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G U E S T  E D IT O R IA L
CELEBRATE NATIONAL SCIENCE FICTION DAY BY 
LEARNING TO LIVE IN THE FUTURE

T h is  a r t ic le  o r ig in a l ly  a p p e a re d  on  
the  F u tu re  Tense channel o f  S la te  M ag a­
z in e  on J a n u a ry  2 ,2 0 1 3 . A t  A sim ov’s we 
believe  th a t  every  d a y  is  N a tio n a l  S c i ­
ence F ic tion  D ay. In  h o n o r  o f  th e  Good  
D octor a n d  anyone  else liv in g  in  the f u ­
ture, we are d e lig h ted  to have  the chance  
to o ffer E d  F in n ’s essay to  y o u  now  as a  
G uest E d ito ria l.

It ’s  2013, people— w e a re  liv in g  in  th e  
fu tu re . S in ce  th e  n ew s is  s ti l l  a w a sh  
w ith  p ro b le m s  w e c r e a te d  fo r  o u r ­
se lv e s  d e c a d e s  o r  c e n tu r ie s  ago  ( th e  

p e rm a n e n t fiscal crisis, g u n  contro l, th e  
p o litica l pow der-keg  th a t  is th e  M idd le  
E a s t) , i t  m a y  h a v e  escap ed  y o u r n o tice  
t h a t  today  is a lso  N a tio n a l  S c ience  F ic ­
tio n  D ay.

W hile you m ay  s till be roo ting  th ro u g h  
y o u r ho liday  g ift p ile  se a rch in g  for th a t  
lo n g -p ro m ise d  je tp a c k , sc ien ce  f ic tio n  
w rite rs  a c tu a lly  h a d  som e g r im  th in g s  
to  s a y  a b o u t 2013. Ja c k  L ondon pegged 
th e  co m in g  y e a r  fo r th e  a r r iv a l  o f  th e  
R e d  D e a th ,  a  n ew  p a n d e m ic . R ic h a rd  
L in k la te r ’s s c re e n p la y  fo r  A  S c a n n e r  
D a r k ly  g u e s se d  one in  five  A m e ric a n s  
w ould be hooked on illegal d ru g s  (an d  if  
you  co u n t c r im in a l hypocrisy, h e  w ould  
n o t  be w ro n g ). A n d  D av id  B r in  p r e t ty  
m u c h  ca lled  th e  w h o le  c iv iliz a tio n a l b a ll-  
gam e w ith  T h e  P o s tm a n  [first p ub lished  
a s  a  n o v e l la  in  A s i m o v ’s, N o v e m b e r  
1 9 8 2 ], im a g in in g  a  p o s ta p o c a ly p t i c  
h e llsc a p e  in  w h ich  on ly  K ev in  C o s tn e r  
fan s could survive.

A nd y e t, so far, w e a re  tw o for tw o on 
th e  w o rld  n o t  e n d in g  in  2013 . So l e t ’s 
ta k e  a m in u te  to  c e le b ra te  th e  id e a  b e ­
h in d  N a tio n a l  S c ien ce  F ic tio n  D ay  a s  
em b o d ie d  by  th e  w r i te r  a n d  s c ie n t i s t

w h o se  b i r t h d a y  i t  m a r k s ,  I s a a c  A s i­
mov. S c ience  a n d  th e  s to r ie s  o f  sc ience  
t h a t  A s im o v  lo v e d  to  t e l l  a r e  g o in g  
s tro n g .

In  2012 , w e w a tc h e d  th e  M a rs  ro v e r  
C u r io s ity  a n d  i ts  sp u n k y  b a n d  o f ro c k  
s t a r  e n g in e e r s  ex p lo re  th e  re d  p la n e t, 
saw  th e  H iggs boson  e m e rg e  fro m  th e  
e th e r ,  traced  Felix B a u m g a rtn e r’s tw e n ­
ty - fo u r -m ile  s p a c e -d iv e , a n d  fo llow ed 
J a m e s  C a m e ro n  seven  m iles dow n in to  
th e  M a ria n a  T rench . T w itte r, Facebook, 
an d  Google+ he lped  u s  sh a re  d e ta ils , r u ­
m ors, a n d  e x c ite m e n t a b o u t th e s e  m o­
m e n to u s  e v e n ts  w o rld w id e . T h e  socia l 
m e d ia  b u zz  s u r r o u n d in g  th e s e  e v e n ts  
w ere  p a r t  o f w h a t th e  N ew  Y ork T im e s  
h a s  called  “a n  ep id em ic  o f  sc ien ce  geek- 
in e s s ” t h a t  p u t  m illions in  co n tac t w ith  
th e  la te s t  new s from  la b s  a n d  re se a rc h  
m iss io n s  a ro u n d  th e  w o rld . I t  a lso  fe lt 
like th e  y e a r  in  w hich  science becam e a 
l ik e -b u tto n  top ic , a  zone o f w h a t  I ca ll 
“b u t t e r f ly  e n g a g e m e n t” in  w h ic h  you  
w a tc h  a  sh o r t  video, s h a re  i t  w ith  y o u r 
f r ie n d s , a n d  m ove on to  th e  n e x t sh in y  
th ing .

Now, I’m  all for th is  k in d  o f e n th u s ia s ­
tic  c o n v e rsa tio n  a b o u t  sc ien ce , b u t  w e 
a lso  n e e d  in te ra c tio n s  t h a t  l a s t  lo n g e r 
th a n  a  few m in u te s . I t ’s n o t th e  fa u lt  o f 
s c ie n tis ts  (or sc ien ce  w r ite r s )  t h a t  socia l 
m edia  n a tu ra lly  encourage s la c k tiv is m , 
in  w h ich  c lick ing  a  b u tto n  o r s ig n in g  a 
v ir tu a l  p e titio n  t a k e  th e  p la c e  o f m ore 
s u b s ta n t iv e  fo rm s o f  e n g a g e m e n t. B u t 
th e  ru sh  to am ass eyeballs an d  re tw eets 
ru n s  th e  risk  of elid ing  an y  ac tu a l th in k ­
in g  fo r t h e  s a k e  o f  s p e c ia l  e ffe c ts  a n d  
sound-bites.

T h is  b r in g s  u s  b ack  to  Asim ov, a guy  
w ho  to o k  th e  lo n g  v iew  a b o u t  sc ien ce



a n d  h u m a n  p r o g r e s s ,  p e r h a p s  m o s t  
m e m o ra b ly  in  h is  F o u n d a t io n  s e r ie s ,  
w hich tra c e d  th e  long a rc  o f h u m a n  h is ­
to r y  a c r o s s  m i l l e n n ia .  W h a t  A s im o v  
knew  a b o u t science fiction , an d  science 
w r itin g  in  g e n e ra l, is t h a t  a good s to ry  
sticks w ith  you in  p a r t  because  it  ta k e s  
tim e  to  tell, an d  tim e  to  absorb.

F ortunate ly , I th in k  th e  In te rn e t offers 
i t s  ow n  a n t id o te  to  s la c k tiv is m  in  th e  
form  of deeper dives: ex tended  conversa­
tions, c u ra te d  a rch ives, long  re a d s , an d  
lo n g  ta i ls .  T h e  sa m e  te c h n o lo g ie s  t h a t  
can  cue up  six ty  episodes of T he W ire  on 
a  m o m e n t’s n o tice  c a n  a lso  d e liv e r  e x ­
te n d e d  m e d ita tio n s  on A sim ov’s f u tu r e  
h is to ry  < http :/ / e n .w ik ip e d ia .o rg /w ik i/  
F u tu r e _ h is to r y > ,  h a b i t a b l e  w o r ld s  
<w w w .h a b w o rld s.o rg >, a n d  th o u g h tf u l  
d ia lo g u e s  <w w w .fin d th e c o n v e rsa tio n . 
com > ab o u t th e  w orld w e ough t to  m ake  
for ourselves.

So w hy  n o t m ak e  th is  th e  f irs t  d ay  of 
2013 th a t  you sp en d  liv in g  in  a science 
fiction  e ra ?  L e t social m ed ia  g u id e  you  
to  th e  in c r e d ib le  th in g s  h u m a n s  a r e  
a c h ie v in g  on  a n d  o ff  t h i s  p la n e t ,  a n d  
th e n  le t  s c ie n c e  f ic t io n  a n d  th e  d e e p  
r ic h e s  o f  d ig i ta l  c u l tu r e  g u id e  y o u  to  
so m e n e w  id e a s , so m e b e t t e r  d re a m s , 
a n d  b e t te r  fu tu re s . O

E d  F in n  is the director o f  the C enter for  
Science a n d  the Im a g in a tio n  a t A rizo n a  
S ta te  U niversity, w here he is also a n  a s ­
s is ta n t  p ro fe sso r  w ith  a jo in t  a p p o in t ­
m en t betw een the Schoo l o f  A rts, M edia , 
a n d  E n g ineering  a n d  the  D ep a rtm en t o f  
E nglish .

The C enter fo r  Science a n d  the  Im a g i­
n a t io n  b r in g s  to g e th e r  h u m a n i s t s ,  
a r tis ts , a n d  sc ie n tis ts  to  re ig n ite  h u m a n ­
i t y ’s  g r a n d  a m b i t io n s  fo r  in n o v a t io n  
a n d  d isc o v e ry . T h e  c e n te r  se rv e s  a s  a  
n e tw o rk  h u b  fo r  a u d a c io u s  m o o n sh o t  
ideas a n d  a cu ltu ra l eng ine  for th o u g h t­
f u l  o p t im is m . I t  p r o v id e s  a sp a c e  fo r  
p r o d u c tiv e  c o lla b o ra tio n  across d is c i ­
p lines , b r in g s  h u m a n  n a rra tiv e s  to  sc i­
e n tif ic  q u e s tio n s , a n d  exp lo res  th e  fu l l  
so c ia l im p lic a tio n s  o f  c u ttin g -e d g e  re ­
search. L earn  m ore a t  h ttp ://c s i.a su .e d u .
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R E F L E C T IO N S
/ /

Robert Silverberg

. . .  NOT EVEN WRONG"

M y fa v o rite  sc ien tif ic  p u td o w n — one 
t h a t  I o ften  u se  m yself, in  v a r io u s  
con tex ts n o t necessa rily  scientific—  
w as th e  w o rk  o f th e  A u s tr ia n -b o rn  

th e o r e t i c a l  p h y s ic i s t  W o lfg a n g  P a u li  
(1900-1958), a  Nobel P rize  w in n e r w ith  a 
w icked  a n d  w id e ly  fe a re d  s e n se  o f h u ­
mor. P au li h a d  a  p a r t ic u la r  lo a th in g  for 
s lo p p y  s c i e n t i f i c  t h i n k i n g .  H is  o w n  
th in k in g  w as coolly precise. P au li w as a 
sev e re  c ritic  o f  b a d ly  done w ork , a  p e r ­
fection ist w ho  w as ab le to  p u t  h is  finger 
im m e d ia te ly  o n  a  f la w  in  a  t h e o r y ’s 
c h a in  o f  r e a s o n in g  a n d  p ro n o u n c e  it, 
s c a th in g ly ,  a s  g a n z  f a l s c h ,  “t o t a l l y  
w rong.”

B u t I w ould  give P au li’s N obel P rize  ci­
ta t io n  a  s p e c ia l  fo o tn o te  fo r  h is  e v e n  
m o re  d e v a s t a t i n g  r e s p o n s e  a t  o n e  o f  
th o s e  t im e s  w h e n  a fe llo w  p h y s i c i s t  
show ed h im  th e  p a p e r  o f a  colleague on 
w hich  h e  w a n te d  P a u li’s op in ion . P a u li 
read  th ro u g h  th e  p a p e r and  said , looking 
u p  d isd a in fu lly , D as is  n ic lit n u r  n ic h t  
rich tig , es is t  n ic h t e in m a l fa lsch :  “N o t 
only isn ’t  th is  rig h t, i t  isn ’t  even w rong .” 

W h a t  P a u l i  m e a n t  b y  t h a t  w a s  th e  
o th e r  p h y s ic is t ’s th e o ry  w a s  b a s e d  on 
id e a s  so f a r  from  a c c e p ta b le  s c ie n tif ic  
r e a s o n in g  t h a t  th e y  co u ld  n e i th e r  be 
proven  n o r d isproven: th e re  w as no w ay 
to  e v a lu a te  th e m  a t  all. T h e  e ssen ce  o f 
science is th e  te s tin g  o f hypo theses. I f  a 
concep t c a n ’t  be te s te d  a g a in s t  c u r re n t  
scientific know ledge because its  basic  a s ­
su m p tio n s  a re  loca ted  so fa r  from  a n y ­
th in g  th a t  anyone  considers to  be sc ien ­
tific, th e n  it  c an ’t  be proven or d isproven , 
an d  so is sc ien tifica lly  w orth less, how ev­
e r  e leg an t i t  m ig h t be m athem atica lly .

P a u l i  h im s e l f  w a s  n o t  u n w il l in g  to  
s ta k e  h is  re p u ta tio n  on bold th e o re tic a l 
c o n c e p ts  t h a t  m a y  h a v e  s e e m e d  “n o t  
even w rong” to  som e o f h is  fellow p h y si­
c is ts . T h e re  w as , for ex am p le , h is  so lu ­

tion  to  th e  problem  o f conservation  o f a n ­
g u la r  m om entum .

T his w as a  double puzzle. O ne p a r t  of it 
w as th e  question  o f b e ta  decay. A  n eu tro n  
th a t  is sep a ra te d  from  th e  atom ic nucleus 
w ill, in  a b o u t 18 m in u te s , d e c a y  in to  a  
pro ton  an d  a n  electron by e m ittin g  a be ta  
partic le . B u t th e  n e u tro n  before decay is 
som e 1.5 e le c tro n  m a sse s  h e a v ie r  th a n  
th e  pro ton  and  electron it decays into. In  
te rm s  o f energy, th is  is som e 780,000 elec­
tro n  volts. W here does th e  m issing  m ass 
(or en erg y ) go? I f  i t  j u s t  d isa p p e a rs , th e  
law  of conservation  o f energy  is in  erro r— 
a  frigh ten ing  th o u g h t to a  sc ientist.

T h e re  w a s  a lso  th e  is s u e  o f  m is s in g  
sp in . A ll k n o w n  a to m ic  p a r t ic le s  h a v e  
been  found  to  sp in  like tops. T he am o u n t 
o f th e  sp in  can  be m easu red , an d  a u n it  
o f sp in  estab lished . T he m a th  show s th a t  
in  a n y  n u c lea r reaction , sp in — like m a t­
ter, energy, o r e lectrical charge— can n e i­
th e r  be lo st nor c reated . T h is is know n as 
th e  law  o f a n g u la r  m o m en tu m , a n o th e r  
te rm  fo r “sp in ."  B u t  in  b e ta  d e c a y  th e  
b re a k d o w n  o f a  n e u tro n , w ith  a  sp in  o f 
1/2, p ro d u ces a p ro to n  a n d  a n  e lec tron , 
each  w ith  a  sp in  of 1/2. An e x tra  sp in  of 
1/2 h a s  b een  c re a te d , seem in g ly . Or, i f  
th e  p ro to n  a n d  e le c tro n  h a v e  o p p o site  
sp in s  th a t  balance ou t, h a lf  a  u n it  o f sp in  
h as  been  lost. E ith e r  way, th e  law  of con­
se rv a tio n  of a n g u la r  m o m en tu m  seem s 
to be violated.

I t  w as P au li, in  1933, w ho saved  bo th  
c o n s e rv a tio n  law s, t h a t  o f  e n e rg y  a n d  
t h a t  o f  a n g u la r  m o m e n tu m , by  so m e ­
th in g  th a t  looked very  m uch  like  c h e a t­
ing. H e in v e n te d  a  p a r tic le  th a t  no one 
h a d  ev er seen. I t  h a d  no electric  charge, 
n o r even  an y  m ass  w h ile  a t  re s t. B u t it 
h a d  a s p in  o f  1/2. D u r in g  b e ta  decay , 
P au li sa id , th is  ghostly  p a rtic le  is em it­
ted  by th e  n e u tro n  a lo n g  w ith  th e  b e ta  
p a r tic le . T h e  m iss in g  7 8 0 ,000  e le c tro n
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votes o f energy  a re  carried  off, sa id  P au li, 
by h is partic le . A nd its  sp in  of 1/2 cancels 
o u t th e  sp in  o f one o f th e  o th e r  p artic les , 
leav ing  a  to ta l sp in  o f 1/2, th e  sam e  th a t  
th e  n e u tro n  h a d  h ad  originally.

I t w as a very  p re tty  solution. T he I ta l­
ia n  p h y s ic is t  E n rico  F erm i d u b b e d  th e  
new  partic le  th e  neutrino, m ean ing  “little  
n e u tra l one.” T he only problem  w as th a t  
th e re  w as no experim en ta l evidence th a t  
n e u tr in o s  re a lly  ex isted . A nd how  could 
you de tec t a p a rtic le  th a t  h a d  no charge  
a n d  no m ass?  For a long tim e  it  seem ed 
a s  th o u g h  P a u li’s n e u tr in o  fell in to  h is  
own “not even w rong” class— an  idea th a t  
cou ld  n e i th e r  be p ro v en  n o r d isp ro v e n , 
b u t rem ained  sim ply hypothetical, a  con­
ven ien t m a th em atica l construc t th a t  per- 
m i t te d  a  p la u s ib le  w o r k a r o u n d  fo r  a 
n a s ty  problem  b u t lacked an y  verifiab le  
reality .

In  1956, th o u g h , tw o A m erican  p h y si­
c ists , F re d e ric k  R e in es a n d  C lyde C ow ­
an , bu ilt a  n e u tr in o  de tec to r o u t of som e 
six-foo t-long  ta n k s  o f w a te r  in to  w hich  
atom ic p a rtic le s  from  th e  S a v a n n a h  R iv­
e r  n u c le a r  r e a c to r  w e re  d is c h a rg e d . I f  
n e u tr in o s  e x is te d , th e y  w o u ld  s t r e a m  
in to  th e  ta n k  a n d  som e w ould occasion­
ally  be ca p tu re d  by protons, tu rn in g  each 
proton in to  a  n e u tro n  and  a positron  (the  
positively  charged  eq u iv a len t o f a n  elec­
tron ). I t  w as th e  p rec ise  re v e rse  o f b e ta  
decay. E ach  collision w ould cause  flashes 
o f  l ig h t ,  w h ic h  co u ld  be  m e a s u r e d  by 
e lec tron ic  reco rd ers . R eines a n d  C ow an 
coun ted  th e  fla sh es  for 1,371 h o u rs  an d  
found th a t  th e y  occu rred  a t  p red ic tab le  
i n t e r v a l s — w h ic h  h a d  to  s ig n if y  th e  
e m is s io n  o f  a  n e u tr in o .  P a u l i ’s th e o ry  
w as v a lid a te d  a f te r  tw e n ty - th re e  years. 
W h en  P a u li  w a s  to ld  o f  th e  e x p e r im e n ta l  
resu lt he  se n t th is  te leg ram  by w ay of re ­
ply : “T h a n k s  fo r m e ssa g e . E v e ry th in g  
com es to  h im  w ho  k n o w s how  to  w a it. 
Pauli.”

M ore recently, th e  C olum bia U niversity  
m a th e m a tic ia n  P e te r  W oit h as  a tta c k e d  
one of th e  m o s t h o tly  d isp u te d  id e a s  of 
m odern  physics, s tr in g  theory, in  a  2006 
book called , a p p ro p r ia te ly  en o u g h , N o t  
E ven Wrong. S tr in g  th eo ry  is a  d azz lin g ­

Reflections: " . . .  Not Even Wrong"

ly b r i l l ia n t  concep t t h a t  I  w ill n o t even  
p re te n d  to u n d e rs ta n d , le t a lone explain  
h e re , b e c a u se  I am  no p h y s ic is t . A few 
s e n t e n c e s  f ro m  i t s  W ik ip e d ia  e n t r y  
shou ld  give you a ta s te  o f it:

S tr in g  theory  posits  th a t  th e  elec­
t r o n s  a n d  q u a r k s  w ith in  a n  a to m  
a re  n o t  0 -d im e n s io n a l o b jec ts , b u t  
a r e  m a d e  u p u  o f  1 - d im e n s io n a l  
s tr in g s . T h ese  s tr in g s  can  oscilla te , 
g iv in g  th e  o b serv ed  p a r t ic le s  th e ir  
f la v o r ,  c h a r g e ,  m a s s ,  a n d  s p in .  
A m o n g  th e  m o d es o f  o sc illa tio n  of 
th e  s t r i n g  is  a  m a s s le s s  sp in - tw o  
s t a t e — a g ra v ito n . . . . S in ce  s tr in g  
theory' is w idely believed to be m a th ­
e m a tic a l ly  c o n s is te n t ,  m a n y  h o p e  
th a t  i t  fu lly  desc ribes  o u r u n iv erse , 
m ak in g  it a  theo ry  of e v e ry th in g .. . .  
S tr in g  th e o rie s  a lso  in c lu d e  objects 
o th e r  th a n  s trin g s , called  b r a n e s . . . .  
T h e  s t r in g s  m a k e  c losed  loops u n ­
less th e y  en co u n te r D -branes, w here  
th e y  can  open up  in to  1-dim ensional 
l in e s . . ..
A nd so on an d  on an d  on. P e te r Woit a r ­

g u e s  t h a t  th e r e  a r e  no  t e s t s  t h a t  c a n  
prove or disprove th e  existence of strings, 
b ran es , an d  all th e  re s t, and  so, how ever 
b e a u tifu l  th e  th e o ry  a n d  h o w ev er e m i­
n e n t  its  p roponen ts, i t  fa lls in to  th e  “. . .  
n o t even w rong” category.

P e rh a p s  so. I am  n o t th e  m a n  to ask . 
T he physic ists  them se lves d isag ree . B u t 
I se e  w h e re  th is  e la b o ra te  h y p o th e s is  
m ig h t cause  u n e a s in e ss  am ong  th e  m ore 
conserva tive  m em bers  o f th e  profession.

M y own favorite  “. . . n o t even  w rong” 
ex am p les  com es n o t from  p h y sics— a s  I 
say , I a m  no  p h y s ic i s t— b u t  fro m  m e ­
d ie v a l s c h o la r ly  d is p u ta t io n ,  a fe r t i le  
a r e a  fo r su c h  th in g s . C o n s id e r  th e  ce le­
b ra te d  a rg u m e n ts  over how m an y  angels 
can  d ance  on th e  head  (or th e  point) o f a 
p in . T h is  se e m s  to  go b a c k  to  T h o m a s  
A q u in a s ’ S u m m a  T h eo lo g ica  o f  1270 , 
w hich d iscussed  such  q u es tio n s  as  “C an  
s e v e ra l  a n g e ls  be in  th e  s a m e  p la c e ? ” 
A q u in a s  d id  n o t in  fac t sp e a k  o f an g e ls  
on p in h e a d s  (or p in p o in ts) , n o r did an y  
of h is  co n tem p o raries  o r successors, an d  
i t  m ay  be th a t  th e  w hole topic w as sim -
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ply a  scholastic  tra in in g  exercise. N ev er­
th e less , th e  sev e n te e n th -ce n tu ry  theo lo ­
g ian  W illiam  C h illingw orth  re fe rs  in  h is  
R elig ion  o f  P ro testa n ts  to  a n  a rg u m e n t, 
source unspecified , over “W h e th e r  a  M il­
lion o f A ngels m ay  no t fit upon  a n eed le ’s 
p o in t? ”, a n d  R ic h a rd  B a x te r , in  a  1667 
t r e a t is e  on C h r is t ia n  belief, n o te s  th a t  
som e sc h o la rs  h a v e  a s s e r te d  “t h a t  A n ­
gels can  co n tra c t th e ir  w hole  su b s ta n c e  
in to  one p a r t  of space. . . . W hereupon  it  
is th a t  th e  Schoolm en (again , un n am ed ) 
h av e  q u es tio n ed  how  m a n y  A ngels m ay  
fit upon  th e  p o in t o f a N eedle.” A nd it has, 
ever since, been  po in ted  to  as  a  p rim e ex­
a m p le  o f  th e  u n a n s w e ra b le  theo log ica l 
q u e s t io n  t h a t  g ro w s  o u t  o f  a  to ta l  a b ­
sence of verifiab le  d a ta  th a t  m ig h t allow 
p roof or disproof,

A  p ro p er scientific a n sw e r to  th e  q u e s­
t io n  w o u ld  r e q u i r e  th e  r e s e a r c h e r  to  
m e a su re  th e  a re a  of a  s ta n d a rd  p in h ead  
a n d  a lso  to  m e a s u re  th e  fe e t of a  su ff i­
c ien t n u m b e r o f angels to  provide a n  av ­
erage  foot size for th e  e n tire  angel popu ­
la tion . T hen  one need  m ere ly  divide th e  
sp a c e  a v a ila b le  on  one p in h e a d  by  th e  
size of one average  angelic  foo tp rin t, see 
how m uch of th e  p in h ead  th a t  w ould oc­
cupy , a n d  m u l t ip ly  b y  tw o  to  g e t  th e  
space a sing le  angel w ould  ta k e  up , an d  
th e n  m u lt ip ly  a g a in  by th e  n u m b e r  o f 
angels i t  w ould ta k e  to fill th e  e n tire  p in ­
head . T h u s  i f  one n o rm a tiv e  angel w ould  
ta k e  u p  one te n th  o f a p in h ead , i t ’s  easy  
e n o u g h  to  s e e  t h a t  t e n  a n g e ls  c o u ld  
d a n c e  (m o v in g  c a re fu lly , I su p p o se , in  
such  a  crowd) on th a t  p in h ead . I f  angels  
tu rn e d  o u t to  h av e  sm a lle r feet, m ore  of 
th e m  w ould fit on th e  sam e p inhead . I t ’s 
ju s t  a  m a tte r  o f sim ple a rith m etic .

A n e a sy  so lu tio n , yes, e x cep t fo r th e  
problem  of g a th e r in g  d a ta  ab o u t th e  size 
of an g e ls’ feet. S ince angels, like s tr in g s  
a n d  b ra n e s , c a n ’t  be  ro u n d ed  up in  an y  
u sefu l q u a n tity  to  be m e a su re d —in  fact, 
th e ir  v e ry  ex is tence  is a  m a tte r  o f som e 
doub t— we can’t  ca lcu la te  th e  space th a t  
a  sin g le  angel w ould  consum e on a  p in ­
h ead , an d  so w e ca n ’t  go on to  ca lcu la te  
how  m a n y  a n g e ls  in  to to  w o u ld  f i t  on 
th a t  p in h ead . We could say, sp ecu la tiv e ­

ly, th a t  te n  angels, o r a  th o u san d , o r ten  
th o u s a n d , o r a n  in f in ite  n u m b e r  o f a n ­
gels m igh t fit on one. B u t we have no way 
of proving it. I t  w ould ju s t  be a guess, and  
one g u ess  w ou ld  be a s  good a s  an o th er. 
We c a n ’t  even  prove th a t  angels  ex is t a t  
a l l— o r d isp ro v e  it, fo r t h a t  m a tte r .  So 
a n y  c a lc u la tio n s  a b o u t an g e ls  a n d  p in ­
h e a d s  c a n ’t  be a c c e p ted  a s  co rrec t, b u t 
n e ith e r  can  th e y  be re jec ted  as  sc ien tifi­
c a l ly  f a ls e .  T h e y  a r e n ’t  e v e n  w ro n g . 
T h e re ’s no d a ta  to  w ork  w ith .

P e te r  W oit fee ls  th e  sa m e  w ay  a b o u t 
s tr in g  theory. W h a t th e  b r illia n t, a c id u ­
lo u s  W o lfg an g  P a u l i  w o u ld  h a v e  s a id  
ab o u t th a t  an d  o th e r recen t specu la tions 
in  physics, I hav e  no idea. For all I know, 
he  w ould h av e  em braced  s tr in g  th eo ry  in 
full fervor— or m aybe no t. (He isn ’t  h e re  
to  ask , so w h a te v e r g u ess  I m ig h t m ake  
w ould be n o t even w rong.) H is ow n n e u ­
tr in o  th e o ry  se e m e d  lik e  a  w ild  p lu n g e  
in to  th e  u n re a l to  m any  physic ists, a fte r 
all. B u t it tu rn e d  o u t th a t  n eu trinos ex ist­
ed. A nd  h is  1945 N obel P rize , for w hich 
h e  w a s  n o m in a te d  by  A lb e r t  E in s te in  
h im se lf, w as  for h is  “d ec is ive  c o n tr ib u ­
tion  th ro u g h  h is  discovery  of a  new  law  
o f N a tu r e ,  th e  e x c lu s io n  p r in c ip le  o r 
P au li p rincip le,” w hich involved sp in  th e ­
o ry  a n d  th e  w hole s t r u c tu r e  o f  m a tte r . 
M easu rin g  th e  sp in  o f a n  inv isib le  p a r t i­
cle m ig h t very  w ell seem  like m e a su rin g  
th e  n u m b e r  o f d a n c in g  angels on a p in ­
h ead . B u t, ag a in , P a u li w as on to  som e­
th in g  real.

A nd so w e should  n o t th in k  th a t  h is  fa­
m o u s  “ . . . n o t  e v e n  w r o n g ” p u td o w n  
m e a n t th a t  he  w as th e  enem y of all spec­
u la tiv e  th in k in g  in  physics. F a r  from  it. 
B u t i t  is no t only a  funny  line, i t  is a n  in ­
s tru c tiv e  rem in d er th a t  th e  essence o f the  
scientific m ethod  is proof. I f  an  idea, how­
e v e r  b r i l l i a n t l y  i t ’s a r g u e d ,  c a n ’t  be  
proven  (or d isproven) because  i t ’s based  
on concepts th a t  can’t  be te sted  in  any  ra ­
tiona l m anner, th e re ’s no w ay to  incorpo­
ra te  i t  in  th e  body of scientific knowledge. 
I t  c a n ’t  be accep ted  a s  r ig h t; i t  c a n ’t  be 
d ism issed  as  wrong; i t  m u s t sim ply be set 
aside, because i t ’s  . . .  n o t even w rong. O
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James Patrick Kelly

On t h e  N e f

SF ECONOMICS 101
incom ing

H ave you ever e n te r ta in e d  th e  no tion  
of w r itin g  for A s im o v ’s? M aybe you 
th o u g h t th a t  novella in  th e  J a n u a ry  
issue needed a d iffe ren t ending. P e r­

h a p s  you told y ourse lf th a t  even a zombie 
could  w r ite  a b e t te r  n o v e le tte  th a n  th e  
one you ju s t  finished, an d  th a t  i t  w as up  
to  you to  show  S h e ila  som e real science 
fiction. C ould be th a t  you w ondered w hy 
you had  never seen a story  about M ayan 
s ta rsh ip s  or in te llig en t a lien  m arsu p ia ls  
and  decided th a t  you w ere ju s t  th e  one to 
g ive  it a  sh o t. (Sorry , t h e  m a r s u p i a l s  
h a v e  b e e n  d o n e  < freereads.b logspot. 
com 12012 /10  /  lovestory-part-one.htm l>.) 
I f  you  h a v e  e v e r  h a d  d a y d r e a m s  lik e  
th ese , know  th a t  you’re  n o t alone. E very  
one of th e  w rite rs  a p p ea rin g  on th e  tab le  
o f co n ten ts  in  th is  issue  h a s  h ad  s im ila r 
feelings.

A fter all, how h a rd  could it be to w rite  
a  science fiction sto ry? All you need is a 
b e g in n in g , m id d le , a n d  a n  e n d , a  cool 
id e a , som e sh in y  te c h  a n d  a  coup le  o r 
th re e  ch arac ters . Sim ple! A nd d id n ’t  you 
h e a r  so m ew h ere  th a t  th e  p ay  is p re t ty  
good? ’M ou’s is supposed ly  n e a r  th e  top  
o f  th e  food c h a in  in  S F ’s s h o r t  f ic tio n  
ecosystem . Why, you could q u it y ou r b o r­
in g  day job  a n d  s te p  up  to  a  g lam orous 
ca ree r as  a  science fiction w riter!

I f  you’ve actually  go tten  th is  far in your 
reverie, you probably have clicked over to 
o u r m a n u s c r i p t  g u id e l in e s  <asimovs. 
com  / in fo  / g u id e lin e s .sh tm l>  a n d  re a d  
th e  follow ing: “A s im o v ’s p ay s 6-8 c e n ts  
p e r  w ord  fo r s h o r t  s to r ie s  u p  to  7 ,500  
w o rd s , a n d  6 -6 .5  c e n t s  p e r  w o rd  fo r  
longer m a te r ia l.” A nd th is: “W e pay $1 a 
line  for poetry, w hich shou ld  n o t exceed 
40 lin es .” So le t ’s do som e m a th . I f  you 
ju m p  im m ed ia te ly  to  th e  to p  ra te , you ’ll 
e a rn  $600 for a 7500 w ord  sh o r t  story.

T h a t m e a n s  th a t  i f  you p u b lish  a s to ry  
in  each an d  every  issue  of th is  m agazine, 
y o u ’ll be k n ock ing  dow n a  cool $6000 a 
year. U n fo rtu n a te ly  nobody, n o t even m y 
phenom enally  prolific pal R o b e r t  R e e d  
<robertreedwriter.com>, h a s  m anaged  to 
place fiction in  every  issue.

O k a y  th e n ,  so y o u ’ll s t a r t  w i th  th e  
sh o r t s tu f f  a n d  th e n  m ove on to  novels. 
T h a t ’s w h e re  th e  m o n e y  is , r ig h t?  In  
2005 , T o b ia s  B u c k e l l  < tobiasbuckell. 
com>  p erfo rm ed  a  g e n e ro u s  pub lic  s e r ­
vice on h is  blog by  su rv e y in g  h is  fellow 
science fiction and  fa n ta sy  professionals 
in  o rd e r  to  d e te rm in e  w h a t  w e  e a r n  
f r o m  o u r  b o o k s  < to b ia sb u ck e ll.c o m / 
2 0 0 5  /0 2  /0 7 /> .  H is  f in d in g s  m ig h t in ­
duce a  w obble in  y ou r p lan  for a m eteoric 
w ritin g  career. S even ty -fou r w rite rs  r e ­
sponded  to Toby’s post. T he ir m edian  a d ­
v a n c e  w as  $5000  fo r a f i r s t  novel. B u t 
w a it— as you  p ro g ress , y o u r novels w ill 
m ake  m ore money, right? Fifty-seven a u ­
th o rs  in  th e  su rv ey  h a d  sold m ore th a n  
o n e  b o o k . T h e i r  m e d ia n  a d v a n c e ?  
$ 1 2 ,5 0 0 . O f  c o u rse , th i s  d a t a  s e t  h a s  
som e age on it  and  th e  econom ics of p u b ­
lish in g  hav e  changed  a  lot w ith  th e  rise  
o f e-books an d  th e  a t te n d a n t ren a issan ce  
in  self-publishing. Yet, m ed ian  advances 
for second, th ird , an d  fifth novels have ei­
th e r  held  s tead y  o r gone down a b it since 
th e n — if  w ord  on th e  s t r e e t  is to  be b e ­
lieved.

H e re ’s a n o th e r  c a re e r  p la n n in g  d a ta  
p o in t  to  c o n s id e r ,  c o u r te s y  o f  J o h n  
S c a lz i  < w hatever.scalzi.com > . In  a d d i­
tion  to being  th e  c u rre n t p re s id en t o f th e  
S c ie n c e  F ic t io n  W r i te r s  o f  A m e r ic a  
< sfw a.org> , J o h n  is  a n o th e r  g e n e ro u s  
b lo g g e r a n d  a l l-a ro u n d  G ood Guy. You 
m ay have heard  th a t  he w as discovered on 
th e  in te r n e t  a f te r  s e r ia liz in g  h is  novel 
O ld  M a n ’s W a r <scalzi.com  / books/ om w
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p rev iew .h tm l>  on  h is  w eb site . P a t r i c k  
N e i l s e n  H a y d e n  < n ie ls e n h a y d e n .  
com  /  m akinglight> , a n  ed ito r a t  T o r  <Tor. 
com>, re a d  th e  book th e re  an d  b o u g h t it. 
P r io r  to  t h a t  h a p p y  acc id en t, J o h n  h a d  
m ade  a n  e a r l ie r  “p rac tice” novel, Agent 
to the S tars <scalzi.com  / agent>  a v a il­
ab le as sh a rew are  on h is site, w ith  th e  re ­
q u e s t th a t  read e rs  w ho liked it send  him  
$1 . J o h n ’s “b y p a s s in g - th e -p u b lis h in g -  
g a te k e e p e rs ” o rig in  s to ry  h a s  in fla m e d  
th e  im a g in a tio n s  o f e v e ry  a s p ir in g  S F  
novelist w ho h a s  h e a rd  it. (However, i t  is 
im p o r ta n t  to  re m e m b e r  t h a t  h e  d id n ’t  
ex ac tly  b y p ass  th e  g a te k e e p e rs ; ra th e r , 
h e  im p re sse d  th e  h e ll o u t o f one o f th e  
m o s t a s tu te  o f  th e m .)  H e re ’s th e  s to ry  
beh in d  th e  story: In  2007, Jo h n  review ed 
h i s  e a r n i n g s  f r o m  t h e  f i r s t  e i g h t  
y e a r s  o f  h i s  S F  c a r e e r  < w h a tev e r . 
scalzi.com /2 0 0 7 / 0 2 /2 3 /  > on h is  blog. In  
1999, h e  ra k e d  in  a  w h o p p in g  $400  in  
d o n a tio n s  from  A g en t  read e rs . O ver th e  
n e x t  t h r e e  y e a r s  h e  a v e r a g e d  a b o u t  
$1000 from  A g en t  re a d e rs  a n d  m ade  one 
s h o r t  s to r y  s a le .  In  2 0 0 3 , h e  e a r n e d  
$6000 , m o s t o f  i t  from  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f 
th e  a d v a n c e  from  O ld  M a n ’s W ar. T h e  
y e a r  a f te r th a t ,  $5000, from  A g en t  r e a d ­
e rs  an d  a n  advance for an o th e r  novel. By 
2005 ad v a n c e s  from  th re e  novels a n d  a  
sh o r t s to ry  sa le  to ta le d  $15,000. I t  w as­
n ’t  u n til 2006, e ig h t y e a rs  in to  h is  S F  ca ­
reer, th a t  Jo h n  saw  a n y  serious incom e.

