it off, but Wendy was al ready gone. The noise | asted
for what seenmed like a very long tine, the sound so densely fractal and

i mpossible to ignore that Stahn started hearing nutso voices in it. And there
was nothing to do but grit his teeth until finally the connection broke. And
then Wendy started making a noi se; long, slow rising whoops, each about one
second | ong.

"Whooop whooop whooop whooop—

"What's the matter, Wendy?"

"Whooop whooop whooop whooop whooop whooop—

Frangi pane's info had set Wendy to shivering. She was so tightly linked to

St ahn

that he could see down into her and feel it like it was happening to hinself.
Pi ezopl astic vibrations deep inside Wendy were crisscrossing and spew ng
cascades of phonons down into the live net of her quasicrystalline structure.
And the structure was spontaneously deform ng |ike soneone was turning a dial
on

the Tessellation Equation, causing the structure of Wendy's plastic to
slide-whistle its way up the scale through 4D, 5D, 6D, 7D...on and on, with
each

| evel happening twi ce as fast as the one before, so that—t felt like to

St ahn,

at | east-Wendy was going through infinitely nmany di nmensional arrangenents in
each second. And then starting right up again. Whooop whooop whooop whooop
Wendy's impolex was |ike a scanner going over and over the channels, alef
nul |

channel s zeno- paradoxed into every second and suddenl y—St ahn fl ashed an
eidetic

mental inmage of this—a cosmc ray in the formof a sharp-edged

i nfinite-dimensional Hlbert prismslamed into Wendy and | odged itself in
her

warm fl esh, working its way through and through her like a mgrating fragment
of

shrapnel . The shudderingly rising dinensionality of Wendy's quasicrystalline
structure caught the wave of information and anplified it. The info surfed

Wendy' s whoop and bl ossonmed suddenly inside her like a great still explosion
in

deep space.

"*Ffzzzt!* crackl e gonnnnng—hello, | am Quuz from Sun."

At first Stahn was in denial. "Aw, Wendy, why you gotta lay such a weird trip
on

me, us floating here in outer space halfway to the Moon, | nean what the—=
"What manner of creature are you—Stahn Mboney?"
The sincerity of the question struck a chill into Stahn's heart. "Stop it,

Veéndy! Wendy?"

"Wendy is dead, Stahn Mooney. | am Quuz from Sun."

"Hel p! Wvvy soneone for hel p! Frangi pane? Are you there? W' ve got to warn
Bl aster!"”

"How do | uvvy Blaster?" asked the mighty Quuz voice, and before Stahn

t hought

the better of it, he showed Quuz where Wendy had kept her dial-up protocols,
and

Quuz dial ed Blaster and the connection forned, even though Blaster didn't
want

it to, and Quuz fed Blaster the sane skirling crackle that Frangi pane had fed
to

Wendy just a minute or two before.



CHAPTER EI GHT

DARLA

2031 - NOVEMBER 6, 2053

Darl a woke up cranky. The uvvy was calling for her, but she didn't pick up
The

nmessage software kicked in, and a live hol ogram of the unwel cone bul k of

Cor ey

Rhi zonme appeared in her and Wiitey's sl eeping cubby, half a mle beneath the
surface of the Mon.

The sides of Corey's head were shaved clean, but his goatee's fornerly strict
vertical rectangle had gone a bit w spy and strange. He had gai ned wei ght and
his skin | ooked grayish-green. His voice had its usual sneering, nocking

t one,

even though he was trying to be friendly.

"Hi, Darla," said Corey's hollow "This is the A d Toymaker. | know you're

t here, moonqueen. |I'mgoing to stand here and keep tal king until you pick up
I

have a problem | need to talk about. And I miss you and Witey and the twins."
"I bet you do," thought Darl a.

Darla's "identical" twin girls Yoke and Joke had been born in 2031, right
after

t he Second Human- Bopper War. Although Yoke and Joke | ooked exactly the sane,
they had different fathers. Yoke was the traditional result of Darla's

f ucki ng

her partner Whitey Mydol, but Joke was a wetware engi neered cl one of Yoke that
a

bopper named Emul had inplanted in the pregnant Darla's wonb after abducting
and

i mprisoning her.

Joke was just as cute and bouncy as Yoke during her first year, but once she
began to talk it was evident that she was different. Wen strangers woul d ask
her who her parents were, she'd say, "Witey, Darla, Emul, and Berenice."
"Who are Enul and Berenice, honey?"

"Boooppers,"” the little voice would say, drawing out the first syllable.
"They're dead right now But | talk to themin ny head all the tinme."

"Can it, Joke," Darla might say then if the stranger |ooked to be a rare

[ unar

asshol e of the Heritagi st persuasion. "Don't listen to her, M. Mirgatroyd.
Joke's full of jive. Aren't you, Jokie?" Poke.

The first day that Joke and Yoke went to school, Yoke was in tears when they
cane hone. "Joke already knows how to read," she wailed. "Wy do | have to be
so

dunmb?"

"I't's not really nme who reads," Joke told her. "Emul and Berenice | ook out

t hrough ny eyes and they think the words to ne."

"What's it like having themin your head?" asked Yoke, drying her eyes.

"It feels crowded," said Joke. "They talk funny. Berenice is all flowery and
ol d-fashi oned, and Emul junbles up his words."

"Are you going to keep coming to school even though you know everyt hi ng?"

"OfF course, Yoke. It's fun to see the other kids. And we bel ong together, you
and ne. If | went around al one without you all day, |'d get lost."

"That's true. You're always getting turned around and m xed up, Joke, even if
you al ready can add and read."

"Emul and Berenice say | have a right-brain deficit,"
t he

words carefully.
delicate

sai d Joke, enunciating

'Cause that's where they live." Joke tapped her cute



hand agai nst the right side of her head. She and Yoke had gli stening chestnut
brunette hair.

"Poor Jokie. I'll keep you fromgetting | ost and you'll help ne with hard
stuf f

at school," said Yoke.

As they grew ol der, Yoke and Joke were inseparabl e conmpanions, well |oved by

Whitey and Darla's circle of friends. On their eighth birthday, Corey Rhizone
brought a special toy over as a present for them

"Wave this, girls," said Corey, setting a small plastic dinosaur down on the
floor. The dino reared back and gave a small roar that was interrupted by a
hi ccup so vigorous that the little creature fell over on his side, which sent
Yoke and Joke into gales of |aughter.

"What is that thing?" asked Darla as the plastic dinosaur grinned sheepishly
and

got back on its feet.

"It's a production-quality Silly Putter,'

said Corey proudly. "WIly showed

nme
how to programthem way back when, and |I've been refining their software and
i npware ever since. Check it out. | think |I've advanced my Art to the

magi ca

level . | expect a stunning tsunam of conmercial success for Rhizone
Enterprises. | can |ike nmass-produce plastic animals that | invented. Yes,
['m

about to surf the tsunam, Darla—everyone's going to want to buy a Silly
Putter."

"Your Silly Putter is funny," chuckl ed Yoke, squatting down to watch as the
little dinosaur began dancing a jig.

"Can we really keep this one?" asked Joke.

"Yes yes, it's a present for you girls!" said Corey, patting themon their
heads. "Because you two are so cute.”

"Hold on," said Darla. "Wat if it's dangerous? It might hurt children. You
know

how devi ous nol dies are.”

"Ml dies are good," put in little Joke loyally. She always stuck up for the
hoppers and their descendants.

"Don't get your bowels in an uproar, Darla," sneered Corey. "Silly Putters
aren't smart enough to be dangerous."

"Ch right! And neanwhile the DIMin ny nmicrowave or in a maggie is about the
size of nmy thunb. DIMs are tiny. This dinosaur is |like a thousand tines

bi gger,

in terms of mass."

"You're smart, huh, Darla?" went Corey. "So dig it, that's the exact problem
that WIly solved for ne |like six years ago, before he started spending al
hi s

time sitting in the marijuana grove staring up at the stars. The Silly
Putters

honeostatically danp thenselves. Adnittedly they mass enough inipolex to go
nol die. But they don't because we have themin a feedback | oop. Instead of
getting smarter, they make thensel ves nore beautiful. And they know how to
become beautiful because | told themhow, and I'man Artist. They don't
reproduce, by the way—+f you want nore of them you have to get them from ne:
Corey Rhizome, a.k.a. the A d Toymaker, a.k.a. the Silly Putter King, a.k.a
t he

presi dent of Rhizonme Enterprises.”

"Corey's got orders for three thousand Silly Putters,” put in Witey. "W

t hi nk

they're gonna be a fad. WIly's not interested in investing anynore, so
gave

Corey some noney nyself. And he'll give nme initial public offering stock in

return. We're owners, now, Darl, we're real nan and real wonan. "



"You gave hi m noney?" demanded Darla. "Wo exactly is ordering all these
Silly

Putters?"

"Al'l the orders for the Silly Putters are on the Mon," intoned Corey. "

t hi nk

right now Earth figures they have enough trouble with the Moldie Citizenship
Act

wi t hout inmporting nmore weird linpware. Especially with those asshol e
Heritagi sts. You know what they should really call that religion? The

Bor n- Agai n

Dogshit Mron Mt herfucki ng Asshol e Scunbag Church of Fuck Your Kids and

Bl ane
Sat an. '
Silly
Putters are perfect toys and pets for up here, where the noldies don't live
with

us. Silly Putters appeal to our loonie sense of the strange, and they're an

i deal substitute for the animal pets we're not allowed to have because of our
air-quality laws. Silly Putters are squeaky clean.”

The business did well, and over the next few years, Corey gave Yoke and Joke
several nmore Silly Putters. The girls liked the toys, and they enjoyed Corey.
Corey was one of the only people who would let Joke talk freely about Enul
and

Berenice. He was also the only one of Witey and Darla's friends who knew
anyt hing about literature. He got Yoke and Joke to read Alice's Adventures in
Wonder | and and Through the Looking @ ass.

On the girls' eleventh birthday, Corey showed up with a set of six brand-new
Silly Putters. Chuckling and showi ng his gray teeth, he upended his knapsack
to

dunp the lively plastic creatures out on the floor. "Renenber Jabberwocky,
girls?" he cried. "Jokie, can you recite the first two verses?"

"Ckay, " said Joke and decl ai ned the wonderful, time-polished words.

"Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and ginble in the wabe;

Al mnsy were the borogoves,

And the nome raths outgrabe.

"Bewar e the Jabberwock, ny son

The jaws that bite, the claws that catch

Bewar e the Jubjub bird, and shun

The frum ous Bandersnatch!"

As Joke spoke, each of the six new Silly Putters bowed in turn: the tove, a
conbi nati on badger and lizard with corkscrew shaped nose and tail; the

bor ogove,

a shabby noplike bird with long | egs and a droopi ng beak; the rath, a snall
noi sy green pig; the Jabberwock, a buck-toothed dragon with bat w ngs and

| ong

fingers; the Jubjub bird with a wi de orange beak |ike a sideways football and
a

body that was little nore than a purple tuft of feathers; and the

Bander snat ch,

a nasty nmonkey with a fifth hand at the tip of his grasping tail

Joke and Yoke shrieked in excitement as the Jabberwocky creatures noved
about .

The Jubjub bird swallowed the rath and regurgitated it. The freed rath gave
an

angry squeal that rose into a sneezing whistle. The Jabberwock flapped its

Corey's antic smle broke into wheezing chuckles. "But | digress.

Wi ngs
hard enough to rise a fewinches off the floor. The tove alternately tried to
drill its nose and its tail into the floor. The borogove stal ked this way and

that, peering at the others but not getting too close to them And the



Bander snat ch snaked its tail behind Yoke and felt up her ass.

"Don't!" said Yoke, slapping at the Bandersnatch's extra hand. The

Bander snat ch

gi bbered, rubbed its crotch, capered I ewdly, and then seized the back of
Joke's

| eg, shudderingly hunchi ng agai nst the young girl's calf.

"I better do sone nore work on him" wheezed Corey, grabbing the Bandersnatch

and stuffing the struggling Silly Putter back into his knapsack. "I put so
nmuch
of nmyself into each of themthat |I'mnever quite sure howthey' |l react to
new

situations. Quit staring at ne like that, girls."

"Uncl e Corey's a frum ous Bandersnatch," giggled Yoke.

"It was so sick how that thing was pushing on ny |eg?" said Joke.

"Doing it," whooped Yoke. "Ch, |ook, the Jubjub bird is going to swallow the
rath again and make it outgrabe!"

"The present tense is outgribe," corrected the literate Joke. "It's |ike give
and gave."

If Darla was upset by the incident of the Bandersnatch, her suspicions about
Corey Rhizome were fully confirned a few nonths |ater when Kell ee Kaarp cane
over to visit.

Kel |l ee was a young friend of Darla's fromDarla's heavy drug-use days, back
when

she'd been living in the Tenple of Ra. Kellee was strung out on drugs—quaak
snap, three-way, nerge, whatever—and she had sex with anyone who coul d get
her

hi gh. She only visited when she needed sonething, but Darla al ways wel coned
her .

Darl a sonetimes thought that if she hadn't net Witey, she m ght have ended

up

i ke Kell ee.

"Come on in, Kellee," said Darla. "How s it goi ng?"

"Hard and xoxxy. | need noney." Kellee was tiny and undernouri shed, not mnuch

bi gger than Yoke or Joke.
"I don't keep any noney around the house, Kellee," said Darla. "But | can

gi ve

you a couple hits of merge. Best | can do."

"You still take merge, Darla? You still into the magic floppy?"

"Sure, whaddya think? |I'm suddenly too real wonan for the |ove puddl e? But |
only

do it with Witey, like on major special occasions, maybe two or three tinmes
a

mont h, and hardly ever in front of Yoke and Joke anynore."

"You' ve got your life together, Darla. | envy you. The pervo dooks | make it
with, you wouldn't believe."

"I"'mall ears," said Darla. "You know | |ove your sordid tales. How about
some

coffee, Kellee?"

"You got beer?"

"Affirnmo."

After three beers and half an hour of chat, Kellee reninded Darla about the
nmerge, and Darla went and got three caps from her stash

"Thanks a lot, Darla," said Kellee, pocketing them "And before | go, there's
something | better tell you. |I've been getting up my courage. The girls
aren't

hone, are they? Yoke and Joke?"

"No, they're at school ."

"Ckay, " sighed Kellee, running her fingers through her lank hair. "l gotta
tell

you about Corey Rhizone. Last night | was out to the isopod fuffing himfor a



few doses of snap and he did this really slarvy thing."

"What do you nean?"

"He was wearing his uvvy on his neck while he was on top of me, which is
total ly

insulting in the first place—+ know |I'm not as wonderbuff as | used to be,
but

i f sonebody doesn't want Kellee, they should | eave Kellee alone. | nean

obvi ously Corey was using the uvvy to run a philtre to nake nme | ook |ike
soneone

el se. And |I' mwondering who? So...I snatch the uvvy off himwhile he's comni ng
and | check it out, and...and it was a philtre of Joke. O Yoke. They | ook the
same to ne."

"That gunjy deeve!" cried Darla. "My girls! | knewit! On their birthday, he
gave thema Silly Putter that humped Joke's |eg, and now he's running sex
philtres of them on snap whores—excuse nme, Kellee. This has to got to stop
['m

telling Wiitey!"

"Whitey will stop Corey," said Kellee. "Brah Wiitey will do the deed. You got
anot her beer?"

So Whitey spoke to Corey, and Corey stopped conming around, and the friendly
dinners out at the isopod cane to an end. Witey stayed friends w th Corey,
nor e

or less, but Darla hadn't talked to himsince. Howtine flies by. Now the
girls

were twenty-two, and it was Novenber 6, 2053.

"Come on, Darla," pleaded Corey Rhizome's hollow "Talk to the A d Toymaker."
Slowy Darla got out of bed, her boobs jouncing in the gentle lunar gravity.
Her

fl esh exuded the notions of softness, of confort, of ease. She had a nmild
doubl e

chin, a practical bow shaped nmouth, a pug nose, and frank eyes.

"Just a minute, goob!" she hollered and got herself dressed. She pulled on

t hi gh- hi gh nol di e boots and | owcut black panties with a satin string
wai st band

and scal l ops of |ace around the edges of the crotch. She slung her heavy

st udded

leather utility belt about her waist and |left her breasts bare. She put on a
| ong strand of black noon-pearls and a necklace of thin gold chain, then
rummaged briefly at her hair, a great black haystack that puffed down over
her

shoul ders to feather across the nmounds of her breasts. She put on her black
lipstick and toggled the uvvy's video canera.

"What is it?"

"Hi, Darla," said Corey Rhizonme, regarding her with no special interest.
Darla's

garb was not at all unusual in the heated tunnels of the Mon and, in any
case,

Darla was far too mature to pique Corey's lust. "Do you, uh, know where

Wi t ey
i s?" Judging fromthe background of the hollow, it |ooked |ike Corey was
calling

from his bathroom Some guys had no class at all

"He went out this norning, dook. He's doing sonmething for ISDN. That's al
you

called for? Like I'm sone kil py message machi ne?" She reached for the uvvy
cut of f.

"Wait, Darla, wait. | can talk to you."

"Ch, I'mlucky." Darla picked up the uvvy and carried it into the kitchen
area

with her. Rhizonme's hollow trailed al ong behind the uvvy like a balloon



Wil e

she was movi ng, the holl ow made some funny hisses and crackl es, and then she
t hought she heard a sound |i ke whoopi ng somewhere el se in the apartnment. She
st opped and cocked her head, but now everything was quiet. Drug hangover, no
doubt. "Ckay, | need sone breakfast," said Darla. She set the uvvy on the
counter, popped a squeeze bulb of sugared coffee into the m crowave, and
filled

a bow with paste fromthe food tap.

"It's about ny Silly Putters,"” said Corey Rhizone, |ooking worried. He was
sitting on the toilet with his pants on. "They're acting different today.
Thi s

morning | got an uvvy call fromthis noldie called Frangi pane. She's a friend
of

WIlly and Gurdle-7 in the Nest. And she sent my uvvy sonething |ike a virus,
which it then downl oaded onto twel ve of the fourteen Silly Putters up and
runni ng today. When Frangi pane hosed ne, my uvvy made a kind of crackling
sound

and then the twelve infected Silly Putters started whooping and, um | hate
to
tell you this, Darla, but | just heard those sounds again, so | think my uvvy

sent the virus on to your uvvy. How many Silly Putters do you have in your
apartment ? You better go check on them"

"Ch sure, thanks a lot," said Darla, spooning up her paste and not paying
nmuch

attention. "How many Silly Putters do we have? W only have one left. The

girls

took the rest of them when they noved out. But we do still have Rags, the one
that's like a cute little spotted fox terrier. | haven't seen himyet this
norni ng. " She raised her voice. "Here, Rags! Conme here, boy!" There was no
response.

| SDN had done well by Darla and Witey; they had a six-cubby apartnment. Darla
set down her spoon and anbled into the Iiving cubby. Rags was indeed in the
living cubby, but Rags had stopped acting |like a dog. He was shaped the sane,
still white with irregular black spots, but-he was standing on his hind | egs,
and he didn't run over to greet Darla like he usually did. He was standi ng
like

alittle man with his back to the room carefully exanmi ning the electric
zapper

curtain that filled the apartment's outer door. Rags |eaned forward and
cautiously touched one of his whiskers to the zapper and—zzzt!-so nuch for

t hat

hair. Darla made an excl amation, and Rags turned to confront her. Hi s eyes
wer e

live and alert.

"Hello," said Rags, although Rags had never tal ked before.
a

dog. Now I am Cthon fromthe Androneda gal axy." He paused and stared at Darl a
as

i f anal yzi ng her appearance. "Mst renmarkable. | believe | amone of the
first

personality waves to be Decrypted at your node. This is the planet Earth?"
"This is the Mon," said Darla flatly, not letting the noldie's bufugu jive
distract her. It was clear to Darla that this Silly Putter had fully crashed
for

true. Welcone to The Twilight Zone. Darla began wal ki ng backward step by

st ep.

The little dog trotted after her, still erect on his hind |legs. "How did you
learn to talk all of a sudden, Rags?" said Darla, sweetening her voice as if
she

didn't have a care in the world. There was a needler in a drawer in the

ve stopped being



ki t chen.

"Yes, that's what | nean, Darla," said Rhizone's voice fromthe hollow on the
counter. "The way Rags is acting. All ny Silly Putters have turned into
fucked-up aliens. They've been taken over by some kind of rogue software from
outer space—+ didn't ask for it, but here it is, and it's free, whether we
want

it or not, it's physical graffiti fromdinmension Z, the truest freeware there

ever was. | |ocked nyself in the bathroomafter C ever Hansi started—
Darl a toggl ed off the uvvy and ski pped around behind the kitchen counter
Opened

the drawer. Got the needler. The weird little dog-thing was at her feet,

| ooki ng

up at her. "Can you open the front door now?" he asked. "I want to go join
t he

new arrivals at Corey's. W have to get this node properly installed. It's
for

your own good."

Darla drilled it right between its big intelligent eyes. The im pol ex
charred,

snoked, and burst into flame, withing and giving off high, horrible screans.
Darla needled it again and again, coughing fromthe snmoke. The sprinklers in
t he

ceiling kicked on and doused the flanes. Suddenly suspicious of the uvvy that
had brought this, Darla ran into the kitchen and chopped it up with a knife,
cutting deep grooves into the countertop. Damm Corey Rhizone for bringing
this

down on her!

Just then Darla heard the zapper curtain nake the boi ngi ng noi se that

si gnal ed

when it opened. She raced into the living cubby, holding the needl er straight
before her, with her other hand grasping her wist for steadiness, but...

It was Yoke and Joke.

"\What are you doi ng, Ma?" said Yoke. "It's just us."

Darla | owered the needler and the girls swept in. "She shot Rags!" excl ai ned
Joke. "It's soaked in here and everything' s ruined!"

"Ma," wailed Yoke. "Are you twi sted on snap again? If you are, we're |eaving."
Bot h Yoke and Joke had light olive skin, big bright eyes, and short
full-1ipped

nmout hs. They had identical faces, but they'd outgrown the phase of wanting to
dress the same. Yoke wore her thick dark hair natural in a bob, while Joke
had

used her hair for a creative zone. She'd started by dying it blonde, then
she' d

et three inches of black roots grow out, and now she wore her hair gathered
into two high ponytails, with the bl onde ends of the ponytails dyed purple.
I't

mat ched the punk | ook of her clothes: a |eather jacket over a T-shirt, with
red

plaid pants cut off at md-calf above dull red conbat boots. For her part,
Yoke

wore a long, dark, ribbed-wool dress with | ow silver boots—pdern
nmoonrmai d- styl e.

"Wait," gasped Darla, flopping down on a chair in the kitchen but stil
hol di ng

on to her needler. "Corey Rhizone sent ne sone kind of virus, and then Rags
was

possessed. He started talking. And then, after | shot him | got the idea the
uvvy m ght be possessed too."

"You sure nailed them" said Joke, holding up a ragged scrap of the hacked-up
uvvy. "What did Rags say anyway?"



"He— Darl a shook her head in confusion. "I'mconpletely straight, girls, so
unlax. Gve nme ny coffee." Yoke handed Darla her squeezie of coffee and Darla
took a few big slurps. "I think Rags said he was from anot her gal axy. |, of
al |

peopl e, know better than to trust robots when they act tweaky. So | killed
him"

"And the uvvy?" insisted Joke.

"I was upset, dam it!" yelled Darla. "Do you have to be so fucking | ogica
al |

the tine, Joke? The signal that changed Rags cane fromthe uvvy, so | killed
it

too. Call Corey Rhizone if you don't believe nme. He's |locked hinmself in his
bat hroom "

"My dear ol d Bandersnatch?" giggled Joke. "Are his Silly Putters saying

they're

from ot her gal axi es too?"

"Something like that," grunbled Darla. "I didn't finish talking to him Xoxxy
pervo that he is. Don't call him come to think of it. Not that we could
anyway,

what with the kil py uvvy broken. 1'll have to get a new one today. \Wat did
you

two brats cone here for, besides naking fun of your poor old nother?" Seeing
her

daught ers al ways cheered Darla up

"There's an abductor ship about to |land out at the spaceport," said Joke.

"Bl aster? He caught about twenty nol dies. And—get this—Blaster has a human
wonan

aboard as well. Her name's Terri Percesepe. Blaster wants to sell her like for
a

ransom "

"Sell her to who?"

"Stahn Mooney's paying. He called Pop to arrange it |ast week. Didn't Pop
tell

you? Yoke and | are supposed to pick Terri up and help her get back to Earth."
"For free?" snapped Darl a.

"OfF course not," said Joke, tapping her head. "We're getting good nobney.
Bereni ce made up the contract with Blaster."

"Anyway, " chimed in Yoke, "we thought you night enjoy going out to the
spaceport

with us to greet her. Pop will be there too."

"He could have called nme about this,"” conplained Darla. "Sometines | think
Whi tey doesn't |ove ne anynore.”

"Sure he does, Ma," said Joke. "Are you gonna cone?"

"Al'l right," said Darla. "I wouldn't nmind getting out a little. | have the
creeps fromthis place, after Rags acting that way."

"I't was probably just a malfunction," said Yoke soothingly. "Corey's been
known

toerr."

"But he said all his Silly Putters had turned into...I think he said aliens?"
said Darla. "Are your Silly Putters acting weird today? You still have a | ot
of

them don't you?"

"Joke took themall back to Corey," said Yoke sadly. "Even the rath and the
Jubj ub bird."

"For a while there, Emul and Berenice had nme convinced that Silly Putters are
wrong, " said Joke. "Berenice kept asking how | would feel about owning
six-inch-tall pet humans progranmed to be aninmals.”

"I doubt if pet humans woul d ever suddenly decide that they're from another
gal axy," said Darla. "Cthon—+that's what Rags said his name was. He was
wal ki ng



on his hind |l egs and he was talking. H's eyes were different."

"Well, maybe we should go out to the isopod and visit Corey," suggested Joke.
"If it's really true."

"That child nolester?" flared Darla. "Locked in the bathroomis where he

bel ongs! We're not speaking to himanynore!"

"We're not children anynore, Ma," said Joke. "Anyway, | already have seen him
again. He's lonely since WIly noved out of the isopod and into the Nest.

V' ve

had di nner a couple of times. H s studios are totally gogo. And |'ve decided
Emul and Berenice were wong about Silly Putters. Corey's Silly Putters
aren't

sad at all; they're a great art-form There's no reason not to be |ike

ani mal s

i nstead of being like people. Look at tropical fish, for instance. Instead of
putting their conputational energy into being smart, they put it into being
beautiful . "'

"Wait, wait, wait, Joke," cried Darla. "Stop it right there. You're telling
nme

you' ve been to Corey's isopod?”

"Interrupt,"” said Yoke. "W gotta jamover to the spaceport right now,

si st ahs.

Bereni ce says Blaster's alnost here. You two can finish arguing while we're
on

t he way."

Qut side the apartnent, they wal ked down the corridor past other cubby doors
closed off by the faintly buzzing curtains of zappers. At the end of the
corridor was the vertical shaft that |led dowmn to the Markt and up to the
dored

city of Einstein.

"Are we gonna take the underground tunnel ?" asked Darl a.

"No," said Joke. "W'Il rent a buggy and drive. It's prettier that way. And
Stalin's paying. It's in the contract."

"Boway!" exulted Darla. "Wonderbuff. | haven't been out under the stars in a
long tinme. But maybe...maybe | should have worn nore clothes.™

"Aw, you look bitchin', Ma," said Yoke. "The bubbl etopper'||l keep you warm
Let's go!"

They swung easily up the |adder that led to the top of the shaft and stepped
out

onto the streets of Einstein. H gh above themthe huge dome arched over the
city, with maggies flying this way and that. In the center of the street was
a

nmovi ng sidewal k with chairs.

"Look, girls, there goes a woman with a Silly Putter,
a

worman gliding past with what | ooked |like a Sianese cat in her lap. "I wonder
if— But the impolex cat was just sitting there, |ooking confortable and
normal . Yoke | ooked at Darla a little questioningly. "Well, maybe Corey
hasn' t

sent the virus to anyone else," said Darla.

"Here comes a slot," said practical Joke, and the three of them hopped onto
t he

slidewal k and took a seat. The incredibly various architecture of Einstein
streamed past, setting Darla to rem niscing

Here canme, for instance, the |otus-stem columed Tenple of Ra, a forner
bopper

factory that had been a flophouse since the First Hunman-Bopper War in 2022.
Darla had lived there when she'd first come up to the Moon in 2024; she'd
comne

as the fungirl traveling conpanion of a construction conpany executive naned
Ben

said Darla, pointing to



Baxter. Darla started out as the Baxter fanmily's baby-sitter back in her
honet own of Al buquer que, New Mexico, but soon Baxter had fallen for Darla in
a

big way. Darla played along with the dook, but once he'd gotten her to the
Moon,

she' d ditched himand struck out on her own. Those had been sone wild and
scroungy tines in the Tenple of Ra. That was where Darla had di scovered

nmer ge,

and nerge had led her to Witey.

Darla's reverie was interrupted by the sight of something odd in the alley

t hat

separated the Tenple of Ra fromthe 1930s-style office buil ding next door

The

alley was largely filled with the rubble of discarded |oonie utensils and
furniture, nost of it made of ceram cs and polished stone, with the broken-up
surfaces giving off randomglints of light. Adrift of polished punice seened
to

be moving around as if w ndbl own, but there was never any wind in the

Ei nstein

done. Could it be virus-infected rogue Silly Putters under the garbage? But

j ust

as the alley swung out of sight, Darla got a glinpse of a rat popping out
from

under the broken stones, a regular gray rat with a naked pink tail. Maybe

Cor ey

had just been stoned and Darla was just being paranoid. But then—what was it
t hat had happened to Rags?

Now they slid past the old office building—+t was called the Bradbury and

St ahn

Mooney' s detective office had been in there. What a strange skinny dook Stahn
had been. Hard to believe he'd noved back to Earth and been a U S. Senator
for

twel ve years. Hmand his Mldie Ctizenship Act, what kilp. At least on the
Moon, the noldies weren't interested in acting like citizens. They stayed out
of

Ei nstein, and the humans stayed out of their Nest. It was better that way.
Darl a

nodded to herself.

"' Sup, Ma?" said Yoke, throwi ng her arns around Darla and giving her a hug.
"I was watching an uvvy show about Earth the other day," said Darla. "I can't
bel i eve those filthy nudders live with noldies right anmong them"

"Don't whip yourself into a racist frenzy, Ma," said Joke. "Renmenber that (a)
it

hurts my feelings and (b) we're going to be surrounded by noldies at the
spaceport trade center."

"Well, how would you like it if sonme xoxxox bopper had caged you up and raped
you like Emul did to me? Not that | don't |ove you, Jokie, but—=

"Ch, give it a rest, you two," interrupted Yoke. "W get off here."

They hopped down from the noving sidewal k's bench. They were near the edge of

Einstein, with the done wall just a few hundred feet ahead. Butted up agai nst
the wall was a punice-block building with a high false front shaped Iike a
crenellated castle wall. The wall was decorated with huge set-in polished

obsidian letters sayi ng MOON BUGH ES

The three wonen went in and got bubbl et opper spacesuits and a sol ar- power ed
buggy with large flexible wheels. The buggy's netal surfaces were

candy-fl ecked

purpl e, and the wheels had orange inipolex DIMtires. The buggy had four

i ndependently stanchi oned seats, each seat a mninmal affair with a back pad
and

two butt pads. In a few mnutes they were bouncing along the dusty gray



tracks

that led fromEinstein to the spaceport. Yoke drove, Darla rode shotgun, and
Joke sat in back. Back in the 2030s, when the | oonie nol dies were | ess proud,
t he bubbl et oppers mi ght have been full-fl edged nol di es, but now the
bubbl et oppers were back to being dunb piezoplastic with a DIMset in. At

| east

the suits had uvvies, so it was easy for the wonen to talKk.

"That man in there had the hots for you, M, " uvvied Yoke, jouncing happily
and

handl i ng the wheel. "Wen he hel ped you into the bubbl et opper, he got turned
on.

| could see the nasty bulge in his pants.”

"Ha, a fat old woman like ne? | doubt it. Speaking of romance, let's get back
to

t he subject of Joke and Corey Rhizome. Spill it, kidl"

"There's nothing to tell, really,” replied Joke fromthe rear. "I've seen him
a

couple of tines recently. He's nice. And you know, Ma, he never actually did
anything to Yoke and nme when we were little. Maybe that snapped-out Kellee
Kaar p

was |ying about Corey ruffing Kellee with a slarvy philtre of ne. Frankly |
doubt if Corey would sleep with a skeeze like Kellee." Now Joke's voice grew
tender. "My dear old Bandersnatch is much too fine a |over for that."

"You fucked hi m?" screeched Darla, turning around to stare at Joke's blankly
refl ecti ng bubbl et opper in the backseat.

"I think she's teasing you, M, " giggled Yoke, piloting the buggy over the
lip

of one of the larger craters crossed by the broad beaten-down trail to the
spaceport. "But | don't know for sure. Joke won't tell ne."

Darl a stopped staring at Joke's mrrorball head, relaxed into her seat, and
si ghed. The buggy flew a hundred and fifty feet through space before | andi ng
on

the crater's bottom The oversized DI M equi pped tires adaptively cushi oned

t he

| andi ng and the buggy began tearing across the vast dusty flat of the crater
fl oor.

Darla started goofing on the black lunar sky with its scarf of stars and the
di stant blue Earth. Today was one of those tinmes she could see New Mexi co
She

nmused on her past and present. Whitey was the |love of her life, but of late
he' d

seened inattentive. He was always off working for |1SDN or sonething; he
didn't

tell Darla many details. There was an annoyi ng sexual presence anong the | SDN
peopl e Whitey hung with, the sexy young norphodite Lo Tek, and Darla had a
bad

feeling about Whitey and Lo Tek's relationship. Not that Darla herself didn't
now and then catch the odd random fuff with old Spanish pals |ike Raphael
Rodol fo, or Ricardo. Whitey had recently stopped speaking to R cardo,

concei vably on account of Darla, but xoxx that, Darla and Wiitey weren't
married

after all, they weren't real man and real wonan, not yet and not never—hey
wer e
still wavy x's on the ever-surfest urge of mghty nerge's teachings.

Darl a turned her gaze back down fromthe sky and watched t he pocked noondust

crater floor rushing toward them and sonehow t hrough them and out. The stark

Sun

cast an ink-black razor-edged shadow of themthat raced along on Darla's side
of

t he buggy. The shadow was angled forward slightly ahead of them with Darla's



round head shadow on top, the round bl ack shape undul ati ng across the plain
like

a creature in a two-di mensional worl d—whup—here's a depressi on—whoah—here's a
rise. The crater floor ranped upward; Yoke slewed the buggy into a well-worn
track that curved up to a low spot in the Iip; they shot over the Iip, naking
a

hundr ed- f oot | eap and bouncing down with a stuttering washboard effect as the
DIMtires shed the shock

Now Darla could see the small glint of the spaceport dome, nmaybe two miles
away.

As well as a terminal, the done served as a market; it would be full of
nol di es,

visiting fromtheir great underground Nest to nake business deals wth
humans.

The DI Ms around Darla right now+n her uvvy, in the buggy's tires, in her
bubbl et opper's air regul ator—these were still working fine, but sonething had
happened to her Silly Putter. Wat if sonething bad had happened to the
nol di es

as well? How would it be to step into the spaceport dome with the nol dies

gone
conpl etely batshit?

"You know, Joke," remarked Darla, trying to sound casual. "As long as we're
wearing uvvies, | think mybe you should call Corey to see if he's all right.
Yoke and | can listen in. 1've got to find out nore about what's happening to
the Silly Putters.”

"Floatin'," replied Joke. "But why don't you admt that you want nme to uvvy

Corey so that you can nose and | ong-tooth about whether or not we've fucked."
"You're such a nasty little chippie sonmetines," snapped Darla. "I don't know
where you get it."

"Anot her thing, Ma," said Joke. "Didn't you just finish telling us that
Corey's

uvvy sent you a virus? What if he sends us a virus out here? Qur
bubbl et opper s

m ght stop working."

"Wl | -hang up real fast if you hear sonmething like a crackle," said Darl a.
"I'f worst cones to worst, we can run our bubbl etoppers on manual ," said Yoke.
"Li ke they teach you in space-certification class.”

So Joke told her uvvy to call Corey, and nonments |ater Corey picked up. Wth
their uvvies linked, Darla and her daughters could channel Corey together
"\What ?" screamed Corey. "Who the fuck is it?" Instead of using his uvvy,

Cor ey

was yelling at an ancient tabletop vizzy phone with a wall-nounted canera and
a

br oken screen. The brah's only inconmng info was audi o. The vizzy's canera
showed Corey slunped at a filthy round kitchen table with the rath and Jubj ub
bird on top of the table, scrabbling over nounds of tattered palinpsest. The
table was further cluttered with ceranmi c dishes of half-eaten food, the
no- vi deo

vizzy, a clunky Mkita piezonorpher, some scraps of impolex, and, of course,
Corey's vile jury-rigged snoking equi pment.