As for m yself, I w as tw en ty -six  w hen  I 
q u it m y day  job  in  public re la tio n s  to  be­
com e a  “full t im e ” science fiction w riter. 
A la s , a l th o u g h  I ’v e  h a d  so m e w r i t in g  
successes, I hav e  only ra re ly  in  th e  in te r ­
ven ing  y e a rs  e a rn e d  enough  on w hich  to 
live  p u re ly  from  S F  w ritin g . P e rh a p s  I 
m ight have m anaged  it h ad  I been as  p ro ­
ductive a s  a Jo h n  Scalzi o r Toby Buckell, 
b u t  I w a s n ’t. So how  d id  I g e t  by? I to o k  
p a r t  for m an y  y e a rs  in  th e  n o n - m o n e -  
t a r y  e c o n o m y  < tim e b a n k s .o r g /w p -  
content /  uploads 1 2011 /08 /  Non-M onetary  
Economy.pdf>. Okay, okay— I w as a  stay- 
a t-h o m e  d a d  a n d  h o u s e h u s b a n d . B u t 
som e econom ists e s tim a te  th a t  if  h o u se ­
ho ld  la b o r a n d  civic v o lu n te e rism  w ere  
reaso n ab ly  v a lued , i t  w ould increase  th e  
g ro ss  d o m e s tic  p ro d u c t by  ha lf . T h in k  
ab o u t th a t  th e  n ex t tim e  you’re  w ash in g

d is h e s  o r  h e lp in g  th e  k id s  w i th  h o m e ­
w ork  or v o lu n tee rin g  a t  th e  local SF  con­
v e n t io n .  L a te ly , m y  in c o m e  s c ra m b le  
h a s n ’t  been  a s  frenz ied  as  i t  w as back  in  
th e  day, b u t  t h a t ’s b ecause  I’ve go t a  side  
g ig  te ach in g  a t  th e  S to n e c o a s t  M F A  in  
C r e a t i v e  W r i t i n g  < u s m .m a in e .e d u /  
stonecoastm fa> .

Sorry  to  ra in  on you r parade , Ms. A spir­
in g  W rite r . N o t on ly  is i t  h a r d  to  w r ite  
well, th e  pay  isn ’t  a ll th a t  g rea t. Few of us 
m ake  a  living wage. So w hy do w e do it?

repu ta tion
O f cou rse , th e  a n sw e rs  for e ach  o f  u s  

a re  p e rso n a l an d  sub jec t to  change. I t  is 
w h e n  th o s e  a n s w e rs  no  lo n g e r  s a t is fy  
th a t  th e  d iscouraged  novice gives up, or 
th e  f ru s tra te d  pro  fa lls  s ilen t. Suffice i t  
to  say  th a t  m oney isn ’t  th e  only m easu re  
o f value. I f  you believe th a t  “w hoever h a s  
th e  m o s t to y s w h e n  h e  d ies , w in s”— as 
th e  o ld  b u m p e r  s t i c k e r  h a d  i t — th e n  
y o u ’re  p ro b ab ly  n o t c u t o u t to  w rite  SF. 
O u r toys a re  la rge ly  im aginary .

B u t a s id e  from  th e  p le a su re  to  be d e ­
riv e d  from  th e  c a re  a n d  fe e d in g  o f th e  
m use, th e re  a re  o th e r in tan g ib le  benefits 
to  b e in g  a  w rite r . I h a v e  b e e n  th in k in g  
re c e n tly  a b o u t th e  v a rio u s  se g m e n ts  o f 
th e  n o n -m one ta ry  economy.

W e in te r r u p t  th is  co lu m n  for a 
b r ie f  ra n t:  W hy is i t  t h a t  so few of 
o u r w r ite rs  b o th e r  to  in c lu d e  eco­
nom ics in  th e ir  w orldbu ild ing  tool­
k it? Is it because courses in  econom­
ic s  w e re  s o m e th in g  t h a t  o n ly  
b u sin ess  m ajo rs took in  college? Is 
i t  b ecause  econom ics is so ta n g led  
w ith  p o litic s  t h a t  th e y  d e s p a ir  o f 
s e p a r a t in g  w e ll-d o c u m e n te d  r e ­
se a rc h  from  p a ss io n a te ly  h e ld  be­
lie f?  W hy m u st h a r d  science fiction 
obey th e  law s of physics an d  y e t ig­
nore th e  in sigh ts  o f ou r b es t econo­
m ists?  For instance , ju s t  how  large 
m u s t an  economy be to su s ta in  the 
co n s tru c tio n  of L5 co lon ies?  O r to  
t e r r a f o r m  M a r s  < b ig th in k .co m /  
id e a s !37744>  in  th e  face o f a n  u n ­
c e r ta in  r e tu r n  on in v e s tm e n t?  O r 
to  l a u n c h  a  f l e e t  o f  e x p e n s i v e  
s t a r s h i p s  <w w w .p r in c e to n .e d u  /
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-p k ru g m a n  t  interstellar.pdf>  w hich 
m igh t no t m ake  it  back to  E a r th  for 
decades or even cen tu ries?  And our 
fa n ta sy  w rite rs  a re  eq u a lly  cu lp a ­
ble. H is to ry  te a c h e s  t h a t  th e  r is e  
and  fall o f d y n astie s  a re  p rim arily  
due to  econom ic factors. T he  king 
must raise taxes < h t tp : /  t e n .  
w ikipedia.org t  w ik i /  H istory_of_tax  
_resistance>  in  o rder to  pay  for h is 
w ar a g a in s t th e  D ark  Lord. W hat is 
th e  va lue  of labor in  a  w orld w here  
m ag ic  w o rk s?  W h a t c u r re n c y  do 
dw arves accept in  exchange for th e ir  
a rm a m e n ts  an d  do they  care abou t 
th e ir  balance o f trad e?  W hen I cha l­
lenge  m y  M FA s tu d e n ts  on th e se  
m a tte rs  they  often as n o t sh ru g  and  
a sk  W hat does it m atter?  W ill a n y ­
one care? I th in k  Nobel P rize w inner 
Paul Krugman < krugm an.blogs. 
n ytim es.com >  j u s t  m ig h t. R e v is it 
his conversation about econom­
ics and SF <vimeo.com  / 6900065>  
w ith  Charles Stross <w w w .a n ti  
pope.org/charlie> a t  th e  2009 World 
Science F iction convention.

W hew! W here w as I? Oh, r i g h t . . .  seg­
m e n ts  o f th e  n o n -m o n e ta ry  econom y. A 
notion th a t  h as  go tten  som e currency  re ­
cently  w ith  th e  rise  o f social m edia is th a t  
th e re  is a  reputation economy <forbes. 
com /s ite s /d a n sch a w b el1 2 0 1 1 /0 2 /2 8 /the 
-reputation-econom y>. I f  an d  w hen  th e re  
a re  re lia b le  m e tr ic s  to  m e a su re  o n lin e  
perceptions of you an d  your w ork—w h a t­
ever th a t  m igh t be— polishing your re p u ­
ta tio n  m ig h t ac tua lly  tra n s la te  in to  new  
dollars in  your w allet. The p re -in te rn e t Q 
Scores <qscores.com>, firs t developed by 
M ark e tin g  E valua tions, Inc. in  1963, a t ­
tem p t to  quan tify  th e  fam iliarity  and  a p ­
peal of celebrities an d  politicians, com pa­
nies and  products. T his and  o ther s im ila r 
s e rv ic e s  h e lp  c o m p a n ie s  lik e  G e n e ra l  
M ills decide w hich sp o rts  figu res to  p u t 
on W h ea ties  boxes an d  NBC to pick th e  
s ta r s  for n ex t seaso n ’s sitcom s. M ore r e ­
cently, th a n k s  to th e  social media apps 
of the web 2.0 < th e fu tu r e b u z z .c o m /  
2009/011121social-media-web-20-internet

-num bers-stats> , th e  rep u ta tio n  economy 
is becom ing a  m arketp lace  for th e  re s t of 
us. I t  m ay be th a t  som eday your online 
presence will replace your resume
<forbes.com/sites/danschaw bel/2011 /0 2 /  
21 /5-reasons-w hy-your-online-presence- 
w ill-rep lace-your-resum e-in -10 -years> . 
H ow  m ig h t som eone  t ra c k  h e r  stock  in  
th e  rep u ta tio n  economy? Google <google. 
com>  h e rse lf  obsessively? Pay daily  v is­
i t s  to  Addictomatic < a d d ic to m a tic . 
com >? A dd th e  n u m b e r  o f h e r  Twitter 
< tw itter .co m >  fo llo w e rs  to  h e r  Face- 
book <facebook.com>  friends a n d  divide 
by th e  sq u a re  roo t o f h e r  rev iew s in  th e  
blogosphere < e n .w ik ip ed ia .o rg /w ik i /  
Blogosphere>?

T he com pany behind th e  Klout <klout. 
com>  w eb site  says i t  h a s  a n  answ er, by 
p u rp o rtin g  to  score you r in fluence across 
you r e n tire  social ne tw ork . For free! B u t 
if  you a sk  m e, w hen  th e ir  methodology 
<article& businessinsider.com12011-12-02/ 
t e c h /3 0466708_l_klou t-score-facebook- 
c o m m en ts>  g iv es  th e  P r e s id e n t  o f  th e  
U n ite d  S ta te s  a  low er score th a n  som e 
technology blogger, i t  loses all credibility. 
As c u rre n tly  im p lem en ted , K lou t ex ists  
m o re  to  m a r k e t  K lo u t th a n  to  p ro v id e  
usefu l in fo rm ation  ab o u t you r rep ; if  you 
c re d it th e ir  sk e tch y  n u m b ers , a ll i t  will 
g e t you is a  pernicious case of social 
anxiety <money.cnn.com /2 0 1 1 /1 1 /1 5 /  
technology t  k lo u t _scores /  index.h tm > .

T he fac t is, w hile  i t  seem s c lea r social 
m ed ia  is indeed  c rea tin g  a  la rg e r r e p u ta ­
tion  economy, p recision  tools to  m easu re  
ou r p laces in  it  a re  n o t y e t a t  h an d .

exit
H av ing  typed  th a t ,  I believe th e re  a re  

actions th a t  w itte rs— or anyone, for th a t  
m a tte r—can ta k e  to  pro tect th e ir  re p u ta ­
tion and  foster goodwill th rough  social m e­
dia. In  the  next in sta llm en t w ell consider 
th e  g if t econom y a n d  th e  ro le  t h a t  th e  
Creative Commons license <creative 
com m ons.org>  h a s  com e to  p la y  in  a c ­
cess to  online science fiction.

In  th e  m e a n t im e ,  w h y  n o t  t a k e  a n  
ec o n o m ist to  lu n c h  a n d  th e n  go a h e a d  
an d  w rite  th a t  story! O
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Gerald "G. David" Nordley < www.gdnordley.com>  lives in 
Sunnyvale, California, where, on reaching age sixty-five, he 

strives to do less engineering and volunteer activity and more 
writing. His latest novel, To Climb a Flat M ountain, from 

variationspublishing.com  is now available in ebook and POD 
format. The Black Hole Project and A fte r The Vikings are now 
in the prepublication process at Variations. The author's latest 
tale takes us to a far future of indefinitely extended lifetimes, 

post singularity economics, and contact with vastly older 
civilizations where, nonetheless, decisions, character, and 

sacrifice still matter, as symbolized by . . .

TH E
FO UN TAIN

G. David Nordley

w »  w ere  new ly  a rr iv e d  on E a r th , a n d  all fou r o f ou r royal fee t h u r t .  B u t w e h ad  
a  co u rty a rd  to  cross a n d  th e n  a  form al in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  e m p ress  o f E a r th  to  e n ­
d u re , before w e could beg in  o u r p lea. We w ould  e n d u re  th is  g rav ity  for th e  sak e  of 
th e  u rg e n t d ip lom acy  involved.

Ign o rin g  th e  oppressive  h ig h  p re ssu re , a  fo u n ta in  in  th e  p a lace  c o u rty a rd  gushed  
w a te r  u p w a rd  m an y  tim es  o u r ow n four se g m e n t h e ig h t— tw o m e te rs  in  local m ea ­
s u re — th e n  fell dow n in  c u r ta in s  blow n to ou r left by  a  s lig h t breeze. I t  w as  a  m em o­
rial; once before, h u m an  beings h a d  gone to  th e  s ta rs  to  r ig h t a  w rong, a n d  n o t all h ad  
re tu rn ed . T h a t  h a d  been  a  tragedy—b u t i t  m e a n t o u r m ission w as not w ith o u t hope.

A w ful n ew s h a d  p o u red  in  from  lig h ty e a rs  away. A ll p ro jec tio n s in d ic a te d  th a t  
w ith in  one h u n d re d  to  th r e e  h u n d re d  local y e a rs , one in n o c e n t in te l l ig e n t  race  
w ould be e x te rm in a te d  by ano ther, w hose in te ll ig e n c e  w as a  m a tte r  o f d eba te , b u t 
w hose  tech n o lo g ica l a b il i t ie s  g rew  ex p o n e n tia lly . P re p a ra t io n s  to  do so m e th in g  
ab o u t th is  w ould  have  b egun  prom ptly, a n d  th e y  w ould have  to  involve th is  p lan e ­
ta ry  sy s te m ’s resources. T h e re  w ere no o th e rs  close enough.

A d a rk  sk y  w ith  ro iling  clouds o v e rh e a d  p ro m ised  a sp r in k le  o r tw o, a s  d id  th e  
s lig h t ion iza tion  o f th e  a ir  sensed  by o u r a n te n n a e . T he  lin in g  o f o u r m o u th s  ta s te d  
th e  su b tle  t a r t  ch em is try  o f th e  b rig h tly  colored p la n ts  a ro u n d  us.

A ta ll th in  h u m a n  app roached , clo thed  in  th e  sam e  s ta n d a rd  d a rk  b lue  of all th e  
p a lace  s ta f f  w e h a d  seen . I t  w as a  b lack -h a ired  m ale, c lean-shaven , an d  h is  decora­
tions in d ica ted  a  h ig h  p lace in  th e  local h ie rarchy . As h e  cam e neare r, we recognized 
th e  H onorab le  Ja m e s  O m ata , th e  royal co o rd in a to r o f a lien  a ffa irs  w ith  w hom  w e’d
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h a d  m an y  co n v ersa tio n s d u r in g  o u r h ive -sh ip ’s d ece le ra tio n  from  n e a r  ligh tspeed . 
We read  h is  face th ro u g h  a  m ask  of d iscip line to  in d ica te  curiosity  a n d  som e excite­
m e n t a t  m ee tin g  us in  person  desp ite  o u r long v ir tu a l association .

As cosm ic luck  w ould  hav e  it, o u r voices could  m a k e  th e  so u n d s of th e i r  speech 
fa irly  w ell, except for th e  “th ” a n d  “ch” sounds, w hich we app rox im ated  w ith  a h a rd  
“sh .” We tu r n e d  to  o u r  s p a c e p o rt e sc o rts  a n d  sa id , “We th a n k  you  so v e ry  m uch ; 
p lease  enjoy th e  re s t  o f you r day.”

T he h u m a n  w om an  w ho w as th e i r  le a d e r  sm iled  a n d  bow ed sligh tly . W ith  th a t  
th e y  tu rn e d  quietly, b u t w ith  choreographed  precision , an d  w alked  aw ay from  us as 
O m ata  approached . T h is species o f ind iv iduals, only  ligh tly  bound  to  each  o th e r by 
in stin c t, ev iden tly  enjoyed th e  p re te n se  of ac tin g  a s  if  th ey  h ad  one m ind.

“Ja m es, i t  is so good to see you,” w e sa id  as  we cam e nearer.
“I feel th e  sam e  way, y o u r M ajesty. H er M a jes ty  is conclud ing  a n  au d ien ce ,” h is  

eyes ro lled  up  ever so slightly, “w ith  th e  crown p rincess, and  asked  m e to  escort you 
to  th e  th ro n e  room  personally . I believe she w a n te d  you a n d  m e to  h av e  a  few m o­
m en ts  toge ther.”

“A nd m a d e  a  v ir tu e  of n e c e ss ity !” O u r h iv e -q u een  la u g h e d , a  s e r ie s  of s ta c c a to  
clicks in  ou r species th a t  Ja m e s  knew  well. T he behav io ral eccen tricities of th e  crown 
p rincess h a d  becom e well know n to us d u rin g  o u r th ree-year-long  dece lera tion  n e a r  
ligh tspeed .

“Such th in g s  a re  w hy she  is called  ‘H e r W isdom  ..
“. . .  b u t  n o t to  h e r  face,” w e fin ish e d  h is  sen tence.
H e nodded  w ith  a sm ile. “How a re  you hold ing  up  u n d e r all th is  g rav ity?”
“O ur p re p a ra tio n s  have been  excellent. C an  you see th e  a n te n n a  stiffen ers?”
H e looked carefully. “N ot a t  all.”
“O ur h igh  collar looks n a tu ra l  to  you?”
“I w ould n o t su sp ec t it of ho ld ing  up your h ead .”
“Good.” F ash ion  an d  u tility  h a d  fo rtu n a te ly  converged. T he exoskele ta l su p p o rts  

b e n e a th  o u r capes c rad led  ou r four w alk ing  legs so perfectly  th a t  we h a rd ly  noticed 
th em , an d  th e  capes covered th e  m echan ism  so w ell th a t  w e seem ed  to flow  along  as 
if  on w heels, r a th e r  th a n  c la tte r  like m eta l sp iders. T he n e t su p p o rtin g  o u r low er a b ­
dom en seem ed  perfec tly  tu n e d  to  o ffse t th e  local p u ll by  six te n th s . We nodded  to  
Ja m e s , a g e s tu re  th a t  bo th  recognized  h is com p lim en t a n d  d e m o n s tra te d  ou r cos­
tu m e  eng ineering .

We d id  n o t m en tio n  ou r feet.
We c h a tte d  abou t th e  a ffa irs  o f o u r coming; h u m a n  to u rs  of th e  h ive sh ip , u p d a te s  

o f th e  galac tic  library , th e  u n fo r tu n a te  problem  of a n  aggressive  new  race  only two 
h u n d re d  lig h t y e a rs  away. A t len g th , h e  touched  h is  head ; un lik e  ours, th e ir  te le p a ­
th y  w as biologically eng ineered  a n d  s till h ad  signs o f being  a new  add ition .

“I t  a p p e a rs  th e  em p ress  is o ffering  a s lig h t change  of protocol, should  it  su it you. 
W ould you be w illing  to  m ee t th e  crow n princess along  w ith  E m p ress  M arie  today?” 

W e m a d e  so m e  m o re  clicks of la u g h te r . “T e ll h e r  w e w o u ld  b e  d e lig h te d .”
As we w alk ed  by th e  fo u n ta in , th e  w ind  sh if te d  a n d  w e fe lt a  v e ry  s lig h t spray. 

W h a t a lu x u ry  th a t  w ou ld  h av e  been  for o u r d e se r t-d w e llin g  a n c e s to rs , a  b illion  
y e a rs  ago!

T he cerem on ia l room  w as im pressive ly  huge, doubly  so, given th e  g rav ity  of th is  
w orld. I t  w as an c ien t by th e ir  s ta n d a rd s , h a v in g  once been  th e  place of r i tu a l for a 
religion, an d  before th a t ,  th e  local h e a d q u a r te rs  o f a  la rg e  em pire. I t once h a d  sever­
al floors su rro u n d in g  an  in te r io r  co u rty a rd ; now  it w as a  h uge  she ll, w ith  crossed 
wooden b eam s fa r overhead , along  w ith , no doubt, a s  m an y  inv isib le  s tre n g th e n e rs  
as  needed to keep  th e  five-thousand-year-o ld  s tru c tu re  together.

I t h ad  been, we rem em bered , ten  tim es th a t  am o u n t of tim e since we h ad  la s t seen
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ou r hom eworld. Such is th e  lot o f galactic roam ers. W h at m u s t i t  be like for them , w hen 
th e  un iverse  is new, b righ t, a n d  full o f th e  yet-to-be experienced? No hive-queen still 
lived from  th o se  days of o u r race, a n d  records w ere  n ev er q u ite  like  experience.

A few dark -b lue-c lo thed  h u m a n s  w alked  a ro u n d  th e  periphery , sn e a k in g  an  occa­
sional look a t  us, p e rh a p s  n o t rea liz in g  th a t  o u r com pound eyes b ro u g h t ev ery th in g  
to  u s  in  g re a t  c la rity  except for th e  h a lf-s te ra d ian  cone opposite o u r m o u th , an d  n o t 
p e rh a p s  rea liz in g  th a t  we w ere  e n tire ly  com fortab le  w ith  th e ir  curiosity . O u r ch il­
d re n  did m uch  m ore th a n  look, a s  th e y  w ere  o u r ex ten d ed  eyes a n d  e a rs  a n d  th e ir  
im ages a n d  sounds flow ed seam lessly  in to  o u r h ive-queen . T he h u m a n s  w ere  m uch  
m ore th e ir  ow n ag e n ts  th a n  o u r ch ild ren  w ere, b u t  th e ir  experiences of o u r en tra n c e  
w ould  also  fin d  th e ir  w ay  in to  w h a t p assed  as  E m p ress  M arie’s rac ia l consciousness.

W hat w e w ould do h ere  w as for all tim e. T here  a re  few f irs t  th in g s  to  be h a d  in  th is  
an c ien t Galaxy, an d  o u r p re sen ta tio n  to  th e  h u m an  E m press M arie  w as one of them .

T hey  an n o u n ced  o u r p resence in  a  fo rm ula  p e rh a p s  as  old as  th e  build ing. T ru m ­
p e ts  an d  d ru m s p layed  and  th o se  h u m a n s, w ho looked so a like  a n d  m oved to g e th e r 
in  such coord ination  as  to  seem  like h ive  ch ildren , m arched  a longside us. th e n  peeled 
off to  th e  sides o f th e  h uge  room . O u r h ive ch ild ren , a s  a rra n g e d , d id  likew ise.

We d ra n k  in  th is  cerem ony, a n d  g re a tly  a p p re c ia te d  th e ir  s ta g in g  it d e sp ite  o u r 
ach ing  feet. We w ere su itab ly  aw ed, an d  th rilled  by th e  experience— one o f those  m o­
m en ts  o f w onder all too r a re  in  th e  cosmos. We th o u g h t aga in  o f th e ir  in d iv id u a lity  
a n d  how d iff ic u lt it w ould  be to  g e t a n  eq u a l n u m b e r  of h iv e -q u een s to  beh av e  in  
such  a  ritu a lized , choreographed  m anner.

O u r h ive-queen  alone w alked  u p  to  a place before th e  p la tfo rm  on w hich  s a t  th e  
th ro n e  an d  stopped . In  im m ense  ages p as t, a  h ive-queen  w ould n ev e r h av e  been so 
alone; an c ien t em otions rose up  an d  w ere  qu ie ted .

E m p ress  M arie  s a t  on a h uge  an d  m uch-gilded chair. To h e r  r ig h t w as a  sim ply— 
even scantily, for th e m —clad young  h u m a n  fem ale w ith  a som ew h at bem used  sm ile 
on h e r  face. S he  w ould  be C row n P rin cess  A nn Isabe lla  M asam i W indsor C aro lina. 
To h e r  left w as a  pow erful-looking a n d  w ell-decorated  h u m a n  m ale  ho ld ing  a n  o rn a ­
m en ted  s tick  of a lm o st our h ive-queen ’s heigh t. H e w ould be th e  Lord M as te r  of th e  
S taff, th e  r ig h t honorab le  T h ad d eu s  Zwickv, w ho led th e  h u m a n s  of th is  palace.

H e th u m p ed  th is  s ta f f  tw ice on th e  wood of th e  p la tfo rm  and  announced  u s  again: 
“h ive-queen  A n a th o r  o f th e  C h ild re n  o f L igh t accom pan ied  by h is  m o st h o no rab le  
Royal C ounselor o f A lien A ffairs, J a m e s  T helv in  K re n tin  O m a ta .”

Ja m e s  h a d  sp e n t m an y  p le a sa n t h o u rs  w ith  u s  concocting a  w ay  of re p re se n tin g  
o u r title  an d  p rovenance  in  th e ir  language; a s  a re su lt, w e w ere  th e  “n o n -th u n d e r- 
e rs ,” a  loose tra n s la tio n  of ou r h ive-queen ’s en lig h te n m e n t nam e.

T here  w as a  s lig h t p au se  as  th e  em p ress  looked from  side to  side a t  h e r  courtiers, 
to  m ake  su re , w e th o u g h t, th a t  i t  w as h e r  tu rn  to  sp eak  in  th is  cerem ony.

“O u r g ree tin g s  to  you a n d  you r race, Q ueen  A nathor,” E m p ress  M arie  said .
“O ur g ree tin g s  to  you and  vours, Your Royal H ighness. M ay th is  day  be w ell m et in 

ou r m u tu a l h is to ries .” T hose w ere o u r lines in  th is  cerem onial p lay  J a m e s  an d  T h a d ­
d eu s  h ad  w ritte n .

“Hi, Q ueen .”
T h a t w as th e  p rincess, c learly  off scrip t. It sad d en ed  us only in  th a t  i t  w ould s a d ­

den  those  w ho h a d  p u t  such  w ork  in to  th is  once-in -the-h isto ry -o f-the-G alaxy  ce re ­
mony. T h e  p rin c e ss  w as a t  th e  ag e  w h e n  m an y  of h e r  dozens o f p red ecesso rs  h ad  
a b d ica ted , n o t w a n tin g  th e  d u tie s  o f h e r  m o th er; sh e  c learly  d id n ’t  th in k  m uch  of 
th em , b u t she  h a d  n o t abd ica ted , yet.

We nodded to  her, w hich  w as th e  b e s t w e could do in  th e  w ay o f a  sm ile, and  te m ­
porized, hop ing  w e w ould n o t c rea te  a  G alactic In c id en t an d  en d a n g e r th e  succession 
n o r our m ission , “O u r g ree tin g s to  you a s  w ell, Your H ighness.”

16 G. David Nordley



Asimov's

We h e a rd  J a m e s  le t o u t a  s lig h t sigh , p robably  o f re lie f  an d  probably  n o t aud ib le  to  
th o se  o f h is  race . T h a d d e u s ’ face w a s  im m obile , b u t  h is  eyes h a d  b e g u n  to  w a te r  
sligh tly  a n d  h is  g rip  on  th e  s ta f f  seem ed  very  tig h t. O u r a n te n n a e  a re  q u ite  sensitive  
across a  v a rie ty  of senses, an d  w e rea lized  w e w ould  need  to b rin g  a ll o f th em  in to  
p lay  a t  th is  po in t.

We m ad e  a  conscious effo rt to contro l th e  f lu t te r in g  o f ou r a n te n n a e  a n d  keep  ou r 
p o s tu re  s tra ig h t;  J a m e s  a t  le a s t  w ou ld  hav e  recogn ized  th e  s ig n s  o f  s t re s s  in  o u r 
species, a n d  som e o th e r  h u m a n s  m ay  hav e  p u t in  th e  s tu d y  effort, too. T hey  w ere  
likely h av in g  q u ite  a  ch itch a t ab o u t u s  on th e ir  n e t, an d  w hile  none of th e  ind iv id u ­
a ls  w ould m a tch  o u r o rganic brainpow er, th e y  w ould  exceed it collectively. Anyway, 
o rgan ic  b ra in p o w er w as beside  th e  po in t; th e ir  "E a rth m in d ,” a n  o rb ita l cyberne tic  
rep o sito ry  for g e n e ra tio n s  w ho h a d  given u p  physical form , w ould  c e r ta in ly  be in ­
volved. N ot th a t  any  of th is  v a s t assem b ly  o f b ra inpow er could do m uch ab o u t the  be­
hav io r o f a young  h u m a n  fem ale  w ho w as a  h ive-queen  onto  herself.

“You can  call m e A nnie  w hen  th is  is over,” she  sa id . “Hey, we hav e  th e  sam e nam e! 
W ho w ould hav e  th o u g h t th a t? ”

She w as looking r ig h t a t  Ja m e s , w ho held  h is  face rigid. B u t one did n o t have to  be 
a  w ell-sensed  h ive-queen  w ith  sev era l y e a rs  o f s tu d y in g  h u m a n  beings to  te ll th a t  
th e  m an  w as ex trem ely  u p se t a t  th is  tu rn  o f e v e n ts  a n d  w ould  so m uch  r a th e r  be 
som ew here  else. We saw  a  s lig h t frow n on th e  E m p ress  M arie ’s face. N ot good.

Well, w e a re  no t for n o th in g  a  s ta rfa r in g  h ive  w ith  tw elve h u n d re d  and  th irty -fo u r 
f i r s t  con tac ts beh in d  ou r m y riad  lenses.

“We fea r th a t  w e did, Your H ighness. M any  th in g s  w en t in to  se lec ting  a  n am e for 
u s  in  your language, and  th e  likeness of th is  one to  y ou r ow n p leased  u s  greatly , even 
if  ou r d e a r  friend  th e  honorab le  C ounselo r h ad  re se rv a t ions. If  it does no t p lease you. 
Your H ighness, i t  is no t a w ord of ou r language  an d  it would be a sm all m a tte r  for us 
to  m ake  a d ju s tm e n ts .”

“I t  p leases  u s ,” E m p ress  M arie  sa id  quickly  an d  som ew hat severely. “I t p leases u s 
greatly . We a re  honored  by you r p resence  am ong  th e  w orlds of h u m a n ity  a n d  a t ou r 
court.”

S he w as back on scrip t, a n d  th a t  w as  our cue. “A nd we a re  honored  to  be here .”
“L et th is  be th e  b eg inn ing  of a  long a n d  fru itfu l re la tio n sh ip  betw een  o u r races.”
T he p rincess  laughed . “F ru itfu l?  F ru itfu l?” S he  lau g h ed  aga in , th e n  p u t a  h an d  in  

fron t o f h e r  m o u th  in  a be la ted  g e s tu re  of decorum .
E m p ress  M arie  s h u t  h e r  eyes b rie fly  an d  h e r  lip s tig h ten ed . J a m e s  sagged. T h a d ­

d eu s  g ripped  th e  s ta f f  even m ore tightly , if  th a t  w ere  possible.
“So sh a ll it be,” w e added , hop ing  w e did n o t offend th e  p rin cess  too bad ly  by ig­

no ring  h e r  rem ark .
T he  e m p re s s  spoke  to  J a m e s . “We e n t r u s t  o u r v is i to rs  to  y o u r c a re .” T h e n  sh e  

tu rn e d  to  o u r h ive-queen . “O u r w orld  is your w orld, o u r house is you r house.”
“M aybe th e y ’ll p u t i t  on th e  m a rk e t? ” The p rincess  giggled aga in , for th e  b en e fit of 

a n  aud ience th a t  w ould ev en tu a lly  sp a n  th e  ga laxy  and  beyond.
“By you r leave, y o u r M ajesty,” J a m e s  said , igno ring  th e  p rincess completely.
“You m ay  leave.” T he em p ress  sa id  in  a  form al, contro lled  voice.
T he h u m a n s  a n d  o u r ch ild ren  bow ed to th e  em press . We nodded  to  her, an d  she  

back  to us, no t th a t  w e w ere h e r  equal b u t th a t  w h a t we re p re sen ted  p u t u s  on equal 
s tand ing . I t  w as som ew hat a  condescending a c t to  th e  rep re se n ta tiv e  of a  ten-billion- 
year-o ld  g a lac tic  civ ilization  of tw e n ty -e ig h t th o u sa n d  races an d  over a m illion in ­
h a b ited  s ta r  system s, and  Ja m e s  h a d  w orried  a b o u t th a t ,  b u t we h ad  in sisted .

We w ere  h e re  to  a sk  a ho rrib le  th in g  of th is  b r ig h t new  collection o f w orlds an d  its  
peoples, w hose bad  luck  i t  w as to  d rif t th ro u g h  th e  w rong  p a r t  o f space a t  th e  w rong 
tim e.
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T ru m p e ts  sounded . T hen , to  th e  sounds o f h o rn s  a n d  d ru m s, w e backed aw ay from  
th e  th ro n e  ab o u t tw en ty  m e te rs , tu rn e d , an d  as  o u r re tin u e s  flow ed in beh ind  us in 
s ta te ly  choreography, w alked  slowly in  recession  from  th e  th ro n e  room.

“W ell, th a t ’s over,” J a m e s  sa id  a s  m assive  doors closed b eh in d  us. I t  w as c lear h e  
h a d  no love of such  cerem ony. T he show ers h a d  come an d  gone w hile we w ere  inside  
a n d  th e  a ir  ta s te d  of fresh  an d  a lien  scents.

We stepped  o u t o f th e  an te ro o m  in to  w h a t h a d  becom e a  c lear day, filled  w ith  th e  
in ten se  rad ia tio n  of th e ir  star. We h ad  ta k en  effective m e asu res  of protection , b u t th e  
lig h t still h a d  a s tin g  to  it.

“T he cerem ony w as very  b eau tifu l, m oving, an d  in te re s tin g ,” w e rep lied . “In  m ore 
w ays th a n  one, a s  i t  h ap p en ed . We w ould  g re a tly  ap p rec ia te  i t  i f  you w ould  convey 
o u r p e rso n a l g ra ti tu d e  to  T h a d d e u s  a n d  o u r a p p re c ia tio n  o f h is  p re p a ra tio n s  a n d  
s te a d fa s tn e ss .”

Ja m e s  sm iled. “I’ll be ve ry  h ap p y  to  do so, b u t  if  you w ould  like to  m eet h im  p e r­
sonally, I can  m ake  som e tim e  in  th e  schedule?”

T hough Ja m e s  h a d  not m e t us physically  u n til  today, w e h a d  w orked to g e th e r  so 
long he h ad  developed a n  in tu itiv e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of us.

W e nodded. “T h a n k  you, so m uch. We have a n o th e r  th o u g h t, concern ing  th e  b a n ­
q u e t se a tin g  a rra n g e m en ts? ”

“U h , yes. W h a t I im a g in e  d isc o m fo rts  you  is th e  p o te n tia l  d isco m fo rt o f th o se  
a ro u n d  you, am  I correct?”

I t  is a w onder how  th is  a lien  a p p e a rs  to  read  ou r m inds. We re s ted  a  p incer on h is  
shoulder, w hich w e know  to  be a g e s tu re  of com fort an d  c am arad erie  am ong h u m an s.

“You a re  th in k in g  o f chang ing  th em , given w h a t h ap p en ed  in  th e  th ro n e  room. B u t 
g iven  th a t  th e  in te g rity  o f th e  cerem ony is likely  to  be a lte re d , one w ay or ano ther, 
an d  w e re g re t th is  a s  m uch  as  you, we w ould fin d  it  m ost in te re s tin g  a n d  en tire ly  
com fortable if th e  p rincess  re m a in s  as  placed. In  such case, any  a lte ra tio n  w'ould be 
e n tire ly  her  doing, a n d  n o t ours  in  fea r o f w h a t sh e  m ig h t do. We w ould n o t w a n t to 
give or a p p e a r to  ta k e  offense to  anyone. B ut, of course, th e  com fort of th e  em p ress  
w ould  be th e  overrid ing  concern .”

H e nodded . “T h en  w e w on’t  a l te r  th e  se a tin g  a r ra n g e m e n t on you r account. D e­
sp ite  h e r  discom fort, M arie  sees th e se  th in g s as  p a r t  o f h e r  h e ir ’s education . S he  does 
n o t give up  hope easily.”

We knew  th e  h is to ry  of th e  em p ress’ efforts a t  succession an d  p a tte d  J a m e s ’ sh o u l­
d e r  aga in . I f  we could be of som e a ssis tan ce , w e w ould.

H e sm iled . “W ell, le t u s  go to  y o u r q u a r te r s .” H e g e s tu re d  to  a  la rg e  cy lin d rica l 
s t ru c tu re  th a t  h a d  b een  s e t  up  in  th e  c e n te r  o f a n  a th le tic  fie ld . In  its  core w ould  
be  a room  o f a  few  m e te r s  d ia m e te r  in  w h ich  a  m a g n e tic  f ie ld  g r a d ie n t  w ou ld  
th r u s t  th e  w a te r  m olecu les o f o u r bodies u p w a rd , a n d  so cancel m uch  o f th e  aw ful 
g ra v ity  o f th is  p la n e t. We w ould  h av e  th re e  h o u rs  to  r e s t  o u r fee t before th e  c e re ­
m on ia l b a n q u e t.