The Jubjub bird opened its mouth hugely and clapped it down on the rath's

curly

tail. The rath outgrabe mightily, conbining the sound of a bellow, a sneeze,
and

a whistle. Corey winced and | eaned forward into his smoke filter to take a

| ong

pull fromhis filthy hookah.

"Corey," spoke up Darla before Joke could say anyt hi ng.
about

you. "

ve been worri ed



"Darl a?" Corey drew his head out of the fume hood and, shocking to see, there
was thick gray snoke trickling out of his nose and nouth. "Wat happened to
Rags, Darla? | can't see you anynore because C ever Hansi took my uvvy away
right after | talked to you this nmorning. She said she couldn't allowthe
risk

that 1'd infect any other people's Silly Putters. Things are fucked-up beyond
all recognition. How did you deal with Rags?"

"I killed himwith the needler, no thanks to you. Is C ever Hansi one of your
Silly Putters? The two that | can see look normal." The rath extricated its
tail

fromthe Jubjub bird s beak and reared back to drumits green trotters on the
Jubj ub's mnute, feathered cranium The Jubjub bird lost its footing and slid
off Corey's table, taking a stress-tuned lava cup with it to clatter about
endlessly in the low gravity. The rath outgrabe triunphantly, and the Jubjub
bird |l et out a deep angry caw.

"It's funny about those two," said Corey. "Wenever the others try to infect
them they shake it off. They're stupid, of course, but certainly no stupider
than t he Jabberwock or the borogove. | think maybe they're inmune because
Wlly

used a cubic honeostasis algorithmon theminstead of the usual quadratic
one.

It's been a while. | made them for Joke and Yoke's el eventh birthday,
remenber ?"
"You and your gunjy pedophil e Bandersnatch," uvvied Darla nastily.

"The Bandersnatch is bad news,
He

says he's Takala fromthe Crab Nebula. My Silly Putters say they're from al
different places in the universe. Cever Hansi and the Bandersnatch are the
| eaders. They keep trying to get hold of the rath and the Jubjub bird to
exam ne

them" On the floor, the Jubjub bird and the rath were vigorously playing a
gane

of full-tilt |eapfrog; repeatedly smacking into the walls and then bouncing
around all over the kitchen floor, cawing and outgribing and biting at each
other. "The aliens have taken over ny studios and all ny equiprment. \Wat if
they're buil ding sone kind of nagical supermachine? And they won't even |et
ne

watch." Corey crunmbled a small bud of sonething tasty into the bow of his
wat er

pi pe.

"How di d you get out of your bathroon?" asked Darl a.

"I decided | needed a snoke badly enough to risk my life. And then, after |
got

high, | decided that even though my Silly Putters have turned into starry
aliens, they're probably not dangerous."

"They' re not dangerous?"

"Not right this minute—er so it would seem | w sh Witey or sone other
peopl e

fromI| SDN woul d come over here. Don't you know where the fuck Whitey is?"
Suddenly the door to Corey Rhizome's kitchen flew open and in marched a
sturdy

little figure who | ooked |ike a woman butler. Although her breasts noved
about

li ke a naked woman's, her skin was patterned as if she were wearing a tuxedo.
She had a broad friendly nouth.

"Be reasonabl e, Corey Rhizone," said the Silly Putter. "G ve us the rath and
t he

Jubj ub bird. We seek only to ensure the integrity of this new node."
Fol | owi ng al ong behind her were the Bandersnatch, the Jabberwock, and nine
nor e

said Corey. "I admt it. Now nmore than ever.



alien-infected Silly Putters. The rath and the Jubjub bird went and huddl ed
under Corey's chair.

"What's that little butler woman?" asked Darl a.

"That's C ever Hansi," said Joke quietly. "WIly built her a couple of years
ago

to guard the isopod. He used to have sex with her too. Corey thought it was
funny. Right before WIly noved out, Corey snuck in and made a viddy of them
doing it and WIlly got really mad."

"Ick," said Darla. "Truly perv."

"Joke is there too?" cried Corey, hearing her voice. "I w sh you wonen woul d
cone over to ny isopod. Sonebody should help ne!l" He picked up a long knife
from

the kitchen table and rose to his feet to confront O ever Hansi. "Back off,
goddamm you! The rath and the Jubjub bird are mine! Get the fuck out of here
or

["1l cut off your head!" Corey lunged forward, savagely sw nging the knife.

Cl ever Hansi | eaped back and gi bbered at the other Silly Putters in an
unknown

tongue that sounded like rich nultilayered nmusic, |ike an orchestra of sitars
and flutes and gongs. "Tweet, thunp, whang, a-byoooyooyoooom"

The Bandersnatch flanked around to one side to try and catch the rath, but
Cor ey

was too fast. Wth a brutal, swift gesture, Corey swung the knife and cut off
t he Bandersnatch's hand. The hand rose up onto its fingers and ran out of the
kitchen like a tarantula, with the screechi ng Bandersnatch cl ose behi nd.
"Anybody el se?" roared Corey. "I built the bodies you starry notherfuckers
are

running around in! Let's showthe Silly Putter King sone fucking respect!™
After a tense nonent, the posse of Putters turned and bounced back out of the
ki tchen. Corey slanmred the door behind them lifted the rath and the Jubjub
bird

back onto his table, and took another drag fromhis pipe. "I'd phone | SDN
nmysel f, but the starry aliens took nmy uvvy away, and this vizzy phone can't
cal |

out. Are you com ng over here or not?"

"We're supposed to go to the spaceport right now, Corey," said Joke. "There's
an

abductor ship landing that has a woman aboard, renenber? Yoke and | are going
to

put her up."

"The spaceport?" said Corey. "I wouldn't reconmend that."

"That's the main reason | wanted to call you," explained Darla. "To find out

i f

we shoul d turn back."

"You're already out on the surface?" said Corey. "God yes, you should turn
back.

Even better, you should come see ne. You're only half a mle fromny isopod."
Corey's kitchen door flew open again. The frightened rath rooted its way under
a

stack of palinpsest on Corey's table, while the Jubjub bird frantically beat
its

usel ess wings. "Hold on for a mnute," said Corey, grabbing his big knife.
The Bandersnatch cane capering back in again, screeching and maki ng faces at
Corey. Hi s severed hand was back in place, and he used the hand to give Corey
the finger. Corey went after the Bandersnatch full-tilt, just like he was
supposed to. In the twinkling of an eye, C ever Hansi had circled around

behi nd

Corey and stuffed the rath and the Jubjub bird into a pillowase. Realizing
he' d

been had, Corey turned and | unged for C ever Hansi, but the Jabberwock fl ew



into

his face and the borogove wapped itself around his ankles. Corey fel

heavi l y

onto the kitchen table, tipping it conpletely over. The uvvy |link went dead on
a

| ast i mage of Corey's hookah and vizzy phone flying through the air.

"Ch, | hope he's all right," said Joke, holding her head. "Don't talk now. |
have to listen to what Berenice and Enul think about this." They rode in

sil ence

for another minute, and then Joke cried out, "Ch no! Stop right now"

Yoke braked the nmoon buggy so abruptly that it skidded in the dust. "Wat is
it,

Joke?" denmanded Darla. The spaceport dome was about half a mle off. Darla
coul d

make out some nmoon buggi es and spacesuited hunmans waiting on the field, also
a

few col orful noldies.

"Berenice and Enul say that Blaster's been infected too. By sone freeware
like

with Rags and with Corey's Silly Putters. Except this one is called Quuz from
the Sun. Look!"

Darla stared upward, follow ng Joke's pointing finger. H gh above themwas a
bright sunlit object—the spaceship noldie grex Blaster |owering hinself down
on

a wavering colum of energy.

The | ast part happened very rapidly. Wth an extrenme burst of energy, Blaster
slowed his fall at an altitude of perhaps two thousand feet. The rocket's
body

undul ated in fat bell-like curves, and the I ower part formed itself into the
shape of a bow or a dish, a great dish ainmed down at the spaceport.

A sudden bl ast of noise/information filled Darla's uvvy, the nmaddeni ng
skritchy

dense sound of a DIMs direct info feed, a sound not neant for hunman ears.
Darl a

had heard the sound a few tinmes before, |ike when getting a DI M equi pped
appliance to dial in for software maintenance—and again this norning when

Cor ey

had i nfected Rags.

"Turn off," she screamed, but her crackling uvvy ignored her. She fought back
an

i nsane desire to rip the uvvy right out of her bubbl etopper, for this would
nean

tearing a hole in her suit. Instead she squirmed and shrugged in a fruitless
attenpt to nove the nape of her neck away from her uvvy's contacts. But then
t he

uvvy chirp ended. There was a single brief whooping noise and then Darla was
imersed in a dreanli ke | andscape of reticulated |ight—an undul ati ng sea of
fire

that was patterned with networks of dark |lines. Raging across this surface
wer e

whi rl pool s and whirlw nds and vast silent explosions. In this oddly silent

vi sion, a huge fountain of flane was arching up overhead.

As she began slunping forward, Darla realized that she was suffocating. Her
suit's DIM had stopped feeding her air. Through blurring eyes, she saw the
buggy

jerk sharply as its DIMtires lost their programing and went flat. The buggy
ti pped to one side, and Darla fell out of her seat. The shock of hitting the
ground hel ped her to focus her scattered attention. There was an energency
manual override switch for the air regulator on her chest. Darla hit the air
switch and | ost track agai n—+ost track of anything but the crashi ng oceans of



fire that her uvvy was show ng her

Now Yoke and Joke were | eaning over Darla, each of themlifting her by an
arm

Wth their uvvies busy showi ng visions, they couldn't talk to Darla, but they
could gesture. Wozy Darla stared where they were pointing.

Bl aster was only a hundred feet above the spaceport. Peering past the unreal
fire inages, Darla could tell that he was not aligned correctly-Bl aster was
going to land right on the spaceport done! Meanwhile the possessed nol dies on
t he spaceport field were crawling into the dome as fast as they coul d.
Silently, massively, Blaster |owered down toward the fragile spaceport done.
And, oh God, Whitey was in there!l At the last instant, the edge of the done
split open as a huge sluglike shape punched its way out, a mega-grex twenty
times the volune of Blaster and standing nearly a hundred feet tall. A great
fog

of air laden with flash-frozen water vapor mnmushrooned out of the breach in

t he

done as Bl aster dropped into the waiting mass of the done's grex. For a
nonent

t he huge new group nol die stood wavering like the fruiting stalk of a sline
nmol d, and then it went off-bal ance and fell ponderously to one side. The

gi ant

sl ug began hunpi ng about as if scavenging for food, churning up the w eckage
of

the done. At this point, Darla's tortured uvvy went conpletely dead.
"Whitey!" screaned Darla. She wanted to run toward the rui ned spaceport, but
Yoke and Joke hel d her back. Joke pressed her bubbl et opper against Darla so
t hey

could faintly talk.

"Hold on," said Joke. "I think I can still get the buggy to work." Blaster's
signal had wi ped out all the DIMs, but |ike the bubbl etopper, the buggy had
manual overrides for its DIMcontrolled functions, and thanks to Berenice and
Emul , Joke knew the proper switch settings. After a mnute or two of
fiddling,

she had the little vehicle back in action. It noved awkwardly on its flat
tires,

but it noved.

The three wonen drove cautiously toward the ruined spaceport. The giant group
nol die there had formed itself back into a whole and was nosing about in the
wr eckage of the space-done, perhaps | ooking for m ssing noldies. There were
many

human cor pses vi si bl e—peopl e who' d been caught wi thout a spacesuit, and
peopl e

who' d been crushed. Desperately, Darla focused her attention on the few
peopl e

who were still noving about. Suddenly one of them spotted the buggy and
started

runni ng their way.

As the boundi ng human figure drew closer, the granmar of its gestures snapped
into fam liarity—yes! It was Witey.

The buggy rocked heavily as Witey hopped up to join them he and Darl a

enbr aced

and the girls hugged Wiitey as well. They pressed their four heads together
so

that they could talk.

"Where should we go?" asked Whitey after they'd all re assured each other a
bit.

"Do you know anyt hing? Where is it safe?"

"Corey's isopod isn't far," said Joke. "We were just talking to himbefore
Bl aster beaned out that signal. Let's try going there."

"You don't think that he got baked like the spaceport?" wondered Darl a.



"We'| | have to see,"” said Joke. "I'mhoping the transnission didn't reach
t hat

far. Or that the starry aliens were able to protect Corey."

"Look out, there goes the slug!" cried Yoke, pointing. "Let's drive the
opposite

way! "

"I bet it's heading for the Nest," said Witey. "Yeah, drive us to Corey's,
Joke. That is pretty much the opposite way. | don't feel |ike talking anynore
right now | saw Lo Tek get killed right next to me when the donme blew. A
chair

just about tore her head off."
Darl a held her tongue, but gave a silent cheer

CHAPTER NI NE

TERRI

NOVEMBER, 6 - 2053

Terri was wearing Monique when Blaster cane in for the |anding.

Moni que' s snell was as bad as Xanana's, but she was better conpany. Moni que
was,

for instance, willing to talk at |length about Tre and little Dolf and Wen,
whi ch hel ped Terri keep her spirits up during the week's long, lonely trip.
Tre

and the kids uvvied Terri daily, but the expensive calls were inevitably too
short.

Over the days, the nood anong the nol di es aboard Bl aster inproved, though of
course Terri still had a big problembeing so close to her father's killers,
t he

foul Gypsy and the vile Buttnunch. But the other noldies got themto |eave
her

al one, and the nobod was nore or |ess okay. Final arrangenents had been made
for

VWhitey Mydol to pick up Terri at the spaceport; Terri would rest a few days
with

Whi tey' s daughters Yoke and Joke, have a | ook around Einstein, get in a
little

dust boar di ng maybe, and then fly back to Earth on a comerci al passenger ship.
If all went well, this would turn out to be that nuch-needed exotic vacation
that Terri had been dreaming of. She'd al ways been jeal ous of the Hawaiian
surfari her brother lke had treated hinself to after he sold Doms Gotto.

| ke

had been the first of themto surf Hawaii, but Terri could be the first to
surf

t he Moon

According to current surfer fabulation, the dustboarding in the Haenus
Mount ai ns

north of Einstein was a truly stokin' float. You could hire a local noldie to
rocket you there and hel p you spend a monunental day trippin' down harsh
steep

canyons filled with noondust, everything big and funny in the Mon's | ow gee.
Terri liked the thought of coming back to Cruz and telling the other surfers
about how she'd raged Haenmus. O, better yet, wear stungl asses and broadcast
her

session live to the Show.

During his daily uvvy calls, Tre encouraged Terri in these pleasant thoughts,
sweet -t al ki ng her and encouraging her, telling her that he and Molly were
handling the kids fine, telling her everything would be okay, and that Terri
shoul d just please be careful and on the | ookout and don't let the nol dies
pul |



anyt hing weird

The Moon grew bi gger and bigger, and finally it was | anding day. Bl aster was
full of chatter and stories, tal king about life on the Mbon and how to get

al ong

in the Nest. Wendy and Frangi pane butted in over the uvvy and briefly annoyed
Bl aster, but he blew them off and went back to exhorting and heartening his
recruits. The noldies were in a cheerful tizzy, even the farnming fanly

Terri

kept feeling herself grinning. After a week in space, any kind of |andfal

was

| ooki ng real good.

A half hour before they | anded, Blaster started pointing out |andnarks.
"That's

the Sea of Tranquillity. Apollo 11 |l anded there, and that | obe down in the
sout hwest is where Ral ph Numbers and the first boppers were set free. See the
two shiny things? The big one to the west is the Einstein done, and the
little

one, more out in the mddle of the Sea of Tranquillity, is the spaceport.
It's

three mles due east fromE nstein to the spaceport. Now nobve your attention
al ong the sane vector, but five mles farther east into the Sea of
Tranquillity.

See that crisp dark circular spot? That's the entrance to the Nest, used to be
a

crater called Maskel eyne G Wien the boppers built the Nest, they buffed
Maskel eyne Gto a sheen so it collects light and sends it down into our great
subl unar home. The Nest is a wonderful place, nmodern yet suffused with

hi story,

cradle of the solar systems two greatest civilizations the hoppers and their
m ghty heirs, the noldies."

The signal of an incomng uvvy call sounded. It was the tinme of day when Tre
usually called for Terri

"Pick it up, Blaster,"” yelled Terri. "I bet it's Tre and the kids. Please?"
"No," said Blaster, "lI'mnot going to take the chance." But then all at once
t he

uvvy connection fornmed anyway. The call was in preenptive node. And it wasn't
fromTre

Bl aster cried out and tried to break the connection, but he couldn't. And

t hen

he was dead. The conpl exly nodul ated hi ssing noi se of raw i nformati on went on
and on until Terri could start to hear sounds within it |ike cruel guitar

f eedback and angry bagpi pes. It was inpossible to think about anything except
the noise until finally—inally—t stopped.

In the sudden deafening silence, the hundreds of kil ogranms of im polex around
Terri began to ripple and convul se. And then another noise began, like a
chorus

sung by the dead noldies, a deep |low note that rose higher and higher into a
slidi ng one-second whoop—fust the one whoop, screeching to an insane fever
pitch

with the noldie flesh around Terri vibrating al ong.

Toward the end of the whoop, a thixatropic phase transition took place—tike
when

you shake up ketchup in a bottle. The buzzing gelatin of Myngue's body went

| ax

around Terri and fused with the flesh of all the other noldies into some new
state of impolex that was alnost like a |liquid-ike the cytoplasmof a
singl e

bi ol ogi cal cell. And then the whoop was over and the silence returned.

Air was still trickling out of the plastic around Terri's face. She stretched
her arms and legs. It felt Iike she was in heavy water, with the tightness



gone,
she coul d touch her bare face with her bare hands. It felt good Terri noticed
t hat when she noved her head, the airy region nmagically noved with her. She
did

a couple of frog-kicks to get closer to Blaster's outer wall so that she
coul d

see better. They'd dropped to such a low altitude that Einstein was far off
toward the horizon. The spaceport | oomed hugely bel ow them it was grow ng at
a

sickening rate of speed. The fused nol die mass around Terri was plummeting
downward in an uncontrolled free fall

Mental ly reaching out, Terri found that she had an uvvy connection to the new
creature around her. The being seened oddly sloww tted; wth thoughts
sonehow

formed frombright light. But there was no tinme to examne its intellect.
"Slow down!" hollered Terri. "We're about to crash!"”