B u t n o t ou r m inds. T he g ru m p y  em p ress  w as beloved, an d  w hile sh e  h a d  no leg­
is la tiv e  power, we th o u g h t h e r  a s s e n t  o r opposition  w ould d e te rm in e  w h a t th e  h u ­
m a n s  w o u ld  do. H ow  w o u ld  h e r  d if f ic u l t  d a u g h te r  a ffe c t th a t?  A nd  w a s  th e r e  
a n y th in g  we could do ab o u t it?

T he b a n q u e t w as a  tra d itio n a l h u m a n  cerem ony in  w hich w e h a d  w an ted  to p a r ­
tic ip a te , d e sp ite  o u r ve ry  d iffe re n t s u s te n a n c e  p ro ced u res . I t  p re se rv es , in  a way, 
m uch  of th is  race ’s an te c o n ta c t cu ltu re . I t is th e  ra re  a lien  a r t  form  th a t  o u r race  can  
ap p re c ia te  in  its  sym m etry , its  choreography, a n d  its  o rch es tra tio n  of a w ide v a rie ty  
of senses. T he u n d erly in g  purpose  o f all th is  ru n s  s ligh tly  afoul o f a difference in ou r 
biology, b u t th a t  is beside  th e  point.

18 G. David Nordley



O u r royalty  s a t  to g e th e r  w ith  th e irs  a t  th e  h e a d  of th e  tab le . W hile th e  p lacem en t 
an d  service w ere  form al, th e re  w ere  no conversa tional scrip ts .

“N ine  h u n d re d  an d  seven ty -e igh t m illion y ears , w ith  no m ean ing fu l change?” E m ­
p ress  M arie  asked . “How does th a t  feel?”

We clicked a n d  nodded. S he knew  how  to in te rp re t  th a t . “We have  personally  ex­
p e rien ced  on ly  a  h u n d re d  th o u s a n d  o r so o f th a t ,  a llo w in g  for fra m e  of re fe ren ce  
changes and  h ib e rn a tio n . A nd m uch  o f th a t  tim e  is filled  w ith  experiences like th is , 
w hich  a re  a fe a s t for th e  ap p e tite  o f curiosity.”

We sh a ll forgive o u rse lves for o u r cleverness in  co n stru c tin g  a  h u m a n  m etaphor.
S he  sm iled , “I’m  h ap p y  you a re  p leased . O u r s ta f f  lives for such  cerem onies, and  

ta k e s  th e se  a n ach ro n ism s very  seriously. I t is q u ite  an  a r t  form  for th em . I am  a  con­
s ta n t  p a r t  of th is , like  th e  w a lls  o f th is  bu ild ing ,” she  sighed , “b u t  th e  s ta f f  change  
every  f if teen  or tw e n ty  y ears , to  give o th e rs  a  chance, a n d  so th e  c rea tiv ity  is alw ays 
fresh .”

We s tu d ie d  her. H u m a n  biological science h a d  long s ince  a r re s te d  th e ir  physical 
d ev e lo p m en t a t  w h a t w as  ap p ro x im a te ly  th ir ty -fo u r  y e a rs  o f age. B u t w h ile  th e ir  
bodies ren ew ed  th em se lv es , th e ir  m in d s  co n tin u ed  to  ac c u m u la te  experience. A nd 
th is  show ed for th o se  w ho have  s tu d ie d  th e ir  faces an d  body language.

“You have  done m an y  of th ese ,” w e observed.
S he  h e s ita te d  a m om ent, likely  to  q uery  som e d a tab ase .
“T h ir ty - th re e  th o u s a n d  sev en  h u n d re d  a n d  tw e n ty -e ig h t s ta te  b a n q u e ts .” S h e  

sh ru g g e d  h e r  sh o u ld e rs . “W ith  th e  h e lp  of E a r th m in d , o f cou rse , I can  re m e m b e r 
each  of th em  in  every  de ta il. Seven h u n d red  tw e n ty -th re e  y e a rs  ago, a  se rv e r tr ip p ed  
a n d  sp illed  seven  m a in  co u rses  w h e n  w e e n te r ta in e d  a  K le th  a m b a ssa d o r  a t  o u r 
M a rtia n  e s ta te .” S h e  sm iled . “I w as q u ite  a m u sed , b u t, o f course, d id n ’t  le t on. I’m  
a fra id  I’m  less o f a  p oker face now.”

“O h, M om ’s still p re tty  good a t  it,” P rin cess  A nn  injected.
I t  w as a  fact we h a d  n o t th o u g h t to  resea rch . T he one th o u sa n d  one h u n d re d  an d  

th ir ty -e ig h t y e a rs  sh e  h a d  been  em p re ss  is  a  tr iv ia l s ta r- f ra m e  tim e  in te rv a l for a 
space-h ive-queen . B u t i t  w as now  c lea r to  us how  m uch  o f a n  e n d u ra n c e  te s t  th is  
m ig h t be for a h u m an . E m p ress  M arie  w as weary. S he  a lte rn a te d  betw een  m om ents 
o f a rc h  p e rk in e ss  a n d  sto ic  passivity .

“T h is  is n ’t  how  you  n o rm a lly  d in e , is  it?” a  y o u n g  w o m an  n e x t to  th e  p r in c e ss  
ask ed  us, sound ing  casual.

O ur a n te n n a e  stiffened. T h is  w as a  p o ten tia l d isaste r. In te lligence  flow ed in to  us. 
T h e  s p e a k e r  w as  a  L ad y  L in d a  S anchez . S h e  w as  a  la d y  in  w a itin g  a n d  frie n d  of 
P rin cess  A nn. S he  w as connected  to  . . .  Chaos! H e r  g re a t-g re a t uncle w as a  popu list 
xenophobe.

As th is  in fo rm ation  flow ed in to  us, w e felt th e  touch  of J a m e s  on o u r left r e a r  leg. 
Ja m e s  w as th e  only h u m a n  w e h a d  to ld  ab o u t royal feeding. H u m an  beings w ere no t 
u n iv ersa lly  soph istica ted  an d  th e  m ajo rity  still th o u g h t of th e ir  own species in stin c ts  
a s  m o ra l law s o f  th e  u n iv e rse . I t  h a d  b een  J a m e s ’ju d g m e n t,  a n d  o u rs , t h a t  i t  w o u ld  
be very  d ifficu lt to  o b ta in  th e  su p p o rt we need ed  if  royal feed ing  becam e com m on 
know ledge.

O f course, i f  w e h a d  n o t been  so c lever a s  to  adv ise  J a m e s  on how  to h a n d le  th e  
b a n q u e t sea tin g , th is  s itu a tio n  w ould  n o t hav e  a risen . Well, w e h a d  m ade  ou r h ive 
a n d  now we h a d  to lay  o u r eggs in  it.

“T h e re  a re  d iffe ren ces , o f cou rse . We h av e  a  g ra z in g  a r e a  w ith  f ru its  a n d  seed  
p lan ts . We pick w h a t we choose to e a t, cu t i t  in to  q u ite  sm all pieces, an d  in h a le  it, 
th e  solid su b stan ces  be ing  d iv erted  to  ou r d igestive  sy stem  by a  so r t o f screen . T he 
d e ta ils  of ou r an a to m y  a re  in  o u r c u ltu ra l exchange d a ta  if  you w ish  to  know  m ore.”

“I do,” L ady S anchez sa id . ‘Y ou e a t  y o u r ch ild ren , don’t  you?”
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“L ady S anchez ,” Ja m e s  said . “T h is  is n o t ap p ro p ria te  for th is  tim e  a n d  place .” 
Empress Marie seemed frozen.
“I w on’t  be co rrected  by a  bug  lover. A nathor, w ill you a n sw e r th e  q u es tio n  or will 

you con tinue  y o u r concealm ent?”
“L inda!” P rin cess  A nn exclaim ed, “no t now!”
“A re you one of th em , too?” S an ch ez  asked . “M y m is tak e . We th e  people o f E a r th  

a n d  its  w orlds need  to  know  th e  t r u th  ab o u t th e se  m o n ste rs .”
“Linda! I’m  you r friend .”
“A nn,” E m p re ss  M arie  spoke a t  la s t. “You w ere  u sed .” S he h e s ita te d , th e n  sighed. 

“W e don’t  g e t to  hav e  friends.”
“We?” A nn  said . “W e?”
Ja m e s  looked a t  th e  em p ress  a n d  w e followed h is  gaze. H er sh o u ld e rs  sagged, h e r  

h e a d  low ered, she  seem ed  in fin ite ly  tired .
H ad  th e  only  concern been  th e  re la tio n s be tw een  th e  h u m a n s  an d  th e  C h ild ren  of 

L ight, I w ould have  answ ered  th e  question  in  deta il; indeed, we w ould n o t h av e  om it­
ted  th e  in fo rm ation  in  th e  f i r s t  p lace a n d  likely w ould have h a d  ou r m eetings in  som e 
d is ta n t  p lace o f  no  concern to  xenophobes. B u t th e re  w as m uch  m ore a t  s ta k e  here.

Som ehow  in fo rm atio n  h a d  g o tte n  ou t. I f  n o t from  Ja m e s , w here?  T he  galac tic  li­
b ra ry  node a t  P ro te u s?  T h a t  h a d  been  in fo rm ed  before o u r v is i t  a n d  its  c a re ta k e r  
m in d  h a d  a g re e d  on  d is c re tio n . T h e re  h a d  b e e n  no p re v io u s  q u e r ie s  a b o u t o u r  
species.

We looked a ro u n d . T he m a n  se a te d  n e x t to  L ady  S anchez  w as deep  in  conversa­
tio n  w ith  th e  w om an  n e x t to  h im , a n d  a p p ea red  n o t to  hav e  h e a rd  a n y th in g  w e w ere  
saying. Ms. O m ata , se a ted  n e x t to  h e r  g ra n d fa th e r  J a m e s , could be tru s te d .

“Lady Sanchez,” w e s ta rted , “in  our prehistory, w e evolved a  fa r m ore collective exis­
tence th a n  y ou r race has. We sh a re  o u r sense  d a ta  an d  tho u g h ts  m ore read ily  th ro u g h  
th e  electric o rg an s w e evolved. O u r sen se  of in d iv id u a lity  is m uch  d if fe re n t . . . . ” 

“Q ueen  A natho r, you  do n o t h a v e  to  a n sw e r th is  . . . im p e r t in e n t q u e s tio n ,” E m ­
p ress  M arie  sa id , im peria l ice in  h e r  voice. “L ady  S anchez is no longer p a r t  of th e  roy­
a l h o u se h o ld  a n d  i t  is o u r p le a s u re  t h a t  sh e  be  e sc o rte d  to  th e  e n tr a n c e  w ith o u t 
delay.”

“M om!”
“I’ll sc ream !” L in d a  S anchez sa id  a s  m en  d re ssed  in  d a rk  b lue  app ro ach ed  her. 
O ne of th e  m en  b eh in d  h e r  h e ld  u p  a  soft b a ll on a  stick  an d  nodded to  Jam es. A 

sound  canceler; no such  sc ream  w ould  be h e a rd  m ore th a n  a  few m e te rs  away.
“P rin c e ss  A n n ,” w e sa id . “T h e  p o ss ib ility  se e m s v e ry  g re a t  t h a t  L ad y  S a n c h e z ’ 

frien d sh ip  w ith  you w as n o t sincere. S he  is o f a  fam ily  w ith  a  g re a t d is like  for n o n ­
h u m a n s, a n d  h e r  loyalty  to  th a t  fam ily  is g re a t.”

“My loyalty  to  h u m a n ity  is g rea t, A nathor. W hy don’t  you show us th is  feeding? L et 
people see w h a t you rea lly  are! W ill you a n sw er th e  q uestion  or w ill w e a n sw e r i t  for 
you?”

E m p r e s s  M a r ie  g e s tu r e d  to  th e  m e n  in  d a r k  b lu e . T h e y  m o v e d  fo rw a rd . W h a t  
w ould th is  scene look like to  b illions of h u m a n  v iew ers?

“I beg you r peace, Your Royal H ighness,” w e sa id  quickly, ‘"but those  do ap p e a r to  be 
th e  choices. We do n o t a sk  th a t  you to le ra te  th is , b u t  only  th a t  you de lay  w h a t you 
m u s t do for a  few m in u te s , for th e  sa k e  of a p p ea ran ces .”

T aking  a few m om ents o f shocked silence a s  assen t, w e flew  on. “O u r social evolu­
tion  preceded th e  evolution of tool u se  an d  th e  expansion  of our m inds to com prehend 
th e  universe. O u r b ra in s  a re  given very  strong  rew ards for following th ese  p re sen tien t 
in stincts; an d  those  of us w ho choose to m a in ta in  a  corporeal existence, for trad itio n ’s 
sake, also choose to ta m p e r w ith  th ese  in stin c ts  in  only very  lim ited  ways, for our in ­
ten tio n  is to  be w ho w e are. T he royal feed ing  is p a r t  o f th a t  in h e ritan ce .”
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Everyone froze, includ ing  th e  escorts who h ad  come up  beh ind  Lady Sanchez.
“We a re  n e ith e r  like you r h ive an im als, no r like your h u m an  com m unities, b u t a re  

som ew here betw een. O ur children , w ith  w hom  you have been  ea tin g  and  conversing, 
have few ind iv idual goals. T hey a re  n o t robots, and  they  a re  no t sim ply  p a r ts  of ou r 
collective body, b u t th ey  a re  no t a s  in d ependen tly  m o tivated  ind iv iduals as  you are. 
You have  no ana log  to  th is  am ong  you r life form s or, w e u n d e rs ta n d , n o r any  you 
have encountered . We ask  th a t  you se t aside such  analog ies as you can  an d  ta k e  us 
for w h a t we are .”

“O nly one of u s is fem ale, an d  lays eggs. T his hive-queen is strong ly  protected. T he 
hive, in  p re se n tie n t days, d id  n o t allow h e r  to  leave th e  h ive to  forage on h e r  own. 
O ver m illions of you r years, th e  hives evolved a  sim ple system  to feed th e  queen  and  
fertilize h e r  eggs. One of th e ir  m em bers w ould gorge him self, th e n  offer h is  fa ttened  
body to th e  hive-queen. T he urge to do so w as very  strong, an d  th e  rew ard  d u rin g  th e  
process w as also very  strong, p e rh ap s s im ila r to  w h a t you feel in  you r m a tin g  act.”

P rin cess  A nn su p p ressed  a  giggle an d  th e  color o f L ady  S anchez’ face reddened  
substan tia lly . We had , by accident, touched  on som eth ing  m eaningfu l to  them .

“In  a  space-hive, w ith  a  co n stan t population , and  no reasons for th e  h ive-queen to 
no t forage on h e r  own, th e  question  of royal feeding does no t arise .”

In  th is , we w ere being  d isingenuous. O ur h ive did not spend  all its  tim e in space, 
an d  th e re  w ere  needs for rep lacem en ts  from  tim e to  tim e. Nor, w hen  ou r biochem ­
is try  decided it  w as tim e, would a  h ive-queen deny  to  any  of h e r  ch ild ren  so ano in ted  
th e  one g re a t ind iv idual joy  of th e ir  existence. B u t we w ere tru th fu l enough  abou t 
th is  h ive-queen’s recen t history.

Lady S anchez’ g lis ten ing  eyes locked onto us. We could ta s te  h e r  h a tre d  in  th e  a ir  
a round  us, em otion hav ing  caused a  sw eat th a t  overpow ered w h a tev er inh ib ito rs she 
wore. It w as a n  incongruously  lovely taste .

“Tell us how you do it. O r i f  n o t you, a s  you say, y ou r o th e r h ive-queens do it. Tell 
us. You bite your ch ild ren  open and  suck th em  dry. T h a t’s w h a t you do, isn ’t  it?”

“In so m any  w ords. T he b ite  o f th e  h ive-queen is accom panied by flu id s  th a t  p ro­
duce euphoria , anesthe tize , and  d igest th e  organs of the  chosen, except for th e  nerves 
and  b ra in , w hich experiences th e  eupho ria , and  th e  sem inal cells.

“T he hive child’s head  rem ain s conscious for several m inu tes, com m unicating  th e  
joy it  feels.” T he hive experiences w h a t we suppose, in  h u m an  te rm s, a group orgasm  
w ould feel like. B u t we did no t describe th is  in  ou r lite ra tu re ; th e re  is som eth ing  to 
be sa id  for an  econom y of in form ation  u n d e r such  circum stances.

“A nd i f  you don ’t hav e  a fa tte n e d  h iv e  child  handy , you’ll ta k e  so m e th in g  else,” 
Lady Sanchez snapped.

“T h a t is no t biologically possible,” we said. “W h a t m ade you th in k  th a t? ”
Lady Sanchez looked d is trac ted  an d  confused.
“Records have  been found on o th er w orlds. Your censored galactic lib rary  does not 

have a m onopoly on in form ation .”
So th a t  w as th e  so u rce  o f  th e i r  in fo rm a tio n ; p ro p a g a n d a  from  a  ra c e  o f  co n q u e ro rs  

o u r  a n c e s to rs  p ac if ied  a  b illion  y e a rs  ago, one  t h a t  w as  u n fo r tu n a te ly  m o re  like  h u ­
m a n s  th a n  us.

Ja m e s  sighed. “M ilady p e rh ap s is receiv ing inform ation, from  sources she tru s ts , 
th a t  it is indeed  not biologically possible.”

“Do you have  any m ore questions, L ady Sanchez?” we asked.
S he shook h e r  head  an d  rose to be escorted out, b u t w ith  a  look back a t  a  shocked 

P rin cess  A nn th a t  sa id  th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  w as n o t e n tire ly  a hoax. P e rh ap s  it h ad  
been sacrificed  for too little . So we hoped.

E m p ress  M arie  laughed , a  deep, cynical, b itte r  laugh. “Now you all should  have a 
very  good idea  of w h a t ‘f ig u re h e a d ’ m eans. I f  I com m and th a t  you now fin ish  your
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m eal an d  m ak e  p le a sa n t conversation , w ill everyone g e t u p  an d  go? Or, i f  I com m and 
you  to g e t u p  a n d  go, w ill th a t  th e n  e n su re  th a t  everyone f in ish  w h a t o u r cu lin a ry  
a r t is ts  h av e  tr ie d  so h a rd  to  m ak e  a n d  w hich is now  no longer so fresh?”

“M other!” P rin cess  A nn  exclaim ed.
“A s you w ish , y ou r M a je s ty ” w e sa id , forked a  sm all m orsel o f f ish , p laced  i t  in  o u r 

m ou th , a n d  sucked  i t  down.
P rin c e ss  A n n  lau g h ed , J a m e s  la u g h e d , a n d  soon E m p re ss  M arie  w as  u n a b le  to  

h e lp  herself. So th e  b a n q u e t re su m ed  in  a  nervous sem blance o f good cheer.
T h is w as w ell needed, for th e  re a l h a rd  p a r t  lay  ahead .
“Y our M ajesty ,” J a m e s  sa id  to  u s  a s  w e le ft th e  b a n q u e t ta b le  for o u r  q u a r te r s ,  

w here  th e  su b s ta n tiv e  d iscussions w ere  to  occur. “T h a t w as w ell p layed .”
“We d id  w h a t w e could, u n d e r  th e  c ircum stances .”
“E m p ress  M arie  . . . ”
“. . .  d id , w e th in k , no m ore th a n  w h a t she  h a d  to  do. T hus, sh e  d id  no h a rm . S he 

could so easily, a n d  so u n d erstan d ab ly , have  m ade  th e  s itu a tio n  m uch  w orse.”
“She h a s  been  em p ress  for a  v e ry  long  tim e.”
T he n ig h t h a d  grow n c lear a n d  th e  te m p e ra tu re  h a d  come a lm o st dow n to w h a t 

w as no rm al for us. T he b rig h te s t s ta r s  shone dow n on u s p a s t th e  lam p  glow. I t  w as 
beau tifu l, b u t  w e looked fo rw ard  to  re lea s in g  o u r bodies from  th e  force o f th is  g rav i­
ty. We’d h a d  som e th o u g h t o f to u r in g  th e  p la n e t a n d  see ing  f i r s t  h a n d  th e  relics o f 
th e  ascen t o f i ts  people. We p ru n e d  o u r lis t o f such  th in g s  w ith  every  s te p  ou r m e­
chan ical fram e took.

"W hatever h a p p e n s  th is  evening, w ould it  be possib le for u s  to  hav e  som e w ords 
alone w ith  h e r?”

“Q ueen  to  queen?” Ja m e s  sm iled . “M y guess is th a t  sh e  w ould  like th a t .  She h a s  
nobody of h e r  s ta tio n  to  ta lk  to. You m ay  do.”

“I have one o th e r  req u est, w hich you m ay  fin d  s tran g e . C ould th e  P rin cess  A nn a t ­
te n d  our session  th is  evening?”

Ja m e s  stopped . T h is  c learly  su rp rise d  him . T h en  h e  nodded. ‘Y ou th in k  sh e  should  
u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t’s a t  s tak e .”

“We do.”
Y o u  th in k  E m p ress  M arie  th in k s  so a s  w ell.”
“We do.”
“I f  you w ill p e rm it a n  im pertinence , you m ay b o th  p u t  too m uch  hope in  th a t  young 

w om an.”
Y o u r  people p lay  a  gam e called  co n trac t b ridge.”
Ja m e s  nodded. Y e s? ”
“P rin cess  A nn  is th e  key to  w h a t is left of E m p ress  M arie ’s . . . ” we sea rch ed  for a 

w ord th a t  m e a n t w illingness to  s triv e , to  try, to  lead , “. .  . h e a r t . W hen  th e re  is only 
one d is tr ib u tio n  o f ca rd s th a t  w ill allow  you to  w in , you p lay  th e  h a n d  as  if  th a t  w ere 
th e  d is tr ib u tio n .”

Ja m e s  nodded.

T he m agne tica lly  g en e ra te d  re lease  from  g rav ity  w as even m ore w elcom e th e  sec­
ond tim e th a n  th e  f irs t . T he dom e overhead  show ed th e  s ta r s  a s  if  i t  w ere  t r a n s p a r ­
e n t, an d  deco ra ted  p ap e r screens covered th e  m assive  coil w alls of th e  room .

I t  w as room  enough for e ight; o u r ch ild ren  re s te d  th e ir  bodies in  a  n ea rb y  pool th a t  
w as equally  effective, b u t less conference-like.

Ja m e s  a n d  o u r h ive-queen  w ere jo ined  by a n  A dm ira l S u n  Zhao-Li a n d  h is  aide, a  
d im in u tiv e  d a rk  w om an called  C o m m an d er Ja i. P rim e  M in is te r E isen  a n d  the  U n i­
form ed S ervices S ecretary , Jacq u e s  de  la  Soire, cam e d u r in g  o u r in troductions.

T hen  w e all stood for E m p ress  M arie , w ho im m ed ia te ly  w aved us down.
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“Be ab o u t you r business . If  I hav e  to  say  som eth ing , I w ill. O therw ise , ju s t  ignore 
th e  old bag.”

P rim e  m in is te r  E isen  sudden ly  tu rn e d  b rig h t red , a  very  obvious d isp lay  to  ou r in ­
fra red -sen sitiv e  vision.

“T he w alls have e a rs , H ans. D on’t  b o th e r w ith  a n  apology, I am  an  old bag.”
P rincess A nn w alked  in  then .
“You cam e,” E m p ress  M arie sa id , sound ing  som ew hat su rp rised .
P rincess A nn  nodded. “I cam e.” Som e red n ess  su rro u n d ed  h e r  eyes. “I f  you’re  going 

to  destroy  th e  u n iverse  or som eth ing , I m ay a s  well be in on it.”
We clicked an d  m otioned  h e r  to  a  h u m a n  chair. We w ere th e  hosts here , in  a te m ­

po ra ry  s im u la tio n  of a  hom e th ir ty  th o u sa n d  lig h t y ea rs  d is ta n t.
“P rin c e ss  A nn ,” w e sa id , “th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f u n iv e rsa l c iv iliza tio n  is a c tu a lly  in  

play, should  we fail bad ly  enough , b u t  only a s  a very  low o rd er of probability .”
“T h a t is a gross overblow ing of fact, yes?” E isen  said.
“B u t it does ge t one’s a tte n tio n ,” A dm iral S un  said.
We nodded . “We a re  a t  le a s t 97 p e rc e n t c e rta in  th a t ,  even  in  th e  w o rs t case, th e  

o u tb re a k  w ould be con ta ined  w ith in  abou t tw en ty -five  h u n d re d  ligh t y e a rs  by o ther 
forces be ing  assem bled . You all have  th e  b r ie f? ’

“A nnie come lately, I’m  a fra id .” P rin cess  A nn said .
“If  you touch the  n e t, Your H ighness,” C om m ander Ja i sa id , “it  should  now be th e re  

for you.”
“We sh a ll sum m arize ,” w e said. “A v ery  ra re  ev en t h a s  occurred; th e  b reak o u t o f an  

exponen tia lly  ex p an d in g  technological species th a t  re s is ts  efforts of com m unication  
an d  m ay  n o t even be conscious, a s  m ost of th e  u n iverse  u n d e rs ta n d s  aw areness.

"They a re  perco la ting  o u tw ard  a t  a n  average of a  te n th  of a  lig h t y e a r p e r year, b u t 
very  unevenly ; a lm ost h a lf  th e  speed  of ligh t in  som e directions. T hey  a re  now abou t 
one h u n d re d  ligh t y e a rs  away, in  th e  d irection  of you r conste lla tion  of C an is  Major. 
For convenience, we can  call th em  th e  C anids.

“T h e re  is a n o th e r  proto-technological am ph ib ious species on a w orld a ro u n d  a red  
d w a rf  a b o u t fo rty -e ig h t lig h t y e a rs  aw ay  from  h e re , an d  m ore tow ard  O rion. T hey  
m ake  m usic, poetry, a n d  som e crude  pottery. For convenience, w e can call th e m  th e  
O riona.

“T he  C an id s  reform  th e  su rfaces o f th e  p la n e ts  th ey  en c o u n te r  to  su it  th e ir  own 
p a ra m e te rs , d e s tro y in g  a ll su rface  a n d  ocean ic  life in  th e  p rocess, so th is  second  
species is a t  g re a t r isk . T hey  hav e  reform ed fo u rteen  life-bearing  w orlds a n d  p roba­
bly m an y  m ore in  th e  tim e  th e  in fo rm ation  h a s  ta k e n  to reach  us.”

“So for us, i t ’s ab o u t tw en ty -five  h u n d re d  y e a rs  before th e  cavalry  a rriv es , abou t 
five h u n d re d  y ears  la te , give or ta k e  a  m illenn ium ?” E m p ress  M arie  asked , w ith  not 
a  little  irony  in  h e r  voice.

A s lig h t exaggera tion , b u t we nodded.
“T h a t all m u s t be ve rified ,” E isen  said .
“I h a v e  n o t b een  co m p la c e n t s in ce  re c e iv in g  A n a th o r ’s d a ta ,” A d m ira l S u n  sa id . “I t  

is co n sis ten t w ith  e v e ry th in g  we know. For exam ple , th e re  h a s  been  a recen t 60 p e r­
cen t d ecrease  of oxygen p re ssu re  in  th e  a tm o sp h e re  of a  w orld  s ix teen  lig h t y ea rs  
from  th e  o u tb reak  w orld. I t  is dow n to 11 percen t. A n o th er fif teen  w orlds show  sim ­
ila r  changes of le sse r m ag n itu d e .”

T h a t w as a b o u t h a l f  o f E a r th ’s oxygen a n d  a q u a r te r  o f o u rs. We looked a t  th e  
crown p rincess, w hose eyes w ere w ide and  m ou th  sligh tly  open; she  knew  th e  signif­
icance of th a t  num ber. T he in fo rm ation  w as new  to her, an d  she  w as still in  a  s lig h t 
s ta te  o f shock from  la s t n igh t; sh e  h a d  said  n o th in g  since th e  su m m ary  s ta r te d .

T hough it  w as not necessary  w ith  o u r com pound eyes, i t  w as useful in  th e  w ay of 
h u m a n  body language  to  tu rn  ou r h ead  to  each of th e  conference p a rtic ip an ts . “W h a t
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w e sug g est is th a t  we sp en d  th e  n e x t tw o decades converting  ab o u t 10 p e rc e n t o f th e  
m ass  of you r a s te ro id  be lt in to  a  f le e t su ffic ien t to  provide an  overw helm ing  n u m e r­
ical a d v an tag e  over w h a te v e r forces th e y  a re  sen d in g  tow ard  th e  O riona  w orld.”

“A te n th !” E isen  shou ted . “You ca n ’t  be  serious! T he  bodies o f th e  S o lar S ystem  a re  
th e  com m on h e rita g e  of all hum an ity . M ost o f th e  la rg e r  ones a re  se ttled , w ith  fam i­
lies, com m unities on th em . T h is is o u trageous!”

“A re you su re  a  te n th  w ill be enough ,” A dm iral S u n  a sk ed  quietly, “to  end  th is , if  
th e  show  of overw helm ing  force is n o t su ffic ien t?”

“E nd  th is?” P rin cess  A nn asked .
E m p ress  M arie  looked a t  h e r  d augh ter. “A fin a l so lu tion , m y d augh ter.” S he  tu rn e d  

to  us, h e r  v isage  grim . “We a re  ask ed  to  con tem p la te  genocide, a re  we no t?”
H e r tw o d a rk  pup ils  focused on us, boring  in to  u s  in  a  w ay  no com pound eye could 

com m unica te . S h e  w as, o f course, lin k ed  to  th e i r  E a r th m in d  a n d  th e  w hole  of th e  
h e rita g e  o f th is  species from  th e  tim e  th ey  w ere  ab le  to  tra n sc e n d  biology, an d  even  
before, by c ru d e r m ean s of recall. T h e ir  p a ra lle l collective experience dw arfed  even 
th a t  of o u r b illion -year s ta r  hive.

S he con tinued . “Q ueen  A nathor, th is  ram sh a c k le  galac tic  civ iliza tion , w ith  its  li­
b ra ry  nodes sc a tte re d  h e re  an d  th e re , w ith  its  re la tiv e  h an d fu l o f an ach ro n is tic  w a n ­
d e re rs  f l i t t in g  random ly  from  th is  s ta r  to  th a t ,  th is  galactic  civ ilization  so w ise an d  
so h ands-o ff th a t  i t  can ’t  respond  to  genocidal evil in  less th a n  a  couple o f m illenn ia , 
th is  galactic  c iv ilization  w a n ts  us, th e  new est k id s  on th e  s ta rfa r in g  block, to  do its  
d ir ty  w ork for it. T h a t’s w h ere  w e a re  a t, isn ’t  it?”

D esp ite  o u r v a s t seniority , we d id  n o t feel very  su p e rio r  a t  t h a t  m om ent. B u t we 
did know  b e tte r  th a n  to  p revaricate . ‘Y es. We should  m en tion  th a t  in  th e  process, you 
w ould be sav in g  yourselves.”

“O h? A d m ira l S u n , i f  w e ju s t  s a t  s till and  b u ilt  w eapons, w e could h a n d le  th e se  
v e rm in  w hen  th ey  g e t to us, cou ldn’t  we?”

“If! N ot w hen!” E isen  said . “You a re  being  too credu lous!”
T he A dm ira l ignored  th a t  an d  spoke to  h is  em press. “Y our M ajesty, a  p re p a re d  de­

fense h a s  a  g re a t a d v an tag e  over an y  offense, b u t  I have  no w ay of know ing  w h a t o u r 
o pponen ts’ s tre n g th  w ould be a t  th a t  point.”

E isen  h a rru m p h e d . “In such a  p rep o ste ro u s even t, th e  political prob lem  w ould be­
long to som eone else; w e a ll w ill hav e  p assed  from  th e  scene,” he  sa id , th e n  cau g h t 
him self, “except you r M ajesty, o f course.”

We tr ie d  to  p u t  o u r p in ce r claw s in to  th e  n o tio n  th a t  th e  possib le  ex tin c tio n  of 
one’s species w as a “political p rob lem ,” and  no ted  th a t  th is  re m a rk  b ro u g h t an  even  
g re a te r  t ig h tn e ss  to  E m p ress  M arie ’s face, a n d  th a t  she  h a d , unconsciously  pe rhaps, 
form ed a  f is t  w ith  h e r  left h an d . As h a d  Jam es.

“Y our E xcellency ,” w e a d d re s se d  E isen , “a n o th e r  in te l l ig e n t  spec ies, a s  w ell as  
coun tless w orlds th a t  m ay  som etim e develop th in k in g  beings, a re  also  a t  r isk .”

H e sno rted . “A bout th a t ,  m y v o te rs  a re  not likely  to  m uch  care .”
“A nd  y ou , H a n s ? ” P r in c e s s  A n n  a sk e d . “Do you  g ive  a  f a r t? ”
A b rie f  sm ile  to u ch ed  E m p re ss  M a rie ’s face, even  a s  sh e  shook  h e r  h e a d  a t  h e r  

daugh ter.
“I  re p re se n t th e  people of th e  so la r sy stem  a n d  beyond. M yself, no t.”
“W ith  y o u r leave, A dm iral,” J a i  said .
S un  nodded
“P e rh a p s  we could follow bo th  courses of action , even  th ough  it  m ig h t cost us tw o  

te n th s  of th e  aste ro id  belt, o r th e  eq u iv a len t excavation  o f M ercury. I f  w e sim ply w ait 
here , we w ould  p u t all ou r hopes on one ba ttle . P e rh ap s  w e should  give ourselves two 
chances.”

S u n  sm iled , an d  nodded. “M y s tu d e n t.”
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J a i  bowed to  h im .
T hey  w ere  beg inn ing  to ta k e  ow nersh ip  of th is  calam ity, we noted . T h a t  w as a  good 

sign. We also  w ondered  th a t  th is  loose non-hive o f assoc ia ted  in d iv id u a ls  h a d  a w a r­
rio r class, w h e re a s  ou r h ives h a d  n o t evolved one. A  p rim itive  fea tu re , p e rh ap s, b u t 
for now, a  u sefu l one.

“I t ’s la te ,” E m p re ss  M arie  sa id . “W e’ll a ll w a n t to  consu lt, s tudy , a n d  th in k  a b it 
m ore. Tom orrow  afternoon , here , Q ueen  A na tho r?”

“We a re  a t  y o u r d isposal, Your Royal H ighness.”
“We a s  w ell,” A dm iral S u n  said .
“M ore ta lk ,” E isen  said. “Ach! Very well. B e tte r th a n  s ta r tin g  a  w a r over f ish  today.” 
“T h e  O rio n a  a re  a m p h ib ia n s , H a n s ,” P r in c e ss  A nn  sa id , “lik e  frogs. I f  w e sav e  

th em , m aybe I’ll ge t to  k iss one som e day.”
E isen  g ru n ted , w hile  J a i p u t  a  h a n d  in  fron t of h e r  m ou th  to h id e  a  sm ile. E m press 

M arie  sighed  very  slightly. A dm ira l S u n  stood a n d  bowed to  us, a n d  h is  em p ress  in  
tu rn . “Your M ajesty,” h e  sa id  softly  a n d  w alked  from  th e  room , J a i  tra iling .

E isen  p u sh ed  h im se lf  up , nodded  cu rtly  to  th e  em p ress  an d  left.
E m p ress  M arie  looked a t  h e r  d au g h te r. “I ju s t  don ’t  know  w h a t . . . ” a n d  th e n  w as 

overcom e w ith  laugh ter. “I ju s t  don’t  know  w h a t to  do w ith  you. Q ueen  A nathor, you 
w ouldn’t  know, b u t  th e  frog k iss in g  re m a rk  w as a  com m en t on m y efforts to  produce 
a n  h e ir  w ho w ould  ac tu a lly  w a n t th is  job. I’ve been  th ro u g h  th irty -sev en  consorts.” 

“A nd  f if ty -s ix  crow n  p r in c e s  a n d  p rin c e sse s , c o u n tin g  m e,” th e  crow n  p rin c e ss  
added . “B u t you’ve h a d  a lo t m ore ch ild ren  th a n  th a t ,  h a v e n ’t  you, Q ueen  A na tho r?” 

“T his queen  h a s  laid  573,835 eggs in  h e r  lifetim e, b u t th a t  is a n  o rd inary , even a 
sm a ll n u m b e r  for a  h ive-queen  o f o u r species, w h e re a s  y o u r m o th e r’s fifty -six  is a 
very  im pressive  n u m b er for one of yours.”

E m p ress  M arie  ro lled  h e r  eyes u p  an d  laughed  a  b it, b u t th e  lau g h  d ied  quickly. 
‘T o u r  species no rm ally  m a te s  for life, we rea lize ,” w e added.
S he w aved a h a n d , “W hen a  life tim e w as fifty  y e a rs  o r so.”
“T h ere  w ould  have  been  a cost,” w e sa id , know ing  h u m a n  beings p e rh a p s  b e tte r  

th a n  m ost knew  them selves, “to  every  m arriag e , to  every  se p a ra tio n , to  every  child 
w ho rejected  th is  h e ritag e .” I t  w as ve ry  c lear to  u s  w hy  E m p ress  M arie  w as so to le r­
a n t  o f P rin c e ss  A n n ’s d isre sp e c t o f fo rm  a n d  tra d itio n . In  sp ite  o f a ll evidence, she  
s till  h ad  hope. “A nd you hav e  borne a ll th is  for th e  sak e  o f your people.”

T h is w ould  n o t be som eth ing  th a t  w as any  new s to  E m p ress  M arie, b u t w e w an ted  
th e  crow n p rin cess  to  h e a r  it.

“I should  ju s t  abd icate . A robot could do th is .”
“M other! Q ueen  A nathor, she  w ould  never c a rry  th ro u g h  on such  a  th re a t . I’m su re  

sh e ’s been say in g  th a t  she  w ould  for a  th o u sa n d  y ea rs .”
We clicked. “W e h av e  h a d  s im ila r  th o u g h ts  o u rse lv es, for a  th o u sa n d  th o u sa n d  

tim e s  y ou r m o th e r’s th o u sa n d  y ea rs .”
“H ive-queens abd icate?  T h a t w a sn ’t  in  th e  backg round  m a te ria l.”
“I t  is a  v a r i a n t  o f  ro y a l feed ing . T w o q u e e n  eg g s a r e  la id , a n d  w h e n  th e  la r v a  h a s  

d ru n k  in  a ll th e  know ledge o f th e  h ive, and  em erg es from  th e ir  f in a l m olt, th e  old 
queen  feeds th e m  h e r  body. I t  is th e  g re a te s t an d  f in a l joy of h e r  life. I t  is a  joy  such  
ta s k s  as  th is  m ission  m ake  seem  very  a ttra c tiv e .”

“B u t th e  G alaxy  h a s  a can cer in  it, a n d  w e m u s t n o t th in k  o f ourselves,” E m p ress  
M arie  said.

“Exactly,” w e rep lied , an d  tu rn e d  to  th e  crow n princess.
“W ell,” she  sa id , “I’m  going to  th in k  of m yself a t  le a s t ju s t  a  b it longer an d  g e t som e 

sleep. G’n ig h t, q ueens.”
B u t in  c o n tra s t to  h e r  b ra sh  language, she  touched  each  of us, gently, th e n  tu rn e d  

a n d  left.
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E m p re s s  M arie  tu r n e d  to  us. “I hope sh e  h a s n ’t  i r r i t a te d  you, Q u een  A n a th o r. 
T hough it seem s n o th in g  m uch  does; you 're  a n  in h u m an ly  good d ip lom at.”

We clicked. “We are , o f course, n o t h u m an . B ut, you r M ajesty, we can  be ir r ita te d . 
F ive  h u n d re d  a n d  tw e n ty  th o u s a n d  y e a rs  ago, w e e n c o u n te re d  a n o th e r  b re a k o u t 
such  as  th is . T hey  h a d  pow erfu l re lig ious in s tin c ts , a n d  th e ir  le ad e rs  found  th e m ­
selves physiologically  bound  by th e ir  relig ious d u ty  to th e ir  p rie s t caste  to  c a rry  out 
ex te rm in a tio n s  of nonbelievers. Yet th e y  realized  th e  logical w rongness of th is  in  th e  
rea l un iverse . So th ey  con trived  a  fron ta l a tta c k  on ou r overw helm ing  n u m b ers  and  
w ould no t stop  u n til we w ere  forced to  change th e ir  genom e; w h a t su rv iv ed  w as no 
longer th em . I t w as a ra c ia l v e rs io n  o f w h a t h u m a n s  ca lled  ‘su ic ide  by cop.’ B eing  
forced in to  th a t  ir r i ta te d  us.”

"I see.”
We w aved  o u r p incers in  m im icry  of th e  h u m a n  g e s tu re  of h e lp lessness . “I t  w asn ’t  

a s  c lear as  i t  is in  th is  case; th e re  w ere  nego tia tions, deceptions, m in o r conflicts, and  
th e n  a  c risis. We h a d  to  act. T he  p ro p a g a n d a  y o u r xenophobes found  w as left over 
from  th a t  encoun ter.”

We s a t  s ile n t for w h a t seem ed  sev era l m inu tes.
“A nd s till you roam  th e  G alaxy?”
“Som e m ust. M ost ro am ers  a re  cybernetic beings, of course. So, we a re  a  b it old fa sh ­

ioned. I t h e lp s  in  con tac ts  w ith  young  races. B u t, we, too can  be rep laced  by robots.”
T hen  E m p ress  M arie  lau g h ed  an d  said , “By C haos, we can  feel so rry  for ourselves! 

I shou ld  be do ing  a b e tte r  sa le s  job  on A nn, o r I’m  looking for n u m b e r th ir ty -e ig h t 
a n d  n u m b e r fifty -seven . I f  I can . O r m aybe H a n s  w ill j u s t  change  th e  c o n stitu tio n  
a n d  m ak e  h im se lf  p re s id en t, chancellor, or d ic ta to r, or som eth ing .”

“We a re  new  here , o f course, b u t w ould th in k  th a t  in  th is  crisis, you r people, an d  
th e  O riona, an d  th e  G alaxy, an d  p e rh a p s  even th e  C an ids, a re  m uch b e tte r  off w ith  
you lead in g  y ou r h ive.”

E m p ress  M arie  s a t  dow n, no, she  fell in to  th e  ch a ir  a s  if  ex h au sted , a s  if  w eighed 
dow n by a m ass  th a t  even  th e  low g rav ity  of o u r q u a r te r s  could n o t am elio ra te . We 
pulled  o u r stool over to  h e r  side an d  s a t  w ith  her.

“I ’m  re a lly  ju s t  a  f ig u re h e a d ,” sh e  sa id , “a  ro m an tic , royal, c e rem o n ia l prop. We 
n ev er w e n t as  fa r  dow n th e  road  o f collectivity  a s  y o u r species has , b u t  w e s till have  
ou r own h ie ra rch ica l in stin c ts . So, som eone needs to  look like th e y ’re  a t  th e  top. Peo­
p le a re  m ore com fo rtab le  t h a t  way, re g a rd le ss  o f rea lity . I h av e  no re a l a u th o rity . 
H an s  can  do w h a te v e r h e  g e ts  th e  vo tes for an d  I hav e  to  go a long  w ith  it  u n le ss  it 
becom es a n  E a r th m in d  issue, in  w hich  case I hav e  to  go a long  w ith  w h a t E a r th m in d  
w an ts . O h, o f course, w h en  nobody know s w h a t to  do, I’m  th e  royal execu tive  f lip ­
p ing  decision-m aker. T hrow  m e u p  in  th e  a ir  a n d  see if  I la n d  f la t  on m y face o r m y 
b u tt .”

We gave th a t  th e  clicks th a t  w ould  be expected , th o u g h  she  d id n ’t  sound  h u m o r­
ous a t  all.

“You’ve h a d  to  go to  w a r before,” we noted.
“I have. O ver th re e  th o u sa n d  people died becau se  o f it. T h a t  fo u n ta in  o u ts id e  is 

th e i r  m em o ria l. Q u een  A n a th o r, th a t  w as th re e  th o u sa n d  in d iv id u a l, u n iq u e  con­
sciousnesses. Im ag ine  th re e  th o u sa n d  h ive-queens.”

T h e re  h a d  never, to  th e  b e s t of o u r know ledge, been  a s  m an y  a s  th re e  th o u sa n d  
h ive-queens in  ou r species a t  one tim e. We, o f course, knew  of th e  w a r  sh e  h ad  th e n  
fe lt she  h ad  to  suppo rt. P a r lia m e n ts  an d  po litic ians aside , i f  sh e  h a d  chosen  to  p u b ­
licly oppose it, th a t  f le e t w ould  n o t hav e  gone.

“I have  done th is  before, and  now I’ve h u n g  a ro u n d  so long I ge t to  do it  ag a in .” She 
held  up  h e r  h a n d s  a n d  looked a t  th em . “T hey  don ’t  com e clean , do they?  So w h a t’s 
a n o th e r  sa n g u in a ry  b a th ? ”
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“You w ould n o t to le ra te  evil done by y ou r ow n species, even  a t  so g re a t a  sacrifice. 
You d id  n o t know  i t  th e n , b u t  you h a v e  ga ined  th e  re sp e c t o f a ll th e  dozens of civi­
liza tions th a t  a re  in  th e  lig h t cone of th a t  event. I t  w as p a r t  o f w hy we have tu rn e d  to 
you in  hope.”

“H ave you? I ’m  n o t th e  w om an I once w as.”
W e s a t  s ile n t. So m uch  h in g ed  on th e  hope th a t  sh e  w a s  s till  t h a t  w om an . B u t 

som ew here  inside , she  h a d  to  rea lize  it.
“S h e  cam e to  th e  m eeting , d id n ’t  she?”
S h e  m e a n t th e  p rincess, o f course, con jured  in  h e r  m ind  by th e  hope of lay in g  h e r  

b u rd en s  down.
“S h e  d id .” A n n ’s p resence, h e r  in te re s t, p rem o ltin g  b eh av io r aside , w as th e  hope 

th a t  su s ta in e d  her.
E m p ress  M arie  nodded a n d  took a  deep b re a th . “A long day  tom orrow . I sh a ll call 

m y escort.”
We accom panied h e r  o u t to  th e  g re a t  stone sq u a re  a n d  fe lt th e  m is t blown from  th e  

g re a t  fo u n ta in  a g a in . A c a r  cam e a n d  w h isk e d  h e r  away. We looked  up  a n d  saw  
m aybe a  h an d fu l o f s ta rs . O u r eyes, like h u m a n  eyes, lim it th e  am o u n t o f l ig h t they  
ad m it, a n d  th e  co u rty a rd  w as well lit. A w om an cam e tow ard  us; th e  crow n princess, 
o u r ch ild ren  to ld  th e  h ive-queen.

“You w a n t to  see  th e  s ta rs . Q ueen  A n a th o r?” sh e  asked.
“W e do. B u t th e  lig h tin g  is too . . . ”
P rin cess  A nn ra ise d  a h a n d  to h e r  head . “Zwicky will ta k e  care  of it.”
T h e  l ig h ts  v a n ish e d  a n d  a  m illion  s ta r s  b u r s t  fo rth . T h e  h ig h  g ra v ity  o f E a r th  

n eed ed  on ly  a  th in  la y e r  o f  a ir  fo r i ts  a tm o sp h e ric  p re s su re , a n d  th e  s ta r s  shone  
down w ith  a lm ost th e  c la rity  o f space. O ur a n c e s tra l soup o f an  a tm o sp h e re  w as a l­
m ost th re e  tim es  a s  th ick  overhead  an d  h a rd ly  ev er cloudless.

T h e  p rin cess  p roduced  a lig h t t h a t  sh in e d  u p  in to  th e  sk y  a s  if  to  in fin ity . “T he 
th re e  b rig h t s ta r s  in  a row  a re  th e  b e lt o f O rion.”

S eeing  a lien  s ta r  m aps is v as tly  d iffe ren t from  hav in g  th e ir  s ta rs  show n to us in 
th e ir  n a tu ra l  d ep th . O u r eyes now tra c e d  th e  im ag in a ry  lin es  in  th e  sky  and  saw  th e  
fig u re  h u m a n s  saw  a t  th e  daw n o f th e ir  civilization.

“T hey  so rt o f p o in t to  th a t  very  b r ig h t b lue-w hite  star, S iriu s.”
We nodded. “So, ou r fa te  lies be tw een  those  s ta rs .”
“H a rd  to  tell who all you m ean  to  include w ith  th a t  ‘our,’ Q ueen  A nathor.”
A g ram m atica l am b ig u ity  th a t  w orked  in o u r favor! We clicked softly.
“We a re  su rp rise d  to  f in d  you s till aw ake, Your H ighness.”
“O h no you don’t. A nn. J u s t  A nn.”
We sa id  noth ing .
“I couldn’t  sleep. Too m uch  to  th in k  about. I th in k  b e tte r  w alk ing  a ro u n d .”
“Your m o th e r th o u g h t w ell of you, th is  evening. We did too.”
S he  sh rugged . “I h a v e n ’t  abd ica ted  yet. U n til I do, I shou ld  keep  up  w ith  th ings. 

You n ev er know. A t any  m o m e n t . . . ”
“Your m o th e r’s in n e r  s tre n g th  is g re a te r  th a n  sh e  know s.”
A n o th er long period o f silence followed, filled w ith  th e  ta s te s  o f flow ers, th e  m ist of 

th e  fo un ta in , a n d  th e  h a rd  b rig h t s ta r s  above.
“W hy does sh e  do it?” A nn  asked.
“H av e  you e v e r  re a d  th e  s to r ie s  o f R obert H e in le in ,” w e a sk ed , “from  th e  days 

w hen  you r species f irs t  d ream ed  o f leav ing  th e ir  p lan e t, a n d  th en , finally , haltingly , 
did?”

“T he sto ry  D ouble S ta r  is given to  anybody w ith  royal blood. Glory R o a d  a s  well. 
N ot necessa rily  by our p a re n ts , or th e  palace staff, however.”

“T hen  you know  ab o u t pay ing  i t  fo rw ard .”
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“Yes. M om  h a s  a  d e b t she  w ish es to  pay  forw ard? I t  m u s t be som e deb t.”
We nodded. “T w enty  th o u sa n d  y e a rs  ago, y ou r species m ig h t w ell hav e  p erish ed  in  

th e  ice ages. I t  w as n o t us, b u t  som e o th e r  w an d e re rs . It is all in  th e  lib rary .”
“I f  you a sk  th e  r ig h t question! C haos!”
‘Y our m o th e r h a s  sp en t a  lot o f tim e  w ith  th e  lib ra ry  records. O nly a few of each 

species choose to  lift th e ir  k ind . O nly  a  few a re  such heroes.”
“M om?”
‘Y ou know  sh e  is. A nd you know  w h a t it costs her.”
“Y eah, w ell th e  re a so n  I ’m  g o in g  to  a b d ic a te  is  t h a t  I'm  n o t up  to  t h a t  k in d  of 

th ing .”
We d id n ’t  answ er.
“Well, I’m  not. S o rry  to d isap p o in t.”
We touched  a claw to  h e r  shoulder.
“I’m tw en ty -tw o  y ea rs  old. You an d  M other a re  try in g  to  get m e to  th in k  in  te rm s  of 

c e n tu rie s , m illen n ia , eons. I t ’s too m uch . I h av e  no reference . I’m  ju s t  n o t . . ” S he  
looked u p  a t  th e  s ta rs .

“You’re  n o t, p e rh a p s , g e tt in g  th e  s leep  y o u r  sp ec ies  n eed s .” We k n e w  a ll ab o u t 
p ro te s tin g  too m uch.

She laughed . ‘Y ou’ve got th a t  r ig h t, Q ueen  A nathor. I’d b e tte r  g e t in  now. I t’s g e t­
tin g  chilly.” S he  gave u s  a w an  sm ile  a n d  left.

T he te m p e ra tu re  seem ed  ju s t  f in e  to  us, o f course.

W hen th e  n e x t d ay ’s conference s ta r te d . P rin c e ss  A nn  w as la s t  in  a g a in , b u t only 
becau se  th e  p rim e  m in is te r , so m e w h a t la te  h im self, b u lled  h is  w ay  p a s t  h e r  a s  if  
sh e  w e re n ’t  th e re . S he  w as d re sse d  d iffe ren tly  today, in  severe  g ray  p a n ts  and  a  t u ­
n ic  w ith  a  h ig h  co lla r a n d  a  sm a ll b lu e  gem  a t  i t s  c lasp . H e r  h a i r  w as  back  a n d  
tig h t.

We w e n t over e v e ry th in g  ag a in , a n d  th e  p rim e  m in is te r  still re s is te d  doing a n y ­
th ing.

Ja m e s , w ho h a d  sa id  a lm o st n o th in g  yesterday , f in a lly  tu rn e d  to  E isen . “Is  th e re  
an y th in g  th a t  th e  C h ild ren  of L igh t h av e  p re se n te d  th a t  you q u estio n  in  a n y  w ay?” 

E isen  sighed . “O m ata , w h a t I  q uestion , o r do no t, depends on w h a t th e  vo ters be­
lieve, a n d  th a t  changes daily.”

“F acts m ean  no th ing , th en ?” J a m e s  asked.
“In  te rm s  of w h a t decisions I m ake , w h a t I decide to  do, to p u t  i t  b lun tly , no, th ey  

th em se lv es  a re  n o t im p o rta n t. I m u s t w ork  w ith  w h a t v o te rs  believe  a re  th e  facts. 
T hough I m u s t say  w e have  h e re  n o t facts a s  m uch  a s  p robab ilities  a n d  ju d g m en ts . 
M ost a re  very  d isp u tab le  an d  a re  so d isp u ted .”

“O ne,” Ja m e s  sa id , “th e  C an ids ex ist, s te rilize  w orlds, an d  a re  expand ing . Two, th e  
re s t  of th e  ga lac tic  civ ilization  ca n n o t g e t h e re  before th e y  do in  a n o th e r  in h ab ited  
w orld. T h ree , w e can  m eet th e m  h a lf  way, o r w a it u n til  th e y  ge t h e re .”

The p rim e  m in is te r  shook h is  h ead . “O r w e can  m ee t th em  tw o -th ird s  o f th e ir  way 
here . O r th e y  m ay se lf-d estru c t before th ey  re a c h  a n y th in g  else. T hey  m ay  a lread y  
have  se lf-destructed . O r th e y  m ay  no t come h e re  and  expand  in  som e o th e r direction. 
If, and  I say  ‘i f  advisedly, w e m u s t do so m eth in g  to  an tag o n ize  th em , w e can  do th a t  
w hen  th e  public  is fu lly  on board  w ith  it.”

“W h at if  th a t ’s too la te , H an s?” P rin cess  A nn sa id , sp eak in g  for th e  f i r s t  tim e. 
“W h a t if, w h a t if, w h a t if. T he w h a t ifs can  be som eone e lse’s p rob lem .”
E m p ress  M arie  spoke. “Q ueen  A nathor, i f  w e do no th ing , w h a t w ill you do?”
“H ead  for th e  O riona  sy stem .”
“W ith  one sh ip?” A dm ira l S un  asked .
“T h e ir  S u n  h a s  a n  a ste ro id  belt. W ith  fortune, th e re  w ould  be m an y  m ore th a n  one
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sh ip  before th e  C an ids a rrive . As th e  p rim e m in is te r  h as  po in ted  out, th e re  a re  m any  
w hat-ifs  in  th is  s itu a tio n . Som e of th o se  w ould allow  for o u r success.”

“M ost w ould  not,” A dm ira l S un  said .
‘T o  g u a rd  a g a in s t th a t ,  w e w ould c re a te  a n  O riona  a rk  a n d  send  it o u tw ard  tow ard  

th e  converg ing  galac tic  forces. E ven  if  th e  d efense  fails, th e ir  escape w ould  be suc­
cess of a  so rt.”

“Your H ighnesses,” A dm ira l S u n  said . “T h ere  w ould  be a t  le a s t tw o sh ip s  headed  
tow ard  O rion. W h a tev e r is  w ritte n  o f th e  h is to ry  of m y k ind , i t  w ill no t be sa id  th a t  I 
w as a  cow ard or tu rn e d  aw ay from  such  duty.”

“You w ill n o t a c t a g a in s t  th e  o rd e rs  o f th e  m in is te r  o f conflic t re so lu tio n ,” E isen  
said .

A dm iral S u n  sm iled  a n d  bowed s ligh tly  to w ard  h im . “I w ould  n o t th e n  be p a r t  of 
th e  m in istry , o f course, y o u r Excellency.” T hen  he  tu rn e d  to  us. “A t least tw o s l i ip s ” 

“A su ic idal fools’ e rra n d ,” E isen  said .
“I’ll go w ith  th em ,” th e  crow n p rin cess  sa id  w ith  a  shrug .
T h a t s tu n n e d  a ll o f u s  in to  a  silence.
“N onsense, overblow n nonsense ,” E ise n  b lu s te red . “C onsider y o u r d u tie s .”
“I am . I n eed  to  see m ore of th is  G alaxy  w hile  M o th er’s still a ro u n d .”
“Your H ighness ,” J a m e s  said , g re a t  w orry  on h is  face.
E m p ress  M arie  reached  over to  touch  Jam es. We m arveled  a t  th e  com plexity of th e  

in te rac tio n s  betw een  th e  h u m a n s  com pared  to  th e  sim plic ity  o f o u r own.
E m p ress  M arie  tu rn e d  to  th e  p rim e  m in ister. “H an s, your p rob lem  is perceived  po­

litica l backing. Very w ell, I will m ak e  a  speech.”
“Your M ajesty, th e  g o v ern m en t h a s  n o t y e t decided th a t  th e re  should  be a  public 

a ir in g  o f th is , no r w h a t th e  form  w ould  be, n o r t h a t  i t  should  hav e  any  advocacy, and  
p a rtic u la rly  n o t from  th e  h e a d  of s ta te .”

“I w ill m a k e  a  sp e e c h , a n d  th e n  y o u  w ill h a v e  new  p o li t ic a l  r e a l i t ie s  to  d e a l 
w ith .”

“T h a t is n o t you r ro le  a s  a  co n stitu tio n a l m o narch .”
“T h en  f ire  me. I t  a p p e a rs  I hav e  a  successor.”
T he p rim e  m in is te r  s a t  s ilen t for a  m om ent, a n d  th e n  sa id , “T h e re  a re  b ills for con­

s titu tio n a l change p re se n te d  a t  every  session .”
“H an s,” P rin cess  A nn  sa id , “th e  sessions h av e  been  an  average  o f te n  y e a rs  a p a r t.” 
“I could call one.”
“I t  w ou ld  be a  vo te  o f no  confidence ,” P rin c e ss  A nn  sa id . “T ouch th e  n e t, do th e  

num bers. You w on’t  b e a t M om.”
J a m e s  la u g h e d , “O f c o u rse , y o u r  E xcellency , th e n  i t  w o u ld  b e  so m eo n e  e ls e ’s 

p rob lem .”
“Do n o t pa tron ize  m e, O m ata . A t least, Your R oyal H ighness, allow th e  governm ent 

to  d ra f t th e  ad d ress .”
T h e  w ay  h e  s a id  Y o u r  R oyal H ig h n e s s ’ ta s te d  o f c o n te m p t, a n d  th e  r e s u l t in g  

sm ile  on  th e  e m p r e s s ’ face  re m in d e d  u s  o f  th e  b a r in g  o f fa n g s  b y  one  o f  th i s  p la n e ts  
carn ivores.

“I w ill d ra f t  it, w ith  J a m e s ’ a ss is ta n c e .”
“O ne o f y o u r fo rm er consorts?”
A quick  check show ed th a t  Ja m e s  h a d  been consort n u m b e r tw en ty -five , b u t  h ad  

n ev er to ta lly  left th e  e m p ress’ life, a n d  th is  w as ru m o red  to  have  been a  fac to r in  th e  
d e p a r tu re  of n u m b e r th irty -sev en , w ho, w e now  suspec ted , m ay  n o t have  been  A nn’s 
biological fa ther. W ith  h u m a n  le a d e rsh ip  th e re  a re  often tw o sto ries, th e  official and  
th e  rea l. We s tru g g le  to  keep  up.

“. . . an d  th a t  o f E a r th m in d , o f course ,” E m p ress  M arie  con tinued  w ith  ice in  h e r  
voice. “We w ill give you a n  advance copy.”
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“E arth m in d ,” E isen  sp a t th e  w ord out. “The dead cannot ru le  th e  affairs o f th e  living.”
“Your Excellency, th e  su rv iv a l o f th e  h u m an  race, an d  th e  su rv iva l of E a rth m in d , is 

th e ir  b u s in ess  as  w ell,” J a m e s  said .
T he p rim e  m in is te r  s a t  s ilen t, b e n t over w ith  h is  face in  h is  h an d s . Nobody sa id  

any th ing .
“I f  i t  m a tte rs ,” we sa id , “even th e  f i r s t  ones te ll u s th e  g re a te s t  lesson  is th a t  w h a t 

th e  u n iv e rse  lays on u s  pays little  heed  to  th e  w ills o f m inds w ith in  it.”
“N o t m y w ill b u t  th in e  be done,” Ja m e s  w h ispered . I t  w as a  quo te  from  a  h u m a n  

re lig ion  th a t  lived on in  th e ir  cu ltu re . W isdom  is w isdom , w h erev e r found.
“H an s ,” sa id  E m p re ss  M arie, in  a  softer voice, “w e w ill m ak e  no m en tio n  o f w h a t 

h a s  h a p p en ed  here . For those  ou tside , i t  will be a s  it alw ays h a s  been.”
H e s a t  u p  a n d  shook h is  head . “No. I am  no w a r leader, a n d  I have  c learly  lo st th e  

confidence o f you r M ajesty. I m u s t consu lt th e  o th e rs  o f m y p a r ty  f irs t, b u t  you sh a ll 
have  m y re s ig n a tio n  w ith in  days.” H e stood up. ‘"We h a v en ’t  h a d  elections in  over a 
h u n d re d  years. P e rh a p s  i t  is  tim e. A t an y  ra te , you w ill do w h a t you w ill do an d  m y 
p resence  h e re  serves no fu r th e r  u se fu l purpose. By y o u r leave, you r M ajesty.”

E m p ress  M arie  nodded  an d  he  left. We n ev er saw  h im  again .
“T he casu a ltie s  hav e  begun ,” she  sa id  in to  th e  silence th a t  followed th e  p rim e m in ­

is te r ’s d e p a rtu re . “I have  a  speech  to  w rite .”
W ith  a ll th e  o th e rs  gone, we w alked  o u t in to  th e  g rav ity  w ith  J a m e s  a n d  A nn, in to  

th e  g re a t p laza  to  w a tch  th e  d ro p le ts  o f th e  g re a t  fo u n ta in  ascend  to  th e  s ta r s  and  
fall back  in  th e ir  en d less  cycle. T h e re  w as n o t m uch  m ore to  say.

T he  n e x t tw e n ty - th re e  rev o lu tio n s o f th e ir  p la n e t ab o u t th e ir  su n  b ro u g h t m ore 
chan g e  in  bo th  th e m  a n d  u s  th a n  th e  p rev ious th o u sa n d . T h e  s ta r  b ecam e a lm o st 
ringed  w ith  m ach ines to  absorb  its  pow er an d  sen d  i t  to  th e  grow ing  flee t. For o u r­
selves, w e la id  a n o th e r  th o u sa n d  a n d  tw en ty -four eggs. T h ere  w ere no royal feedings; 
w e needed  every  h ive-queen  we could produce. We could w ait. In te resting ly , w e h ad  
now  becom e “E m p re ss” A n a th o r in  h u m a n  language , a  q u een  of queens.

W hen th e  day  cam e, w e jo ined  th e  h u m a n  d ig n ita ries . In  deference to  o u r feet, w e 
m e t on th e  deck  o f th e  M ars  g ra v ity  level o f F iji Tower. P rim e  M in is te r  T h a d d e u s  
Zwicky perso n a lly  escorted  us to  E m p ress  M arie, P rince  C onso rt Ja m e s , a n d  A dm i­
ra l  J a i  of th e  hom e g u ard .

All b u t  T h ad d eu s  w ore som e v ersion  of th e ir  m ilita ry  un ifo rm , a  show  o f so lid a rity  
w ith  th e  th o u sa n d s  th a t  w ould  soon follow A d m ira l S u n  a n d  P rin cess  A nn  to w ard  
O rion.

Ja m e s  m otioned  u s  to  o u r p lace a n d  w aved to  th e  s ta r s  above us. “T h e  lig h t from  
p ropu lsion  b eam s re a c h in g  th e  f i r s t  w ave shou ld  a rr iv e  a t  a n y  m om ent,” h e  said .

A lm o st b e fo re  h e  s to p p e d  s p e a k in g , a  th o u s a n d  n e w  s t a r s  ig n ite d  abo v e  u s , 
th e n  g rew  ta i l s  t h a t  f lo w e d  b a c k  to w a rd  u s  lik e  c o n tr a ry  c o m e ts  b o u n d  a w a y  
from  th e  S u n . Two h u n d re d  a n d  six  o f th o se  w ere  h iv e -sh ip s  of o u r  h iv e ’s d a u g h ­
te r  q u een s .

“F are  w ell, o u r sons an d  d a u g h te rs ,” E m p ress  M arie  said .

T hey  d id  fa re  w ell; th e  C an id  h ive  did, in  fact, recognize overw helm ing  su p e rio rity  
a n d  th e  m o st aw fu l deed  c o n te m p la te d  p roved  u n n e e d e d ; th e y  r e t r e a te d  to  th e ir  
hom e system  w ith o u t violence. T h ree  h u n d re d  y e a rs  la te r  we, th e  C h ild ren  of L igh t, 
le ft E m p re ss  A nn  a n d  th e  h u m a n  s ta r s  for a n o th e r  story. M arie  s e n t  h e r  fa rew ell 
from  E a rth m in d .

T he O rionas, b lissfu lly  u n aw are  of any  of th e se  even ts, con tinue  to  m ak e  th e ir  po t­
ter)', th e ir  poetry, a n d  th e ir  m usic. P e rh ap s , in  a n o th e r  tu r n  of th e  g a lac tic  w heel, 
th e y  w ill also  pay  it  forw ard. O
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S K YLIG H T
Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Kristine Kathryn Rusch's Diving universe novel, City o f Ruins, 
just won the Endeavor Award for Best Science Fiction or 

Fantasy novel by a Northwest writer. The novel contains, in 
expanded form, the novella, "Becoming One With the Ghosts" 
(Asimov's, October/November 2010), which won our Readers' 

Award. Kristine's fourth Diving novel will appear later this 
year. The most recent novel in her acclaimed Retrieval Artist 

series, Blowback, came out in December. Kristine is also 
editing Fiction River, a new anthology series. The first issue 
has just been released through WMG Publishing. An exciting 

new character must pick up the pieces of her life in the 
author's latest story for Asimov's.

—Ik y e  s ta n d s  over th e  u n b e liev ab ly  fa t m an , fee t sp re a d  a s  fa r  a s  th e y  go so she 
can  s tra d d le  h im , a n d  c lu tches th e  sp e a r  in  h e r  r ig h t h a n d . H is eyes a re  w ild , b u t 
h e ’s p a s t  begging. T ea rs  s ta in  h is  face, an d  h is  low er lip trem b les.

S h e  doesn ’t h a te  h im . S he  shou ld  h a te  h im , rig h t?
S h e  d o e sn ’t  look up , e ith e r, b e c a u se  i f  sh e  looks up , sh e  fa ils, b u t  sh e  feels like 

s te p p in g  aside . E ven  th o u g h  sh e ’s in  a  s im u la tio n , ev e ry th in g  feels re a l—th e re ’s an  
a c tu a l w ind  blow ing h e r  long black  h a ir  (over h e r  face, d am m it), h e r  fo o tp rin ts  d e ­
p re ss  th e  g ra ss  a ro u n d  th e  fa t m a n ’s body, an d  th e  ligh t o f th e  fad ing  su n  seem s too 
b r ig h t to  h e r  u n tra in e d  eye.

P lu s  sh e  can  sm ell th is  guy. H e sm elled  like garlic  w hen  she  f i r s t  a rr iv e d  a t  h is  
e s ta te , p re te n d in g  to  be a n  escort th a t  h e  h a d  h ired , an d  now  h e  sm ells  like sw eat. 
N o t h e a lth y  m an ly  sw ea t, b u t  flop  sw eat, tin g ed  w ith  fea r so pow erful th a t  if  th e re  
w e re  p re d a to r s  in  th i s  s im u la tio n , th e y  w o u ld  com e from  th e  w oods b e y o n d  in  
droves.

B u t th e re  a re  no p re d a to rs  h e re , n o t even  her. S h e ’s supposed  to  be one, b u t  i t ’s 
ju s t  n o t w ork ing  for her.

“I a sk e d  th is  before, a n d  I’m going to  a sk  it  a g a in ,” sh e  says, sotto voce to  h e r  h a n ­
dler, j u s t  like sh e ’s supposed  to  if  so m e th in g  goes h o rrib ly  w rong  w ith  th e  s im u la ­
tion. “A  sp ear?  R eally?”

S h e  know s th e  answ er. H e r h a n d le r  h a s  g iven  h e r  th e  sa m e  a n sw e r  for tw*o full 
days. You have to he ready  to use every th ing  a ro u n d  you. T h e  s to ry  sh e ’s a c tin g  o u t 
h e re  is a  s im p le  one: th e  fa t  m a n ’s b o d y g u a rd s  d is a rm e d  h e r  a t  th e  door, so sh e  
g rab b ed  w h a t w as n e a r  to  h an d .

B u t she  h a d n ’t  a rr iv e d  a t  an y  door, a n d  th e re  w ere  no b o dyguards. S he  ju s t  a p ­
p e a re d  in s id e  th e  e s ta te , n e a r  th e  fa t  m a n , co n v e rsa tio n  a lre a d y  in  p ro g ress . S he
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stood w ith  h e r  h a n d s  folded in  fro n t o f h e r  w h ile  h e  ta lk ed , a n d  scanned  th e  room  
th a t  overlooked th e  m an icu red  g rounds, sea rch in g  for w eapons.

T he  fa t  m a n  h a d  no id ea  sh e  w ou ld  g rab  a  w eap o n  (an d  th e  sp e a r  w as  h andy ), 
th e n  end  up  like som e k in d  of w arrio r, ch asin g  h im  down th a t  perfect law n  u n til he  
trip p ed  a n d  sp raw led  in  fron t of her. N ot h a lf  an  h o u r ago, th o se  bu lg ing  eyes tw in ­
kled  w ith  th e  id ea  of sex.

Now sh e ’s supposed  to  p lunge th a t  sp e a r  in to  h im . P re fe rab ly  in to  h is  h e a r t  w here  
h e ’ll d ie im m ediately , b u t  considering  w h a t h e ’s (supposedly) done, im p a lin g  h im  in 
th e  eye isn ’t  bad  e ither. I t ’ll m ake  h im  scream  a n d  hold h im  in  place an d  th e n  she 
can  go back  for a m ore su itab le  w eapon , like a  kn ife  or a  la se r  pistol.

S he’d p re fe r a  la se r  r if le — hell, sh e ’d p re fe r som e a ir-to -ground  m issile s— because 
she  doesn ’t  like looking a t  th is  guy ’s face. E ven  if  i t  is s im u la te d  face.

I t’s a s im u la ted  face t h a t ’s crying, because, apparen tly , th a t ’s w h a t th e  fa t m an  did 
th e  day  h e  rea lly  died, w hen  a  re a l a ssa ss in  k illed  h im  n e a rly  a  decade ago.

Skye s ta b s  th e  sp e a r  in to  th e  g ro u n d  beside her, th e n  u ses it  for ba lance  so she  can 
s tep  aw ay from  th e  fa t m an . He s its  up , h is  low er lip still trem bling .

“T h a n k  you,” he  says, h is  voice wobbling. “T h a n k  you, th a n k  you, th a n k  you.”
T his is th e  po in t w h ere  h e r  b e s t frien d  M ingLee said , Screw  it, p lucked th e  sp ea r 

o u t o f th e  g round  and  ra n  th e  guy  th ro u g h . S he  w asn ’t  supposed  to  te ll Skye th e  ex­
perience in  th is  s im u la tio n  (or any  s im u la tio n  for th a t  m a tte r) , b u t she h ad , in  w h is­
pers, w hen  th e y  w ere  off th e  G uild grounds, on holiday.

I  guess th a t’s  w hen I  knew  I  cou ld  do this, M ingLee said. They say  you have to have  
a lot o f  anger in  you to qualify, a n d  I  h a d  no idea I  h a d  an y  a nger a t a ll u n til th a t fa t  
m an sa t up  a n d  trea ted  m e like h is  sav io r for le ttin g  h im  go.

H e isn ’t  t r e a t in g  S kye  like a  savior. H e's th a n k in g  her, su re , b u t  sh e  ca n  see in  
those  bu lg ing  eyes o f h is  th a t  h e ’s try in g  to gau g e  her, to  see how  badly  he  can  fool 
h e r  before he  m an ag es to  escape.

S he sighs. “You’re  rea lly  a  piece o f w ork,” sh e  says to h im , th e n  shoves h im  back ­
w ard  w ith  h e r  booted r ig h t foot.

He s ta r t s  c ry ing  ag a in . S h e ’d w ag er th a t  in  o th e r  s im u la tio n s , people w ould  kill 
h im  for th o se  tea rs . B u t sh e ’s no t o th e r  people.

N or is sh e  a  good cand ida te .
S he th o u g h t she  w as an g ry  ab o u t every th ing . A pparen tly , sh e ’s not.

S till, w h a t an g e r she  h a d  s ta r te d  th e  day she  a rriv ed  a t  th e  A ssassin s  G uild. S he’d 
been  ten , ragged  a n d  hungry , so th in  th a t  she  could see th e  o u tline  of th e  bones in 
h e r  h an d s . S h e ’d been  to ld  she w as going back to  h e r  p a re n ts , a n d  in s tead  h e r  uncle 
(if indeed, he  w as h e r  uncle: it h ad  n ev er been proven) b ro u g h t h e r  here.

T he A ssassin s G uild  looked like a p rison  to her, b u t th en , every th in g  on th is  p a r t  of 
K ord ita  did. T he G uild took up  th e  a re a  of a  sm all city  and  it  w as a  fo rtress, lite ra lly  
an d  figuratively . O u tsid e  its  gates, it seem ed so form idable th a t  she  h ad  no idea  how
peo p le  w o u ld  e n te r  it.

T he g a tes , seem ing ly  m ade of b lond riv e r stone, tow ered  above her. C o lum ns rose 
on th e  r ig h t an d  on th e  left, a p p a re n tly  hold ing  up  th e  ac tu a l door in  th e  m iddle.