"I am Quuz from Sun," replied the great slug.

"Do you know how to | and without crashing? Do you want ne to hel p you?"
"Don't worry. Quuz knows everything that these noldie plastic creatures knew
before his Decryption. Yes, | will decelerate, Terri Percesepe."

The ship shuddered with a massive downward rocket blast that quickly slowed
its

rate of fall to sonething reasonable. The intense gees pressed Terri down
agai nst the very bottom of the great bag of inipolex and briefly knocked her
sensel ess. Blessedly the outer wall held and she did not pop through

"Now | will prepare to sing," Quuz was saying when Terri came to.

Quick rip currents of impolex flowed past Terri, tumbling her this way and
that. It was |like wi ping out over the falls and having a nongo big wave break
on

you; it was like being inside a nucus-filled washing machi ne. But, oh so
wonderfully, there was always air around Terri's mouth. The | ower part of
Quuz

bucked up into a giant curved di sk shaped |ike a parabolic antenna pointing
down

at the ever-approaching spaceport. Terri lay flat against the inner wall of

t he

di sk menbrane, staring down through it in terror and fascination

Her uvvy began to crackle with the same warbling hiss she'd heard before.
Quuz

was singing this song to the spaceport below In order to drown out the
maddeni ng noi se, Terri began singing herself, singing, "La-la-la-1a" at the

top

of her 1ungs.

The nmoonscape bel ow t hem kept exfoliating new | evels of detail: paths and
r oads

in the dust, small branching rilles, noon buggies, noldies nelting into

bl obs,

peopl e i n bubbl e-toppers running...

The ship seened not to be heading down toward the center of the |anding
field,

instead it was |lowering down at the very edge of the field by the spaceport
done—no! —+t was going to land on the done itself!

"We're crashing into the building!" screamed Terri. "Quuz, | ook out!" But
Quuz

was deaf to all but his own song

Bel ow them in the spaceport, Quuz's song was being heard and under st ood.
Just

before they inpacted the spaceport done, the done's great curve split hugely
open, shattering fromwthin Iike a hatching egg, revealing a vast grex of
i m pol ex that reached up to receive them reached up through the tunbling



wr eckage and the sparkling clouds of vacuum frozen vapor

Quuz merged with the new slug, lost his balance, and crashed to the floor of
t he

shattered donme with a concussive thud that rattled Terri's teeth and bones.
She

| ooked out through Quuz's skin and saw dead people all around, vacuumkilled
peopl e with popped-out eyes and bl oated tongues and mangl ed |inbs that pushed
out freezing foanms of pale pink blood |ike high-speed shelf fungi grow ng
upon

rotten wood.

Quuz wal | owed about in the dome's wreckage, scavenging up every bit of

i m pol ex

there was to be found. And then bigger-than-ever Quuz crashed free of the
debris

and began hunpi ng across the dust of the Sea of Tranquillity. Headi ng not
west

toward Einstein, but east toward the Nest.

"Where are you goi ng, Quuz?" shouted Terri. "Aren't you going to let ne go?"
"Quuz wants to go to the Nest and sing. Many noldies live there. | wll eat
them You are not like the noldies, Terri Percesepe. | will keep you safe.™
"Ki ng Kong," thought Terri, and a shriek of edgy |aughter escaped her. She

conposed hersel f and asked the next question. "Wy do you want to eat all the
nol di es?"

"Sun wants to eat everything. For eons Sun has stared out at the beautifu

pl anets and their noons. Sun wants to eat the pretty food. If Quuz is strong
enough, Quuz can push Moon into Earth and make them both crash into Sun. Sun
will be very happy. Sun want eat Earth. Sun want eat Moon."

"Ch God, oh God, oh CGod," groaned Terri

The gray dusty moonscape kept jouncing past. There was no trace of any

i ndi vidual moldies within the Quuz nmind around her. Quuz's thoughts were
nostly

i mges of what nust have been the Sun: its surface |ike great seas of fire
marked with shapes like reptile scales, and its interior filled with intense
wi ndi ng red/yell ow white patterns of energy tornadoes wapped thick as sauced
spaghetti in an endl ess vat.

What to do? Terri thought back to the fact that Frangi pane of the Nest had
made

a point of saving Wendy's personality. It nmust have been that Frangi pane had
known that Quuz, or something like him was about to take Wendy over.
Probabl y

Quuz had first gotten Wendy, and then Wendy had uvvied Blaster to sing his
song.

"Can you uvvy Wendy?" Terri asked Quuz.

"Wendy is Quuz. | am Quuz. There is nothing to say."

"But 1'd like to talk to Stahn Money," protested Terri

"Be still, Terri Percesepe. Soon | must sing."

And then they wall owed up a |long, dusty slope to reach the lip of the crater
that was the Nest's entrance. The big polished crater shone |ike a huge dark
mrror. Inits very center a great conical prismhung magnetically levitated
above the central hole. The mirror's shape formed odd virtual inages; Quuz

hi nsel f was reflected as an unsteady bl ob across the crater's diameter. But
there were no signs of any noldies. Wth a warbling cry of excitenent, Quuz

[ aunched hinmself over the crater's edge and down onto the slope of the vast
parabolic bow . To Terri, up at the front of Quuz's body, it felt like carving
a

surf path down the face of a hundred-year tsunam.

They whooshed down the glistening polished stone, slowing a bit as the curve
grew gentler, and then they passed beneath the nassive, suspended cone nirror
and dropped through the hole at the crater's center. The gentle gravity drew
t hem downward into the huge enpty space of the Nest's interior, and Quuz



uttered

the first hissing squeals of his song—

A terawatt | aser beam seared through the impolex near Terri, barely m ssing
her. If oxygen had been present, Quuz would have gone up in a giant nothbal
of

flame. But without the oxygen, the beamjust cut the impolex |like a hot
knife

in sputtering butter. More and nore beans flashed on every side, chopping
Quuz

up into hundreds of thrashing lunps. H's song, barely begun, faded into

si | ence.

Per haps, given sonme tinme, Quuz would have been able to program hinsel f down
into

each of his chunks, but the change came so rapidly that his simulation

conpl etely col |l apsed, |eaving the freshly chopped-up gl obs of plastic with no
m nds.

The flow of air at Terri's mouth canme to a stop. Swathed in a lunp of dunb
airless impolex, she was hurtling down through the cold vacuum of the Nest
toward a stone floor sonewhere below. Surfer Terri maintained her shit. She
| ooked around, trying to figure out the next correct nove.

Flying about and filling every angle of Terri's vision there was a host, a

| egi on, a hornet swarm of noldies. They seened to be attacking and capturing
t he

falling lunmps, one lunp to a noldie. A golden carrot with a fringe of little
green tentacles darted forward and attached itself to Terri's im pol ex.

I mredi ately the impolex cane alive with the personality of the golden carrot.

"Gve ne air," uvvied Terri as hard as she could. "I need air!"
The divine flow of gas started up again and Terri sucked in a hungry | ungful
"I"'mJenny," said the shape around her. "Well, really, |I'mJenny-2, and Jenny

is

the first me, the one holding us, you could call her Jenny-1 if you wanted to
be

super-accurate and everything. Isn't this exciting!" Jenny's uvvy voice was
shrill and gossi py.

Jenny habitually projected an uvvy inmage of herself that showed a smrking
oi ly-skinned girl with ank bl onde hair. Al the other noldies Terri had ever
uvvied with had been content to use a photorealistic uvvy inmage of their
actua

bodi es. What a groover Jenny's inage | ooked like! Like a Heritagist hick. But
t hese thoughts rushed through Terri's mind in only the briefest of flashes;
for

the main thing to think about was that they were dropping through space |ike
falling scrap netal

"Yes yes," said Terri urgently. "Don't let us crash!"

The two enbracing Jennys jetted out a downward ion beamto slow their fall
Terri could see that the Nest was a huge funnel - shaped space with | ots of
caves

and holes in its walls, and running straight down the central axis of the
Nest

was a great shaft of sunlight, gathered fromthe crater mrror high above.
Mol di es flew around them sparkling |like Mylar confetti. Myst of them were
acconpani ed by clones newy fashioned fromcaptured |unmps of Quuz's flesh.
One

nol di e was striped blue-and-silver with stubby little fins or w ngs, another
gl owed red-and-yellow, still another |ooked like a tangle of wire. Jenny
poi nt ed

out two nol di es whom she said were her close friends: Frangi pane, who | ooked
like an orchid blossom and Ormolu, who | ooked like a kitschy ornanental
cupi d.

Looki ng down at the enornous disk-shaped floor of the Nest, Terri saw things



like factories along one part of the edge and a pink-gl owi ng assenbl age of
dones

dianmetrically opposite. The region of the Nest floor directly bel ow them held
a

light-bathed circle with noldies in it, and between this |ightpool's centra
pl aza and the Nest's walls were winding little streets lined with buildings
and

shops.

"I don't feel very good," Terri told the Jennies. "Is there someplace | can
rest

and wal k around in normal air? Take a shower and |ie down?"

"Yes indeedy," said Jenny-1. "And |I'mtaking you right there. Umhnmm Don't
you

worry one tiny bit."

"But where?" asked Terri anxiously.

"See those pink dones over there? Most of those are the pink-tanks where we
gr ow

ni ce healthy human organs to sell. But that little round one right at the end
is

a pi nk-house where humans can live. That's where |I'mtaking you, Terri. WIly
Taze lives there.”

Terri recognized the nanme. WIly Taze was the eccentric conputer genius who'd
i nvented the uvvy sone twenty years ago. She recalled hearing a news story

| ast

year about WIIly nmoving into the boppers' Nest.

The Jenni es angl ed out of the great columm of |ight and headed toward the

pi nk

donmes by the Nest wall. The fl owery Frangi pane and the gilded O nolu
acconpani ed

them each of them bearing a new copy of thenselves. Two orchids, two cupids,
and two carrots, with Terri inside one of the carrots. They touched down
lightly

outside the air lock of a done that resenbled half of a giant peach

"W put the worman into the air lock and then we go to the |ab, yes?" uvvied
Frangi pane.

"Push in through that pucker in the air |ock, Jenny-2," added Ornmolu. "Ditch
t he

flesher and then let's tweak our new clones. Wasn't that great how we chopped
up

Quuz, Frangi pane? And free new bodies for all of us. Was that an easy score
or

what ?"

"Qut out, to chop up Quuz was very easy," said Frangi pane. "But it is no
cause

to be joyful. Quuz was formed fromthe bodies of honest noldies |like you and
ne.

Al of them were nmurdered by the Gurdl e Decryption process that we have

hel ped

to bring about. | hardly know what will cone next."

"Stahn Mooney is coming next—nside the little Quuz that used to be Wendy,"
sai d

Jenny-1. "Twenty-four hours from now. "

"We have to find a way to halt him" cried Frangi pane. "We nust discuss with
GQurdle-7. You three new cl ones—go away instead of follow ng us and bei ng

al ways

under the foot. Later we can enjoy to talk with you. And as for you,
Terri—Jenny's clone will help you into WIlly's done, and we will see nore of
you

very soon. Qurdle-7's lab is sharing a wall with Wlly."
Frangi pane, Jenny, and Ornmolu hurried off around the side of the pink done



and

into a hole in the cliff, leaving the three new clones to fend for thensel ves.
"So what is it we are doi ng?" asked Frangi pane-2, fluttering one of her
pet al s.

"I say we go over to the lightpool at the center of the Nest and rmake sone
friends," said Onolu-2, pointing with a shiny chubby arm "W've got al

this

Know from our parents, but now we can find things out on our own."

"That is such a good idea," said Jenny-2. "Wiit just a sec for ne while | get
Terri to where she's going."

Jenny-2 wornmed pointy-end-first through the sphincter in the outer door of

t he

done's air lock. "You look out for that WIly Taze, Terri. | know he's a rea
horn-dog!" There was a hiss as air filled the | ock. Jenny-2 gave a wild
giggle

and hatched Terri out onto the air lock's stone floor like a pea shelled from
the pod. The carrot-shaped nol di e gave an abrupt bow and squeezed back out

t hrough the pucker in the outer door. Then the three clone nol di es bounded
of f

toward the Nest's center.

Terri stood alone in the pink-house's air lock, feeling the air nice and warm
and humi d around her, and then the inner door opened, and a gray-bearded man
was

standing there, grinning like a mad, lonely hermt. For a second Terri

t hought

she saw some things darting across the floor behind him but then they were
gone. Maybe just a trick of the eyes.

The man was wearing ragged shorts and a T-shirt. He | ooked about fifty. He
had

bare feet and a yell ow uvvy on his neck. The floor of the |arge round room
behi nd hi mwas covered with oriental carpets. Hundreds of potted plants |ined
the walls and hung fromthe ceiling.

"Hell o, Terri Percesepe! I'mWIIly Taze. You' re naked!"

"Duh!" said anxious Terri, walking in and letting the inner door close behind
her

"Il get you some of nmy clothes,” said WIly, bustling across the done's

singl e

big room talking all the while. "I don't want to be staring at you too
hard."

He gl anced back and grinned the wider. "Boy, it's good to see a human. |'ve
been

in here for over a year. Mg, nyself, and | and |I." He bent over a trunk and
rummaged briefly. "Here we go, a fresh outfit. The noldies bring nme whatever
I

need. I'mvery rich, you know. " He wal ked qui ckly back, his feet silent on

t he

thi ck rugs, and handed Terri sone el astic-waisted shorts and a new
plastic-wapped T shirt with an 1 SDN | ogo. "You don't think it snells bad in

here, do you?" He winkled his nose and sniffed at the air. "It's hard for ne
to

tell anynmore. | don't let the big nmoldies in here at all, even though I do
uvvy

with thema lot a lot a lot every day. Qurdle-7 has his lab right through

there." WIlly pointed to a flat transparent w ndow where the done wall
t ouched
the cliff.

Behind the clear plastic of the window was a brightly [it cave filled with

machi nery, and indeed Terri could see Frangi pane, Ornolu, and Jenny in there,
along with a thick snake-like nmoldie with nmetallic purple skin—that would be
GQurdl e-7. Seeing her ook at them the noldies waved. Terri waved back, then



focused her attention on WIly's pink house.

There was a chair and table, a bed, a big sofa, and an easy chair. To the

| eft

was a freestanding food pantry with a nicrowave, and to the right was a
toilet,

an exercise treadm ||, and a deep clear pool of constantly recircul ating
wat er .

The air snelled okay—naybe a little like a man's dirty laundry and maybe a
little bit Iike noldies. The nasses of hanging plants seenmed to hel p. There
wer e

no papers, no keyboards, no books, no vizzy, and no hol |l owmcaster—apparently
WIlly's uvvy served for all that.

"I"d like to wash before | get dressed," said Terri, wal king over to the
pool .

"It's been a week."

"Go ahead. Here's soap and a washcloth and the towel's over there. Do you

m nd

if | keep talking to you?"

"I want to talk. | have a lot of questions. But don't stare at ne that way."
Terri slid into the water and ran the cloth over her face. It felt wonderful
"

gat her that you and your noldie friends sent out some kind of virus," she
sai d

presently.

"A Tessellation Equation program" said WIlly, sitting down at the edge of
t he

pool with his back to Terri. "W call it the Stairway To Heaven. It turns a
nmoldie into a kind of antenna that can pick up alien personality waves—hough
you can equally well think of the signals as alien personality particles.

H | bert space prisms with gigaplex nontrivial axes. Anyhow, when the alien
gets

unpacked, that's a @urdle Decryption. We sent the Stairway To Heaven to
Véndy,

and she did a Gurdle Decryption of a personality wave fromthe Sun. Quuz.
Then

all of a sudden Wendy-Quuz sent the Stairway To Heaven and the Quuz code to
Bl aster. We should have realized that could happen. What a fiasco." WIly
si ghed

heavily. "The spaceport done is totally destroyed? You were inside Blaster
when

his Gurdle Decryption happened, Terri. What was it |ike?"

"There was a horrible kind of screeching hissing noise fromthe information
comng in, and then there was a big whoop—+ guess that was the Stairway To
Heaven?"

"Right. The Stairway To Heaven is a |linpware programthat uses the
Tessel | ati on

Equation to force the quasicrystaline structure of a noldie's impolex up and
up

t hrough a series of higher and hi gher dinensionalities. Once you start the
Stairway To Heaven running on a noldie, it happens over and over until sooner
or

later an alien personality wave gets Gurdle Decrypted. It's |ike whooop
whooop

whooop whooop—and then eventually *Ffizzt* the noldie acquires a new
personality. You only heard the one whoop because Wendy- Quuz sent the Quuz
personality wave right along with the Stairway To Heaven program So

Bl aster's

body Decrypted Quuz on the Stairway's very first run-through.”

"I see," said Terri. "Sort of. And then Blaster-Quuz sent the same nmessage
down



to the spaceport over and over to make sure all the noldies down there got
it—and then the spaceport noldies fused together and split open the spaceport
done and a | ot of people got killed." She rubbed herself hard with the

washr ag,

trying to erase the nenory of the bl ood-foanmed corpses.

"What was Quuz |ike?" asked WIly.

"He seened-stupid? You'd think something froma star would be nore advanced

t han

us. | think Quuz was only the soul of a sunspot—not of the whole Sun. He

t hought

about patterns of fire and light. He was greedy. 'Sun want eat Earth.' That's
how he tal ked. Like a baby who wants to grab things and put themin his

nout h.

Not so rmuch evil as— Just then Terri noticed three pairs of eyes staring at
her

over the back of the sofa. "What's that! What do you have in here with us,

WIlly?"

"Ch, | have three Silly Putters—sort of |like pet noldies. They're a little
smarter than animals. Conme on out, guys. Terri won't hurt you. Line up so she
can take a | ook at you. Front and center! Now, Terri, | hope you're not

of f ended

by the way Elvira | ooks. |'m+ guess sone people would say |'m—=

"Just hand me the towel, okay?"

WIlly gave Terri the towel. She quickly dried herself and pulled on the
T-shirt

and the shorts, eyeing the Silly Putters all the while. Fromsmallest to

| argest, they resenbled a tiny vol uptuous worman clad only in boots and gl oves,
a

wi nged green dragon with a long scaly tail, and an appl e-cheeked gnonme with a
full white beard cropped short and tidy.

"These are Elvira, Fafnir, and Doc," said WIly. "They're not able to talk,
but

they can obey lots of commands. Show Terri how you water the plants, Fafnir.
Fafnir, water plants!”

Faf nir waddl ed forward and sucked a deep draught fromthe water of the

pool —+he

constant refiltering had al ready renoved the soap and dirt from Terri's bath.
Fl apping his leathery wings in an awkward, comical blur, Fafnir rose up like
a

hunm ngbi rd and began spewi ng small dabs of water into each of the hanging
pl ants.

"Do you have any injuries, Terri?" continued WIIly. "Your knee | ooks kind of
banged up. Doc's got a conplete set of healer tools, and he knows how to use
them right, Doc?" WIly pointed to Terri's knee, which was indeed dark wth
a

spreadi ng brui se, and comanded, "Doc, heal!" The gnome stepped forward,
grinning and noddi ng, and before Terri could slap himaway, he'd laid his
hands

on her knee and done sonething tingly that nmade the pain go away.

"I guess | don't have to ask what Elvira is for," said Terri. Hearing her
nane,

Elvira started up a spirited little dance, flinging her arms fromside to

si de

in a showy, abandoned way that Terri found intensely annoying.

"Elvira cheers ne up," said WIly evasively. "She's what they call a fenlin.
Are

you hungry? Elvira or Doc can get you sonething."

"What kind of food do you have? Do you have vegetables or fruit? |I've had
not hi ng but noldie juice for over a week. But 1'd rather help nyself. |
certainly wouldn't want to eat anything that's been touched by your



di sgusting

sexi st jack-off toy."

"If that's the way you feel," said WIly stiffly.

"I't's the way any wonan would feel. You've been living alone too long, WIIly.
For CGod's sake, tell that thing to stop dancing. | don't have to put up with
this."

"Ch, whatever. Elvira, hide!" The femin went back behind the couch. WIlly
sat

down in the easy chair and gestured toward the food pantry. "So eat
sormet hi ng.

You' re hungry and cranky. | got fresh fruits and veggies delivered fromthe
gr eenhouse today. "

Terri found herself a banana and a bunch of strawberries. She ate themwth
wheat germ and runny tofu. Delicious. Wile she ate, WIlly stared off into
space, listening down into his uvvy.

"Can | uvvy ny husband now?" asked Terri after she'd finished. "He must be
worried sick."

"Um yeah," said WIly, conmi ng back fromwherever he'd been. "I've got an
extra

uvvy that you can use. | invented the uvvy, you know. |'m not just sone crazy
wei rdo, Terri."

"I know that, WIly. | guess maybe | was a little short-tenpered just now "
"Well, I"'mglad to have you here,"” said WIly and handed Terri a green uvvy.

Donni ng the uvvy felt Iike opening her eyes and di scovering a roonful of
surprise-party guests. The presences of WIly, @urdle-7, Frangi pane, Jenny,
and

O nmolu were cl ose by, and beyond themlay a vast churning crowd of other
nol di e

mnds. It seened |like everyone in the nest was uvvy-connected to everyone
el se.

Hundreds of voices were talking at once, but via sone nultiplex uvvy magic,
Terri could follow the threads of the conversations.

The two mai n questions being di scussed were (a) how to prevent Wendy- Quuz
from

triggering another catastrophe and (b) what to do with the new Gurdle
Decryption

technol ogy. Most of the noldies were for sending a snmart bonb to annihilate
Wendy- Quuz and for never using Curdle Decryption again, but WIlly and

Qurdl e-7

were arguing that the technol ogy was too inportant to ignore.

"It's safer than you realize," Gurdle-7 was uvvying to the Nest noldies as
Terri

tuned in.

"Quuz killed my husband at the dome this nmorning," responded an angry red
nol di e

who resenbl ed a crab.

"Not all of the personalities we Decrypt will be like Quuz," insisted
Qurdl e-7.

"Most of themw Il be intelligent and full of useful information."
"Useful like 'Sun want eat Mon'?" hooted another voice.

"Just listen for a minute," said Gurdle-7. "This nmorning before the Wndy
experiment, we did a test on sone Silly Putters. Frangi pane sent the Stairway
To

Heaven programto infect twelve of the Silly Putters in Corey Rhizone's

i sopod. "

"You're crazy, GQurdle-7!" raged the red noldie. "The infection's going to
spread! We ought to kill you!"

"The infection, it is not spreading," volunteered Frangi pane. "And | will
recount why. It is that Rhizone's Silly Putters have Decrypted into sone
aliens



who are mature, evolved beings. They are very glad to be able to Decrypt

her e.

They speak of our Earth-Sun systemas a 'new node' and they are concerned
with

finding a way to 'ensure the integrity of this new node.' They are not clunsy
babi es fromthe Sun like Quuz. They are el egant old mnds fromdeep in the
space. "

"What's to stop them fromuvvying Einstein and running the Stairway To Heaven
on

every Silly Putter and DIMin town?" demanded a nol di e who | ooked |ike a
chol l a

cactus with braidlike green arns.

"That's not what they want," said GQurdle-7. "As a matter of fact, they

dest royed

Corey Rhizome's uvvy. In the spirit of frankness, | suppose |I should announce
that Corey did infect one single Silly Putter in Einstein. But that Putter
was

instantly killed by its owner, Darla Starr." Great nmoldie cries of fear and
anger foll owed.

"I didn't know that," said WIly across the hubbub. "Wy didn't you tell ne?"
"I"'mtelling you now," said Gurdle-7. "Corey's had two calls since the
infection, and | nonitored both of them First he called Darla Starr, and

t hen

after the aliens took his uvvy away, Corey used a regular old vizzy phone to
accept a call fromDarla. During the second call, | had the opportunity to
notice that the aliens were very interested in the fact that two of Corey's
Silly Putters had turned out to be immune to the Stairway To Heaven

i nfection.

The aliens wanted Corey to hand those last two Silly Putters over for

exam nation, but Corey wouldn't. It became an issue. In the end, the aliens
got

their way, and Corey's vizzy phone got broken. That's why there haven't been
any

nore calls."”

"The rath and the Jubjub bird!" exclaimed WIlly. "Yes! They're imune because
t hey have cubi c danping! W have to go to Corey's isopod and get that

al gorithm

| can't remenber the exact details, but I can find them out by | ooking at the
rath and the Jubjub bird. And then maybe we can use cubic danping to nake al
the nol dies safe fromthe Stairway To Heaven."

"Frankly I'd be alittle leery of going in there with those aliens," said
Qurdle-7. "Until we have nore information. But | could take you as far as
Corey's air |ock."

"Qurdle-7 is a filthy coward!" hollered one of the angry Nest nol dies.

"We shoul d bonb the Rhizome isopod!" yelled another

"Calmdown and wait till | go up there and see what the situation is," said
Willy.
"I think the Stairway To Heaven is a flesher trick to kill all the noldies!"

said the green cactuslike nmoldie, waving its spiny arms. "Qurdle-7 is a
traitor!’

"Il kill himif no one else will!" yelled the red crab noldie. "I'm going
to

get Gurdle-7 right now"

"Let's not get carried away," said sone noldie voice of reason

"Kill WIly Taze!" holl ered another

"G ve thema chance to | ook at the isopod!" said others.

"Kill Terri Percesepe too! She came here inside Quuz! It's all her fault!"
shouted the cactus nol die.

"Destroy the Stairway To Heaven!" said one and then five and then a host of
others, falling into a chant. "Bonb the | ab! Bonb the |lab! Bonb the |ab!"



"Local network node," said WIly, and all the Nest nol die presences

di sappear ed

fromTerri's uvvy—all except CGurdle-7, Jenny, Frangi pane, and Ornolu. "W
have

to leave right away," WIlly told them "Exit Plan K Hurry!"

Looki ng through the wall into the cave, Terri saw the four noldies race out
of

the Iab. And then she saw themcircle around to the front of the pink-house.
GQurdl e-7 and Jenny pushed their way into the pink-house's air lock and WIlly
slamed on the lock's air feed. Qutside, Onolu and Frangi pane stood guard,
Frangi pane hol ding a heavy-duty needler and O nolu wielding an OJ. ugly

sti ck.

Now W Iy opened the inner door of the air |ock and Jenny and Gurdl e-7 cane
writhing in. Looking outside, Terri could see the approaching lights of

per haps

a dozen nol dies. Not as many as she'd feared. Frangi pane turned on her
needl| er

and swept its laser ray through an arc of warning.

"Hello there, Terri Percesepe," said @rdle-7 as he bowed down by WIlly's

si de

and split his back open. The opening of his tissues changed his reek from

i ntense to unbelievable. "Perhaps you don't know this, but w thout your
husband

Tre's contribution, the success of nmy Gurdle Decryption process woul d have

t aken

much | onger. We are grateful ."

"Maybe we're grateful ," said carrot-shaped Jenny, who'd flopped down in the
m ddl e of the oriental carpet next to Terri and was splitting herself open as
wel . "But so far your Decryption hasn't done us one bit of good, CGurdle. GCet
on

in me, Terri. Snug as a bug."

"Don't be superficial, Jenny," said Gurdle-7, sealing hinmself up over WIly.
"This is the nost inportant day in the whole history of the world."

"I just hope we live through it!"

And then they went out through the air |ock and back onto the floor of the
Nest .

The red nmoldie with claws |like a crab came running toward them Shiny O nolu
braced hinmself and fired off a burst of netal darts that cut the crab noldie
into three or four twitching chunks. Two boxy bl ue nol di es scavenged up the
br oken pieces of the crab. Meanwhile fl owery Frangi pane | eaned back and sent
a

needl er blast up into the core of the cactus-shaped green noldie as it
power ed

down toward them The attacker nelted and splattered to the Nest floor in

| unps

that were gathered up by other opportunistic noldies.

"Hold tight, Terri, we're going airborne," said Jenny, rearing up onto the

f at

end of her carrot body. There was a poofing sound and the four noldies rose
up

into the great vacuum of the Nest, each propelled by a slimion beam Onolu
and

Frangi pane fired sone shots back at the noldies still coming after them and
soon those nol di es abandoned their pursuit.

Terri sighed in relief and | ooked downward. The sight of the Nest floor was
mesmerizing. It felt alnmost as if they were gnats inside a giant

ol d-f ashi oned

conputer box, with the floor a great notherboard covered with w nding |ines
and

squar e- chunked chi ps.



Looki ng toward where they'd cone from Terri realized that the pursuing
nol di es

had turned back in order to trash Wlly's donme and Gurdle-7's | ab. There was
a

smal | bright grouping of noldie dots down there and now there was a sudden
flash

as a bonb destroyed all of the |ab's equipnent.

"That's seven lives' work!" screeched CGurdle-7 over the uvvy. "Let's go back
and

puni sh them They' ve destroyed all ny S-cubes! Al of nmy records were in

t here.

And our backup of Wendy Mboney! Those ignorant chauvinistic fools! They're no
better than fleshers!”

"You do have all the Stairway To Heaven know edge stored in your own body,
don't

you?" asked WIly.

"Yes, but that's the only conplete copy. If sonmething were to happen to ne..
"Silence," urged Frangi pane. "Wo knows who is |istening?"

They rose farther, with Ornmolu and Frangi pane having to shoot at severa

ot her

nol di es who came darting out at themfromthe narrowing Nest walls. Up above
them Terri could see the blazing light prismthrough the crater hole. And

t hen

they sailed up through the crater hole and around the prism The boundl ess

open
space of the Moon's surface sprang out around them silvery and gray.

"WIlly," said Terri, her voice shaking despite herself. "I still want to uvvy
ny

husband. How do | place the call?"

"Push the button,"” said WIly, his icon distractedly fashioning a virtua
but t on

and displaying it in front of Terri. Terri pushed the button right away, and
after alittle bit Tre's face appeared.

"Trel" cried Terri. Like radio waves, uvvy signals were el ectromagnetic waves
that travel at the speed of light, and even |ight takes over a second to make
a

one-way trip between Earth and Moon. An agonizing two and a half seconds

el apsed

while Terri's info traveled down to Earth and Tre's info travel ed back
"Terri! Are you okay? Wiere are you?"

"I"'minside a noldie who just flew out of the noldies' Nest, Tre. W' re going
to

t he done of a nman naned Corey Rhizonme." Another |ong pause. Terri noticed

t hat

WIlly and the four nol dies were eavesdropping.

"Ch, darling." Tre was sobbing. "I heard about Bl aster crashing into the
spaceport and | thought—=

"I surfed ny way through it,
was terrible. And things still aren't too gl assy.'
a

nml e above the Moon now, the four noldies flying in formation.

"1 love you, Terri," said Tre's dear voice.

"I love you too. Gve the children a big kiss fromne." Anot her

t wo- and- a- hal f-second wai t.

"I will. But tell me nore about what happened, Terri. The only news we're
abl e

to get about it is dooky kilp fromfreelance newsies in Einstein. Wiy did
Bl aster crash? And what happened to all the noldies at the spaceport?”
"WIlly Taze and a noldie called GQurdle-7 invented a kind of programt hat
changes

said Terri, her own tears starting to flow "It
' They'd risen up to nearly



t he di nensi ons of impolex or something. And that makes the nol di es get
possessed by like alien personality waves. Qurdle-7 said you hel ped them but
how?" Now CGurdl e-7, Jenny, O nolu, and Frangi pane cut back their power and

| et

t hensel ves coast up to the top of a huge flight parabol a.

"My God!" cane Tre's reply. "They nust have used ny N dimensional Perplexing
Poul try design! Someone or sonething called Jenny showed ne Ramanuj an's
Tessel | ati on Equation, and | designed the new Poultry for her. Is there maybe
a

Jenny up there?"

"Um hmmm " uvvi ed Jenny, displaying her teenage girl icon as she butted into
t he

conversation. "lI've got your little wife right inside me, Tre! Too true!"
"I"ll call you again when | get sone privacy," said Terri. "It |ooks |ike
we'l |

be | andi ng down at Corey's soon. Apparently sone of those alien things are
inside it. Wsh ne |uck. And—and good-bye, darling, just in case. |'ve always

| oved you. You've been good to ne." She waited the two and a half seconds for
Tre's wet-eyed good-bye, and then she pushed the virtual button to end the
heart-w enchi ng call.

They were arcing down toward a small crater filled with a shiny done. Corey
Rhi zonme' s i sopod. The noldies turned their ion jets back on to brake the
fall.

When Terri had conposed herself again, she asked WIly a question

"Did you really use Tre's Perplexing Poultry to design the Stairway To
Heaven?"

"Yes," said WIly. "We had all the pieces, and we couldn't quite fit them
toget her. But once Jenny showed the information to Tre, he knew what to do.
Not

that he realized what we needed it for. He's such an N-dinensional arti st

t hat

he did it for free. He wanted to do it."

"You ripped himoff?" demanded Terri

"If there turns out to be a profit init, I'll try and see that he gets a
share.”

Now Jenny spoke up again, still using her prairie girl icon. "It's a rea
pai n

talking to Earth fromup here, isn't it, Terri," she uvvied chattily. "Wat
with

all those two- or three-second waits. | talk to Earth a | ot and—you know ne,
once | get going, | like to just fabulate on and on

Yadda- da- dadda- da- dadda. "

Her ion jets were blasting harder and they were falling slower and sl ower.
The

Moon's horizon was rising up around t hem agai n.

"Are you nervous about going to Corey's?" asked Terri

Jenny chose to ignore the question. "Um so like |I was saying," she

conti nued.

"Those |ight-speed waits are such a bother that | found a way around t hem
Though a fl esher probably wouldn't be able to do what | do."

"Do what ?" asked Terri, staring at the way that the isopod donme bul ged out of
its little crater. They were |owering down toward a spot a few hundred feet
to

the crater's side.

"Do what Jenny does so she can gossip with Earth as fast as she likes. | have
a

renote slave simie of nyself running inside one of the Heritagists'
conputers

in Salt Lake City! And ny simme's smart enough to think a few seconds ahead
or



even to say stuff on her own. That way when |I talk to people Iike your
husband,

they don't realize that I'ma noldie on the Moon. Your husband's a rea
cutie,

by the way, Terri. | bet he's such a good fuck."

"What woul d you know about fucking?" denmanded Terri, surprised enough to
monentarily forget about the aliens in Corey's done.

"You' d be surprised. Unhmmm Those Heritagists think ny simme is sonething
that works for them and they're always getting it to, um investigate the
sexual shenanigans that their mnisters get up to? It's nasty work, but I
like

it alot. Humans are just too funny. You should have seen this one man Randy
Karl Tucker | used to work with. Cone to think of it, | guess maybe you' ve
nmet

hi n? Randy Karl is WIly's son, though WIlly doesn't like to talk about it."
"Shut up, Jenny," said WIly.

"Yes, Jenny," said CQurdle-7. "Please shut up. The npbst inmportant neeting of
al |

time is about to happen.”

The four noldies |anded in the dust near Corey's isopod, kicking up a spray
of

nmoondust that quickly fell back down.

Heari ng about Randy Karl Tucker had inflated a balloon of anger in Terri's

chest. "It's Randy Karl who ki dnapped poor Monique and got me into this ness
in
the first place. | can't say that | |ike the sleazy things you' ve been

responsi ble for, Jenny. Sone of your Santa Cruz noldie pals nurdered ny

f at her

five years ago. You loonie noldies should | eave Earth the hell alone.™

"Ch now, don't be getting on your high horse, Terri. We're all in this

t oget her.

More than ever, now that Qurdle-7's great invention has brought the aliens to
nmeet us. Qurdle-7's ny husband, you know. "

"I bet he's such a good fuck," said Terri.

"WIl you two stop it!" hissed WIly.

In silence they nade their way toward the bul ging done. WIlly led themto a
notch in the crater's edge where a narrow strip of the whole height of the
dore

wal | was exposed. A stone ranp led down to an air lock at the level of the

i sopod' s ground fl oor.

"Il bring you into the air lock, WIly," said Gurdle-7. "But then | think
[ 11

cone back outside."

"We're waiting outside too," chimed in Frangi pane and O nol u.

"Fraidy cats," said Jenny. "Party poopers. |I'mgoing aaall the way." On the

| ast

word, her voice broke into a dry frightened squeak. She nade a
t hroat - cl eari ng

noi se and continued. "Jenny likes to be the first to know"
"It's odd how they're not responding to my uvvy signals at all,’
Qurdl e-7

quietly as he and Jenny hunped into the air |ock. The |ock hissed full of
air,

and the nol dies disgorged Wlly and Terri. "Well, 1'll be right outside
Jenny, "

continued Gurdle-7, worm ng out through the lock's airtight outer sphincter
"I"ll count on you to stay in constant uvvy touch with ne."

The air lock's inner door swung open, and there stood a figure of unearthly
beauty—a woman |i ke a classic marble statue, though made of suppl e im pol ex.
Her

said



flesh glowed with a nmild internal light; her pale skin was as a seashell's

i ri descent |ining.