O nly it w a sn ’t  a door so m uch a s  th e  im age o f a  door. If  she  p u t h e r  h a n d  in  it  (and 
she d id n ’t  a t  th a t  m om ent; she  only lea rn ed  th is  la te r), she  w ould discover th a t  the  
im age ripp led , faded, a n d  show ed th e  ac tu a l e n tra n c e  b eh in d  it. The e n tra n c e  h ad  
th re e  d iffe re n t a irlo ck in g  sy stem s, f illed  w ith  a ll k inds of id e n tif ic a tio n  m on ito rs 
an d  DNA checks.

A lm ost no one e n te re d  th e  G uild  th is  way; th o se  w ho tr ie d  u su a lly  died. B u t h e r 
so-called uncle  h a d n ’t  know n th a t ,  n o t th a t  h e  w ould have cared .

H e spoke to  th a t  rip p led  door a s  if  som eone w ere  there .
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“I’m  leav ing  th e  k id  h e re  p e r  h e r  p a re n ts ’ in s tru c tio n .” He g lanced over h is  shou l­
d e r  to see i f  she  w as listen ing . S he  w as, b u t she  w as also  try in g  no t to  look a t  him . H e 
h a d  a long th in  face, som eth in g  like h e r  m o th e r’s b u t n o t enough  like  h e r  m o th e r’s 
to  th in k  th e y  w ere  re la ted . B esides, h is  black eyes w ere  shifty, looking a t  Skye, th e n  
looking away, like people d id  w hen  th e y  lied.

H e tu rn e d  back  to  th e  door, an d  sa id , “E ith e r  you le t h e r  in  or you don’t. I t ’s not m y 
business. I will say, though , th a t  I d o ub t she’ll live longer th a n  a w eek  w ith o u t a  good 
m eal. A nd  t h a t ’s on  you guys, n o t t h a t  a ssa ss in s  w ou ld  ca re  a b o u t a n y o n e ’s life, 
r ig h t?”

No one answ ered . N o th ing  h a p p en ed  a t  all. T h e re  w asn ’t  even an y  ind ication  th a t  
anyone h a d  h e a rd  h is  m essage.

Skye th o u g h t he  w ould try  aga in . B u t ap paren tly , sh e  d id n ’t  even w a r ra n t  a sec­
ond try.

H e sh ru g g ed , a n d  backed aw ay from  th e  door. T hen  h e  tu rn e d  to w ard  her, tousled  
h e r  hair, a n d  gave h e r  th e  fa k e s t sm ile  sh e ’d ev er seen.

“Good luck, kid,” h e  sa id  a lm o st like he m e a n t it, an d  w alked  away.
H er b re a th  caugh t. S he w a sn ’t  go ing to yell a f te r  him . S he knew  b e tte r  th a n  to  do 

th a t .  B u t p a r t  of h e r  couldn’t  believe h e  w as w a lk in g  away.
H e w as th e  la s t  t ie  to  h e r  p a re n ts . How w ould th e y  fin d  her?  S he  cou ldn’t  im agine 

th a t  th e y  w ould  w a n t h e r  som ep lace  called  th e  A ssa ss in s  G uild , b u t  sh e  cou ldn ’t 
im ag ine a  lo t o f th in g s  ab o u t h e r  p a re n ts , th in g s  th a t  th e y  w ould la te r  say  or do.

O f course, th e y  w ouldn’t try  to  fin d  her. T hey  n ev e r did.
S he sw allow ed  a n d  ra ise d  h e r  ch in  as  h e r  so-called  uncle  d isa p p e a re d  over th e  

horizon.
She d id n ’t  cry. H e w a sn ’t  w orth  th e  tea rs . B esides, sh e  w as a lre a d y  u sed  to  people 

d is c a rd in g  her. H e r  p a r e n ts  h a d  t r ie d  fo r y e a rs , a n d  h a d  f in a l ly  su cc e e d e d  six  
m on ths ago— only because  she  stopped  try in g  to  fin d  them .

S he w a sn ’t  go ing begging  back  in to  th e ir  good graces. N ot an y  m o re— she could 
feel th a t  resolve, even now.

She s a t  dow n, w rapped  h e r  scraw ny  a rm s a ro u n d  h e r  scraw ny legs, an d  rested  h e r  
cheek on h e r  knees. S he could still h e a r  h e r  so-called uncle  cu rsin g  even  th o u g h  she 
could no longer see him . He w as going on ab o u t m oney  owed, p ay m en t den ied , an d  
revenge exacted .

N ot th a t  sh e  cared . S he w as done. No one w a n te d  her, an d  sh e  w a sn ’t  even su re  
sh e  w an ted  herself.

She decided to  w a it u n til h e ’d been  gone a t  le a s t an  hour. T hen  she 'd  try  to  find  h e r  
w ay back  to  th a t  slow -m oving t r a in  h e  h ad  ta k e n  h e r  on. M aybe she  could  ta k e  it  
back  to th e  city. S he  knew  how  to su rv ive in  a city; she  could pick a pocket, s tea l an  
identity , an d  scrounge food b e tte r  th a n  anyone she  knew.

She h a d  a p lan . B u t surp rising ly , th e  Guild changed  it.
And th e y  changed  it  by open ing  th e  gate.

Skye s its  in th e  d eb rie fin g  room . S he h a sn ’t  expected  to  come here ; sh e  w as told 
she'd  be debriefed  inside  th e  s im u la tio n . A p p aren tly  sh e  failed so bad ly  th a t  no one 
w an ted  to  v is it th e  in te rio r o f th e  s im u la tio n  w ith  her.

T he d e b rie fin g  room  is p u rp o se ly  devoid o f a n y th in g  excep t a ta b le , tw o cha irs , 
an d  of course, th e  rep lay  w alls th a t  a re  able to  show  h e r  fa ilu re  in  bo th  2D, 3D. and  
full v ir tu a l. R igh t now, th e  w alls a re  off.

M aybe sh e ’s going to  ge t th ro w n  ou t o f th e  G uild, a lth o u g h  she isn ’t  su re  if  th a t ’s 
even  possib le. A fte r a ll, sh e  ow es th e m  a sm a ll fo r tu n e  for f if te e n  y e a rs  o f room , 
board, an d  education . Theoretically , sh e ’s supposed  to  w ork  off th e  m oney as  she  a p ­
p ren tices  w ith  som eone.
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B u t sh e ’s n o t going to  ap p ren tice  w ith  anyone now. No one’s going to w a n t her. She 
a lread y  h a s  a  re p u ta tio n  for fa iling  to  p lay  w ell w ith  o thers, a n d  now she  can ’t  even 
k ill a  m ass m u rd e re r  properly.

Or, b e tte r  p u t, she  ca n ’t  even rep lica te  th e  m u rd e r  o f a  m ass  m u rd e re r  properly.
Oh, w ait. S h e ’s supposed  to  call h is  d e a th  a n  a ssa ss in a tio n .
T he G uild  d efines  assa ssin a tio n  an d  m u rd er  differently . A ssass in a tio n  is  a  ta rg e t­

ed d ea th , done for reaso n s o th e r th a n  passion . M u rd e r u su a lly  h a p p en s  in  a  m om ent 
o f passion , often w ith o u t p lann ing , b u t  u su a lly  in  response  to  som e k in d  o f em otion­
a l s tim u lus.

A ssassin a tio n , p roperly  done, is ac tu a lly  legal. T he G uild is  re g is te red  w ith  h u n ­
d red s  of cu ltu re s  on dozens of p lan e ts , an d  g e ts  called in to  service w h en ev er a  m ajor 
crim inal (u su a lly  a  m a ss  m u rd e re r)  escapes local ju s tic e  a n d  m oves to  a ju risd ic tio n  
th a t  p ro tec ts  h im . O r w on’t  give h im  back. O r sim ply  le ts  h im  exist.

T rea ty  a fte r  tre a ty  m ak es it  okay for m em bers o f th e  G uild— an d  for o th e r  licensed 
a ssa ss in s— to ge t rid  o f legal ta rg e ts , ta rg e ts  a lread y  convicted e lsew here  of provable 
crim es.

Som etim es th e  G uild  even  goes a f te r  folks w hose heinous crim es can’t  be proven in  
a court o f law, b u t w ho a re  clearly  guilty. T h a t req u ire s  a b it m ore finesse, an d  a  lot of 
p roof from  e ith e r  th e  p e rso n  (governm ent, bu s in ess , w hatever) h ir in g  th e  G uild, or 
p roof from  th e  G uild itself.

Ten y e a rs  ago, th e  fa t m an  w as one o f th e  unconv icted— h e ’d ac tu a lly  b rib ed  h is 
w ay free. H e’d m u rd e red  dozens o f people, in c lu d in g  som e o f th e  ju ro rs  on h is  very  
f i r s t  t r ia l  five y ea rs  before, th e  one th a t  m ade som eone— Skye isn ’t  su re  w ho— fig ­
u re  o u t th a t  th is  guy  w as too slip p ery  to  convict o f an y th in g ; h e  ju s t  n eeded  to  be ex­
ecuted.

Execution  is a n o th e r  w ord  th a t  th e  G uild  says is d iffe ren t from  m urder. B u t Skye 
isn ’t  su re  o f th a t  e ith e r. E xecu tion , a s  sh e  le a rn e d  in  school, is sim p ly  w h a t  m ur- 
d e r/a ssa ss in a tio n /d e a th  caused  by o th e rs  is ca lled  w hen  a  g o v ern m en t does it.

S he  know s th e  le c tu re  sh e ’s go ing  to  ge t now, in  th is  d e b rie f in g  room . You ca n ’t 
have p ity  fo r  these guys, h e r  h a n d le r  w ill say. T h en  sh e ’ll h e a r  a  rec ita tio n  o f every ­
th in g  th e  fa t m an  ever did, p robab ly  th e  sam e d am n  rec ita tio n  (w ith  a c tu a l footage, 
in  som e cases) th a t  she  h e a rd  w hen  sh e  m oved to  th is  tra in in g  level.

I t  took h e r  a  w hile  to  g e t here . H e r han d -ey e  coord ina tion  is n ’t  th e  b est. S he  re ­
q u ired  e x tra  tra in in g  ju s t  to  ge t th ro u g h  w eapons proficiency, an d  she p assed  i t  by 
such  a  low m arg in  th a t  sh e  w asn ’t  su re  th ey  w ould  m ove h e r  forw ard.

B u t th o se  an g e r te s ts , th e y  got h e r  a  lo t fa r th e r  th a n  anyone  expected.
S he m ig h t hav e  b ad  hand-eye  coord ination , b u t  she  h as  enough  a n g e r for tw en ty  

a ssassin s .
O r m aybe tw enty-five .
O r so th e y  told h e r— before th is  s im u la tion .

S h e  d id n ’t  m a k e  f r ie n d s  in  th e  G u ild . W h a t  w a s  th e  p o in t  o f  fr ie n d s ?  Y ou’d j u s t  
have  to leave th em  anyway. O r th e y ’d ab an d o n  you w hen  it  m a tte red .

From  th e  m om en t she  w alked  th ro u g h  th a t  door in to  th e  G uild, she  s tay ed  on h e r  
g uard . S he  expected  th e m  to th row  h e r  out. No one did.

T hey  th re w  h e r  in  a  c lass  w ith  a  dozen o th e r  k id s  h e r  age. T hose k id s  p a id  rea l 
m oney to  come h e re — or th e ir  p a re n ts  h ad  paid  it. T he k ids w ere  supposed to  lea rn  a 
tra d e , a n d  assassin  w as one of th e  h a rd e s t  tra d e s  o f all.

You h a d  to  be sm a rt, because  you h a d  to o u tth in k  your opponents. You h a d  to  be 
strong , b u t  th a t  could be tra in e d . You h ad  to  be charm ing , o r e lse  no one w ould be­
friend  you. A nd you h a d  to  have a n  ab ility  to be forgettab le, o r y o u r usefu lness would 
end  a fte r  y o u r f i r s t  few jobs.
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T he G uild  te s te d  for a ll o f th a t— or a t  least, i t  te s te d  th e  th in g s  it could te s t  for. I t 
could te s t  for sm a rts , b u t  ch a rm in g  a p p ea red  over tim e. F o rg e ttab le  w as som eth in g  
t h a t  c o u ld n ’t  be te s te d  e ith e r . A nd  th e  G u ild  b e liev ed  t h a t  a n g e r  w ou ld  becom e 
s tre n g th  over tim e.

Skye m im icked charm ing . S he to ld  people w h a t th ey  w a n te d  to  hear.
All th e  k ids h a d  p a re n t  sto ries, so she  h ad  p a re n t  sto ries. Som e of th e m  w ere  even 

tru e .
U su a lly  th e  p a re n t  s to ries  got exchanged  w hen  th e  k id s  w ere  in  th e  ga rdens. T he 

g a rd e n s  inside  th e  A ssass in s  G uild  w ere  ex tensive , an d  w ere  supposed  to  be ca lm ­
ing. T he k ids h a d  th e ir  ow n g a rd en , filled  w ith  p la n ts  o f a ll k in d s— alth o u g h  none 
le th a l. T h e re  ac tu a lly  w as a  le th a l g a rd e n , locked a n d  h id d en , so m e th in g  th e  s tu ­
d e n ts  got to u se  if  th e y  m ade  it  th ro u g h  re g u la r  schooling a n d  m oved in to  A ssassin s  
school proper.

S k y e  loved  th e  g a rd e n , m o s tly  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  s u n s h in e .  L o ts  o f  s to n e  p a th s  
w idened  in to  f la t  a re a s  w here  k id s  could he  dow n an d  s tu d y  th e  bugs in  th e  d irt. She 
h a d n ’t  seen  bugs in  th e ir  n a tu ra l  en v iro n m en t before com ing to  th e  Guild; sh e ’d only 
seen  bugs on sh ip s  or in  r e s ta u r a n ts  o r in  low -ren t space  s ta tio n s . T h ere  th e  bugs 
w ere  d isgusting , a  sign  of filth . H ere , th ey  w ere  no rm al a n d  desired , u su a lly  to  keep  
th e  p la n ts  alive.

S he w a sn ’t  su re  how  sh e  fe lt a b o u t th e  p lan ts . All th e  o th e r  k id s  knew  w h a t th e  
g reen  ones w ere  called  a n d  w hy  som e of th e m  h a d  red  b lossom s a n d  o th e rs  p u rp le  
blossom s, b u t  she  d id n ’t. S h e’d n ev er h a d  re g u la r  schooling.

In  fact, she’d never been in  one place long enough to know  w here  she  w as from. H er 
p a re n ts  h a d n ’t  nam ed  h e r  for th e  sky  she now saw  above her, beau tifu l and  blue an d  
clear.

In s te a d , th e y ’d n a m e d  h e r  S k y lig h t, to  re m in d  th e m  o f a  d a r in g  e scap e  th e y ’d 
m ade  o u t o f som e a n c ie n t p a lace  on som e fa raw ay  p lan e t. S he  h a d  no idea  w h a t a 
sk y lig h t w as u n til sh e ’d come h ere , an d  som eone h a d  show n h e r  one th a t  ex isted  in  
th e  u p p e r tow ers o f s tu d e n t wing.

E ven  th en , th a t  person  h a d n ’t  know n h e r  nam e. No one knew  h e r  as  an y th in g  b u t 
Skye. S he  w ouldn’t  even  te ll th e m  h e r  la s t  nam e.

N o t t h a t  a n y  o f  th e  k id s  a sk e d . T h ey  w ere  m ore  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  p re s t ig e  a n d  
w ea lth  a n d  back g ro u n d s of th e  p a re n ts .

“Hey, Skye,” som e k id  w ould say, “how  m uch  m oney do y o u r p a re n ts  m ake?”
T h a t one w as easy  a n d  tru e : “I don’t  know,” sh e ’d  say. “T hey  n ev er to ld  m e.”
O r
“Hey, Skye, w hy h a v e n ’t  you r p a re n ts  come to  P a re n ts ’ D ay?”
H arder, b u t also  ab le  to be tru th fu l: “T h e ir  job  ta k e s  th e m  all over th e  sector. T hey  

n ev e r know  w here  th e y ’ll be from  one m on th  to  th e  nex t.”
O r
“Hey, Skye, w h a t do you r p a re n ts  do?”
T h a t  one sh e  co u ld n ’t  an sw er, n o t tru th fu lly , n o t a n d  s ta y  h e re . T h e y ’re p ira te s  

w asn ’t  q u ite  t r u e — th ey  d id n ’t  s te a l sh ip s  p e r  se, b u t th e y  d id  s tea l th in g s  on ships. 
T h ey’re th ieves  m ade  th e m  sou n d  sm all, and  h e r  p a re n ts  w ere  a n y th in g  b u t sm all. 
T hey  h a d  g rand iose  p lans, an d  som etim es th o se  p lan s  even succeeded.

So sh e ’d say som eth in g  a lm o st tru e : “I don’t  know  w h a t th e y  do exactly. T hey  ca n ’t  
te ll m e w h a t th e y ’re  doing m ost o f th e  tim e.”

“Top secret, h u h ?” th e  k id  w ould a lw ays answ er, an d  sh e ’d sm ile  knowingly.
“Top secret,” she’d say, and  go back to h e r  bug  study, or w h a tev er else she w as doing.
No one ever asked  h e r  how sh e  got here. No one ever asked  h e r  w hy she  w as here. 

S he d id n ’t  even know' th is  place cost m oney u n til six m o n th s  in , w hen  one of th e  a d ­
m in is tra to rs  pu lled  h e r  aside.
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“Your p ro b a tio n ary  period is over,” th e  a d m in is tra to r  said . “C o n g ra tu la tio n s. You’re  
a perfect can d id a te  for ou r school. W e’ve go tten  you severa l scho larsh ips to  ge t you to 
age fourteen , b u t a f te r  th a t ,  w e w ill need  to review  y o u r s itu a tio n .”

F o u rteen  seem ed  like forever away. S he  d id n ’t  th in k  of it.
N or did sh e  th in k  m uch  ab o u t i t  w hen , a t  fou rteen , th e y  exp la ined  th a t  she  could 

m ove to K o rd ita ’s b iggest city, P ro sp e ra , and  go to  public school a t  th e  c ity ’s expense 
or she  could s ta y  here , have  a top-notch  education , an d  th e n  w ork  off h e r  d e b t to  th e  
G uild  once sh e  g ra d u a te d .

W orking off d e b t sounded  ju s t  f in e  to  her.
I t  w asn ’t  like she  h a d  p lans.
B ut, of course, back  th en , she  h a d n ’t  know n w h a t w ork ing  off d eb t ac tu a lly  m ean t.

Vaclav, h e r  h an d le r, s tr id e s  th ro u g h  th e  door. H e’s w h ip -th in , m u scu la r, an d  no t 
m u c h  t a l l e r  th a n  sh e  is. H e k e e p s  h is  h e a d  s h a v e d , n o t  b e c a u s e  i t ’s  p e r fe c tly  
form ed—it  isn ’t— b u t because  he  lo st h is  h a ir  early, o r so th ey  say.

H is sku ll show s h is  d ifficu lt life. S cars  s c a tte r  across i t  like ta ttoos. H e can have  
th e  sk in  en h an ced  so th a t  no one sees th e  fo rm er in ju ries , b u t h e ’s p ro u d  o f them .

Skye th in k s  th e y  m ak e  h im  look like  he  h a s  been  s titc h e d  to g e th e r  by a n  in e p t 
seam stress .

H e s its  in  fro n t o f her. H e doesn’t  reach  u n d e r th e  tab le  an d  ac tiv a te  th e  w alls. S he 
a t  le a s t expects to  see h e r  fa ilu re  in  slow m otion.

In s te a d , V aclav t i l ts  h is  c h a ir  on to  tw o legs, one elbow  re s tin g  on th e  back, an d  
says, “I don ’t  th in k  you w ere objecting to  the  spear.”

S h e  d o e sn ’t  e x p e c t h im  to  say  th a t .  S h e  r a is e s  h e r  ch in  anyw ay. “I t ’s a  s tu p id  
w eapon, especia lly  a t  close ran g e .”

‘Y es, i t  is,” Vaclav says. “T h a t’s w hy th e  a s sa ss in  w ho a c tu a lly  k illed  y o u r ta rg e t  
d id n ’t  u se  it. In  fac t, y o u ’re  th e  f i r s t  p e rso n  to  do th e  s im u la tio n  to  s e t th e  sp e a r  
aside , ju s t  like th e  o rig inal a s sa ss in  h ad .”

H er stom ach  tw ists . H e’s n o t supposed  to  te ll h e r  how th e  a c tu a l job  w en t. “W hy 
a re  you te llin g  m e th is? ”

H e sm iles. H is sm ile  revea ls lau g h  lines a ro u n d  h is  m outh , b u t no t h is  eyes. S h e’s 
alw ays found th a t  curious. H e h as  lea rn ed  to sm ile  a n d  look a m u sed  w ith o u t ch an g ­
ing  th e  exp ression  in  h is  eyes a t  all.

“I th in k  you know  th e  speech  I w ould  norm ally  give here ,” h e  says. “I su sp ec t you 
could recite  i t  to me. I also th in k  th a t  i t  doesn’t  m a tte r  to you.”

H er h e a r t  pounds. S he’s n o t u sed  to  being  seen  so clearly.
“I do w a n t to  a sk  one question , th o u g h ,” he  says. “Does i t  m a tte r  to you th a t  a f te r  

th is  guy escaped  th e  f irs t  tim e, he m u rd ered  s ix teen  people, inc lud ing  te n  ch ild ren?”
S he sh u d d e rs  ju s t  a little , an d  looks down. T h is  is th e  reason  no one te lls  th e  a p ­

p ren tices  th e  n a m e s  of th e  s im u la tio n  ta rg e ts . T h a t  way, th e  ap p ren tice s  c a n ’t  look 
up  w h a t rea lly  h appened . T hey  have  to  t ru s t  th e ir  in s tru c to rs  to  te ll th em  th e  tru th .

“O r t h a t  o u r  p ro je c tio n s  sh o w e d  t h a t  if  h e  h a d  b een  a llo w ed  to  live , h e  p ro b a b ly  
w ould have  k illed— conservatively— a n o th e r  tw o h u n d re d  people over th e  course of 
h is  n a tu ra l  life?”

S he sw allow s. S he w a n ts  to  say, S ta tis tic s  can be m a n ip u la te d  or so m eth in g  else 
eq u a lly  v ap id  like, We c a n ’t p red ic t the  fu ture . B u t she  d o esn ’t  b ecau se  sh e  know s 
th e re  is no excuse for w h a t she  h a s  done.

S he’s a n  app ren tice . S he’s been given a  ta rg e t. S h e’s supposed  to  a s sa ss in a te  him .
In  fact, h e r  in s tru c tio n s  w ere  to kill h im  in an y  w ay she  can, only sh e  m u s t not le t 

h im  escape.
T he w ord  “e sc a p e ” f i l te r s  in to  h e r  co n sc io u sn ess . S h e  frow ns. “D id you  say  he  

e scap ed ?”
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V aclav’s sm ile  f in a lly  re a c h e s  h is  eyes. S til l  no  la u g h  lin es , b u t  th e  edges tu r n  
dow nw ard  in  am u sem en t. As h e  tra in e d  h e r  over th e  y ea rs , she  a lw ays enjoyed see ­
in g  th a t  dow nw ard  tu rn  m ore th a n  she  enjoyed see ing  h im  sm ile.

“A nd th e  a c tu a l a s sa ss in  d id n ’t  u se  th e  sp ea r?” sh e  asks. T hen  sh e  t i l ts  h e r  head . 
H e r b re a th  catches. “T h is isn ’t  a  t r a in in g  sim u la tion . You guys f i r s t  c re a te d  th is  s im ­
u la tio n  to  see w h ere  th e  o rig inal a s sa ss in  screw ed up .”

Vaclav c laps h is  h a n d s  to g e th e r  slowly.
“B rava ,” h e  says. “You a re  th e  f i r s t  s tu d e n t ev er to  go to  th e  m etalevel. O f course, 

in  doing so, you’ve a lso  m anaged  to  fail to qualify  as  a n  a ssa ss in .”
S he isn ’t  su re  w h a t he m ean s, w hy  it  a m u ses  h im , or w hy  h e  f in d s  it  a ll p ra is e ­

worthy. So sh e  focuses on th e  fa ilu re . “J u s t  b ecause  I se t dow n th e  sp ea r?”
“W h a t do you th in k  w ould hav e  h ap p en ed  to  you h ad  h e  escaped?” Vaclav asks. 
She d o esn ’t  know. No one h a s  ev er ta lk e d  a b o u t th is. All she  h a s  ev er lea rn ed  in  

th e  G uild  is th a t  fa ilu re  is n o t a n  option.
“I don’t  know,” Skye asks. “W h a t h ap p en ed  to  th e  o rig inal a ssa ss in ?  T he one w ho 

screw ed up?”
“S he d id n ’t  re p o r t h e r  fa ilu re ,” Vaclav says. “T h e  only reaso n  w e lea rn ed  of it w as 

th e  loss o f th o se  s ix teen  souls.”
Skye’s b re a th  catches. “You m ean , she  ju s t  cam e back h ere  and  said  she succeeded?” 
“O h, no,” Vaclav says. “S he w as s till on h is tra il . S he  ca u g h t h im  sh o rtly  a f te r th e  

s ix te e n  d ied , a n d  th e n  sh e  d isp a tc h e d  h im  q u ite  qu ick ly — a n d  v e ry  n astily , i f  th e  
t r u th  be told. S he  w as angry.”

“I’ll be t,” Skye says softly.
“B u t sh e  d id  ge t rep rim an d ed ,” Vaclav says. “A nd th e n  she  got rem oved .”
Skye lean s back ju s t  a little , a s  she  u n d e rs ta n d s  w h a t really  h appened . “S he lied to 

you. S he  to ld  you it  w asn ’t  possib le to  kill h im  on h is  e s ta te .”
V aclav’s sm ile  grow s. T h en  h e  looks aw ay a n d  nods, a s  if  S k y e’s done w ell. S he  

know s she  h a s n ’t, so sh e ’s even  m ore su rp rised .
“Yes,” h e  says. “T h a t’s w h y  w e c re a te d  th e  s im u la tio n . We ra n  i t  w ith  dozens of 

tra in e d  a ssass in s . E very  one of th em  found a  w ay to  d isp a tch  th e  fa t m a n  on h is  e s ­
ta te . T he spear, by th e  way, proved to  be th e  m ost p o p u la r w eapon .”

“O nly  b ecause  i t ’s u n u su a l,” S kye m u tte rs .
Vaclav’s eyes tw inkle . “A nd h e re  I th o u g h t i t  w as because  i t ’s an c ien t, som eth in g  

h u m a n s  hav e  u sed  since th e  daw n  of tim e.”
Is th a t  hum or?  F rom  Vaclav? S he  can ’t  q u ite  tell.
H e say s  n o th in g  else. S he  know s th is  trick . H e s tu d ie s  her, a n d  th e n  w a its  u n til  

she  b reaks. S h e’s n o t going to  b reak . S he know s how  bad ly  she  failed. S he  ju s t  w an ts  
th e  verdict.

“So,” sh e  says, “w h a t’s th e  m eta leve l?”
H is eyebrow s go up, m oving a ll o f h is  scars. “T h a t,” h e  says, “is a  very  good question .”

Skye s ta r te d  to  g e t an  in k lin g  a b o u t th e  w ays sh e ’d w ork  off h e r  d e b t w hen  she  
w as to ld  sh e ’d  go in to  A ssassin  School. Som e of h e r  p e e rs— m ost o f h e r  p e e rs— got to  
choose w h e th e r  o r n o t th e y ’d con tin u e  in  th e  p rog ram , b u t  she  d id n ’t.

W hen sh e  fin a lly  asked  if  sh e  could choose so m eth in g  else, h e r  adv iso r h ad  looked 
a t  h e r  like she  w as dum b.

“You know  w h a t w e are , r ig h t? ” h e r  adv iso r h a d  said . “We tr a in  a ssa ss in s .”
“B u t lo ts o f people do o th e r  jobs h e re ,” Skye h a d  said . ‘T h e re  a re  scho lars an d  in ­

v es tig a to rs  an d  te a c h e rs— ”
“All o f w hom  h av e  been  th ro u g h  A ssassin  School,” h e r  adv iso r said .
“I th o u g h t only  a s sa ss in s  go th ro u g h  A ssassin  School,” Skye h a d  said .
“Yes,” h e r  adv iso r said . “T h a t’s r ig h t.”
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“B efore we go a n y  fu rth e r ,” Vaclav says, “you need  to  te ll m e w hy  you d id n ’t  k ill 
h im .”

T he  d e b rie fin g  room  h a d  g o tten  cold, o r m aybe Skye h ad . S he h a d  come in  h e re  
covered in  sw eat. A fter all, she  h ad  been  th e  only rea l th in g  in th a t  s im u la tio n , an d  
as a  re a l th ing , she  h a d  h ad  rea l reac tio n s to h e r  physical efforts.

S he  felt dam p, sticky, tired , an d  annoyed.
S h e’s h ad  th is  d iscussion  w ith  Vaclav before, o ften  in  th is  w ing o f th e  G uild— w hen 

she blew  h e r  f i r s t  exam  to g e t in to  A ssassin  School; w hen  she  failed h e r  laser-p isto l 
te s t, th e  one w h ere  all sh e  h a d  to  do w as g e t th e  pistol to  fire; w hen  she  re fu sed  to 
punch  M ingLee in  th e  face h a rd  enough  to  cause  dam age.

Skye shou ld  h a te  th e se  p la in , w indow less d eb rie fin g  room s, because sh e ’s been  in 
th em  a m illion tim es, b u t she  doesn’t. In  fact, she  feels ju s t  a  b it victorious every  tim e 
she en ters .

S he  isn ’t  try in g  to  fail a t  being  a n  a ssa ss in , b u t  sh e ’s to ld  everyone for y e a rs  now 
th a t  sh e ’s n o t su ite d  to it. A nd tim e a n d  tim e ag a in , sh e ’s p roven  it.

As ifV aclav can  h e a r  h e r  th o u g h ts , h e  says, “I don ’t  w a n t th e  d iscussion  ab o u t w hy 
you’re  no t su ite d  to  be a n  a ssa ss in . W e’ve h a d  it. I w a n t to  know  w hy  you d id n ’t  kill 
th is  ta rg e t  in  p a rticu la r. You w ere n e a rly  th e re .”

H is sm ile is gone, w hich she  expected, an d  so is th a t  little  d o w n tu rn  a t  th e  edges of 
h is  eyes. H e’s n o t h ap p y  w ith  her, w hich shou ldn ’t  su rp rise  her. H e’s u su a lly  n o t h a p ­
py w ith  her.

“T he  fa t m an  w a sn ’t  w o rth  it,” Skye says.
V aclav’s face reddens. S h e ’s n ev er seen  th a t  before. S he  ac tu a lly  got an  em otional 

reac tion  ou t of h im .
“N ot w o rth  it?  We can  prove th a t  h e  k illed  h u n d re d s  of people in  cold blood. How is 

th a t  m an  n o t w o rth  k illing?”
S he  know s b e tte r  th a n  to  b a rk  o u t th e  a n sw er th a t  com es to  m ind  firs t; M ost peo­

p le  in  the  G u ild  have k illed  in  cold blood. Does th a t m ake  them  w orth  k ill in g ?
In s te a d , sh e  says, “N ot w o rth  k illing  to me. I’d lose a  b it o f myself. I don’t  w a n t to 

do th a t .”
“Lose a  b it of yourself,” Vaclav re p e a ts  as  i f  h e  doesn’t  u n d e rs ta n d . A nd m aybe he 

doesn’t. A fter all, he  w as one of th e  b e s t a s sa ss in s  ever u n til  he failed  h is  la s t  p hysi­
cal an d  h a d  to  re tire  from  th e  field . S he  h a s  no id ea  how  m an y  people h e ’s k illed .

H e r cheeks w arm . “I’d lose a  little  b it o f m y— soul. Som e people call it soul. O th e rs  
call i t . . .  hum an ity . I don’t  w a n t to  lose th a t.”

Is th is  th e  f i r s t  tim e  sh e ’s told h im  th is?  M aybe in  those  w ords. H e’s looking a t  h e r  
like she  used  to  look a t  th e  bugs. L ike sh e ’s in te re s tin g  an d  s tra n g e  an d  im m in en tly  
sq uashab le .

“You th in k  none of us hav e  h u m a n ity ? ” he asks.
A  v erb a l tra p , one th a t  she  opened up. S he a n sw e rs  cautiously. “I th in k  w e’re  all 

d if fe re n t.”
S he w a n ts  to  stop  th e re . M aybe h e  will le t h e r  stop  th e re . S he hopes he w ill le t h e r  

stop  th e re .
“B u t . . .  ?” h e  says.
A nd h e re  it  goes: th e  t r a p  closing, m ostly  b ecau se—for once in  h e r  life— sh e ’s tired  

of g iv ing th e  expected  answ er.
T ired  of lying.
S he  sh rugs. “You believe th a t  w h a t you do p u ts  you on th e  side of rig h t. I th in k  it 

m ak es m e th e  sam e as  th e  fa t guy.”
Vaclav s lam s h is pa lm s on th e  tab le . I t  bounces u p  an d  th e n  down. H e s ta n d s  up  so 

fa s t h is  ch a ir  f lip s  over.
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She’s never seen him like this. Her heart pounds, but she doesn’t move.
H e g la res  a t  h e r  so coldly th a t  sh e  ac tu a lly  sh ivers. T hen  he y a n k s  th e  door open, 

s lam m in g  it  a g a in s t th e  w all, an d  leaves, pu lling  th e  door closed so h a rd  beh ind  him  
th a t  th e  e n tire  bu ild in g  shakes.

S he le ts  o u t th e  b re a th  she w as holding.
S h e’d m anaged  to keep  those  th o u g h ts  to  h e rse lf  for m ore th a n  a decade.
Now everyone w ill know.
“Oops,” sh e  says softly  to  herself, a n d  w onders if  she  m e a n s  it.

S he  w as n in e teen  an d  one y e a r  in to  A ssassin  School w hen  she  fina lly  h a d  enough 
know ledge to  m a rsh a l h e r  a rg u m e n ts  a g a in s t c o n tin u in g  h e r  education . S he w en t 
in to  th e  ch ie f a d m in is tra to r ’s office.

I t overlooked th e  k id s’ g a rd en , b u t  th e  w indow s w ere  so sh e lte re d  th a t  Skye h ad  
no idea  th e  a d m in is tra to r  could w a tch  the  k id s  u n til th is  m eeting .

So m an y  sec re ts  in  th is  p lace, som e o f th em  b u ilt in.
T he  office i ts e lf  w as  a sy m m e tric a l, w alls  ju t t in g  o u t a t  odd  co rn ers , sp aces  s e t  

a s id e  se e m in g ly  h a p h a z a rd ly , u n le s s  one k n ew  w h e re  to  look. S kye  h a d  a lw ay s  
know n w h ere  to look.

N o th ing  in  th e  G uild  w as acc iden ta l. E ith e r  th o se  w alls h id  sec re t p assag es or se­
c re t v iew in g  a re a s  o r j u s t  p la in  old se c re t room s. S o m etim es  th e y  w ere  d esig n ed  
m ere ly  as  decoys, so if  anyone  b roke in  looking for th e  sec re t passages, v iew ing  a r ­
eas, o r room s, th e y ’d fin d  one of th ese  places.

B u t Skye saw  all o f th em , th e  decoys and  th e  rea l ones. S he  ju s t  sa id  no th ing . S he 
w ould look a t  th e  G uild  a rc h ite c tu ra l d raw in g s  la te r  to  con firm  h e r  sup p o sitio n s. 
S h e’d found th e  d raw in g s n e a rly  a  y e a r  before w hen  she  w as re se a rc h in g  so m eth in g  
else. O f course, th e  d ra w in g s  h a d  been  m isca teg o rized  on pu rpose , so th a t  no one 
could do w h a t she  h ad  s ta r te d  to  do— stu d y  th e  G uild  from  th e  inside  out.

T he h e a d  a d m in is tra to r , U m eko H agen , w as a t in y  w om an w hose desk  dw arfed  
her. S he  h a d n ’t held  th e  job  long; sh e ’d been p rom oted  w hen  som eth in g  no one ta lk ed  
abou t h ap p en ed  to  or w ith  h e r  predecessor. S he  h ad  h a ir  as  b lack  a s  Skye’s an d  w ore 
it  so sh o r t th a t  it looked like it h a d  been acc iden tally  lopped off.

“E very  s tu d e n t believes she shou ld  leave th e  p ro g ram  a t  th is  point." U m eko sa id  
before Skye h ad  a chance to  speak . “N ot m an y  g e t a n  aud ience  w ith  m e ab o u t it.”

Skye sw allow ed h a rd . “I have  ta lk e d  to  o th e r  a d m in is tra to rs .”
“I see th a t ,” U m eko said . “T hey  to ld  you to  ta lk  to  me. T hey  say  you r a rg u m e n t is 

p ersuasive . Is it?”
Skye w a sn ’t going to  a n sw er th a t. I t  w as a  silly  question , an d  one m e a n t to  p u t h e r  

on th e  defensive.
“You’ve probably  looked a t  m y file  by now,” she  said . “You know  I w as dum ped  h e re  

w ith  no say  in th e  m a tte r. You also  know  th a t  I have  sa id  from  th e  b eg in n in g  th a t  
I’m  n o t su ited  to be a n  a ssa ss in .”