"Wl come, " she said. "WIly, Terri, and Jenny. In your system of air-pressure
nmodul ati ons, ny nane night go like this." Her whole body seenmed to vibrate,
and

the air filled with the piping of flutes, the whining of sitars, and the
gentle

resonati ons of a gong. A sound that rose and fell and left Terri hungering to
hear nore.

"A shimer of sound,” murrmured WIly.

"Then | et Shimrer be nmy human name,"” said the goddess. "I nuch prefer that to
Cl ever Hansi. Please enter and join us. Corey is here, also his friends

Darl a,

Whi tey, Yoke, and Joke. And a |l arge nunber of aliens. I'"'mlistening to
everyone's conversation at once, and it's very exciting."

Hardly knowi ng what to say, they acconpani ed Shi mer down the isopod hal

t owar d

a hubbub of voices. "It sounds like they're in the conservatory,” WIlly said
to
Terri. "I used to live here, you know. Shimrer, | can't believe that you're

what's becone of Cever Hansi. Cever Hansi was half your size. Just alittle
Silly Putter doorgirl."

"I hel ped nyself to thirty kilograns of Corey's extra impolex," said

Shi mmer .

"We aliens divided up all the extra impolex stored here and nmade oursel ves
decent -si zed bodi es. There's twelve of us. W decided it would be diplomatic
to

take on human formns."

"Corey let you help yourself to the im pol ex?"

"We did what we |iked. Corey spent nost of the day hiding fromus in his

bat hroom and in his kitchen. He just came out a little while ago."

"H, WIly!" called everyone as they entered the high-ceilinged conservatory,
a

cool airy roomwith three soft couches and potted plants everywhere. The
conservatory's transparent ceiling had a systemof |ights and | ouvers

desi gned

to simulate the ordinary cycle of a twenty-four-hour Earth day. There were
straw

rugs on the stone floors, and in the center of the roomthere was a |arge
carved

stone fountai n—+the only fountain in existence on the Mon. Terri had seen a
picture of it once in an article about reclusive linpware tycoon WIlly Taze.
The

couches were arranged around the fountain like three sides of a big triangle.
Scattered about the roomwere el even nore human-shaped inipol ex aliens |ike
Shimer. They were sitting on the fl oor—sone near the fountain and sone near
t he

edges of the room-ani matedly passing back and forth hundreds of S-cubes that
they'd gathered fromaround the isopod. And seated on two of the couches were
five humans.

"This is Terri and Jenny," said WIly. "Terri, this is Corey, Darla, Witey,
Joke and Yoke." Terri sized themup. If rmuscular old Witey were to get a tan
and to shave off the groovy nohawk that ran all the way down his back, he
coul d

maybe pass for an aging surfer, but Corey |ooked like an unsavory ol d stoner
even grottier than WIly—no wonder they'd been roonmates. Corey had two

i m pol ex

pets on the couch next to him a giant-beaked little bird and a srmall green
pi g.

As for Darla, well, the woman | ooked outrageously sensual —ebvi ously she was



very
confortable in her own skin, though just now her eyes were blazing with sone
kind of fear and rage. Darla's twi n daughters Joke and Yoke were cute and
lively, Joke in bright punk rags with a bl onde-and-purple hairdo, and Yoke
dressed moonnaid-style in a flowing dress and silver boots. Joke was sitting
next to Corey and toying with Corey's plastic pets.

The humans in the room | ooked small and ordinary conpared to the aliens. Like
Shimer, the aliens had all taken on the fornms of classically proportioned
humans. Apparently they were eager to fit in. Looking at them it was |ike
bei ng

in a fantasy viddy about the G eek gods on Mount O ympus—er in a soft-core
por no

vi ddy. They were too, too perfect. The fountain tinkled pleasantly as the
aliens

continued absorbing information fromthe isopod s S-cubes, |ounging about
like

wi se phil osophers.

WIlly and Terri sat down on the enpty couch and carrot shaped Jenny withed
over

to inspect the aliens. "So, um where are all you guys fron?" she shrilled.
"They were just telling us," said Corey, his voice slow and amazed. "They're
fromall over the place. Six are fromour own gal axy, one's froma star in

t he

Andr oneda gal axy, two fromthe Crab Nebula, one from NGC 395, one froma
quasar,

and Cl ever Hansi here is—=

"I'"ve changed ny nane to Shinmer,’

interrupted the gl ow ng goddess and made

t he

chimng sitar noise again.

"Ckay," said Corey. "I wave. Shimrer here is fromthe farthest away of
all —she's

froman inconceivably distant winkle of the cosnos where space and tinme are
different.”

"Yes," said Shinmer. "Wiere | cone from tinme is two-dinensional."

"What does that nean?" asked Terri

"You might think of it this way," said Shinmer. "Haven't you ever wondered
what

your life would be like if you made sone different decision?"

"Sure. Like if | hadn't gone swimm ng off after Monique, | wouldn't be here.”
"Yes. Now suppose that all of your alternate lives were real. There would be,
oh

let's just say zillions of them+think of each of your lives as a thread and
of

your zillion possible Iives as making up a fabric of parallel threads.”
"That's two-di mensional tinme?" put in WIly. "But naybe | do have |ots of
parallel lives I'"'mnot able to perceive. Wiat | know in each life is stil

j ust

one-di mensi onal . Past/present/ future. | don't experience a second tine

di mensi on. "

"But I'mnot like you," said Shimer. "In ny part of the cosnbs, we are aware
of

all our parallel lives. In each of the lives, you re aware of all your other

lives. It's just one you across all the lives. There's the
past/ present/future,

but there's the other axis, | don't know what to call it in English." She made
a

droni ng, gongi ng noi se.

"The whatever axis," suggested Corey. "It runs from nmaybe to what-if."

"Fine," said Shimer, not cracking a smile. "lIn our two-di nensional time, we

are



consciously aware of all the parallel lives that we're sinmultaneously

| eadi ng.

Qur experience in each of the parallel lives infornms our behavior in all of
them Qur menory is two-dimensional £rom past to present and from maybe to
what-if It's not such a huge deal, by the way, when one single thread of our
lives ends in death—not as long as there's still a zillion others But
eventual |y

we too | ose everything. As you age, you start losing life threads in whole
chunks, the fabric tatters out to a few ragged tags and strings. | mnust say
it

makes me rather anxious to be living here as a single isolated tinme thread.
Your

wor |l d of one dinmensional tine is frightening and pathetic."

"It nade ne 'rather anxious' to be in the spaceport dome when your pal Quuz
stonped it," spat Witey, who was sitting on a couch between Darla and Yoke.
"You were in the spaceport?" said Terri. "I was inside Quuz! It was terrible
Shimer, why aren't you trying to eat everything like Quuz?"

Shi mer made one of her gl owi ng nmusi cal noises, and one of the other aliens
spoke up, this one shaped |Iike a purple Apollo.

"You can call me Zad," he said, setting down the S-cube he'd been perusing.
"I'm

froma planet near the center of our MIky WAy gal axy. A watery pl anet, where
I

was sonething like a giant squid. I'll be eager to travel down to Earth's
oceans
soon. You ask why we twelve aren't trying to eat everything? The thing is,
every

sufficiently advanced civilization in the universe finds out about
personality

transm ssion via cosnic rays. But sone beconme advanced in that kind of way
bef ore becom ng—rorally responsible. Quuz was like that. From your own Sun
Whenever a node for personality wave Decryption arises, the keepers need to
be

on guard for beings like that. Fortunately we were able to keep Quuz from
transmitting that Stairway To Heaven to us and taking us over. Thanks to the
rath and the Jubjub bird." The two little pets were busy fighting and
shappi ng

at each other on the couch between Corey and Joke, and now Zad stretched his
arm

out into a tentacle shape I ong enough to tweak the rath's tail and to nmake it
hoar sel y squeal

"Cubi ¢ danping," said WIIly.

"Yes," said Shinmer "After we took the rath and the Jubjub bird from Corey,
we

were able to extract the linpware hack fromthemto make our new bodies

i npervious to the Stairway To Heaven program We protected all the DIMs in
here

too. We barely got it done in tinme Before Quuz's attack."

"Yes indeedy," cried Jenny. "That's exactly the sane idea WIlly had. WII you
show us noldies the trick too?"

"Certainly," said Shinmrer.

"I'f you'd expl ained why you wanted the rath and the Jubjub bird in the first
pl ace, then maybe |I woul dn't have been so scared of you," said Corey.

"He attacked me with a knife," volunteered a third alien, a shiny black man.
"W saw that over the vizzy," said Yoke. "Were you the Bandersnatch?"

"Yeah. But | |like the name Takala now. I'mfroma planet of jungles and giant
insects. | was sonething |like a praying nmantis. \Wen one of us becones old
and

wi se enough, we eat the right substances and enter the proper state of mind
to



chirp. Wen you chirp, your soul |eaves the planet as a personality wave."
"Can humans chirp?" asked WIlly.
"Maybe we coul d teach you how, " answered Takal a.

"What does it feel like while you're flying along in the formof a cosmic
ray?"

probed Wlly.

"Let me talk now," said another of the aliens, a glow ng orange woman. "I'm

Syzzy, the one who comes fromthe quasar. Not all star creatures are as crude
as

Quuz. My race consists of vortex tangles a bit |ike Quuz's race of sunspots,
but

we are so nuch nore evolved. Quuz was like a tube worm and we are |ike
superhumans. | just can't believe what |ow tenperatures you live at here. And
how slowy WIlly Taze asks what it's like to travel across intergalactic
space

as a cosmc ray? Here's an uvvy inmage."

Terri turned on her uvvy and absorbed Syzzy's inmagery. She felt a sensation
of

cavernous enptiness, she felt herself to be in a vast dark space specked with
bits of light that grew wi th unbelievable speed into bright shapes I|ike

pi nwheel s and snudges and grains of rice, orangey-yellow with warnth, the

fl ocki ng shapes singing blissfully into the cosnic Void, nmaking a sound |ike
a

deep echoi ng "Aaaauuummm " She held onto the sound and | eaned back into the
couch, feeling nellow and very tired.

"That's only a nice picture," protested another alien form this one a green
man. "You can call me Bloog. | lived as sonething resenbling a floating
jellyfish in the atnmosphere of a gas-gi ant nethane planet. Wat Syzzy shows
isn'"t really correct. Wen you travel at the speed of light, then there's no
experience of time passing. The trip feels |like one single undivided gesture.
Li ke an athlete naking a perfect nove in the zone. It takes, strictly

speaki ng,

no subjective tinme at all. It's a radical discontinuity, a Dirac delta, a
nonl i near spi ke, a shock front." He tossed Syzzy an S-cube he'd been | ooking

at .

"I"musing | anguage that | found in here, Syzzy."

"This is so ultrawavy," exclaimed Jenny. "I'muvvying Gurdle-7, Frangipane,
and

O nolu that they should cone in."

"Hold on," said Corey, "I'Il walk to the air lock with you and | ook them
over."

He and Jenny di sappeared off down the hall

"Do you really, truly think Corey is attractive?" Darla said to Joke after
Cor ey

was out of the room "Is this what | raised you for!?" Her voice was shaking
with extrene enotion

"Hush, M, " said Joke.

"Not now, Ma," added Yoke.

"Joke's all grown up, Darla," said Witey. "There's nothing we can do about
it

if she likes Corey. The | ess we say about it, the sooner she'll get over it.
"Maybe Corey's not the only thing |I'mupset about!" sobbed Darla. "Maybe
there's

lots of other things | think we should do something about. Hold ne, Whitey!"
Whitey put his arns around Darla and she pressed hersel f against him putting
her mouth right next to his ear.

"Please don't start acting like tal k-viddy dregs!" exclaimed Joke. "Can't we
be

rational ? | have so many nore questions for the aliens. Like you, Shinmer,
you



said you were nade of a zillion parallel lives—+ want to know what kind of

i ndi vidual creatures were living these lives. Squids or insects or artichokes
or

sunspots or what ?"

"My individual beings were animals a lot |ike humans,

said Shinmer. "But

t hey

could equally well have been rivers or trees.”

"Trees!" exclained WIlly. "I love trees."

"The moral is that everything is conscious,"” volunteered a pink wonan alien
"And everything is alive. My nane is Parella. | cone froma planet of
crystals.

Syzzy may think your tine is slow, but I think it's fast."

"I just thought of sonmething,"” interrupted Wiitey, with Darla still |eaning
agai nst his chest "Stahn Mooney's still out there inside some Quuz-infected

i mi pol ex When he | ands—i ke fourteen hours from nowwhen he gets cl ose
enough,

his Quuz is likely to do a repeat of what Blaster did today. O worse. What
if

Stahn were to come down on the Einstein done and do a Pied Piper number on
al |

the Silly Putters and DIMs in there? Mongo xoxx."

"It's so weird about Quuz," said Terri sleepily. "I've always had such good
feelings about the Sun. But now—-now whenever | ook at the Sun, |I'll know
t hat

it wants to eat us."

"He has to be stopped," said Darl a.

"I"d be glad to fly up and destroy the Quuz,'
sunspot creatures |ike Quuz."

"Floaty, but | think it would be better for the humans and nol dies to handl e
it," said Whitey. "We're nore familiar with the way things work here. Also
I'd

like to try and do this without killing Stahn. He's an old friend of nine."
"Don't look at ne. I'mtoo tired to help,"” Terri heard herself saying. And it
was true. She was slunped back onto her couch and her fluttering eyelids kept
trying to cl ose.

Now Jenny and Corey returned with the three other nol dies. Corey had gotten
O nmol u and Frangi pane to give himtheir weapons for safekeeping. He was
casual l'y

carrying the heavy needler and O J. ugly stick in one hand.

"Hey, Corey," said Witey. "Way don't you and nme and these tour noldies fly
up

and save Senator Stahn? We could leave in |ike two hours."

"I don't want to go," said Gurdle-7.

"Look, you stinky slug," snarled Whitey. "You're the smart one who got us
into

this mess. You have to go."

"No," said Gurdle-7. "I want to stay right here and exchange information with
the aliens. 1've been working all my life for this."

"I don't want to leave either,"” said WIly.

"So let themstay," said Corey. Terri happened to be drowsily staring at
Darl a

just then and she noticed Darla giving Corey a charged intent |ook. "You and
e,

VWhitey, we can do it if Jenny, Frangipane, and Onolu are willing. | can fly
in

Frangi pane, you go in Onolu, and Jenny can bring Stahn back. It'd be perfect
that way."

"Copacetic," said Witey.

"But what occurs when the Wendy-Quuz sings the Stairway To Heaven to us?"
protested Frangi pane. "Directly to us fromvery cl ose up."

said Syzzy. "I hate prinmtive



"Haven't you been nonitoring Jenny's uvvy? Qur alien friends figured out how
to
use the rath and the Jubjub bird to vaccinate thensel ves agai nst the Stairway
To

Heaven virus," said Corey.

"How woul d we install it on ourselves?" asked Ornmolu uncertainly.

"Well, the aliens did it alone, but I think you noldies will need for nme to
hel p

you," said Corey glibly. "Let's just take the nagic pig and bird back into ny
linpware studio and I'Il fix you right up. Cone on. You cone too, CGurdle-7."
"Yes yes, | want the vaccination so that | can teach it to all the noldies in
the Nest," said Gurdle-7. "Then they won't be angry at nme anynore. By the
way,

Corey, do you have sonme extra S-cubes so that | can downl oad a copy of ny
Stairway To Heaven progranf? There aren't any copies of the docunentation |eft
anynore. Those paranoid Nest noldies blew up ny lab."

"Sure, |'ve got the equiprment for that too," said Corey. "Come on, you four
nol di es. "

"I'"ll help," said Witey. "I'll carry those weapons for you, Corey. You grab
t he

bird and the pig."

"I want to watch too," said Darla. "I haven't wal ked around in this house for

such a long tine.
down

the hall, Corey carrying the rath and the Jubjub bird and Witey carrying the
needl er and the ugly stick.

"We've heard from Shimrer the 2D-time humanoi d, Zad the squid, Syzzy the
quasar

vortex, Takala the mantis, Bloog the jellyfish, and Parella the crystal,"
Wlly

sai d. "How about you other six aliens?"

Though it was some of the npbst interesting information she'd ever heard,

Terri

couldn't keep her eyes open, and she drifted off to sleep

Corey, Witey, Darla, and the four noldies clunped off

CHAPTER TEN

DARLA

NOVEMBER 6, 2053

Darla's grandnother's famly were Anerican Indians fromthe Acoma puebl o near
Al buguerque. Fromlistening to her Indian relatives, Darla knew all too well
what it neant to have a powerful alien culture arrive. She knew all about the
greed, the disease, the cruelty, and the heartless disdain for the native
culture. "G ve us your gold; we'll give you disease; your religion is evil;
support our parasitic priests.” Finding the aliens in Corey's isopod filled
Darla with a deep visceral |oathing. But she knew better than to prematurely
show her feelings.

Under the pretext of having a fit over Joke and Corey, Darla got herself into
VWhitey's arms and whispered into his ear: "W have to kill the aliens."

She could tell fromWitey's body | anguage that he understood and agreed. And
when Corey cane back with the four noldies and the needler and the O J. ugly
stick, Darla sensed that Corey too knew what had to be done.

Corey and Wiitey led the way of f down the hall toward Corey's studio,
fol | oned

by the four noldies, with Darla in the rear. Trying hard to keep her voice
even,

Darl a made housew fely commentary on the features of the isopod.

"That's nice to see your giant nmarijuana plants are doing so well in the
grove



out there, Corey. How tall are they? And | see you've still got your vel vet

pai ntings up. | always liked that one of the nuking of Akron."

"Yeah," said Corey. "I put a lot of nyself into that picture. | went to high
school in Akron. | hated it, of course, but sonetinmes |'msort of sorry those
Yaqui rubber tappers blew it up. Odd as it sounds, when | lived in Akron,
used

to dream about blowing it up nmyself. Like precognition. In one dream!| was in
the mddle of this big Akron stadiumw th a white-painted fat-boy H bonb and
there were thousands of people in the seats watching me and they were

chanti ng,

"Light the Bomb!' Look, see how | worked a shattering stadiuminto the corner
of

the picture?" They'd stopped wal king, and Corey was standing there, happily
studying his art. "And your picture's over there, Darla." He pointed to an
oversi zed vel vet painting that showed the nmirror-clad figures of Stahn and
Darl a

at the nouth of the Nest. "See the stars in the reflections? And the little
Eart hs?"