“T he te s ts  say  o th erw ise ,” U m eko sa id , re p e a tin g  w h a t every  a d m in is tra to r  h ad  
sa id  a t  th is  point.

“I m ay have  th e  pe rso n a lity  for it,” Skye sa id . “I m ay hav e  th e  background  for it. 
B u t I don’t  have th e  desire .”

“T he f i r s t  y e a r is h a rd — ”
“I’ve n ev er h ad  th e  desire ,” Skye sa id , “a n d  un lik e  m y peers, I don ’t  g e t to choose 

m y fu tu re . You people have  chosen it  for m e.”
‘T h e  scho larsh ip  s tu d e n ts  all g e t a choice,” U m eko said .
“I ’m no t a scho la rsh ip  s tu d e n t,” Skye said . “I’m  in d e n tu re d . A nd th a t ’s n o t legal.”
S he  w a sn ’t  su re  ab o u t th e  legalities. S he cou ldn’t  f in d  w hich  lega lities app lied  to 

th e  G uild  an d  w hich d id n ’t. T he G uild  seem ed to  be its  ow n country, w hich m e a n t it
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m ade its  own law s. A lthough  she w a sn ’t  even su re  of th a t. T he secrecy of th e  G uild 
h a d  w orked a g a in s t her, and , for once, she  w asn ’t  su re  how to ge t a ro u n d  it.

“You made an agreement,” Umeko said.
“A t fou rteen ,” Skye said .
“W hich is old enough  u n d e r  th e  law,” U m eko said . O f course, she  d id n ’t  say  w hich 

law. A nd Skye d id n ’t  ask . S he  did know  th a t  on K ord ita , fou rteen  w as old enough  to 
e n te r  a con trac t, p rovided c e rta in  conditions w ere  m et.

“B u t no one ex p la in ed  a ll th e  te rm s  to  me. T hey  sa id  I’d hav e  to  w ork  m y room , 
board , an d  education  off. No one to ld  m e th a t  th e  only people w ho w ork  h e re  a re  a s ­
sassin s . I d id n ’t lea rn  th a t  u n til I w as n in e teen .”

“I th o u g h t you w ere  observan t,"  U m eko said .
T h a t in su lt h it hom e. “I am ,” S kye said . “B ut none of th e  chefs kill people here .” 
U m eko g rinned . It m ade  h e r  look young. “Touche.”
“I u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  I owe you a g re a t  debt,” Skye said . “I’m  w illing  to  ge t w ork  o u t­

side  th e  G uild a n d  send  you h a lf  o f w h a t I e a rn  for as  long a s  it tak es .”
“You w a n t o u t of h e re  th a t  bad ly?” U m eko asked .
P a rt o f h e r  did. B u t for an o th e r  p a r t  o f her, th e  G uild  w as hom e.
“I lik e  it h e re ,” S kye sa id . “B u t I d o n ’t  w a n t to  be a n  a s s a s s in . E ven  for a l i t t le  

w hile. I’d like to  chose m y ow n fu tu re .”
U m eko tem p led  h e r  fingers . “As w ould  we all.”
Skye held  h e r  b rea th .
“Do you know  th e  cost o f you r room , board , an d  education?” U m eko asked .
“No one will te ll m e,” Skye said . “I hav e  a guess, based  on w h a t th e  o thers say  th e ir  

p a re n ts  pay.”
U m eko’s fin g ers  folded together. “T he o th er s tu d e n ts  h av e  no idea w h a t th e ir  p a r ­

e n ts  pay. T he cost o f y o u r education , so far, is in  th e  m illions.”
Skye frow ned. “H ow can  th a t  be? I’ve done som e fig u rin g — ”
‘Y es, b u t  you do n o t know  how  h a rd  it  is to  g e t in to  th e  G uild , how m uch  people 

a re  w illing  to pay  for th e  privilege. You have  been  given a g re a t opportun ity . All we 
a sk  is te n  years. Ten y ears , in  w hich you w ork  for us, do ing as  we ask . T hen  you m ay  
se t you r fu tu re .”

Skye clenched h e r  h a n d s  in to  fis ts . U m eko w as h e r  la s t  chance. T he o th e r  a d m in ­
is tra to rs  sa id  Skye h a d  a good a rg u m e n t. S he a c tu a lly  th o u g h t she  m ig h t be ab le to 
contro l h e r  life r ig h t now, g e t o u t o f school, an d  m ove onto  so m e th in g  else.

S he w a sn ’t  going to  le t go so easily.
“I’d still like to  try  to  p ay  you back  myself, w ith o u t going th ro u g h  A ssassin  School,” 

Skye said . “I’ll only in cu r m ore deb t i f  I do.”
‘Y our p a th  is se t,” U m eko said . “B elieve m e, te n  y e a rs  is no h a rd sh ip . You m ig h t 

only  hav e  one job  p e r  year. You w ill trave l. Your expenses w ill be paid . We will pay  
for y o u r hom e, y o u r w ard robe , a n d  y o u r w eapons. You w ill h av e  m oney in  sav ings 
w hen  you leave us. I f  you leave us. You a re  still g e ttin g  th e  b e tte r  end  o f th e  deal.” 

“If  it w ere ac tu a lly  a  deal,” Skye said .
“Ah, b u t  it is,” U m eko said . “You w ere  a  scho larsh ip  s tu d e n t un til you tu rn e d  four­

teen . You could have  left u s  th en . You chose n o t to.”
“I d id n ’t  know  w h a t I w as choosing,” Skye said.
U m eko’s face d a rk en ed . “H ave you lea rn ed  no th ing?  Ignorance is never a n  excuse.” 
Skye’s f in g e rn a ils  dug  in to  h e r  palm . S h e’d tr ie d  c la im ing  th e  ju d g m e n t w as u n ­

fa ir  once, ju s t  once. A nd she  w as to ld  th a t  n o th in g  in  life w as fair.
I f  anyone h a d  cause  to  believe th a t ,  she  did.
E specia lly  now.

Asimov's

For th e  n e x t tw o h o u rs , she  s its  alone in  th a t  d eb rie fin g  room . S he can  do n o th in g  
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except w ait. T he w alls  a re  s ilen t. S he  can n o t access an y  o f th e  com m unica tion  de­
vices th a t  sh e  know s a re  nearby. E xactly  one h o u r in to  h e r  w a it, a  side  door opens 
a n d  rev ea ls  th e  d e b rie fin g  room ’s p riv a te  bathroom .

S h e’s been  th ro u g h  th is  before. S h e  will be  ab le  to ta k e  ca re  of h e rs e lf  no  m a tte r  
how  long sh e ’s in  here .

A nd i t  could be hou rs, or even days.
I f  sh e ’s h e re  for a few m ore h o u rs , sh e ’ll g e t a  m eal. M ore h o u rs , an d  th e  lig h ts  w ill 

d im  so sh e  can  rest.
S he sighs. S he supposes sh e  deserves th is  p u n ishm en t. N ot ju s t  because she got rid  

of th e  sp ea r and  le t th e  fa t m an  go, b u t because she so badly  in su lted  everyone here.
F inally, th e  door to  th e  o u ts ide  opens. A young  m a n  sh e ’s n ev e r seen  before w a its  

outside.
Skye’s been  th ro u g h  th is  before, too; even if  she  ta lk s  to  th e  m an , he  w on’t  answ er. 

H e’ll ju s t  lead  h e r  to  th e  p lace sh e ’s needed  next.
W hich is a  conference room  in  th e  d eb rie fin g  a rea . No w indow s h e re  e ither, b u t on 

th e  w a lls , im a g e  a f te r  im ag e  o f  S k y e  fa ilin g . T h e re ’s th e  la s e r  w e a p o n s  te s t ,  th e  
m issed  p u n ch , th e  la u g h te r  a t  one o f th e  m ore se rio u s  w eapons. T he im age  of h e r  
s ta n d in g  by th e  fa t m an , h a n d  on th e  spear, a p p e a rs  every  five im ages or so, an d  a f­
te r  it, th e  look on h e r  face tw o h o u rs  ea rlie r  w hen  she  to ld  Vaclav th a t  she  fe lt m o ra l­
ly su p e rio r to  h im .

S he  looks vicious in  th a t  m o m en t w ith  Vaclav. H e r b lue  eyes f la sh , h e r  cheeks a re  
red.

No, n o t ju s t  vicious.
H atefu l.
Does she  h a te  th e m  all here?
S h e ’s n o t going to  a n sw e r th a t ,  n o t even to  herself. B u t she  w ill a d m it th a t  sh e ’s 

still angry. F u rio u s, in  fact. A ngry  th a t  she’s in  th is  position. A ngry th a t  sh e ’s never 
h a d  a chance a t  a n y th in g  re sem b lin g  a  life like th e  one sh e ’s w an ted .

S he  w a n ts  th e  opposite  life from  th e  one th e y  in s is t  she  h as . S he  w a n ts  to  clim b 
in to  one of th e  tow ers  h e re , s it  u n d e r a  sky ligh t, an d  u se  th e  g rid s  a n d  th e  old books. 
S he  w a n ts  to  s tu d y  every th ing , le a rn  every th in g — n o t how  to  do som eth ing , b u t  w hy  
i t  w as done, w ho in v en ted  it, w h a t its  in itia l pu rpose  w as.

S he  likes in fo rm ation , an d  lea rn in g , and  see ing  p a tte rn s .
S he  likes being  alone.
S h e’s n o t alone in  th e  conference room  for long. Vaclav com es in, w ith  U m eko, an d  

five  of S kye’s teach ers . A nd th e n  th e y  a ll bow as  th e  d irec to r o f th e  G uild  w alks in.
Skye s ta n d s  still in  shock, th e n  rem em b ers  to  bow a s  well. S h e’s su d d en ly  sh ak en .
Skye h a s  seen  K eran i A m m ons from  afar, b u t n ev er in te ra c te d  w ith  her. Skye did 

n o t re a liz e  t h a t  th e  d ire c to r  is th e  sam e  size  a s  Skye. T he  d ire c to r  seem s b ig g er 
somehow. S he  glides w hen  she  w alks, a n d  she p re se n ts  a calm  th a t  no one e lse  in  th e  
room  has.

T h is , th e n ,  is a s  s e r io u s  a s  i t  g e ts . Skye h a s  h e a r d  th e  ru m o rs : th e  re a s o n  no  one 
q u estio n s th e  A ssassin s  G uild  is because  no one su rv ives th e  question ing . T hose w ho 
d isse n t ge t th e  sam e sen ten ce  as  th e  c rim in a ls  th a t  th e  G uild  p u rsu es .

Skye h a s n ’t  believed th o se  ru m o rs  un til now.
“I have  rev iew ed all o f y o u r records,” th e  d irec to r says. “Vaclav te lls  m e th a t  you 

h av e  seen  th ro u g h  m ost o f o u r te s ts , inc lud ing  th is  la s t. You know  how ou r sy stem s 
w ork, p e rh a p s  b e tte r  th a n  we do.”

S k y e  sw allow s. S h e  i s n ’t  s u re  i f  sh e  sh o u ld  sa y  a n y th in g . H e r  te a c h e r s  s ta n d  
back—all o f th e m  good a t  being  forgotten , like th e  G uild  teaches. Skye w ou ldn ’t  be 
th in k in g  a b o u t th e m  either, except th a t  they  seem ed  to  s te p  o u t o f th e  conversation  
all a t  th e  sam e  tim e.
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T hey seem  to w a n t n o th in g  to do w ith  her.
O nly  Vaclav a n d  U m eko s ta n d  n e a r  her. Skye can ’t  te ll i f  th e y ’re  beside h e r  to  de­

fend h e r  o r to  ju d g e  her.
O r to  observe.
“I have b u t one q uestion  for you,” th e  d irec to r says, “a n d  I w ill know  if you fail to 

a n sw er tru th fu lly .”
Skye’s h e a r t  r a te  h a s  increased . I f  th e y ’re  looking for physical te s ts , sh e ’s a lread y  

p re se n tin g  as  som eone e i th e r  te rr if ie d  or deceptive or bo th . S h e’s n o t deceptive  a t 
th e  m om ent, b u t  she  is te rrif ied .

T he d irec to r sw eeps h e r  h a n d  tow ard  the  im ages. “Did you fail a ll o f th e se  te s ts  on 
purpose?”

“All o f th em ?” Skye asks.
T he d irec to r bows h e r  h ead  slightly. “Forgive me. I w ill a sk  th e  question  in  a  way 

th a t  provides a  b e tte r  answ er. Did you go in to  all of th ese  scenarios w ith  th e  in te n t  of 
fa iling  th em ?”

“D id I ta k e  a ll m y c la sse s  an d  a ll o f th e  te s ts  p la n n in g  to  fa il?” Skye a sk s . S he 
know s sh e  h a s  to  be honest. S he’s ju s t  n o t su re  how.

T he  d irec to r s tu d ie s  h e r  for a m om ent, as i f  a sse ss in g  th a t  answ er. “You’re  a  good 
s tu d e n t,” she  says. “L et’s fo rget th e  c lasses for a  m om ent, a n d  sp eak  only o f th e  tests . 
D id you ta k e  th e m  expecting  to fail?”

Skye doesn ’t  d a re  lie. N ot to  th e  director. N ot now. T h e re ’s no point. T hey’ve p roba­
bly a lread y  ju d g ed  her.

“D id I expect to  fail?” sh e  rep ea ts . ‘Y es, I did. My h e a r t  w asn ’t  in  it. B u t th a t ’s not 
th e  p e r tin e n t q uestion .”

Vaclav g lances a t  her, s ta r tle d . Is  sh e  ta lk in g  back? S h e’s no t sure.
T he d irec to r nods. “W h a t is the  p e r tin e n t question?”
Skye sw allow s a g a in s t a  d ry  th ro a t. A nervous h ab it, one sh e  th o u g h t sh e ’d tra in ed  

h e rse lf  o u t of. “T he q u estio n  you shou ld  ask ,” she  says, “is w h e th e r  o r no t I tr ie d  to 
succeed in  each of th e  te s ts .”

“Did you?” T he  d irec to r asks.
Skye le ts  o u t a  la rge  b re a th  of air. H onest. No lies. S he never th o u g h t it w ould be 

so h a rd  to  te ll th e  tru th .
“I w e n t in to  th e  te s ts  h op ing  to  succeed,” she  says. “In  th e  m iddle o f th e se  te s ts , 

w h a t you asked  of m e w as too m uch. I f  I do w h a t you w a n t— if I h u r t  m y b e s t friend 
or kill a  he lp less  cry ing  fa t m an  in  th e  m iddle of som e g ra s s — th e n  I becom e som e­
one o th e r th a n  m e.”

"Is that such a crime?” the director asks.
C rim e. Skye h a s  n ev er used  th a t  w ord in h e r  m ind, n o t in  connection to  th is. B u t 

she  h a s  m ulled  over all o f th e  te rm s  th a t  th e  G uild  uses a n d  she re jec ts  th e ir  sub tle  
d istinctions.

S he  c learly  d e fin es  “crim e” d ifferen tly  th a n  th e  G uild does.
S he 's n o t going to say th a t ,  though , because th e  G uild is often  ab o u t w ord gam es.
“L egal, illegal, crim e, not a crim e,” Skye says, “th a t ’s n o t w h a t I th o u g h t ab o u t in 

those  m om ents.”
“W h a t did you th in k  abou t?” th e  d irec to r asks.
Skye sq u a re s  h e r  shou lders . S h e’s n ev e r a d m itte d  h e r  t ru e  th o u g h ts  a b o u t a n y ­

th in g  to anyone. “I th o u g h t th a t  if  I con tinued  a t  w h a te v e r w as I w as doing a t  th a t  
m om ent, I w ould b reak .”

“A nd w h a t is w rong  w ith  b reak ing?” th e  d irec to r asks.
T ears fill Skye’s eyes. S he h a s  to  ta k e  severa l b re a th s  to m ake  th e  te a rs  fade back. 

She does no t b link  w hile  th e y  are  th e re . B u t she  does sw allow  h a rd  again , h e r  th ro a t 
h u rtin g .
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“I f  I b reak ,” sh e  says, “I w ill com e back  d iffe ren t.”
“W h a t is w rong  w ith  d iffe ren t?” T he  d irec to r asks.
“I w ill be like everyone else,” Skye says.
T he d irec to r nods h e r  h ead  once. “L ike vour p a re n ts .”
“Yes.”
“L ike th e  m a n  w ho le ft you h ere .”
‘Wes.”
“L ike us.”
T he tru th . T hey  h av e  a sk e d  for th e  tru th . The director  h a s  a sk ed  for th e  tru th . 
W es,” Skye says.
T he five teach e rs  d raw  in  b re a th . Vaclav w h irls  a s  if  sh e  h a s  b e tray ed  him . U m eko 

looks down.
“A nd w e a re  so con tem ptib le?” th e  d irec to r asks.
Skye sh a k e s  h e r  head . W ou’ve been  n o th in g  b u t k in d  to  m e.”
W ou have  n o t an sw ered  th e  q u es tio n ,” th e  d irec to r says.
W ou a re n ’t  a sk in g  fa ir  questions. All I have  sa id  from  th e  b eg in n in g  is th a t  I don ’t  

w a n t to  be like you.”
“A nd being  a n  a ssa ss in  w ould  m ak e  you like us?”
Skye sh ru g s. “I w ould  lose w h a t l ittle  ab ility  I hav e  to  see people for w ho th e y  a re .” 
“W hy?” th e  d irec to r asks.
S he’s shak ing . S h e’s n ev er h a d  uncon tro llab le  physical reac tions to  w ords before— 

a t  le a s t, n o t w ords s h e ’s spoken . W ords o th e rs  h a v e  spo k en , yes, b u t  n o t h e r  ow n 
w ords.

“B ecause if  I see people for w ho th ey  are, I c a n ’t  k ill th e m .” Skye says.
T h e  d ire c to r  ta k e s  o ne  s m a ll s te p  back , a s  i f  s h e ’s sh o ck ed . “N o m a t te r  w h a t  

th e y ’ve done? W h a t m o n ste rs  th e y ’ve becom e?”
“T h a t’s th e  th in g ,” S kye says. “T h ey ’re  n o t m onste rs . T hey’re  h u m a n . J u s t  a  k in d  

o f h u m a n  we a s  a  society  hav e  deem ed  u n accep tab le , b ecau se  society  its e lf  can n o t 
su rv ive w ith  th e m  in it.”

U m eko ra ise s  h e r  head . Vaclav tu r n s  slightly, looking a t  Skye a s  if  she  is som eone 
h e  does n o t recognize.

T he d irec to r sm iles, ju s t  a  little  b it. T he sm ile  is n o t for Skye. T he d irec to r is look­
ing  a t  Vaclav.

“T h e re ’s you r m eta leve l,” sh e  says to  Vaclav, a s  if  Skye is n o t in  th e  room. “We e i­
th e r  u se  h e r  s in g u la r  ta le n t  o r w e d estro y  it.”

Skye ho lds h e r  b re a th . S h e  know s w h a t th e y  m e a n  by “destroy .” T hey  could kill 
her, b u t th ey  w on’t. T hey’ll send  h e r  in to  th e  field , an d  if  she  fails to  perform , if  she  
tr ie s  to  flee, th e n  th e y ’ll come a f te r  her, and  th e n  th e y  w ill d estro y  her.

I f  she  w orks for th e m , an d  she  succeeds, th e n , by  h e r  ow n adm ission , she  w ill be 
destroyed .

“W e hav e  ru les ,” U m eko says.
“W e do,” th e  d ire c to r  say s . “B u t  w e  h a v e  a lso  le a r n e d  t h a t  so m e tim e s  th in g s  do n o t 

go as  p lan n ed .”
L ik e  th a t  s im u la tio n , S kye  th in k s  b u t  does n o t s a y  A nd  ev en  a s  p la n n e d , each  

tra in e d  a ssa ss in  proceeded in  a  d iffe ren t way. S he  doesn ’t  say  th a t  e ither.
“So,” th e  d irec to r says to  th e  o th ers , “w e m ak e  a n  exception.”
Skye’s m ou th  goes dry.
T he d irec to r tu rn s  back  to  her. “You w ill w ork  for u s  for fif teen  y ears , n o t ten . You 

w ill u se  you r ta le n ts  as  w e say, see ing  w h a t w e sen d  you to  see. You w ill sen d  back 
y o u r th o u g h ts  on w h a t you discover. A nd you w ill n ev e r ev er hav e  to  h a rm  a n o th e r  
h u m a n  being— m o n ste r  o r no t.”

S kye th in k s  for a m om ent, th e n  u n d e rs ta n d s . ‘Y ou w a n t m e to  spy  for you.”
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T h e  d irec to r nods. “Precisely.”
Skye is trem bling . ‘W h a t’s th e  catch?”
T h e  d irec to r sm iles. H e r sm ile  is cold. “I t  is sim ple, really. We offer ou r a ssa ss in s  

ou r full p ro tection . Legal, mostly. Som e, though , th o se  you th o u g h t h a d  tra in e d  for 
o th e r jobs, th e y  live d iffe ren t lives. T hey  w ere  tra in e d  a s  assa ss in s , an d  th ey  can  no 
longer ply th e ir  trad e . M any of th e m  can n o t leave th e  G uild for th r e a t  o f re p risa l or 
even d ea th . We keep th em  h e re  because keep ing  th em  here  keeps th em  alive.”

Skye’s face grow s w arm  as sh e  rea lizes  w h a t th e  d irec to r is saying. “You w on’t  p ro ­
tec t m e?”

“T h a t is correct,” th e  d irec to r says. “W e w on’t  even a d m it you w ork for us. Ever. If  
you g e t in  troub le , you a re  on you r ow n.”

Skye b ite s  back  h e r  f i r s t  com m ent: I t ’s not fair. S he  b ites  back  h e r  second, You’d  
send  m e in to  trouble w ith  no b a cku p ? N o  sa fety  n e t?

In s te a d , sh e  b lu rts , “Five y ea rs .”
“W h at?” th e  d irec to r says.
“I f  I’m  to  r is k  m y life for you, if  I ’m  to  do so m e th in g  th is  u n p re c e d e n ted , th e n  I 

w ork for five  y ea rs  to  rep ay  m y deb t,” Skye says.
T he  edges o f Vaclav’s eyes t i l t  dow nw ard. H e’s sm iling  w ith o u t sm iling. H e looks 

down.
“Ten y ea rs ,” th e  d irec to r says.
“Seven a n d  a  half,” Skye says.
“Ten and  full p ro tection ,” th e  d irec to r says.
“D one,” Skye says.
T he  d ire c to r  t i l ts  h e r  h e a d  back  a n d  lau g h s. T he lau g h  is in fectious, b u t  no one 

jo in s  her. T hey  look aw ay a s  i f  th e y  do n o t dare .
F inally, th e  d irec to r ca tches h e r  b re a th . Y o u  a re  th e  f i r s t  to  change o u r ru les,” she 

says. “How does th a t  feel?”
“I’ll le t you know,” Skye says. “In  te n  y ears .”
“F a ir enough ,” th e  d irec to r says. “Vaclav w ill d raw  u p  th e  ag reem en t w ith  o u r legal 

team . T he o th e rs  h e re  will be cited as  w itnesses , p lus w e have recorded  all o f th is , in  
case you w orry  th a t  w e will n o t keep  o u r end  of th e  b a rg a in .”

“I don’t  w o rry  ab o u t you.” Skye says.
T he d irec to r s tu d ie s  h e r  for a  long m om ent. T h en  nods once. “A nd I no longer w or­

ry' ab o u t you.”
T h en  she  leaves th e  room. T he o th e rs  follow. T he im ages w in k  off th e  w all.
T he door re m a in s  open.
Skye isn ’t  su re  w h a t sh e ’s supposed  to  do.
T hen  she  rea lizes th a t  none of th e m  know  w h a t sh e ’s supposed  to do either.
T h is is w h a t freedom  feels like.
L ike c lim bing o u t o f a  t r a p  in to  b lind ing  ligh t. T he n e x t s te p  is  h a rd  to  see. B u t i t ’s 

there .
S he  ju s t  h a s  to  fin d  it. O
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HYPERVIGILANT
Eric Del Carlo

Eric Del Carlo has been busy since his last appearance in our 
pages—"Friendlessness" (January, 2012). He's had stories 
published in White Cat and Shimmer; an original podcast 
produced by Earbud Theater; and a novel, Elyra's Ecstasy, 
which he co-wrote with Amber Jayne, was published by 

Ellora's Cave. Eric's new story about trauma and redemption 
is dedicated to the memory of his mother, Patricia.

240  pounds, 6 ’5 ”. Coffee sk in  tu rn in g  g ra y  w ith  the c irculatory sy s te m ’s su d d en  halt. 
H e looks like  an oak fro sted  by winter. F our sem i pro fessional bu lle t holes in  h is  body. 
O nly one m a d e  a n y  difference, b u t it m ade  a ll the difference. The b a n k ’s surveillance  
footage sh o w s h im  m o u th in g  a sing le  n a m e repeated ly a s he w ades a long  w ith  h is  
M G 4 blazing: “Trixie.”

^ S h o o tin g  up  h o sp ita ls  w as all th e  rag e  th a t  sp ring , so A pril on in to  M ay I s a t  in  a  
lot o f w a itin g  room s, b re a th in g  th e  a n tise p tic  air, em p a th in g  for am okers. I u n d e r­
stood very  qu ick ly  w hy  som ebody w ould  s to rm  in c rad lin g  a n  a s s a u lt  rifle . My s i t ­
t in g  ig n o re d  fo r h o u rs  a n d  h o u rs  in  c r ip p lin g  p la s t ic  s e a ts  c a lle d  no  a t te n t io n  
w h atsoever; I w as j u s t  one o f dozens, of h u n d re d s . To say  n o th in g  of th e  b u re a u c ra t­
ic loop-the-loops people w ere  p u t th ro u g h , the  casu a l a p a th ie s  th e y  enco u n te red , th e  
d a ily  c a ta s tro p h ic  screw -ups. T h a t’s w hy  h o sp ita ls  d rew  am okers. B u t I don ’t  dea l 
w ith  why. I h an d le  th e  th in g  itself, w hen  th e  po t boils over, w hen  th e  v ision  goes red  
an d  pulsing .

W hen it is  too la te  for a n y  long-term  p re v e n ta tiv e  m easu re , I am  th e re , sim ply, to 
prevent.

I t  w asn ’t  d ifficu lt to  look m iserab le , a n d  a p p e a rin g  m ise rab le  m ade  m e inv isib le  
in th e  long rec tan g le  of th e  w a itin g  a re a , th in  navy  ca rp e tin g  underfoot, an em ic  blue 
w alls  closing u s  all in. T h ere  w as m ore fea r th a n  p a in , a lot m ore, an d  th e  com forts 
w ere  spa rse . E verybody fe lt like, an d  w as tre a te d  as, a supp lican t.

A h ead ach e  buzzed in  m y sku ll, a n d  I’d m ade th e  m is ta k e — th e  sam e one I m ade 
every  tim e — of d rin k in g  th e  ca fe te ria ’s coffee. I could have  s a t  all th e se  h o u rs  on a 
p a rk  bench  or gaz ing  a t  a n  incom ing  tid e  an d  been  con ten t. I t w a sn ’t  th e  tim e  th a t  
w as ag g rav a tin g . T he A gency p a id  m e for my tim e.

B u t th e r e  w a s  m o re  th a n  f e a r  a n d  p a in  a n d  s h a m e  in  th i s  room , a n d  i t  k e p t  
tw e a k in g  th e  h y p e rsen sitiv e  recep to rs  in  m y b ra in  so th a t  m y m uscles w ou ld  ju m p , 
a n d  m y sy stem  w ould tw a n g  as  if  to  m o lecu lar s tim u li.

T hese  w ere  ju s t  m o m en ta ry  f la sh e s  of f ru s tra tio n  and  anger. Specific, n o t o m n i­
d irec tional. Very acu te  b u t no t th e  su s ta in e d  fu ry  I w as w a tch in g  for.

T he a u to m a tic  doors opened, th a t  sam e  m onotonous cycling sound  I’d been lis te n ­
ing  to  a ll m orn ing , an d  som eone cam e in  o u t o f th e  sp rin g tim e  w inds.

S y n ap ses lit. I felt th e  w arm  te rr ib le  in jection  o f ad re n a lin e . A nyone w ho doesn ’t
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’p a th — a n d  th a t ’s m ost everybody in  th e  A gency— doesn’t  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t i t  is like. 
N ot in  an y  m ean ingfu l way.

I w as s it t in g  w here  I could w a tch  th e  len g th  o f th e  room. I h a d n ’t  ju s t  p la n te d  m y­
se lf facing th e  doors. N o t a  good idea  to  be th e  f i r s t  th in g  th e y  see w hen  th e y  w alk  in.

L ifting m y chin and  tu rn in g  m y head , a s  on a sore neck, I saw  who h ad  en tered . My 
h e a r t  th u d d ed  in  m y chest, and  sw ea t oiled m y palm s. B ut I still appeared  as  a  m an 
suffering  a n  agonizing w ait to see a  m edical technician . S om etim es hosp ita l am okers 
go a fte r s ta ff  exclusively. S om etim es it’s w hoever is on the  prem ises, includ ing  bed-rid­
den p a tien ts . I understood  w hy th e  Agency h a d  m e here. I h a d  looked a t  th e  files of 
previous hosp ita l incidents. I h ab itu a lly  read  a fte rm a th  reports. I t ’s not m orbidity  on 
m y p a rt. N o t even curiosity. I t’s som eth in g  a lm o st b u t no t q u ite  . . .  m aud lin .

M aybe i t  is n e a re r  th e  in s tin c t th a t  causes you to  say  se n tim e n ta l w ords over your 
v an q u ish ed  m o rta l enem y.

S he w as sh o rt-h a ired , d a rk -h a ire d , face n a rro w  b u t no t p inched. H er b a re d  shou l­
ders  a p p e a re d  s tro n g  a n d  tensed . S he  wore sung lasses , b ig  hoopy th ings, tin te d  no t 
opaque. S he  ca rried  a  h andbag , an d  sh e  w alked  w ith  a purpose.

Fury, m y recep to rs to ld  me. Fury, fury, fury. B u t—
B u t . . .
S o m e th in g  d id n ’t  q u ite  jib e . I t w a s  n o th in g  I cou ld  p u t  in to  a  re p o rt. I cou ld— 

m aybe— sit w ith  a n o th e r  ’p a th  an d  p a rse  ou t m y responses in  th a t  f i r s t  m om ent of 
contact. P e rh ap s, over severa l Scotches, I m igh t exp la in  to th a t  peer w hy I rose and  
crossed sm ooth ly  to w ard  her.

I h a d  th e  pow er of p rio rity  co n tac t w ith  th e  o n -site  se c u rity  s ta f f  a s  w ell a s  th e  
p recinct police. I send  u p  a  signal; th e y  come. T hey  dea l w ith  th e  crisis, hav in g  gotten  
a  su b s ta n tia l ju m p  on th e  p o ten tia lly  explosive s itu a tio n . A n o t in s ig n ifican t n u m ­
b er o f lives can  be saved  th a t  way.

B u t I d id n ’t m ake  th e  contact. In s te a d , I s tro d e  u p  to th e  w om an, p u ttin g  m yself 
in  h e r  p a th .

She stopped  w ith  a  je rk . I h ad  com e in  from  now here.
I leaned  in , th e  inches in tim a te  be tw een  m y lips a n d  h e r  ear, a n d  I sa id  softly, “You 

have  a  gun  in  your p u rse .”
S tep p in g  back, w atch ing , I still fe lt th e  pum p o f ad ren a lin e . B u t th e re  w as no h e a t 

in  m y body now. T he m om ent h a d  cooled an d  crysta llized . I w as ou tside  m yself. This, 
th e n , w as m aybe w h a t i t  fe lt like to  be th e  v ictim , in  those  f in a l seconds.

Som ehow  he is in  the  fo u n ta in . I t ’s righ t ou t o f  o ld  H ollyw ood, deserving  o f  a  crane  
shot th a t sp ira ls aw ay fro m  the d o w n ed  k iller steeped in  the  bloodied je t-c ircu la ted  
water. T he view  w idens, a n d  h is v ic tim s appear a ro u n d  the shopp ing  m a il’s  central 
fo u n ta in , la id  out in a p a ttern  th a t is  surely random  but w hich  looks to have som e a l­
g o rith m ic  basis.

W e w a lk e d  o u ts id e , a n d  i t  w a s  a l r e a d y  u n c le a r  to  m e i f  s h e  w a s  le a d in g  m e  o r I 
w as esco rting  her. I d id n ’t  touch  her.

T he w in d  w as s tro n g  b u t n o t cold. H e r  s h o r t  h a i r  w as u n d is tu rb e d ; m in e  blew  
across m y eyes. L itte r  tu m b led  up  th e  s tree t.

A t th e  cu rb  she w as th e  f i r s t  to  stop , w hich m ade  m e th in k  I w as indeed  following. 
S he tu rn e d .

“You’re  a  ’p a th .”
“I am  a Vigil.”
H er eyes w ere w ide beh ind  h e r  sung lasses’ big lenses. “W hy a re  you accosting me?”
I re p e a te d  w h a t I’d sa id  a  m o m en t ago: “You h av e  a g u n  in  you r p u rse .” T he bag  

h ad  no s tra p . S he  ca rried  i t  like a  football
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“I’ve got a  p e rm it for i t ”
I t  su rp rise d  a laugh  ou t o f me; it sounded  like a hiccup. I added , feeling  th e  need  to 

exp lain  m yself, “A g u n  is still a  gun .”
“You’re  a ’p a th .” Now she w as th e  one rep e a tin g  herself.
“I am  a V igil.” T h a t is a stock response. The Agency d iscourages th e  te rm  em path . 

I t  leads th e  public to  th in k  of us as m ind  read ers , an d  th a t  doesn’t  he lp  anybody.
“Vigil. Very well. W hy a re  you accosting  m e?” I t  fe lt like our little  exchange h a d  a l­

re a d y  la p p e d  itse lf. B efore I cou ld  try  to  c o n tr ib u te  so m e th in g  new, sh e  sa id , “If  
you’re  concerned  ab o u t m y legal f ire a rm , w h ere  a re  th e  a u th o ritie s?  W hy h a v e n ’t 
you called th e  police?”

« j  y>

S he p re ssed . “W h a t do you  sen se  from  m e. Vigil? H uh?  W h a t’s tro u b lin g  you so 
badly?”

I d id n ’t  like th a t  she  knew  so m uch  abou t o u r p rocedures. E ven  a f te r  a  decade of 
being  in  th e  field , m ost people th in k  Vigils in te rv e n e  d irec tly  in  am o k er inciden ts, 
like w e’re  su p e rh e ro e s— or even ju s t  heroes. I have  never q u a lif ied  for w eapons use. 
A nd I don’t  w a n t to.

T his w om an w as p issing  m e off. I w a sn 't h a n d lin g  h e r  correctly. T hen  aga in , I had  
no m ethod. I d id n ’t  deal w ith  people th is  way.

I g la red  a t  her. A nd opened m y recep tors, consciously. A nd—
T he fu ry  w as gone. N othing. No trace . T here  sh o u ld  have been  a trace , a su g g es­

tion, especially  a f te r  such  volatility.
I w as dism ayed; a n d  it show ed.
“W ell?” sh e  sneered .
I had  nothing. Except a  legal au thority , w hich I now w ielded clumsily. “W h a t’s your 

b u sin ess  h e re  a t  th is  hosp ita l?” I a sked  s tiff ly
S he hooked a  fin g e r over th e  su n g lasses  a n d  tugged  th em  off. H er eyes h ad  lovely 

d ep th s  of a m b e r an d  bronze. “I’m  v is itin g  a p a tie n t, Jo se  C aru b b a , room  602. H e’s re ­
covering from  laparoscopic k idney  surgery .”

H aving  gone th is  far, I of course h a d  to  check it  out, feeling  foolish, know ing  th e re  
w ould be a  Jo se  C aru b b a  in  602. T here  was. I h a d  a look a t  h e r  ca rry  p e rm it too. H er 
n am e  w as D aphne  Verges.

“M y n am e  is Bob Galley, an d  I ’m  so rry  to hav e  troub led  you.”
I expected  som eth in g  sn ide  from her. S he h a d  th e  rig h t. I w a sn ’t  even su re  w hy I’d 

offered m y nam e. We w ere  s ta n d in g  by  th e  elevators.
D aphne  th u m b ed  th e  b u tto n . H er su n g la sse s  still poked o u t o f th e  pocket of h e r  

b a re -sh o u ld er top, so I h ad  a la s t  chance to look in to  those  eyes.
“You should  a sk  m e o u t for a d rin k , Bob,” sh e  said.
‘W ould  you like to  go ou t a n d  get a  d rink , D aphne?”
T he e lev a to r doors opened w ith  a  chim e. “Yes,” she  sa id , s tep p in g  aboard .

S h e  m u s t have been h ead ing  for the a lta r  b u t got d is trac ted  on the way. S h e ’s the 
only one s it t in g  up in  the pew. a m id  S u n d a y -b es t bodies. The righ t th ird  o f  her ja w  
a n d  m ost o f  the exposed cheekbone are only bony thistles. H er b lond  h a ir  is scorched  
a n d  caked w ith  red darkness. B oth  eyes are open. S h e  appears bored , attentive, a h a ­
b itua l churchgoer w ho already know s where the serm on is going.