"That seens |like so long ago," said Darla. "It's been a while since | did
anything heroic. Wuldn't it be nice to be heroic again, Witey?"

"I hear you," said Witey, and they started wal ki ng agai n.

"I"'mthe one who's going to be the hero for this year," said Gurdle-7 snugly.
"Isn't it amazing to have the aliens here? Just think of all the advances

t hat

they'Il bring us. And think of how many nore aliens there are for us to
Decrypt —osm ¢ personality waves are flying past us all the tine."

"I think getting vaccinated against the Stairway To Heaven is a very good

i dea, "

sai d Frangi pane quietly.

"Yeah," said Onolu. "I'mfreakin'. What if the aliens start getting greedy
to

do lots and lots of Gurdle Decryptions? What if sonme Decrypted | obster-thing
gets real eager to fab with another |obster-thing fromthe sane planet and
starts doi ng thousands of Decryptions, waiting for the right one? Wio deci des
how much of our impolex the aliens are allowed to use? What if they want to
use

up all of the resources in the whole solar systenP"

"They cl eaned out ny stash of flickercladding wthout even asking," said

Cor ey.

"They beefed thensel ves up to seventy kil ogranms each. That's a | ot of bucks."
"And what if another Quuz-type alien gets Decrypted and kills even nore of
us?"

said Jenny. "I hate to tell you, Gurdle-7, but Decryption is turning out to be
a
xoxxin' bad idea. | know we worked really hard on it, but..

"You're too cautious," snapped Gurdle-7. "You sound like a filthy Heritagist.
Are you so frightened of transcendence?"

"Here's my linmpware studio," said Corey, opening a door. He tossed the rath
and

the Jubjub bird in and Il et themstart running around on the floor, chasing
each

other as usual. Wiitey and the noldies followed him and Darla cane in |ast.
The

room hel d sonme fairly sophisticated design tools. There was a | arge

i ndustrial -1 ooki ng machi ne in one corner, a couple of workbenches with things
that | ooked nore or less |ike power tools, and shelves along the walls | aden
with cans, bottles, tubes, and boxes.

Darl a cl osed the door behind her and | eaned against it. She noticed that
Wi t ey

was having trouble holding both the needler and the OJ. ugly stick. "Let ne



| ook at that needler, Witey," she said. "I've never seen one that big."
Wi t ey

handed it to her and wapped his hands firmy around the ugly stick

"I want to download ny info onto an S-cube before we do anything else," said
GQurdle-7. "W don't want to take any chances with ny information about the
Stairway To Heaven."

"No," said Wiitey. "W don't." And then he turned on the ugly stick and cut
GQurdle-7 into pieces, noving the whispering stream of magnetically | aunched
metal darts with practiced accuracy and speed. A few of the flechettes pinged
off the stone walls of the room

"Don't you dare call for help," said Darla, pointing the needler at the three

remai ning noldies. "If | push the button, you stinkers go up in flanes.
Jenny!
Start faking @Qurdle-7'"s uvvy signal, in case that nosy Shinmer checks on us.

Frangi pane and Ornol u! Mask your real thoughts and nake your uvvy signals

| ook

like you' re watching Corey nmake an S-cube copy of Curdle-7."

"Yaar," said Wiitey, training the nuzzle of the O J. ugly stick on the
nol di es.

The air was thick with the astonishing stench of the shredded Gurdle-7. The
frightened rath and Jubjub bird had di sappeared behind the big nachine in the
corner.

"We're all riding the same wave, aren't we, guys?" said Corey. "The aliens
have

to die."

"For sure,"” said Darla. "Unless we want the human and the noldie races to end
up

selling souvenirs and runni ng ganbling casinos for the gal actic gods."
"Um..too true!" said Jenny after a nonent's hesitation. Her voice wavered.

" But

poor Gurdle-7. W never thought it would turn out this way. He was so smart
and

so dunb. "

"I am agree," said Frangi pane. "The aliens are a big m stake."

"I"'mwith you too," said Onolu. "I've been liking my life just the way it is.
I

don't want this kind of cataclysm c change. But how do we kill the aliens?

There's twelve of them"

"I"ll set themon fire with this heavy-duty needler," said Darla. "Wen
needl ed Rags this norning, he caught fire al most right away."

"Alnost right away," said Witey. "But by the tinme you got two or three of
t he

aliens lit, the others would be all over you. Don't you have any nore

weapons,

Corey? It would be stuzzadelic if all six of us were arned.”

"Al'l 1've got is water guns," said Corey apologetically. "I'm a Dadai st
artist.

The whoopee cushion is nightier than the sword."

"I can spit things out really hard fromany part of ny body," said O nolu,
stretching out his hand and ejecting sonmething that struck against the rooms
far wall with a resounding splat,

"What was that?" asked Darl a.

"Canote truffle."

"That's not going to kill anyone."

"We could point our ion jets at them" said Jenny. "Except the jets aren't
hot . "

"What about the equipnment in this studio, Corey?" said Witey. "Tell us what
it

all is and maybe we'll think of sonething."

"Ckay," said Corey. "That old-timey machine in the corner is an injection



molder. | use it to cast nmy Silly Putters into certain shapes. The workbench
on

the right is where | carve the nodels | use to make the nolds. That tool that
| ooks like an electric drill is a piezonorpher, it's very good for carving

i mpolex. It uses ultrasound. Not nuch of a weapon, though, because you have
to

be right on top of the material to piezonorph it. It's nore like a dentist's
drill than like a bazooka. Now this bench over here is where | paint nmy Silly
Putters. To sone extent they can control their colors, but they need a basis
to

start from You have to get the right pignents and metal oxides into their

fl esh

for themto work with. This particular tool is sonething |ike an

ol d-f ashi oned

ai rbrush. Slightly higher-tech than an airbrush, because it shoots the color
particles right into the plastic up to a depth of four centineters. A

vol ume-filling brush, in other words. It's a good tool but, again, not
particularly lethal."

While Corey tal ked, the three noldies grazed their way across the floor
quietly

absorbing the pieces of impolex that had been Gurdle-7. The rath and the
Jubj ub

bird came creeping out of hiding to snuffle up the smaller crunbs.

"I hope none of you noldies is ending up with the intact Stairway To Heaven
i nformation?" said Darla, fingering her needler

"Not to worry," said Frangi pane, now about 30 percent |arger than before. "I
have already reprogramall the impolex | just ate." She sprouted two new
petals, hiccuped, and spit out some triangular flat ugly-stick darts as if

t hey

were wat ernel on seeds. "Excusez noi."

"No problemhere either, Darla," said Ornolu, who was staring down at his
body

with evident satisfaction. "I turned all of my Qurdle-7 share into nuscle."
He

flexed his |l egs and nade taut ridges spring out along them

"I didn't save any of Curdle-7's science information," said Jenny. "But |'m
keepi ng sone of his feelings, no matter what you say. He was a bold explorer
And we | oved each other." For a giant carrot, she |ooked quite hunmanly

m ser abl e.

"How about those cans and bottles on the shel ves?" Witey asked Corey.
"What ' s

in thenP"

"Chem cal s. Like resins and polymers for doctoring the impolex. And paints
and

solvents for coloring the Putters.”

"Sol vents!" exclained Witey. "W could nake firebonbs!"

"Ch right!" said Darla. "Like we'll walk back into the conservatory | ugging
buckets of gasoline. If the aliens see what's coning, they' Il attack us
first.

O take hostages. | don't want anything to happen to Yoke or Joke. No, we
have

to think of a way to hit those freeware slugs giga fast and yotta vicious”
"I have an idea!" said Frangi pane after a nminute's thought. "W can spit out
little balls of impolex and have them nove |ike the smart Kkinetic-energy
bonbs."” She flicked one of her petals and sent a little lunmp of shiny gold

i m pol ex bounci ng across the room "It is a waste of impolex, but now after
eating poor CGurdle-7, we can spare a little."

"So how s a bouncing glob going to hurt an alien?" asked Corey. The little
gold

bal | bounced past the rath, and the rath sprang forward in an effort to gulp



it

down. As if in reaction, the ball took a sudden backward bounce, hit the rath
in

t he nose, then bounced several nore tines with increasing anplitude, finally
carom ng off the wall and ceiling to return to Frangi pane.

"Voila," said Frangi pane. "The bouncing glob is clever."

"We can control pieces of ourselves, even after we split themoff," expl ai ned
Jenny. "Though, of course, if you get totally mnced |ike poor Gurdle-7,
there's

nothing left to do any controlling.'
body

to one side and sent another ball a-bouncing, and this tine the Jubjub bird
tried to catch it. Just as Frangi pane had done, Jenny used her uvvy signals
to

gui de the ball safely back to herself.

She whi pped the thin tip of her carrot

"Big xoxxin' deal," said Darla. "A smart plastic ball."

"Attendez!" said Frangipane. "It is the next part that is the really new

i dea.

If | put a sufficient anmount of ny quantumdots into a smart little ball, then

I

can nake it commt the suicide." She spat another nugget of impolex off into
the air, but this time, just as the little ball neared the ceiling, it nmade a
poppi ng sound and fiercely caught ablaze. Flapping its flanes |ike a burning

nmot hball, it fell to the stone floor and consumed itself. "La poof!,"
excl ai med

Frangi pane.

"Yaar," said Wiitey admiringly. "Flamn' poofballs!"

"Wvy us how to do that, Frangi pane!" said Omlu. A few seconds |ater

O nolu

and Jenny had learned the trick. Ornmolu splatted a fat poofball against the
stone wall, where it burst into flame |like a sticky glob of napalm Jenny shot
a

barrage of four tiny flanmi ng poofballs toward the rath, sending it out again
for

cover.

"You mol di es can act |ike nmachine-gun fl amethrowers!" exclaimed Darla. "The
aliens won't have a chance!"

" But -whoah—that one poofball used up a |ot of quantumdots,’
feeling down into hinself.

said O nol u,

"Yes, | amafraid if | shoot very many poofballs, | won't have enough energy
left to use ny jets," said Frangipane. "I would not like that."
"But | have a huge stash of quantum dots!" exclaimed Corey. "I use themto

charge up ny Silly Putters before | sell them Look here." He opened a

cabi net

and took out a shiny flask with little tubes and wires all over it. "lIt's a
magnetic bottle. Ten grams in there! Stoke yourselves up to the max, guys.”
"Save some for ne to put into the needler and the ugly stick as well," said
VWhitey. "W want themat full charge.™

Frangi pane decanted a hefty splash of the quantum dot superfluid onto
hersel f.

It was odd silvery-gray stuff that didn't nove like an ordinary liquid. Then
she

passed the bottle on to the other two nol dies They practiced firing off a few
nore flam ng poofballs while Witey charged up the needl er and the ugly stick
"The poofballs are perfect," exclainmed Corey. "I love them | want to nmake a
fire-breathing Silly Putter dragon when we get through with this. And maybe a
mad fire-farter. Hey! Not so near the supply shelves, Jenny! W don't want to
expl ode those cans of solvents, do we? Speaking of safe fire practices, has
anyone t hought about what happens after we light the aliens? W're talking
about



nearly a ton of flam ng impolex. Wat's that going to do to ny isopod? And
how

are we going to breathe with all the snmoke?"

"This place is conpartnentalized agai nst bl owouts," said Witey. "I don't
know

how many times |'ve heard you or WIly braggi ng about it, Corey. W just

| eave

the conservatory and seal it off. The floor and walls are stone, and if the
flames melt a hole in the titanplast ceiling, so nuch the better. The vacuum
will put the fire out. According to what you've always said about the

i sopod' s

design, the bl owout won't spread past the conservatory."

"Well, yeah, that's howit's supposed to be," allowed Corey. "But renenber,
it's

just WIlly who designed it. And we've never tested it. Getting out of the
conservatory in tine is gonna be hella chaotic."

"Gve me that needler and let's get going," interrupted Darla, taking the big

weapon back from Witey. "My plan is sinple. 1'mgoing to stand near Joke and
Yoke and bl ast every alien in sight."
"Yaar," said Wiitey "And I'Il use the ugly stick, and the noldies here can be

spitting poofballs. Wat are you going to do, Corey?"

"I"mgoing to stand by the door and nmake sure everyone gets out in tine.
Especially ne." Corey hunkered down and called the rath and the Jubjub bird.
"You mol di es better hurry up and do that vaccination thing before we go back
W' ve been in here so long that | bet the aliens are starting to get
suspi ci ous. "

"I"ve been like listening to themtal k?" said Jenny, cocking her body to one
side. "They're not suspicious at all. Somebody who used to be a quasar vortex
or

a giant crystal has no idea about how |l ong things are supposed to take people
and noldies to do. Terri's fast asleep and WIly, Joke, and Yoke are asking

t he

al i ens questions." Jenny gave one of her inane giggles. "They're aski ng about
God and the meaning of life."

"Here you go, wigglers," said Corey, offering the rath and the Jubjub bird to
the nol dies. "You can do the vaccinations yourselves. W didn't really need
to

cone back to nmy linpware studio for this at all. You just uvvy into one of

t hese

Putters and grep through the Linplan code to find the routine | abeled ' Cubic
Hormeostasis'. Shell it around your uvvy reception ware and you' re vacci nat ed.

But be careful not to put it anywhere in your main action group or you'l

turn

into a Silly Putter and get real sinple."

Frangi pane wrapped her petals around the kicking, squealing rath. She | ooked
like a Venus fly-trap eating a fat green beetle Meanwhil e Jenny ensnared the
cawi ng Jubjub bird with the tentacles at the blunt end of her carrot. Then
Frangi pane passed the rath to O nolu and he held it tight under his arm
absorbi ng the Cubic Homeostasis algorithmfor hinmself. Meanwhile they

di scussed

the plan of attack a little nore.

A few mnutes later, they were wal king back down the hall toward the
conservatory Corey was holding the rath and the Jubjub bird. He'd tenporarily
paral yzed them so that he could cradle themin one arm Darla earned the
needl| er

and Witey earned the ugly stick, both of them holding their weapons casually
dangl i ng Jenny and Ornmolu were pretending to argue, getting ready to distract
the aliens.

They found things in the conservatory nuch as they had left them Terri was
stretched out full-length, asleep on one couch, Joke and Yoke were perched



next

to each other on one of the other couches, and WIlly was excitedly pacing
about

on the far side of the room Four of the aliens were grouped near the
fount ai n,

dabbling their fingers in the water and tal king with Yoke and Joke. The ot her
ei ght freeware-possessed noldies were off on the far side of the room
exam ni ng

S-cubes and conversing with WIly.

"You are such a bully!" screeched Jenny as they entered. She tossed the fat
end

of her carrot fromside to side and then thudded it into OGnolu. Onolu
seened

to lose his footing and tunbled |ike an acrobat, knocking over a plant and

pi n-wheeling his arms. He wound up on the other side of the couches, right
near

the far wall where the eight aliens were gathered.

"It's not nmy fault | | ove you, Jenny!" shouted Ornolu, kneeling with his back
to

the eight aliens and hol ding out his hands supplicatingly toward Jenny.
"What's goi ng on?" denanded Joke

"Ch, these dooky slugs are in some kind of tussle," said Darla disnissively.
"Qurdle-7 and Onolu are both hot for Jenny—f you can believe that. They had
an

argunent, and CGurdle-7 is sulking in Corey's studio." She flopped down on the
couch next to Yoke and Joke, setting down the needler beside her so that it
pointed at the four aliens by the fountain, one of whom was Shi mer.

"Hello, Darla," said Shimrer, but Darla acted |like she was too busy staring
at

Jenny to answer.

"You're saying you |l ove me?" Jenny paraded across the room tossing and

undul ating for all she was worth. Running her shrill voice up and down the
octaves. "What will you do to prove it?" Now she was standing over the
kneel i ng

O nol u.

"This oughtta be very weightless,” Witey announced |loudly. "You aliens
oughtta

check this out." He went and perched on the other end of the couch with Yoke
and

Joke, holding the OJ. ugly stick with exaggerated casual ness. Frangi pane
circled around and stood near the other end of the grouping of eight aliens.
"Do you know any floatin' chaotic attractors, O nolu?" shrilled Jenny. "Make
one

for me. Make the Nguyen Attractor!”

"What the hell is wong with you noldies?" said WIly, turning away fromthe
aliens to yell angrily at Jenny and Ornolu. "W've just been having this

i ncredi bly fascinating phil osophical discussion with the aliens, and you
stinkers barge in here and start acting |like—good Lord, | didn't know nol dies
could do that!"

On her couch, Terri sat up and rubbed her eyes. Darla shifted the needler to
her

| ap and prayed that Terri wouldn't take it into her mind to wal k between her
and

the four aliens by the fountain.

O nmol u' s upper body shuddered and broke into threads that began | oopi ng
around

in hypnotic weaving patterns of standing waves, |ike a hydra head of a

t housand

thin filanments, with the envel opes of the filanents' nmotions formng a

hal | uci nat ory shape of warping, nutating curves



"Bi g xoxxin' deal," griped Yoke. "That's nothing conpared to what Syzzy here

has
been telling us about—=
"But wait!" called Corey, still standing off by the door that led fromthe

conservatory to the hallway ."Everyone watch very closely to see what O nolu
does next!"

"Ch, | amso ready!" screeched Jenny, dancing around to stand to the side of
Onmolu. "I'mready now "

At this signal, Frangi pane, Jenny, and Ornolu began spew ng out withering
streans of flam ng poofballs, O nolu shooting fromout of a freshly forned
pucker in the center of his back. Meanwhile Witey began firing the ugly
stick

into the bodies of the aliens by the fountain. And at the same noment, Darla
pressed the needler button and sent a slow straight line across the aliens by
the fountain and—yes! —+three of themburst into flame. Wth its strong fresh
charge, the needl er was much nore powerful than any she'd ever used. It
instantly grew hot in her hand, but she hung onto it, flicking the dazzling
vi ol et |aser beam back and forth across the three aliens, setting themalight
here, there, and everywhere, even as Wiitey's ugly stick chewed themto

pi eces.

The only problemwas that the fourth alien kept noving out of the way each
tine

that Darla or Waitey shot. It was Shimer. No matter how hard you tried to
shoot

her, Shinmrer was al ways just out of the line of fire. Witey stood up and
noved

around her, blazing away with the ugly stick, but hitting Shinmer was

i mpossi bl e. She wasn't noving particularly fast, but nagically, effortlessly,
as

if by repeated strokes of |uck, Shinmer was never in the spot where a
flechette

or needl er beam ended up

Darl a gl anced over to the far wall Jdenny, Frangi pane, and Ormolu had kill ed
al |

eight of their aliens, the eight bodies were a great heap of snoking,
crackling

flanme. Soneone shoved Darla. It was Joke. She was screaming, "Stop!" Darla
realized then that Joke had been scream ng the whole time. "Stop hurting
them'

She struck Darla's hand, and the blistenngly hot needler clattered to the

fl oor.