You don’t  a sk  ab o u t a h an d g u n  p e rm it on a  f i r s t  date . I s a t  w ith  D aphne  Verges a t  
a h igh , ro u n d , o nyx -b righ t ta b le  an d  w ondered— w ith o u t p an ic— w h a t th e  he ll we 
w ere doing.

She w an ted  to ta lk  abou t school. I t w as ju s t  a  conversational feint. I le t h e r  ge t on 
w ith  it.
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“I d idn’t  go to  college,” I said, w hen  she  h ad  fin ished  a leng thy  account of h e r  school 
days.

S he b linked  ex travagan tly . T hen  im m ed ia te ly  apologized. I th o u g h t th a t  w as nice 
of her. “I don’t  w a n t to  come off as  a n  Ivy L eague snob.”

“You’re  no t,” I sa id , no t n eed ing  to p u t  any  excess re a ssu ra n c e  in to  m y tone. I h ad  
a lread y  found it  w as easy  to  sp eak  tru th fu lly  to her. T h a t  doesn ’t  h ap p en  often.

S he looked a ro u n d  th e  club. I t w as ta s te fu lly  peopled an d  decorated . “You b rin g  a 
lot of w om en here?” sh e  asked .

“W h a t’s ‘a lo t? ”
“You know  I don’t  go in  for jealousy.” She lifted  h e r  d r in k  to unsuccessfu lly  h ide  a 

sm ile  beh ind  it. I t  w as a  p le a sa n t b it o f f l ir ta tio u s  business.
I le t h e r  see m y sm ile. “W ell, I don’t know  t h a t . . .  ex ac tly ”
“B u t you sense  it.” S he looked a t  m e d irec tly  across th e  tab le , w ith  a  ce rta in  sober­

ness. S he w as le ttin g  m e know  sh e  h a d n ’t  forgo tten  w h a t I w as.
“I do,” I said . A gain, t ru th . I t w as re fresh ing . A nd peculiar: e a r lie r  today  I h a d  been 

convinced th is  w om an  w as a n  am oker. T h ere  w as n o th in g  o f th a t  fu ry  in  h e r  now. 
N ot a  trace . I t  d is tu rb ed  m e th a t  I h ad  de tec ted  it a t  all.

A fter th a t  w e filled  up  som e tim e  w ith  a few o th e r  fein ts. N e ith e r  o f us seem ed  to 
have an y  d ea l-b reak ing  in te llec tu a l b lind  spots o r ex trem e opinions. S he  h ad  d ressed  
for ou r date , an d  so h ad  I; an d  now I believed it w as  a  date .

“You m u st have  been  ju s t  a  boy d u r in g  th e  NCW,” she sa id , filling  in  a  com fortable 
pause .

I t w a sn ’t  a  f ille r  k in d  o f q uestion , though . ‘Y es.” I took a sw allow  from  m y d rin k  
and  se t th e  g lass  dow n very  precisely. “I m u s t have  been.”

H e r a m b er an d  bronze eyes flicked away. “O h, th a t  w as silly, D aphne. Real silly.”
“T h e re ’s so m e th in g  e n d e a r in g  a b o u t a w om an a d d re s s in g  h e rs e lf  in  th e  second 

person ,” I said , an d  m e a n t i t  an d  m ade  su re  I sounded  like I m e a n t it.
S he  sniffed a laugh . “T h a t’s nice of you.”
“You’ve been nice too.” I leaned  across th e  tab le  a b it. ‘Y es, I w as e ig h t y ea rs  old for 

th e  NCW.”
“I w as six.”
“I t  w as probably  a d iffe ren t experience for you.”
“W ell, yes, Bob. It w as. I’m  su re .”
1 fe lt th e  ten s io n . T h is  w as, I th o u g h t, m aybe th e  m ak e  or b re a k  m o m en t of th e  

evening. We h ad  s tu m b led  in to  a  sen sitiv e  sub ject. I w as a  Vigil. V igils w ere  p ecu lia r 
b y p ro d u c ts  o f th e  NCW, th e  N euro -C hem ica l W ar, a tw o-m on th  period  of r a m p a n t 
b io te rro rism  th a t  tra n sfo rm e d  th is  n a tio n  forever. T h a t’s th e  p a r ty  line, o f course. 
The N C W  changed  everything. I t  ju s t  h ap p en s  to  be true .

"W hy don’t  you te ll m e w h a t it w as like for you?” I suggested .
D aphne  looked s ta rtled . I sm iled, to le t h e r know  it w as okay to ta lk  about it, to tell 

th is  w om an th a t  I d id n ’t  own  th e  NCW  ju s t  because it h ad  m ade m e into a n  em p ath  
an d  a Vigil.

W e go t fresh  d r in k s , a n d  sh e  wove m e h e r  ta le . I t  w as ty p ica l o f a  ch ild ’s v iew ­
p o in t— full o f fear, confusion , sm a ll te llin g  d e ta ils  lo st on a six-year-old  th a t  la te r  
took on v a s t poignancy. I lis tened . I w as glad to  lis ten . E ach  m u n d a n e  tu rn  of h e r  s to ­
ry d is tan ced  m e fu r th e r  from  m y ow n history. I t  h ad  indeed  been a d iffe ren t ex p eri­
ence for m e. I t  w as d if fe re n t for ev ery  p repubescen t, h u m a n  b e in g  exposed  to  th e  
te r ro r is ts ’ neuro tox in  d u r in g  those  tw o m onths.

“S om etim es I can ’t  believe it w as tw en ty -five  y e a rs  ago,” w as how  she  fin ished .
I recognized th e  m o m en t as  a n o th e r  crux. M ake or b reak . Do or . . . well, no t die. 

B u t I fe lt no b u rn in g  need  to  spend  th e  n ig h t alone.
L ifting  m y g lass, I sa id , “To be alive is to ce leb ra te .”

Asimov's
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D ap h n e  la u g h e d  a t  th e  co rnpone  s e n tim e n t. J u s t  like I k n e w — or se n se d , a n y ­
w ay— she would.

O nly the s ta d iu m  security  s ta m p  on the back o f  h is  bloodied h a n d  lends the  scene 
any irony. H e concealed h is  w eapon in  lined  pouches d is tr ib u ted  over h is person a n d  
assem bled  the dead ly  in s tru m e n t in a restroom d u r in g  the  second quarter. T h is  is a 
johnny-come-lately. The term  “am oker”h a d  already entered the vernacular. Despite th is  
security m isstep, defensive m easures were tigh ten ing  everywhere. There were am okers  
now bu t not ye t Vigils. We were still being discovered a n d  stud ied; tra in ing  a n d  im p le­
m en ta tion  were years o f f  yet. T h is  am oker h a d  forty-three seconds o f  u n b rid led  m a y­
hem , then  the  crow d took h im  dow n a n d  tore h im  a part like  a pa ck  o f  ra b id  hyenas.

The afterglow  w as rosy. D egrees m ore th a n  rosy, in  fact. I he ld  h e r  a g a in s t m e, an d  
it  seem ed th a t  som eth in g  th a t  h a d  been  in m otion  a  long, w eary ing  tim e  s ta r te d  to  
slow. We m u rm u re d  friend ly  in co n seq u en tia litie s  to each other.

T hen  she  began  to  a sk  m e questions.
I p a rried . I evaded. I w aited  u n til sh e  d rifted  asleep , th e n  eased  ou r cooling bodies 

a p a r t  a n d  slipped  o u t o f bed.
I peeled  a n  o range  in  m y chrom y k itch en  a n d  a te  th e  seg m en ts  one by one w hile  I 

checked m y secured  link . T here  is a  lot of A gency cloak a n d  dag g er rigm aro le  th a t  I 
don’t  ca re  about. B u t I’m  very  conscien tious a b o u t m y p a r tic u la r  w ork, a n d  alw ays 
s ta y  a p p rised  of m y a ssig n m en ts .

B are feet padded. I looked up, expecting  a b a re  body to follow. D aphne  d id n ’t  s tr ik e  
m e as  th e  m odest sort.

She s tep p ed  a ro u n d  th e  corner, sq u in tin g  a g a in s t th e  ch rom e-reflected  ligh t. She 
w ore h e r  slacks, h e r  sh ir t. She ca rried  h e r  shoes, jack e t, a n d  purse .

“Hey,” I said . “You, uh , don’t have  to  leave, you know.” I, be ing  th e  m odest postcoital 
type, w ore a  p as te l b lue  robe.

She se t h e r  effects on a lea the r-topped  stool. T ucking  th e  s h ir t  in to  h e r  p a n ts , she  
offered a  ru e fu l sm ile. ‘Y ou don’t  k ick  ’em  ou t a fte rw ard . G ot it.”

T h a t h a d  a n  edge to  it  th a t  b o th ered  me. I h a d n ’t  p layed  an y  trick s on her, h a d n ’t  
lu red  h e r  h ere .

“I don’t  h av e  any  h a rd  an d  fa s t ru le s  ab o u t th a t  so rt o f th in g .” I sou n d ed  an n o y ­
ingly  defensive, even th o u g h  I w as s till sp eak in g  th e  t r u th  to  her.

“I told you, Bob. I don’t  do jealousy.”
T his fe lt like we w ere  th re e  w eeks in to  a re la tionsh ip , one experiencing  a  f i r s t  h in t 

o f souring. N onp lussed , I folded m y a rm s  and  reg a rd ed  her.
“G iving m e th e  X -ray  vision?” she  asked . E a r lie r  to n ig h t th a t  w ould hav e  been  coy. 

Now it  w as— so m eth in g  else; I d id n ’t  know  w h at.
“W h a t’s go tten  in to  you?” I asked .
H er sm iled  w idened  a n d  s tra in e d . “Y ou got in to  me. R em em ber?”
“T h a t’s cheap ,” I sa id . I w as se n s in g  h e r  em otions of course, b u t h a d n ’t  d e lib e ra te ­

ly opened m y recep tors. D am ping  dow n isn ’t  so m eth in g  th e  A gency teaches. A Vigil 
h a s  to  le a rn  th a t  alone, if  h e  or sh e  still w an ts  to  function  as  a  person.

D aphne  w as a w h irl o f s tro n g  feelings. I sen sed  b itte rn e ss  t h a t  w as like calcified 
rage.

S he d ropped  one shoe— th w a k k — on m v hardw ood  k itch en  floo r a n d  s tep p ed  in to  
it. T hw akk . S he  step p ed  in to  th e  other.

R eaching  for h e r  ja c k e t o r pu rse , she  ab ru p tly  h a lted . S he je rk e d  h e r  gaze across 
th e  co u n te rs  a t  m e, p a s t  a  rack  of s tee l sk ille ts  h a n g in g  a t  eye level. “Tell m e, Bob. 
H ave you, a s  a  Vigil, ever been  w rong? I m ean , o th e r  th a n  today. W hen you pounced 
on m e for no good reason . H ave y o u r special ab ilitie s  ever fa iled  you?”
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I m et h e r  g lare. “O th e r th a n  today? No.” B u t today  h a d  been  a screw -up. I cringed 
inw ard ly  over w h a t m ig h t have  h a p p en ed —th e  w orst-case  scenario— h a d  I a le rted  
th e  h o sp ita l’s secu rity  s ta f f  or th e  police. S he h ad , a f te r  all, been  arm ed.

D aphne  seem ed to  m easu re  m y s ta te m e n t, an d  decided it w as true . “Well, good for 
you. B u t no t every  Vigil can  say  th e  sam e.”

“W e’re  no t robots. We’re  people.” Som e of th e  p rejud ice  I h ad  en co u n te red  in  m y 
life, even w ith in  th e  Agency, w as q u ite  dism aying.

I f  she  w as going to  leave, sh e  should  do it. I t  w as late; I w as sudden ly  w eary  an d  
d isp irited , and  h ad  a n  ea rly  m orn ing  aw aiting . B u t th e  even ing  h ad  been  p le a sa n t 
up  ’til now. M uch m ore th a n  p le a sa n t. Som e p a r t  o f m e w a n te d  to know  w h a t h ad  
gone wrong.

“I t  w as a w eek  p a s t m y e ig h th  b irthday . I w as w ith  m y m other. We w ere  crossing  a 
dow ntow n p laza .” I w as sp eak in g  th e se  w ords, b u t i t  w as like I w as lis ten in g  aga in , 
like w hen  D aphne  h a d  to ld  m e how i t  w as for h e r  a t  age six, absorb ing  th e  new s of 
th e  te r r ib le  ev e n ts . S h e  h a d  g a u g e d  th e  re a c tio n s  o f th e  a d u l ts  a ro u n d  her. S he  
h a d n ’t  u n derstood , o f course. T hese  aw ful th in g s  seem ed  to  be h a p p e n in g  very  fa r 
away, a lm ost in  a n o th e r  reality.

I t  h a d n ’t  been  th a t  w ay for me. T h a t day becam e m y entire  reality . A nd in  a sense, 
it h a s  s tayed  th a t  w ay all th e se  y e a rs  la te r. D esp ite  th e  w ork  I do to  p re v e n t a n y ­
th in g  like it  from  h a p p en in g  aga in . D esp ite  all th e  w om en. D esp ite  every  h u m a n  ex­
e rtio n  on m y p a r t  to live a life beyond th a t  day.

D aphne stood and  listened , th e re  in  m y k itchen  a t  one in  th e  m orning. I described 
th e  r is in g  voice of th e  crowd, S a tu rd a y  shoppers, concen tra ted  in  an  a rea . “I th o u g h t 
th e  com m otion m e a n t so m e th in g  w onderfu l w as h a p p e n in g — a p a rad e , a  circus. A 
su rp rise . I th o u g h t m y m o th e r h ad  a rra n g e d  it. I w as still g iddy from  m y b ir th d a y  a 
w eek  before, w hich h ad  been  such a  good one, so m an y  p re sen ts .”

T h e n  I described  th e  v iolence, ro llin g  like a  w ave. A t f i r s t  I h ad  th o u g h t i t  w as 
som eth ing  we w ere a ll supposed  to  do, like a gam e, b u t  I rea lized  very  quickly I w as 
wrong. T he neuro tox in  h ad  no ta s te , no odor; i t  d idn’t  ap p e a r as  a m ist. O f course not. 
W hy w ould th e  te rro r is ts  w an t to  give any  w arn ing?

“M y m o th e r  w as sh a k in g . S h e  d ro p p ed  th e  b ag  sh e  w as  c a rry in g . My m o th e r’s 
h a n d s  k n o tted . She le t o u t th is  . . .  cry. I knew  som eth ing  w as h a p p en in g  to  th e  peo­
ple a ro u n d  us. B u t I d id n ’t  th in k  i t  w as h a p p e n in g  to  her. How could I th in k  th a t?  
S he  w as m y m o th e r— m y protector, m y sanctuary . T hen  she tu rn e d , a n d  I saw  h e r 
face. Savage. Ferocious. N o t h u m a n , n o t a  f lick e r o f h u m a n ity  th e re  . . . ” I d rew  a  
ragged  b re a th . T he n e x t cam e m ore sm oothly, an d  I observed, “S he w as ab o u t your 
age a t  th e  tim e.”

A fter I sa id  n o th in g  m ore for a lm o st a fu ll m in u te , D aphne  asked , “I t  w as th e  f irs t  
a ttack ?  T he s t a r t  of th e  N euro-C hem ical W ar?”

I h ad  described  th e  scene in  de ta il. “Yes.”
“How did you survive?”
I’d a lread y  told th e  h a rro w in g  p a rt. T he re s t  d id n ’t  m atte r. I shrugged . “I got lucky. 

Ju m p ed  dow n a  g ra te  in to  a  s to rm  d ra in . I w as sm all enough  to  squeeze th ro u g h  th e  
ba rs .”

S h e  sagged. S he reach ed  o u t to  s tead y  herself, g rab b in g  th e  stool, h a n d  d ropping  
on h e r  purse .

I rem em bered  ta lk in g  w ith  h e r  a t  th e  club earlier. I th o u g h t o f th e  in tim acies we 
h a d  enjoyed on ly  a  sh o r t w hile  ago. S u d d en ly  th e  w hole scenario  seem ed  unlikely, 
like som eth ing  th a t  h a d  been  a rran g ed .

“W hy d id  you w a n t to  see  m e to n ig h t?” I asked . I w as th in k in g  now  o f th e  q u es­
tio n s  sh e  h a d  s ta r te d  a sk in g  m e in  bed. Q u estio n s  n o t q u ite  a b o u t A gency proce­
dures, b u t ones th a t  m ig h t none th e less  lead  to  such questions.
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D aphne  w en t still. S om eth ing  flickered  across h e r  fea tu res . I re s is ted  th e  te m p ta ­
tion  to ’p a th  her, to  d e lib e ra te ly  p lum b. She w a sn ’t  th e  u su a l fa re  I b ro u g h t hom e. I 
h a d  told h e r  th e  m ost in ten se ly  p e rso n a l sto ry  of m y life. T h a t w asn ’t  a n y th in g  I n o r­
m ally  did.

“W hy?” I rep ea ted .
A m ber an d  b ronze eyes p eered  p a s t  th e  h a n g in g  sk ille ts . “I got lonely,” she  sa id , 

h e r  voice low.
I w as a b o u t to  rep ly  w hen  m y recep to rs  e ru p ted , b laring : fury, fury, fu ry —
No w arn ing , no buildup . J u s t  su d d en ly  and  vio len tly  there.
I recoiled. D ap h n e  still h a d  h e r  h a n d  on h e r  p u rse . I rea lly  sh o u ld n ’t  h av e  been  

su rp rise d  by h e r  gun . C iv ilians c a rry  th em  routinely . People w orry  ab o u t am okers, 
a n d  who can  b lam e th em . E veryone fea rs  crow ded places. A m okers a re  in te re s te d  in  
h ig h  casu a ltie s , h igh-v isib ility  inciden ts. So says th e  A gency profiles.

She w as m oving all in  a  ru sh  now, opening  th e  pu rse . A d ren a lin e  lit  m e up. My left 
eyelid  tw itch ed  spasm odically. I h a d  fallen  back  a g a in s t th e  edge of th e  sink . Now I 
lunged  forw ard.

I w asn ’t  a  hero . W asn’t  a  su p erh ero . B u t I lifted  a sk ille t off i ts  hook anyw ay, p ivo t­
ed, cocking back  m y a rm , a n d  s e n t i t  sp in n in g  an d  careen ing .

I t  w h a n g ed  a g a in s t  a re f le c tiv e  facing, m iss in g  h e r  by  a c le a r  six  feet. D ap h n e  
tu rn e d  back  w ith  a  f is t  f illed  up  w ith  h e r  h an d g u n . I rea lized  only th e n  th a t  sh e ’d 
been  rac in g  for th e  fron t door. T he  fu ry  w as still flooding from  her, recognizable as  
am oker ra g e — alm o st a  c a ric a tu re  of it, in  fact.

S he w as looking a t  m e dow n th e  b a rre l o f h e r  w eapon. I stood exposed. In  th e  a f­
te rm a th  re p o rt I w as going to  be w e a rin g  t h is  p a s te l b lue  robe. I closed m y eyes.

H er footfalls th w a k k e d  th e ir  w ay  h u rrie d ly  to  th e  door. I h e a rd  h e r  w rench ing  it 
open, th e n  silence.

I h ad  to open m y eyes, h a d  to  m ak e  m yself do it. W hen I did, I w as, for th e  b rie fest 
in s ta n t, in  a  p laza  looking u p  a t  m y m o th e r’s con to rted  face. B u t th e  ch rom e s te r ili­
ty  o f m y k itch en  re a sse r te d  itself. I w e n t to m y link  an d  m ade  p rio rity  co n tac t w ith  
th e  Agency.

The sm a ll g ra y in g  m an  sh o u ld  have been backed in to  a corner, sh o u ld  have been 
s lu m p e d  on h is  knees, one h a n d  ra ised  defensively  a n d  s tiffen ed  by dea th . A  bew il­
dered a n d  beseeching expression s ta m p e d  on h is  face. There w as none o f  tha t. Jesse  
Verges lay on h is  back on the ground , su rro u n d ed  by collegiate struc tu res silhouetted  
a g a in st the d u sk . H e appears peaceful. P u t h im  on a sofa a n d  cover up the perfo ra ­
tions the overzealous ca m p u s security  left h im  w ith  a n d  he w ou ld  be a sixty-year-old  
m a n  dozing  on h is  couch, n o th in g  more. The Vigil responsible fo r  the ca tastrophica lly  
fa lse  alert s ta n d s  back from  the body, w earing  a d u m b fo u n d ed  look. 1 d o n ’t m eet a lot 
o f  Vigils, a n d  I ’ve never m et th is  notorious one. We are not really a  com m unity . B u t I  
share the V ig il’s sham e anyw ay, even though  I  w a sn ’t the one m a k in g  th is  w orst o f  a ll 
p o ss ib le  m istakes. M aybe e m p a th y  is m y  w eakness. M aybe i t ’s  a  w ea k n ess w e a ll need.

M isconceptions s till abound , even a  q u a r te r  ce n tu ry  a fte r  th e  squalid  tw o-m onth  
sp ree  of b io te rro rism  th a t  w as th e  N eu ro-C hem ical War. T he te r ro r is ts ’ opera tio n s 
w ere  as shabb ily  o rgan ized  as  th e ir  ideology. T hey  w ere  ta k e n  dow n sw iftly— even if  
it could n o t h av e  been  fa s t enough.

Those afflic ted  by th e  neu ro tox in  w ere  not am okers. T hey w ere  v ictim s, a s  su rely  
as  th e  people th ey  them se lves killed d u rin g  th e ir  m ind less frenzied  ram pages.

W hen I w as in h igh  school, som e k id  said  th e  w rong  th in g  ab o u t m y m o th e r to me. 
I h a d  b itte n  a  hole th ro u g h  h is  cheek  before I w as f in a lly  pu lled  off h im . T h a t w as 
m y la s t y e a r  o f civ ilian  life. T he A gency s ta r te d  co llecting  us, a ll w ho h ad  been ex­

Eric Del Carlo52



posed  to  th e  d iabo lica l n eu ro to x in  a s  p re p u b e sc e n ts  a n d  h a d  su rv iv ed  th e  su b se ­
q u e n t chaos.

T hey  w ou ldn ’t  le t m e see D aphne. I w asn ’t  a  t ru e  operative . A t le a s t th a t  w as how 
m an y  in  th e  A gency saw  m e an d  m y fellows. ’P a th s  w ere, basically , bom b-sn iffing  
dogs. We d id n ’t  dea l d irec tly  w ith  secu rity  m a tte rs . We w e re n ’t  th e  th in k in g  p a r t  of 
th e  o rgan iza tion . My try in g  to  sub d u e  D aphne  w ith  th a t  clum sily  f lu n g  fry ing  p an  
w as th e  s tu ff  o f m uch  sn ickering .

We V igils m e re ly  sen se d , w ith in  a  c e r ta in  p h y s ic a l ra d iu s , w h e n  som eone  w as 
ab o u t to  go a p e sh it  an d  s t a r t  a one-person m assacre .

I lo ite red  a ro u n d  th e  h e a d q u a r te rs  anyw ay. T hey  s till w o u ld n ’t  le t m e in  to  see 
D aphne  Verges. U n til, abrup tly , th e  in te rro g a to rs  d id  w a n t m e included.

T he d eb rie fin g  w as excruc ia ting ly  tho rough , p robably  som eth in g  like th e  in te rro ­
ga tio n  itself.

T he  o p e ra tiv e  in  th e  s u i t  w ho esco rted  m e dow n th e  d a rk  g re e n  co rrid o r to  th e  
room  w as expression less, b u t  I sensed  h e r  unease . I m ade  m y se lf d raw  it all in —h e r 
d isqu ie t, h e r  contem pt. S om etim es i t ’s v a lu ab le  to  be rem in d ed  w here  you s ta n d .

I w as le t in to  th e  room . I t  w as ju s t  D aphne  a n d  tw o chairs.
S he  looked up. H e r na rro w  face ap p ea red  th in n e r, b u t  i t  w asn ’t  from  m a ln u tritio n  

or m is tre a tm e n t. S he h a d  ju s t  f in ish ed  lunch.
“H ello, Ms. V erges.” I stood beh ind  th e  unoccupied chair.
S he offered a  n e u tra l sm ile. “R eally? Com e on, Bob. T h e re ’s no one-w ay glass. We 

can  ta lk  fam iliarly .” S he q u irk ed  th e  sm ile a t  one co rner to  le t m e know  sh e  knew  
th is  room  w as one b ig  m icroscope.

B u t th e re  w as still a  m y ste ry  here.
“Okay, D aphne .”
“H ave a  sea t, Bob.”
I sa t.
I t  h ad  been  over tw o w eeks since I’d la s t  seen  her. T he A gency h a d  picked h e r  up 

w ith  a lm ost offhand  efficiency once I’d  dropped  h e r  nam e.
“I’m  so rry  I th re w  th a t  sk ille t a t  you,” I said.
I d id n ’t  know  w h a t sh e  expected  from  m y v is it to  th is  room , b u t  ju d g in g  from  h e r 

su d d en  change of expression , th is  w a sn ’t it. H e r eyes softened , an d  th a t  j u s t  m ade 
th e ir  d e p th s  m ore exquisite .

S he  sa id , “I’m  so rry  I pu lled  a  gun . I d id n ’t  in te n d  to  u se  it, you know. I j u s t  n eed ­
ed to  g e t o u t o f y o u r place, in  a hurry . I sh o u ld n ’t  have  been  th e re  in  th e  f i r s t  place. I 
th o u g h t I m ig h t ge t in fo rm ation  from  you.”

T he in te rro g a tio n  h ad  revea led  o u r n ig h t together. My p riv a te  life w as a  p a r t  of 
th is  case. T h ere  w asn ’t  a n y th in g  I could do abou t th a t.

Asimov's

VISIT OUR WEBSITE
www.asimovs.com

Don’t miss out on our movie reviews, podcasts,
controversial and informative articles, and classic stories.

Log on today!

Hypervigilant 53

http://www.asimovs.com


June 2013

I h a d  been  s e n t in  h e re  to  a sk  ab o u t th e  tw o su d d en  b u rs ts  o f am o k er fury  she  h ad  
d e m o n s tra te d , one a t  th e  h o sp ita l, th e  second in  m y a p a r tm e n t. P e rso n s  e m ittin g  
th a t  pecu lia r in te n s ity  of sw eep ing  rag e  are  th e  ones who, in  th is  day  an d  age, a re  
p re p a r in g  to  u n le a sh  m ass  violence on as  m an y  people as  possible.

“I’m  su re  you d id n ’t  m e a n  to h u r t  anyone,” I said .
“You’re  su re?” S he  h a d  been  in  custody  aw hile. S he  seem ed  to  hav e  acqu ired  a  cer­

ta in  se lf-p o sse ss io n , o r m ay b e  sh e  w a s  j u s t  re s ig n e d  to  h e r  new  c irc u m s ta n c e s . 
W hichever, sh e  w as s till p layful. I h a d  th o u g h t ab o u t h e r  a  lo t d u r in g  th e  p a s t  tw o 
w eeks. I w ould hav e  th o u g h t ab o u t h e r  even i f  sh e  h a d n ’t  s to rm ed  o u t of m y hom e 
w aving  a  gun  a t  me.

T he people w ho w ere  closely w a tch in g  th e  proceedings in  th is  room  w an ted  m e to  
p u rsu e  th e  in fo rm ation  I’d been  s e n t in  to  re tr ie v e — se n t in  p robab ly  a g a in s t s t re n ­
uo u s objections from  som e p a rtie s .

In s te a d  I sa id , “You w ere  lonely.”
S he  w as p ick ing  a  c ru m b  from  h e r  lunch  off th e  g ray  sh ap e le ss  s h ir t  sh e ’d  b een  is ­

sued . S h e  p au sed  w ith  th u m b  a n d  f in g e r  p inched  above th e  sleeve. “W hat?”
“You w ere  lonely, you sa id .” M y m o u th  w as su d d en ly  dry. I sw allow ed. I hoped she  

h a d  w a n te d  so m e th in g  m ore  th a n  in fo rm a tio n  from  m e. “W h en  I a sk e d  w hy  you  
w ere  w ith  m e th a t  n ig h t, you sa id  you w ere lonely.”

“Yes.” H e r voice rasped . “I got lonely. A fter a  y e a r  o f i t . . .  I w as lonely.”
I d id n ’t  need  m y recep to rs  to  recognize th e  sincerity . O nce m ore I spoke th e  t r u th  

to  th is  w om an. “I w as lonely  too.”
We knew  she  w as J e sse  V erges’ d augh ter, th a t  h e  h a d  come to  v isit h e r  a t  h e r  cam ­

p u s  one a u tu m n  ev en in g  se v e ra l y e a rs  ago. T he  Vigil g u a rd in g  th e  school a g a in s t  
am o k er a tta c k s— cam puses, from  g rad e  schools to  u n iv e rs itie s , w ere  p o p u la r ta rg e ts  
th a t  season— sounded  th e  a le rt. Im m in en t th re a t .  Take im m ed ia te  action. C am pus 
se c u rity  did, a n d  th e  u n a rm e d  an d  a p p a re n tly  w holly in n o cen t six ty-year-o ld  m a n  
w as sh o t dow n dead.

I t  w as a  m istak e . I t  w as a  b ad  call. A false read .
T he Vigil in  q uestion  w as su sp en d ed , rep rim an d ed , re tra in e d , ev a lu a ted  a n d  even­

tu a lly  re in s ta te d .
A nd Je sse  V erges’ d a u g h te r  w as now  g u n n in g  for th a t  p a r tic u la r  Vigil. S he  knew  

w h a t h e  looked like from  th e  photos.
T h ere  h a d  been  a  Jo se  C a ru b b a  in  room  602 a t  th e  h o sp ita l th e  d ay  I f i r s t  m e t her, 

a n d  h e  h a d  indeed  been  a d m itte d  for k idney  w ork. B u t D ap h n e  V erges d id n ’t  know  
h im . S he h a d  a  g u n  a n d  a  c a rry  p e rm it, b u t she  d id n ’t  ow n th e  w eapon  because  she  
fea red  am okers. S he w as a fte r  a  Vigil.

S he h a d  s tu d ied  A gency m ethods. I t  w asn ’t  a b ad  p lan . B u t th e re  w as s till som e­
th in g  w e couldn’t  f ig u re  out.

I s ta r e d  ac ro ss  a t  her. I w as  re m e m b e rin g  o u r n ig h t  to g e th er. I t  stood  o u t from  
m an y  o th e r n ig h ts . For th o se  h o u rs  i t  h ad  seem ed  like  th e  lone liness  h a d  re tre a te d , 
ju s t  a  b it, ju s t  enough.

B u t I h a d  m y  ta s k  h ere . I d rew  a  b re a th  a n d  a sk ed  stiffly, “W h a t m e a n s  did you 
u se  to  s im u la te  th e  a m o k e r-lik e  em o tio n a l s ta te  n e c e ssa ry  to  a le r t  a  V ig il?” T he 
A gency h a d  looked d ilig en tly  in to  th e  m a tte r. S he  h a d  done th is  fo u r tim e s  before 
over th e  p a s t year, th e y  h a d  lea rn ed , a t  four d iffe ren t public  locations w here  a  Vigil 
w as likely  to  be  p re se n t. F o u r fa lse  read in g s  h a d  re su lted , th o u g h  none h a d  ended  in  
tragedy.

O u tsid e  th e  room  th e y  w ere  p robab ly  ho ld ing  th e ir  b re a th .
Inside , I b raced  m yself. I looked away. T he fu ry  h it, n o th in g  m ore th a n  a  f la sh , a 

v io len t bolt s tr ik in g  a n d  v an ish ing . M y h e a r t  sped. My h a n d s  shook.
F in a lly  I lifted  m y gaze an d  looked a t  h e r  aga in . S he  sa id , “I w as w ork ing  for m y
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docto rate  in  b iochem istry  a t  th a t  school. M aybe you gen iuses should  look in to  m y re ­
search .” S he  sm iled , b u t  i t  w as a  sn e e rin g  sm ile  th is  tim e.

I t ’s so m e th in g  th a t  go t in to  o u r  blood, in to  o u r n a tio n a l DNA. T he in c id e n ts  o f 
m ass crazed  violence th a t  ch arac te rized  the  N euro-C hem ical W ar have s tay ed  w ith  
us, like childhood tra u m a s . A nd so w e a c t th em  o u t now, as  a d u lts , a s  am okers. We’ve 
alw ays h a d  ra m p ag e rs  an d  m ass k ille rs— C h arles  W h itm an  an d  Seung-H ui Cho and  
th e  r e s t  o f th e  ro g u es g a lle ry — b u t now  we h av e  th e m  by th e  score, by th e  w eek. 
M aybe it  is w h a t th e  te rro r is ts  in te n d e d  all along.

The sa m e  opera tive  in  th e  su it  w a ited  for m e. H ere  w as one o f th e  “gen iu ses ,” as 
D aphne  h a d  so scornfu lly  said.

“P herom one aggression ,” I sa id , stopping. I d id n 't follow w hen  she tu rn e d  to  lead 
m e dow n th e  d a rk  g reen  corridor.

She tu rn e d  back b u t  cou ldn 't q u ite  m ee t m y eyes.
“M u st be a n  in te re s tin g — an  u n u su a l— b ran ch  of b iochem istry,” I w e n t on, enjoy­

ing myself. “S u rp ris in g  no one p icked  u p  on th a t .” T he NCW  h a d  m ade biow eapons a 
f ie ld  o f p e rm a n e n t  a c a d e m ic  in te r e s t .  Som e s tu d e n ts  s tu d ie d  i t  th e  w ay  o th e rs  
delved in to  ab n o rm al psychology— to u n d e rs ta n d  h u m a n  d a rk n ess . D aphne  h ad  h ad  
a  flair, a n d  th e  k illing  o f h e r  fa ther, acc iden ta l o r o therw ise , h a d  ga lvan ized  h e r  re ­
sea rch  an d  pu sh ed  h e r  tow ard  h e r  b re a k t hrough , w hich u n til now  she h ad  m anaged  
to  keep secret.

I n ev e r h a d  any  h ig h e r  ed u ca tio n . T he A gency h a d  w a n te d  only m y one skill. I t  
w as d ifficu lt for m e to  even  im ag ine how D ap h n e  h ad  dev ised  th e  m ean s to  t r a n s ­
m it th a t  sense  of im m in en t frenzy by w ay of aggressive  pherom ones. T he Agency had  
m issed  a n  obvious clue; a n d  I h a d  uncovered  it for th em  . . .  for us. M aybe I w ouldn’t 
have  to rem in d  m y se lf q u ite  so often  th a t  I belonged here. M aybe it w ould  be a  b it 
less lonely for me.

T he o p era tiv e  w as still w a itin g  to  lead  me away. I s trode  p a s t  her, not n eed in g  any  
escort, I a lre a d y  knew  m y nex t assig n m en t.

I belong to  th a t  f i r s t  tra u m a tic  e v en t of th e  NCW, no t to  th e  system ic shock th a t  
followed. My m em ories o f th e  m ayhem  are  rea l, factual. I can  still see m y m o th e r’s 
eyes before th e  n eu ro to x in ’s re lease . T h e ir  d e p th s  w ere  lovely. O
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A
LOVE SONG 

CONCERNING 
HIS VINEYARD

Megan Arkenberg

Megan Arkenberg is a writer and poet from Wisconsin. In 
2012, she won the Rhysling Award for best long form poem.

Other work has recently appeared in Lightspeed, Strange 
Horizons, and Shimmer. Like many of her stories, Megan tells 

us, inspiration for "A Love Song Concerning His Vineyard" 
came about through "the convergence of several unrelated 

images: a line from the Book of Isaiah, a poster of Mars in a 
middle-school hallway, the red label on an empty wine bottle, 
and a name jotted down on a Post-It note and subsequently

forgotten."

W L „  I w as tw elve, m y fa ther, w ho w as w hite , to ld  m e th a t  B lack w om en couldn’t  
a p p rec ia te  good wine.

“J u s t  look, Isaya , a t  th a t  g rap e  ju ice  y o u r m o th e r d rin k s ,” h e  sa id , p o in tin g  w ith  
h is  m u s ta rd -sm e a re d  kn ife a t  th e  b o ttle  on m y m o th e r’s k itch en  counter. T he  cork 
w as w rap p ed  in  gold foil, tie d  w ith  a  w isp  of p in k  ribbon. S w ee t M oscato, th e  label 
sa id  in  a  soft, c u rlin g  fon t like  a  lad y ’s h a n d w ritin g . My m o th e r h a d  a lw ay s liked 
sw eet th ings.

E ven  th e n , I knew  i t  w as n o t th e  w ine’s sw ee tn ess  th a t  m y fa th e r  objected  to; it 
w as i ts  fem in in ity . My m o th e r h a d  fa iled  h im  in  th a t  reg a rd . H e h ad  m a rr ie d  h e r  
hop ing  for a  S tro n g  B lack  W om an, a  sp ear-w ie ld ing  w a rrio r  goddess, a n  ebony idol 
w ith  a  sp in e  o f steel. In s te a d , he  go t a p rincess.