Darla clawed for it, but Joke kicked it aside. Shimer was standing right in
front of them by the fountain.

"We mssed one!" shouted Darla to the three noldies. "W mssed Shinmer!"

A dozen pellets of impolex whistled past Darla's head. Shinmrer bent slightly
to

one side and lifted her leg, all the poofballs m ssed her and burst

harm essly

into flanmes agai nst the fountain's basin. Witey got around behind Joke,
Yoke,

and Darla to shoot the ugly stick toward Shimer some nore and conpletely

m ssed

her agai n and agai n. Shinmer turned and ducked and hopped and pirouetted,
novi ng

in dreany slow notion, always in the right place at the right tine. The room
was

filling with thick black snmoke, oily with plastic and—barla realized in a
sudden

wave of disorientation—toaded with the psychedelic vapors of canote.

A rapid breeze swept by Darla, fanning the blazing impolex of the three dead



aliens by the fountain. It was Shinmer running by her, disappearing into a
far

corner of the room

"Everybody out now " Corey was yelling. "W have to seal off the snoke!
Everyone

out in the hall so | can seal the door!" The bew |l dered Terri was al ready
over

there with him

Darl a seized Joke by the wist and dragged her toward the door. Whitey had
hol d

of WIlly and Yoke O nolu, Jenny, and Frangi pane cane on their own. The fl anes
were roaring higher and higher. In the stony slowed-down tine of the canote
snoke, it felt Iike a long, long trip to the hallway door

Al the while, Corey kept yelling for them "Hurry up! The ceiling could bl ow
out any time!"

As they nmade their way, the snmoke grew thicker. Whitey went last, stil
firing

his ugly stick back into the room hoping to hit Shimer. When Darla nade it
to

t he hal | way, she gasped down sonme of the |less snoky air and turned to stare
into

the inferno of the conservatory.

In the center of the room on top of the fountain, stood Shimrer, staring
calmy

at them Two heartbeats passed, Darla shouted, and a volley of poofballs and
flechettes shot toward the alien. But by then Shinmrer had sprung hi gh upward
and

turned on the ion jets in her noldie body's heels. The conservatory roof
shattered and a huge rush of w nd slamed the conservatory door shut with a
deaf eni ng t hud.

The door to the conservatory held firm but on the other side of it there
wer e

al arm ng crashes and screechings as the room s air rushed out into the
vacuum

whirling the objects in the conservatory about |ike a cyclone.

"This isopod is really blowout-proof, isn't it, WIly?" said Corey, shouting
to

make hinself heard over the chaos in the next room

"That's how | designed it," said WIlly. "But |'ve been wong before. The
farther

we get fromthe conservatory, the better. Let's head down the hall, close the
hal | door, go through the kitchen, close the kitchen door, and then go up the
stairs to the garage. There's a bunch of bubbl etoppers in there and two noon

buggi es. So come on, let's nmove fast down the hall. Wose idea was it to kil
the aliens?"
"I"ll take the credit," said Darla, trotting along beside WIlly. "I'm part

Native Anerican. W know a | ot about cultural inperialism™

"You have a point," said WIly. "But GQurdle-7's going to be furious."
"Qurdle-7's dead," said Witey.

"I think you're a bitch, Ma," said Joke. "The aliens were beautiful. They had
so

much to teach us."

"Well, there's still two of themleft to learn from" said Corey, ushering
t he

group out of the hall and into the kitchen. "There's still Shimer and the
Vendy

version of Quuz."

"We still gotta fly up and kill Quuz and save Stahn Money!" excl ai nmed
Wi t ey.

"Are you nol dies ready for that?"



"We' ve hel ped enough,” said Ornmolu. "lI'm scared that Shimrer's going to do
somet hing bad to us now. "

As if in confirmation, there was a roaring behind the hall door. The hal

r oof

had given way as well. It sounded like the end of the world.

"How do we get out of here?" shrieked Jenny. "I want to go back to the Nest!"
"And I want to go hone to Santa Cruz," wailed Terri

"Through this door for the garage," said Corey, crossing the kitchen and
openi ng

a door that led to an upward flight of stairs. "Everyone hurry on up there
and

put on a bubbl et opper. The whol e garage is an air |ock."

Corey went last, closing the kitchen door and the staircase door behind them
The seven humans wriggled into the waiting bubbl etoppers, Corey stil

carrying

his rath and Jubjub bird. There were nore om nous crashes and roars fromthe
i sopod. Once they had the bubbl et oppers on, they switched to uvvy
conmmuni cat i on

and Corey cycled the garage's big air |ock door open

"Adi eu," said Frangi pane, hunping out to the open surface of the Mon and
preparing to fly away.

"Good | uck," added Jenny, joining Frangi pane and anxi ously gl ancing up at the
bl ack sky.

"We did our best," said gleamng O nolu.

And then, in a puff of dust, the three noldies had jetted away, arcing off
toward the Nest.

"Let's get clear of the isopod right away," uvvied Corey. Darla and her
famly

got on one of the noon buggies, while Corey, WIlly, and Terri got on the

ot her.

They floored the accelerators and the buggi es darted out across the dusty
surface of the Mon.

Yoke was driving again, with Joke next to her and Witey and Darla in back
Darla turned to stare back at the isopod, and as she watched, the ragged hol e
over the conservatory and hallway ripped farther open. The entire remaining
part

of the done gave way in a great burst of frozen air, with clothes, furniture,
and huge branches of the marijuana trees tunbling up through the |unar vacuum
"So much for your bl owout-proof design, WIlly," said Corey's slowironic

Voi ce.

"Ch well. | was thinking about noving back into Einstein anyway."

A voi ce suddenly crackled over Darla's uvvy and over the uvvies of the

ot hers.

The voi ce of Shinmer.

"Well done," said Shimrer. "You chose an optimal thread."

" Shi mrer," uvvi ed Joke, craning her head back and | ooki ng upward. "Were are
you?"

"I"'ma hundred and fifty mles straight up fromthe Mion. It's an interesting
vi ew. "

"Are you angry that we killed your friends?" asked Darla. "Are you going to
get

even with us?"

" 'Kill," " said Shimrer musingly. "The word neans a lot to you, doesn't it?
Your spacetine is so—so poighant. To live with the i medi acy of total
anni hil ati on al ways around you. Your condition has a fine dark beauty."
"Please don't hurt us," uvvied WIlly. "Darla and the others were only scared
that you aliens would overwhel mour little civilization."

"Darla was right," said Shimer. "Fromwhat | hear, it's not a pretty thing
for

a civilization as undevel oped as yours to beconme a Decryption node."



"But how did you escape, Shimrer?" Wiitey wanted to know. "I kept aimng

ri ght

at you, but then you were never there when | shot."

"Even though your alternate worlds are unreal, | can still see them" said
Shimer's voice. "All | had to do was to keep picking the correct bendi ng of

world line."

"So what are you going to do now?" asked Joke.

"I mght visit Earth for a while," said Shimer. "But don't worry. Sooner or
later, I'Il chirp out of here. You do not welcome nme, and | do not wish to
overstay. Although one-dimensional time has a certain fatalistic glanmour,
it's

not a spacetine configuration |'mprepared to inhabit forever."

"Coul d you do us one favor?" put in Terri

"Maybe. "

"Kill that other Quuz-thing."

"I was already planning to. Should | kill the human in Quuz as well?"

"Let me try to save him" cried Witey.

"Shut up!" said Darla, who'd never nmuch liked Stahn. "It's too |ate, Witey,
and

you' d probably get killed. Shinmer—ould you kill Quuz and code up Stahn and
chirp himout of here? Then it wouldn't be like he really died."

"I could do that," said Shimer. "I can do al nost anything. Stahn woul d becone
a

personality wave. In the fullness of transfinite cosmc tine, he' d Decrypt
sonmewhere and sonmewhen el se.”

"Ch, don't do that," said WIly. "Please listen to me. It's ny fault that

St ahn

got into this in the first place. GQurdle-7 and | had this stupid idea that it
woul d help to have Stahn inside the first noldie that we did a Decryption on
But apparently it didn't help at all."

"So what are you asking ne to do?" said Shinmer.

"Ferry Stahn down to us,"” said WIlly. "He doesn't want to |ive sonewhere and

somewhen. He wants to be here and now. Like any other person. Kill Quuz and
bring Stahn the rest of the way to Einstein, Shinmer. Fly himdown inside
you. "

"Shi mrer doesn't want to do that," snapped Darla, feeling guilty for being so
nasty, but letting it out anyway. "It'll take her too long."

"Ch, | have all the time in the world," laughed Shimer. "It'Il be an
interesting challenge to kill the Quuz without killing Stahn. 1'Il fly back
here

and drop himoff at the Einstein air lock. If |I flew very fast, | could have
Stahn for you by the tine you get there yourself. In half an hour. But the
accel eration would kill him Kill. There's that word agai n." Shimrer gave a

buzzi ng, chimng |augh and broke the uvvy connection

CHAPTER ELEVEN

STAHN

NOVEMBER 7, 2053 - DECEMBER 2053

So there was Stahn hurtling through cislunar vacuum Stahn w apped inside the
fifteen kil ogranms of im polex that had once been Wendy and whi ch now was
Quuz.

They weren't tal king anynore, but Quuz had kept their uvvy link janmred open
for

maxi mum access Stahn coul d sense Quuz's consci ousness all around him as
intimately as if Quuz were breathing in his face.

Stahn hated Quuz. Quuz had killed Wendy, and thanks to Stahn's having
foolishly



shown Quuz the conmuni cation protocols, Quuz had taken over all the noldies
in

Bl aster as well.

Being forcibly linked to Quuz rem nded Stahn of how it had felt when he'd been
a

sl ave worker in the pink-tanks—a neatie with a robot rat renote of Helen the
bopper in place of the right hem sphere of his brain. Wile flashing back on
that ugly menory, Stahn had unwi sely vented rage at Quuz, right after Quuz

t ook

over Wendy's and Blaster's impolex. Fromthat point on, Quuz had dropped al
ver bal communi cation

For the | ast few hours, Quuz had seem ngly been in a neditative state,
calling

up menories of the Sun. The sol ar i mages cane across the w de-open uvvy as a
seductively rich animated virtual reality. Stahn guessed that the colors

m ght

correspond to different intensities of X rays and gamma rays, that his
perceptions of currents in the virtual fluid around himm ght represent

pl asma

pressure waves, and that perhaps it was showers of neutrinos that were being
presented as the surging roar that sounded |ike breaking surf or like wind in
trees. Isolated in the mdst of this rich input, Stahn's m nd began
willy-nilly

to inpose fanmiliar interpretations on the unearthly scene.

At first, for instance, Stahn felt |like he was floating in the ocean
snor kel i ng

t hrough some vast tropical reef alive with eels and anenobnes. And then it
started feeling like being outside, like walking in an autum forest, a
peacef ul

country woods with purling brooks and friendly rabbits that spun on their
tails

like whirling dervishes. Wth a sun overhead. A sun in the Sun? There was no
reasoning with the images. The trees began to nove like big jolly withing
wor ns. Compl etely against his will, Stahn felt hinmself wanting to dance with
t hem

There was an occasional skirl of line noise as the systemrepeatedly

ret weaked

the interface to Stahn's occipital |obes to nake the visions the nore
obscenel y

rich and glorious Stahn tried to hold back the sinister ecstasy, tried to

f ocus

on the reality of his current situation

If only Quuz would deliver himsafe to Einstein or the spaceport, then things

could still work out okay. Wendy wasn't permanently dead by any neans if
Frangi pane had screwed up, there was still a nmonth-old backup of Wendy on an
S

cube in San Franci sco. Cever son Saint could send the Wendyware via uvvy,
and

Stahn could install it on sone stratospheric new | oonie-built impolex. And
t hen

he'd get a fresh-grown wendy fromthe Nest's pink-tanks. Wendy woul d be
better

than ever! Ah, if only Quuz would deliver Stahn to the Mon alive.

Not for the first time, Stahn tried calling out to Quuz. "Hey, Quuz, how s it
goi ng? How soon do we get to the Moon? Did Blaster already | and? Don't you
need

for nme to help you?"

As before, there was no answer. Stahn had cursed Quuz so very savagely that
Quuz

had stopped giving Stahn any information other than this ongoing inpression



of

what life was |ike inside the Sun. The exhaustingly intense and wonderf ul

vi sions wound on and on. A cheerful wormtree circled a |l ong, curvy branch
around Stahn's wai st and swept himup into the circles of a chaotic

t hr ee- di nensi onal dance. Stahn had the sudden intimation that Quuz neant to
dance himto the point of death or madness. The light grew brighter.

Gimy, desperately, Stahn brooded inward on his solid worries as touchstones
of

sanity. What if Quuz were planning to take over all the impolex within

br oadcast range on the Mon! The spaceport, the Nest, Einstein. \Wat if
everything down there were trashed by the tine Stahn | anded? If he lived that
long. On, if only there were some way to stop these visions, if only he could
see out through Quuz's skin to the real world where real things were really
goi ng on—

And then Stahn got his wish. There was a huge surge of noise |like gongs and
sitars, and the inipolex around himwent quite dead. The plastic quickly
started

stiffening and growi ng cold. The air flow at Stahn's mouth ceased. He

twi tched

his arms in surprise, and in a nmonment of ultinmate terror the im pol ex around
hi m

cracked i ke an eggshell. The frozen shattered pi eces went tunbling away,

| eaving Stahn raw and naked i n outer space.

The air rushed out of his lungs in an incredible racking cough. Hi s skin

bur ned

and tingled in the enpty vacuum At |east now, for this one last instant, his
freezing eyes could see The Moon cl oser than he'd expected, so bright, so
real —

—and there next to Stahn was a figure like a glowi ng marble statue! The shape

cane to himand enbraced himand drew himin. The Angel of Death. Ch well. It
had been a good long run, Stahn's life, and now—

"I'"'m Shimrer," said the shape around Stahn. "I1'll have to squeeze you very
tight

to keep you fromgetting the bends."

Sweet air surged around Stahn's face, he gasped and sobbed, drawing in thick
breath after breath. Kind Shinmrer kept herself transparent over Stahn's eyes
and

he could still see down to the Mon bel ow

"You're here to save nme?" uvvied Stahn.

"Yes yes," said Shimer. Her thoughts were lively and rich and |layered in
some

curious way. Like double vision, but nore so. She saw everything as if in
branching trails. "I'll take you right down to the Einstein air lock."

So Stahn made it safely to the Moon Frangi pane's backup of Wendy was indeed
gone, but Saint used the Meta West Link to beam up Wendy's October
backupwar e.

Stahn inmedi ately put the Wendyware onto a new | i mpware Happy O oak and
attached

the "Coak to a wetware wendy body fromthe weird nmoldie Sisters of the Pink
Tanks. It was all taken care of within twenty-four hours.

Stahn and the newWy twentyish Wendy settled into the Einstein-Luna Hotel for
a

vacation. They spent a lot of tine visiting with their old friends, but Stahn
managed to stay sober, even when Fern Beller and Witey and Darla canme by,
acconpani ed by the | ovely young Yoke.

Fern | ooked as sexy as ever to Stahn, he al nost wi shed he'd held off on
reassenbling Wendy till after he'd had one nore chance to try and bone Fern.
But

that woul d have been futile anyway, as Fern was back with her old boyfriend
Ri car do.



Darl a tal ked about Joke noving in with the artist Corey Rhizone, Darla hadn't
been too happy about it at first, but now she'd gotten to |liking Corey again
Yoke said she was going to spend a few years on Earth, diving and studyi ng
oceanogr aphy. And then \Witey announced that he and his famly were going to
keep all of the Terri Percesepe ransom noney.

"Wavy, " said Stahn. "W wei." Stahn didn't feel |ike arguing about anything
anynore. He was still having trouble believing that he was alive. And sober
I't

was strange to keep waking up in the norning feeling good.

Wendy was in rare formand feeling wonderful. Three days after Stahn got to

t he

Moon, Wendy and Terri had a big time dustboarding the |unar slopes of Haenus
live for the Show. Stahn channeled the event with sonme interest and di scussed
it

over the uvvy with Tre, who happened to call up that evening. Tre said he was
t hrough worki ng for Apex |Images and was going into business for hinself.
"We' || be selling N-dinmensional Perplexing Poultry philtres and |Iinpwares as
fine-art objects and phil osophical toys," said Tre. "Sri Ramanujan's

i nterested

in helping ne."

"I love it," said Stahn. "Good luck. Let me know if you need any help with
Emper or Staghorn.”

Over the comi ng weeks, Stahn and Wendy saw a ot of WIly Taze, who was al so
staying at the Einstein Luna. WIly was in the process of arranging for his
son

Randy Karl Tucker to nove up and live with him at |east tenporarily. WIlly
figured Randy Karl could help himto repair the isopod.

"I guess then we'll nove into the 'pod together," said WIly. "Though I'ma
little leery. Randy Karl is pretty strange."

"So why don't you nove back into the Nest?" asked Stahn

"The moldies won't let ne. They say they'll kill me if | ever set foot in
there

again. Man, |'ve got half a mnd to piece back together the xoxxin'

nmet hodol ogy

of the Gurdle Decryption and the Stairway To Heaven all by mysel f. Teach

t hose

kilpy slugs a lesson. But right now |l don't have tine."

"Because you and Randy'l|l be so busy fixing up the isopod?”

"No, Stahn. Better. Randy Karl's been asking about my grandfather—about old
Cobb

Ander son. When Jenny was still working with me, her sinme crypped us a copy
of

the original Cobb Anderson S-cube, and | archived it nice and safe with | SDN
Randy wor shi ps Cobb. Corey and | are going to design a humanoi d i ni pol ex body
for the Cobbware to Iive on."

"Whoah! Nobody's ever tried that hack," said Stahn. He and WIly were sitting
on

the roof terrace of the |ISDN ziggurat, drinking juice and staring out over

t he

city.

"You know it, brah." WIly |looked a | ot nore stoked and happy than he'd been
seem ng to Stahn over the uvvy for the past few years. "And get this," WIlly
added gloatingly. "If nmy new hack works, | can let my dooky son and

gr andf at her

keep each other conpany. | won't have to talk to them™

"Wavy," said Stahn

And as for Shimrer? She'd flown off toward Earth after delivering Stahn, and
nmore than that, no one yet knew.