My m o th e r  w as a s to n ish in g ly  h an d so m e , ta l l  even  in  s to ck in g  feet, th o u g h  sh e  
n e v e r  w e n t o u t w ith o u t heels. H e r  ch eek b o n es w ere  p ro m in e n t, sh a rp , a n d  a long  
w ith  h e r  soft, fleshy  nose, a  sligh tly  p a le r  b ronze th a n  th e  re s t  o f h e r  face; sh e  looked 
like  th e  m e ta l s ta tu e  o f a  queen  th a t  c h ild ren  h a d  ru b b ed  for luck. S h e  w ore  p in k  
a n d  lace, lay e rs  a n d  h ig h  necklines, an d  pearls . S he h a d  a p a r tic u la r  s tra n d  of pearls  
th a t  m y fa th e r  took a s  a  p ersonal a ffron t. T h is  w as a  tim e  w hen  g e n u in e  p e a rls  h ad
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to  be off-white, gold, o r ivory, som etim es pink. M y m o th e r’s choker w as pu re  snow fall 
w h ite , g la rin g . T hey  looked fake. I th in k  F a th e r  th o u g h t th e y  w ere  fake, b u t  th e y  
w e re n ’t; th ey  w ere  genu ine , an d  w orth  m ore th a n  th e  ca r h e  drove to  an d  from  th e  
ch a in  of liquor s to re s  th a t  h e  m anaged .

R em em bering  m y m other, I can  a lm o st u n d e rs ta n d  m y fa th e r ’s confusion, h is  g en ­
e ra l im p ressio n  th a t  h e  h a d  been  chea ted . M y m o th e r d id  n o t look like a  p rincess. 
For one th ing , sh e  w as skinny. N o t tr im  or slender, b u t honest-to -G od Vogue-model 
sk inny, w ith  th ig h s  you could  cup in  one h an d . (M aybe tw o h a n d s — she h a d  sm all 
h an d s. I have  h uge  h a n d s , eleven-p iano-keys h a n d s , an d  m y th ig h s  ta k e  four h a n d s  
to  circle.) M o ther h a d  no b re a s ts  to  sp e a k  of. F a th e r  p robably  connected  th is  vaguely  
to  a n  id ea  ab o u t th e  A m azons, w ho c u t off th e ir  b re a s ts  to  im prove m a rtia l  prow ess. 
M o th er’s b re a s tle ssn e ss  h a d  no such  roots: in  fact, sh e  p added  h e r  b ra  w ith  soft p e r­
fum ed tissu e , w hich  m ade  h e r  bosom  ru s tle  a la rm in g ly  w hen  sh e  m oved h e r  a rm s — 
a d isa d v a n ta g e  in  b a ttle , no doubt. Also, i t  m u s t hav e  chafed.

I w as a  d isa p p o in tm e n t on  a  w hole new  fro n t. I w as n o t a  p rin cess; I w as  a  c ry ­
baby. W orse, I w as overw eight. My lim bs qu ivered  like chocolate ice cream . I w as an  
indignity , like m y m o th e r’s poor ta s te  in  w ine, th a t  h a d  to  be en d u re d  u n til i t  could 
be chan g ed — o r c a s t off.

In  bo th  cases, m y fa th e r  picked th e  la t te r  course. A nd th e n , w hen  h e  w as alone, he 
d ra n k  h im se lf  to  d ea th . T h a t’s all m y m o th er ever sa id  ab o u t it; b u t you can  be su re  
a s  he ll he  d id n ’t  d rin k  h im se lf  to  d e a th  w ith  M oscato. He n ev er liked sw eet th ings.

My m other, on th e  o th e r  h an d , d ied  because o f M ars.
To be fair, M ars  w as a n  in d irec t cause. T he d irec t cau se  w as bo tu lism , w hich  she 

co n trac ted  from  a  p a r tic u la r ly  foul crop of M artian -g ro w n  ro m ain e  le ttuce . I’m  not 
say in g  th a t ’s how  sh e  w ould  hav e  w an ted  to  go— v o m iting  w as n o t h e r  s ty le — b u t 
sa la d  c o n s titu te d  th e  v a s t  m ajo rity  of h e r  su s te n a n c e  in  th o se  la te r  y ea rs , so I a s ­
su m e  i t  w as on som e level psychologically  sa tis fy in g . F or her, I m ean . I t  took  m e 
y e a rs  to  process it, to  re c a s t h e r  d e a th , to  pin th e  b lam e on so m e th in g  big enough  to 
su p p o rt it. On M ars.

T he second g re a te s t tra g e d y  of m y  life—th e  g re a te s t, before m y m o th e r’s d e a th — 
can  also  be b lam ed on M ars. H is n am e w as R ondell. L ike m y father, he  sold wine.

My m o th e r n ev er liked  for m e to  call h e r  “M other.”
“W h a t w ould  you p refer?” I asked , cool an d  po lite  an d  d is in te re s te d  as a  m idd ling  

concierge.
“W h a t’s w rong  w ith  m am a? You too old for th a t  now?”
I w as, b u t  I d id n ’t  w a n t to a d m it it, as  th a t  w ould  open th e  door to  conversa tion  

ab o u t th is  in to le rab le  th in g  called  “grow ing up .”
“F a th e r  doesn’t  w a n t m e to  call h im  daddy  anym ore ,” I sa id .
S he  looked a t  m e like I w as a  frog an d  to ld  m e, d e lica te ly  a n d  w ith  precise  p ro ­

n u n c ia tio n , ju s t  w h a t 1 could call h im  in stead .

Anyway. Rondell.
R ondell h ad  a w h ite  m am a. T h a t’s w 'hat h e  called  her, h is  w h ite  m am a, to  d iffer­

e n tia te  h e r  from  th e  B lack  w om an h is  fa th e r  h a d  la te r  m a rried . W hen we w ere  in 
m iddle school, Rondell liked  to say  h e  sp e n t as  m uch  tim e  a s  possib le in  th e  su n  be­
cause  he  w a n te d  to  s ta y  d a rk . I q u estio n ed  th e  biological feasib ility  o f th is , b u t he  
took it  as  a  m a tte r  o f fa ith . H e a lw ays sa t in  th e  back of class, r ig h t by th e  w indow s; 
h e ’d change  d esk s  to  follow th e  p ro g ress  o f th e  su n . I la te r  le a rn e d  th a t  h is  w h ite  
m am a  w as in fact o f M iddle E a s te rn  descen t— P ak is ta n i. H er n am e w as Noor. R on­
dell liked  to  p ronounce it  “N oir” an d  p re ten d  she  cam e from  France.
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“W ine country,” he  sa id . “Vin de P ays.” H e h a d  th e  m ost flaw less  F ren ch  p ro n u n c i­
a tio n  of anyone I’d know n before or since. E ven  m y delicate , Coco-Chanel a n d  Yves- 
S a in t - L a u r e n t  m o th e r  c o u ld n ’t m a tc h  h is  c o n s o n a n ts .  “P in o t  N o ir ,” h e ’d say , 
d e sc rib in g  a  g ra p e  a s  d a rk  a s  h is  sk in . “M akes re d  B u rg u n d y . A nd in  N ovem ber, 
th e re ’s B eau jo la is  N ouveau . E veryone ru sh e s  to  g e t a bo ttle , b u t  no one know s for 
su re  w h a t it’s going to  ta s te  like u n til th ey  buy  it. I t’s like fuck ing  a  g irl none of you r 
friends have  been  w ith , you know ?”

H e sa id  th is  to  shock m e. We w ere  bo th  six teen ; he  w as still a  v irg in , a lth o u g h  I 
w as no t. How do I know  th is?  B ecau se  I ’m th e  one he  gave  h is  v irg in ity  to, ab o u t 
tw e n ty  m o n th s  la te r, on a  wool b la n k e t  we sp re a d  on th e  floo r of h is  baby  s is te r ’s 
playroom  w hile  h is  s te p m o th e r w as o u t grocery shopping. T h is  w as th e  sam e day  he 
to ld  m e he  w as g e ttin g  a  job.

“Do you th in k  i t ’s safe?” I asked . “L iquor s to res  g e t he ld  u p  a lot, you know.”
“N ot th is  liq u o r s to re ,” h e  sa id . “T h is  one’s on th e  o th e r  end  of tow n. I t  j u s t  sells 

w ine, none of th a t  c rap  like S teel R eserve or Skol o r B lack V elvet.” (“C rap ” w as, for 
R ondell. a  m ore a ll-encom passing  te rm  th a n  it  is in  conven tional usage.)

T h a t job  d id n ’t  la s t  long. People on th e  o th e r end  of tow n— I’d say  w hite  people on 
th e  o th e r end o f tow n, b u t i t ’s no t like th e re ’s a n o th e r  k in d  over th e re —th e y  d id n ’t 
th in k  a n  e igh teen -y ear-o ld  B lack  m a n  knew  a n y th in g  a b o u t w ine. T he la s t  straw , 
R ondell sa id , w as th is  assh o le  w ho picked up  a  b o ttle  o f P in o t N o ir an d  ask ed  if  it 
w as B urgundy.

“No, sir,” Rondell sa id . “I t ’s n o t F ren ch .”
“So w h a t’s d iffe ren t ab o u t it?”
“T he g rap es  a re  g row n in C aliforn ia , no t F rance .”
“B u t i t ’s th e  sam e k in d  o f g rape, r ig h t? ”
“O f course, sir. B u t th ey  a re n ’t  grow n in F rance , so i t ’s n o t a  B urgundy  w ine.”
T he cu sto m er com plained  th a t  R ondell had  an  a tti tu d e , a n d  h e  w as le t go th e  nex t 

day.

T h e re ’s a  few th in g s  ab o u t grow ing  w ine on M ars.
N ot as  m any  as  th e re  a re  w ith  grow ing  w ine on E a r th , I guess, since th e  N on-N ec­

e ssa ry  A g ricu ltu ra l A greem ent. I t’s a t  le a s t legal to  grow  w ine on M ars. No one’s go­
in g  to  h u n t  you  dow n fo r w a s t in g  fe r t i le  g ro u n d -sp a c e . A nd  th e  d ry n e s s  is n ’t  a 
p rob lem  for g rap es, n o t like it  w ould  be for c ra n b e rr ie s  o r o ran g es o r c h ry s a n th e ­
m um s. B u t still, ta k e  th e  soil, for ex am ple— acid as  all hell, a t  le a s t in  th e  p a r ts  we 
could get our h a n d s  on. A nd th e n  th e re ’s th e  g row ing  season.

N one of th is  s topped  R ondell. O r m e, for th a t  m a tte r :  I h e s i ta te  to  blow m y own 
ho rn , to  p reach  from  th e  Book of Isay a , a s  m y fa th e r  used  to  say, d is lik ing  all pride, 
b u t especially  th e  p ride  of a m oon-faced half-w hite  crybaby. B u t I played m y own role 
w ith  th e  M artian  v ineyards. I w ro te  to  th e  rig h t people a n d  filled  out th e  r ig h t form s 
an d  m ade  su re  th a t , w hen  it m a tte re d , th e  s tu rd y  little  v ine  clipp ings w ere  in  th e ir  
S tyrofoam  coolers a t  th e  sh u ttle  launch , ready  to  h u r tle  th ro u g h  space. I’m  not say ­
ing R ondell w as no good a t  logistics, h e  w as fine , b u t h is  b ra in  w as on o th e r th ings. 
A dvertising  on pages opposite Rolex, Louis V uitton , A udi. W in e-tastin g s w'ith w hite- 
gloved w a ite rs  and  co u n te rs  o f b lack I ta lia n  m arb le .

I re m e m b e r th e  f i r s t  v in ta g e — 2029. T u rn e d  ou t it w as a b itch  to  m ake  decen t 
w ine on  M ars. I took one good sip  an d  gagged. “D on’t  ru sh  it,” Rondell said , k iss in g  
m y b are  shoulder. B u t even he tu rn e d  fa in tly  g reen .

Once, m y fa th e r  m ade  m e so a n g ry  th a t  I d ra n k  a g lass o f vinegar.
We'd been h av in g  th e  u su a l a rg u m e n t. 1 w as sham eless; I w as u n g ra te fu l; I d id n ’t 

know  w 'hat to do w ith  nice th ings. I su spec t h e  enjoyed m a k in g  m e cry. (He w as good
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a t  it, b u t  t h a t ’s h a rd ly  h ig h  p ra is e — a su d d e n  sh if t  in  th e  w e a th e r , a  dead  sp id e r  
tra p p e d  in  its  w eb, re p o r ts  o f a  fa ta l c a r  acc id en t on  th e  te lev is io n  could open  th e  
floodgates ju s t  a s  w ell.) I knew  th a t  in  h is  eyes I w as despicable. In s te a d  o f H ippoly- 
ta ,  h e ’d a c c id e n ta lly  m a rr ie d  A p h ro d ite ; a n d  h is  ch ild , in s te a d  o f a n  A th e n a , w as 
som e so rt o f bear-clum sy, sw ollen  C allisto . S tu p id  a n d  ted ious a s  a  sponge.

B u t h e re ’s th e  th in g  a b o u t sponges: w e’re  porous. We abso rb  every th ing .
“You’re  ig no ran t,” h e  w as saying, o r w ords to  th a t  effect. You m ay  h av e  no ticed th a t  

I rem em b er little  o f h is  ex ac t w ording; th e  fac t is, he  w as not ve ry  m em orable . H is 
voice w as like so u r m ilk , qu ick ly  w iped  up, b leached  ou t, a n d  forgotten . “You couldn’t  
te ll good v ine  from  v inegar.”

I sa id  no th ing . I k new  he  w as sp eak in g  m etaphorica lly , b u t  I d id n ’t  re a lly  give a  
fuck. I took  a  w in e  g la ss  from  th e  cu p b o a rd . I g o t th e  g a llo n  o f v in e g a r  from  th e  
pan try . I poured  som e o f th e  la t te r  in to  th e  form er.

Looking in to  h is  little , w a te ry  b lue  eyes, I s ta r te d  to  d rin k . I d id n ’t  stop  u n til  he  
flin ch ed  away.

“T aste s  f in e  to  m e,” I sa id , w ip ing  th e  back  of m y m o u th  w ith  m y sleeve.
H e flinched  aga in .
I w e n t in to  th e  b a th ro o m  a n d  vom ited .

I sa id  R ondell w as no good a t  logistics. H e w as a lso  no good a t  h a te  m ail.
T h is  w as th re e  or four y e a rs  in to  th e  b u sin ess , w h en  w h a t w e w ere  b o ttlin g  an d  

d is tr ib u tin g  w as f in a lly  good. B le n d s  h a d  su d d e n ly  sh o t u p  in  p o p u la r ity  a n d  w e 
w ere  p rep a red  for it, w ith  a  heady, velvety  m ix called  M o m in g s ta r— P in o t N oir an d  
M erlo t from  th e  M a rtia n  v ineyards, p lu s  a tra c e  o f C a b e rn e t from  a  pre-N N A A  v in ­
ta g e  w e’d discovered n e a r  B ordeaux . A b u rs t  o f red  b e rrie s  a n d  s to n e  fru its , a  fa in t 
m ocha fin ish , su rp ris in g ly  d rin k ab le . T he  rev iew s w ere  overw helm ingly  positive. We 
even  m ade  an  aw ard s  b a llo t or two, n o th in g  too high-brow.

Well, I g uess it  m u s t hav e  been  too h igh-brow  for som e  people.
R ondell w a n te d  m e to  a n sw e r a ll th e  m essages. T h a n k  th e  po lite  ones, tu c k  in  a 

coupon for a free  b o ttle  o r two, a n d  te ll th e  re s t  in  no  u n c e r ta in  te rm s  to  fuck  off. H e 
c o u ld n ’t  u n d e r s ta n d  w h y  ev en  c lic k in g  th ro u g h  th o s e  m issp e lle d  m e sse s , th o se  
h a te fu l, poisonous p ag es  o f tr ip e  w h e re  w ords like  “p a w s” a n d  “g u tte r” an d  “f il th y ” 
c ro p p ed  o u t l ik e  foul a lie n  w eed s, w ou ld  m a k e  m e b u r s t  in to  te a r s  a n d  f le e  th e  
room .

“B u t th e y ’re  w rong,” h e  sa id , bew ildered. “W e’ve go t a  good th in g .”
H e couldn’t  u n d e rs ta n d  how th e m  being  w rong  m ade  i t  w orse.

I ’ve s till  got a  few b o ttle s  o f R ondell’s  v in tag es on a plywood ra c k  in  m y b asem en t. 
I c a rried  th em  from  a p a r tm e n t to  a p a r tm e n t a n d  h o u se  to  house, d u s te d  th e m  an d  
sm oo thed  th e  lab e ls  w h e re  th e  g lue  is s ta r t in g  to  w e a r th in . T hey  m ig h t be  w o rth  
som eth ing . I cou ldn’t  b rin g  m y se lf to  sell th em , though .

A nd d rin k in g  th em  is o u t o f th e  question . I t ’d be like d rin k in g  m y ow n te a rs . S ure, 
th e y ’re  sw eet, an d  th e  ac tion  is f i ttin g ly  cyclical; b u t  really, i t ’s ju s t  ta k in g  back  y ou r 
ow n sa lt, rec la im in g  w h a t y o u r body h a s  re jec ted  an d  expelled . You’ve go t to  t r u s t  
th a t  you r body know s best. Som e th in g s  you ju s t  hav e  to  le t go.

So fa r a s  I can  recall, m y m o th e r b ro u g h t u p  R ondell a s  a  sub jec t o f conversation  
precise ly  once.

“Is h is  m a m a  rea lly  w h ite?”
“No,” I sa id . We w ere  s i t t in g  on th e  porch sw ing, s ip p in g  sw ee t w h ite  w ine from  

p las tic  cups. “M aybe. S h e ’s P ak is ta n i. Does th a t  count?”
“N a h .” A  pause . M y m o th e r gave th e  floo rboards a  kick, se n d in g  th e  sw in g  back
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sharply. B u t sh e  d id n ’t  lose h e r  g rip  on h e r  w ine g lass. “H e w as okay, th a t  boy. I t ’s a 
sh am e.”

T his conversa tion  took place tw o w eeks a f te r  he  died.

Rondell a lso  d ied  of M ars, indirectly . Som ebody sh o t him .
We w ere  g iv ing a  dem o a t  th e  Pan-A m  A g ricu ltu ra l C ongress. I t  w a sn ’t  very  pan- 

A m erican ; everyone  w as w h ite  a n d  b a ld in g  a n d  spoke w ith  a M id w este rn  accent. 
T h is w as in  Chicago. T he h e a r t la n d  took a p a rtic u la r ly  h a rd  h it  w ith  th e  NNAA— 
n o t th e  act, a s  such , w hich  p ro fited  com  fa rm ers  a n d  som e of th e  w ind  tu rb in es , b u t  
th e  anti-N N A A  reac tions, w hich  consisted  o f p re tty  m uch  everyone else. E veryone 
w ho could afford  to  w as ta lk in g  ab o u t buy ing  o ff-E arth , n o t m ere ly  from  necessity, 
b u t  as a  b ig  old fuck-you to  th e  NNAA. B uying, th a t  is, from  us.

I ’m  n o t su re  if  th a t  h a d  a n y th in g  to  do w ith  th e  shooting.
T he g u n m a n  w as sh o rt, pudgy, a n d  w hite , w ith  spa rse , g reasy  b lond ha ir. I don ’t  

know  m uch  m ore th a n  th a t ,  b ecause  a f te r  h e  w alked  up  to  ou r booth  a n d  f ire d  a  full 
round , h i tt in g  R ondell four tim es in  th e  chest, h e  tu rn e d  th e  gun  on h im se lf  and  blew  
h is  face off. T hey  searched  h is  co m p u te r a fte rw ard ; I th in k  he  h a te d  P a k is tan is . All I 
could th in k  a t  th e  tim e  w as good rid d an ce , a n d  th e n  I w as on m y k n ees , c rad lin g  
Rondell in  m y a rm s  an d  p lead in g  w ith  h im  n o t to  go.

H e w en t, though . H e squeezed  m y h an d , b u t  h e  couldn’t  say  m uch. H is lungs w ere 
in  ta tte rs . A nd I h e ld  h im  an d  k issed  h is  bloody lips an d  couldn’t  cry, no m a tte r  how 
m uch  I w an ted  to, I couldn’t  cry. M y body w as in  shock. I’d been  sh o t too, in  th e  fa t 
u p p e r th ig h , m ere  frac tions o f a n  inch  from  th e  fem oral artery . T he blood ra n  dow n 
m y leg in  sh ee ts , b lack  as P in o t Noir.

My fa th e r  sa id  I’d n ev er f in d  a m a n  w ho could love me. D id h e  m ean  I w as un lov­
ab le  b ecause  I w as fa t, o r h a lf-w h ite , o r a crybaby? B ecause I w as u n g ra te fu l?  B e­
cause  I cou ldn’t  ap p rec ia te  good w ine? B u t in  th a t ,  a s  in  ev ery th in g  else, m y fa th e r  
w as wrong.

T he la s t  b len d  R ondell p roduced  w as called  S im bah . “T h e  v in es  o f S im b ah ,’” h e  
quoted , “Svhose c lu s te rs  once m ad e  d ru n k  th e  lo rd s o f n a tio n s .’ D id you  ca tch  th e  
re fe ren ce?”

I lay on m y stom ach  on h is  b lue -shee ted  bed, th e  q u ilt th ro w n  over m y legs and  h is 
w arm  h a n d s  tra c in g  p a tte rn s  dow n m y spine. I t  w as d a rk  b u t h e ’d left th e  lam p  on in 
th e  hallw ay, an d  h is  gold e a rr in g  sp ark led  in  th e  m eag er lig h t like a  tin y  star.

“Book of Isa ia h ,” I said . H e k issed  m y h a n d s  w h ere  th e y  re s ted  on th e  pillowcase, 
f in g e rtip  by  fin g e rtip , an d  I beg an  th e  nex t verse . “T h e re fo re  I w eep for th e  v ines of 
S im bah .’”

“You w eep  for e v e ry th in g , I s a y a .” H e w as sm ilin g , o ne  of h is  r a r e  a n d  m ag ica l 
sm iles.

For joy  a n d  g ladness are taken aw ay from  the fru itfu l field; a n d  in the vineyards no  
songs are sung. I tu rn ed  m y h an d  up and  pressed it ag a in s t h is m outh , th e  soft lips, th e  
h a rd  s tra ig h t  te e th , a s  though  I could c a p tu re  h is  sm ile  in  m y palm . “H ow come?”

“H m ?”
“How come you n am ed  it  a f te r  som eth in g  th a t  got destroyed?”
H e took m y h a n d  in one of h is  an d  lifted  it aw ay  from  h is  m outh . H e s ta re d  a t it for 

a long tim e; a t  th e  pa le  brow n palm  w ith  its  deep  and  frac tu red  lines, a t  th e  broad 
pink-polished nails. “B ecause they  m u s t have been precious,” he sa id  a t  la s t, “if  people 
w ep t for th em .”

“Okay,” I said .
A nd tu rn e d  m y face in to  h is  pillow  to h ide  m y te a rs . O
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We have tampered 
with time far too much 
and now our hours and days, 
our minutes and seconds,

the temporal length 
of a fleeting thought, 
can change at random 
like the wandering stations

of a holographic scanner 
in a rift between galaxies. 
We have tampered 
with time far too much,

so that the time-honored 
constraints of our universe 
become relentless variables, 
our generational histories

raveling thread by thread 
until the terrain of our 
everyday world dissolves 
in an onslaught of chaos.

We have tampered 
with time far too much, 
and now we track a life 
of transient tomorrows,

with unknown stars 
in a treacherous sky, 
each

stealing away times 
we should have lived 
and delivering others, 
each stray night rife



Robert Reed tells us that his planned trilogy with Prime Books is 
still a trilogy, but will be published as a single volume, perhaps 
in April of 2014. The working title is The Memory o f Sky. Bob is 
also planning to "self-publish a collection of Great Ship stories 
called The Creatship. Yes, one word. Each story has been slight­
ly reworked, and there is new bridge material, and not only will 
this be available as an e-pub, but there will be a POD version as 
well." Status updates on this project will be found at robertreed- 
writer.com. The collection won't include his 2012 material or his 
thrilling new "Great Ship" tale about what it means to be . . .

PRECIOUS
MENTAL

Robert Reed

L

r h e  m a n  cam e to  P o rt B e ta  ca rry in g  an in te re s tin g  life.
O r p e rh ap s  th a t  life w as ca rry in g  h im .
E ith e r  way, h e  w as a  s tro n g  p la in-faced  h u m a n , excep tionally  young  y e t a lread y  

d rag g in g  heavy debt. W an ting  h o n est, re liab le  em ploym ent, he  w res tled  w ith  a  se ­
r ie s  o f a p ti tu d e  te s ts , a n d  w h ile  sco rin g  poorly  in  m o st ca teg o ries , th e  n ew com er 
show ed p rom ise  w h en  i t  cam e to  rig o r an d  p rec ision  a n d  th e  k in d s  o f cou rage  re ­
q u ired  by th e  m ech an ica l a r ts . P o rt B e ta  seem ed  like a  w o rth y  hom e for h im . T h a t 
w as w h ere  new  p a ssen g e rs  a rriv ed  a t  th e  G re a t Ship, cocooned inside  s tre a k sh ip s  
a n d  s t a r  ta x is , b o m b -tu g s a n d  one-o f-a-k ind  veh ic les. L ong  jo u rn e y s  le ft m o s t o f 
those  s ta rsh ip s  in  poor condition. M any  w ere to m  a p a r t  as  salvage, b u t  th e  v a luab le  
a n d  th e  h e a lth ie s t w ere  re fu rb ish ed  an d  th en  s e n t o u t ag a in , ch as in g  w e a lth y  t ra v ­
e le rs  o f every  species.

A  local academ y accepted  th e  newcom er, an d  he  soon rose to  th e  m ost e lite  tra d e  
am ong techn icians. B o ttling  up su n s  an d  a n tim a tte r  w as considered  th e  h ig h e s t a r t. 
D rive-m echanics w orked  on s ta rs h ip  eng ines a n d  d ream ed  ab o u t s ta rsh ip  engines, 
an d  they  w ere fam ous for jokes and  foul curses u n d e rs tan d ab le  only to  th e ir  own kind. 
T h e ir  w ork  could be ro u tin e  for y ears , even decades, b u t th e n  in sid e  th e  m onotony 
som eth ing  unexpected  w ould happen . M iss one g host o f a  de ta il an d  a  la s tin g  m istake  
w ould ta k e  hold, an d  th e n  cen tu ries  later, fa r  from  P ort B eta, a  m agn ificen t s tre a k - 
sh ip  w ould explode, an d  th e  onboard  lives, a n c ie n t an d  im p o rta n t, w ere  tran sfo rm ed  
in to  h a rd  ra d ia tio n  a n d  a  b reak n eck  ra in  o f h o t, anonym ous d ust.

T h a t w as w hy  d rive-m echan ics com m anded  th e  h ig h e s t w ages.
A nd th a t  w as w hy  new  slo ts w ere  co n stan tly  open ing  up  in  th e ir  ran k s.
A ccording to  official records, th e  acad em y ’s new  s tu d e n t w as bo rn  on th e  G re a t
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Ship , inside  a  dead -en d  cavern  called  W here-Peace-R ains. P ecu lia r h u m a n s  lived in  
th a t  iso la ted  rea lm , a n d  th e y  u su a lly  died th e re , an d  to  th e  soul, th e y  c lung  to  p re ­
posterous beliefs, th e ir  society a n d  e n tire  ex istence w oven a ro u n d  one linchp in  idea:

T he m u ltiv e rse  w as in fin ite .
T here w as no denying th a t  basic principle. Q u an tu m  endlessness w as proven science, 

re len tless and  boundless and  beautifu l. Yet w here m ost m inds saw  abstractions and  ec­
centric m athem atics, those living inside W here-Peace-R ains considered in fin ity  to be a 
g ran d  an d  dem and ing  gift. In fin ity  m ean t th a t  n o th ing  could ex ist ju s t  once. W hatever 
w as real, no m a tte r  how com plicated or unlikely, h ad  no choice b u t to pe rsis t forever.

In  th a t  way, sou ls w ere  th e  sam e as snow flakes.
A p e rso n ’s c ircu m stan ces could seem  u tte r ly  un iq u e , y e t he  w as alw ays su rv iv ing  

in  lim itle s s  p laces  a n d  d y in g  in  lim itle s s  p laces, a n d  h e  co u ld n ’t  s to p  b e in g  bo rn  
a g a in  in  every  su ita b le  portion  of th e  All.

Life h a d  its  perfec t len g th . M ost h u m a n s  a n d  a lm o st every  s e n tie n t c re a tu re  b e ­
lieved in  liv ing  h ap p ily  for as  long a s  possible. B u t th e  archa ic  souls inside  th a t  cave 
considered  too m uch  life to  be a  tra p . O ne or tw o cen tu rie s  o f b re a th in g  an d  sleep ing  
w ere  plenty. E x ten d  ex is tence  p a s t  i ts  n a tu ra l  end , an d  th e  im m o rta l soul w as d e ­
based , im poverished , a n d  e v en tu a lly  s tr ip p e d  o f its  g ran d eu r. O nly  by know ing  th a t  
you w ere  tem p o ra ry  could life be s tr ip p e d  of illu sion  and  th e  cloaks of false-godhood, 
an d  th e n  th e  b lessed  m a n  could touch  th e  All, a n d  h e  could love th e  All, a n d  if  h is  
b r ie f  ex is tence  p roved  spec ia l, a tin y  piece o f h is  en d le ss  sou l m ig h t e a rn  one m o­
m e n t o f se ren e  clarity.

W here-P eace-R ains co n stan tly  needed  babies. L ike p rim itiv e  h u m an s, its  c itizens 
w ere  b u ilt from  w a te r  a n d  fra il bone a n d  DNA full o f p rim a te  in stin c ts . T he ou tside  
w orld  called th e m  L u d d ite s— a n  in a d e q u a te  w ord, p a r t  in su lt  a n d  p a r t  synonym  for 
m adness. B u t th e  young  d rive-m echan ic  w as re m a rk a b le  because  h e  grew  u p  am ong 
th o se  people, becom ing a n  im p o rta n t citizen  before re lin q u ish in g  th e ir  foolish ways.

S tep p in g  a lone in to  th e  un iverse , th e  m an  w as m ad e  im m o rta l.
B u t im m o rta lity  w as a n  expensive  m agic.
I t  h a d  to  be.
A rchaic m uscles a n d  o rg an s needed  to  be re tro fitte d . T he body h a d  to be in d iffe r­

e n t to  every  d isease , re a d y  to  h ea l an y  w ound. T h en  th e  soggy soft an d  very  frag ile  
h u m a n  b ra in  w as tra n sfo rm e d  in to  a  to ugh  bioceram ic w onder, com plex enough  to 
g u a ra n te e  su ffic ien t m em ory  a n d  qu ick  in te lligence to  th riv e  for eons.

B u t tra n s fo rm a tio n  w a sn ’t  th e  only expense. T he b ound less  life n ev er q u it  need ­
ing  space and  food an d  energy. E te rn a l, h igh ly  g ifted  m inds re lish ed  exotic w onders, 
y e t th e y  also  d e m a n d e d  sa fe ty  a n d  com fort— tw o q u a litie s  t h a t  w ere  n ev e r cheap. 
T h a t’s w hy  th e  G re a t  S h ip ’s c a p ta in s  d e m a n d e d  h u g e  p a y m e n ts  from  im m o rta ls . 
P a sse n g e rs  w ho  n e v e r d ied  w ould  n e v e r sto p  need ing . A nd th a t  w as w hy  th e  one­
tim e  L u d d ite  w as  im p ress iv e : F re s h  in s id e  h is  new  body, co n su m ed  by h is  m an y  
deb ts, h e  w as u s in g  a  new  b ra in  to  le a rn  how to  re p a ir  an d  reb u ild  th e  m ost spec tac­
u la r  m ach ines b u ilt by an y  h ands.

E very  s tu d e n t w as soon h ired  as  a low-wage tra in e e . T he new com er did sm all jobs 
well, b u t m ore im portan tly , h e  got o u t o f the  w ay w hen  h e  w asn ’t  needed. People no­
ticed  h is  p la in , u n im p re s s iv e  face. I t  w as a  re a so n a b le  face; fa n a tic s  d id n ’t  n e e d  
beauty. T he m a n  could be b ru sq u e  w h en  d isp leased , an d  m aybe th a t  q u a lity  d id n ’t  
e n d e a r h im  to h is  su p erio rs . B u t he  proved to  hav e  a n  in s tin c t for s ta rd riv es , an d  he  
k n ew  w h en  to  b u y  d r in k s  for h is  co lleagues, a n d  h e  w as e x p e r t in  te ll in g  d ry  old 
jokes, a n d  som etim es, in  a  r a re  m ood, h e  offered s to ries  ab o u t W here-P eace-R ains. 
A udiences w ere curious ab o u t th e  cavern  an d  its  odd folk, th e  le ft-beh ind  fam ily  an d  
th e ir  lud icrous fa ith . Y ears la te r, co-w orkers th o u g h t enough  o f th e ir  colleague to  a t ­
te n d  h is g ra d u a tio n , a n d  if  th e  m a n  d id n ’t  show  a d e q u a te  p rid e  w ith  th e  new  p la s­
m a-b lue un iform , a t  le a s t h e  seem ed  com fortable w ith  th e  s te a d y  w ork  th a t  alw ays 
f in d s  th o se  w ho know  w h a t th e y  a re  doing.
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D ecad es p a sse d , a n d  th e  re fo rm ed  L u d d ite  a c q u ire d  re sp o n s ib ili t ie s  a n d  th e n  
ra n k , becom ing a d ep en d ab le  cog in  th e  T an -tan -5  crew.

T hen  th e  decades w ere  cen tu ries.
O ne m ille n n iu m  a n d  fo rty -tw o  y e a rs  h a d  s te a d ily  tr ic k le d  p a s t .  P o rt B e ta  r e ­

m ain ed  a  v a s t and  hectic  facility, an d  th e  G re a t S h ip  pu sh ed  a  little  fa r th e r  a long  its  
h a lf-m illio n  y e a r  v oyage  a ro u n d  th e  galaxy , a n d  tb is  m a n  t h a t  ev e ry b o d y  knew  
seem ed  to  h av e  alw ays been a t  h is  s ta tio n . H is ab an d o n ed  fam ily  h ad  died  long ago. 
I f  h e  fe lt any  in te re s t  in  th e  g e n e ra tio n s  s till  liv ing  in sid e  W here-P eace-R ains, he  
k e p t it secre t. S k ill lifted  h im  to  th e  m idd le  ra n k s , a n d  h e  w as resp ec ted  by th o se  
th a t  knew  him , an d  th e  people w ho knew  h im  best n ev er bo thered  to  im ag ine th a t  
th is  burly, p lain-faced  fellow m ig h t ac tu a lly  be som eone o f consequence.

2

H i s  n am e  used  to  be Pam ir.
W earing  h is ow n face an d  biography, P am ir h ad  served  as  one of th e  G re a t Ship 's 

c a p ta in s . N o th in g  a b o u t t h a t  lo s t m a n  w as cog-like. In  a  voca tion  th a t  re w a rd e d  
ch a rm  a n d  politics, h e  w as a n  ex ce llen t c a p ta in  w ho succeeded  u s in g  n o th in g  b u t 
s tu b b o rn  com petence. No m a tte r  how  d ifficu lt th e  a ss ig n m en t, i t  w as fin ish ed  ea rly  
an d  w ith o u t fuss. C re a tiv ity  w as in  h is  toolbox, b u t un lik e  too m an y  high-gloss cap ­
ta in s , P am ir used  rough  elegance before genius. F ive projects w earin g  h is nam e w ere 
still ta u g h t to  novice cap ta in s . Yet th e  once-g reat officer h ad  also  lost h is com m and, 
an d  th a t  w as a n o th e r  lesson  sh a re d  w ith  th e  a r ro g a n t sh its  w ho th o u g h t th e y  de­
served  to w ear th e  c a p ta in s ’ m irro red  uniform : For th o u sa n d s  o f y ears , P am ir w as a 
ris in g  force in th e  ra n k s , and  th e n  he  s tu p id ly  fell in love w ith  a n  a lien . T h a t  led to 
c a ta s tro p h e s  an d  fa t f in an c ia l losses for th e  Ship, and  a lth o u g h  th e  s itu a tio n  ended  
favorably  enough, p a sse n g e rs  could have  been en d an g ered , an d  w orse  th a n  th a t ,  se ­
c re ts  h a d  been k e p t from  h is  vengefu l superiors.

S itting  out th e  voyage inside the  brig  w as a  likely consequence, but dissolving into the  
S h ip ’s m u ltitudes w as P am ir’s solution. The official story  w as th a t  th e  runaw ay  cap ta in  
h a d  slipped  overboard  th ir ty  th o u sa n d  y ea rs  ago, jo in in g  colonists bound  for a new- 
world. As a  m a tte r  o f policy, nobody cared  abou t one invisible felon. B ut cap ta in s  forgot 
little, and  th a t’s w'hy several AIs w ere still dedicated to P am ir’s case— relen tless su p er­
conductive m inds end lessly  sifting  th rough  census records and  secret records, im ages 
dredged up  from  everyw here, an d  overheard  conversations in  ten  thousand  languages.

E very m orn ing  began w ith  th e  question , “Is th is  th e  day th ey  find  m e?”
A nd be tw een  every  b re a th , som e piece o f th a t  im m o rta l m ind  w as be ing  r e le n t­

lessly  susp ic ious of everyone.

“Jo n ?”
Tools froze in  m id -task , and  th e  m echan ic  tu rn e d . “O ver here .”
“Do you have  a m om en t?”
‘T h re e  m om ents,” h e  sa id . “W h a t do you w an t, G’lene?”
G’lene w as h u m a n , sh o r t and  ro u n d ed  w ith  fa t— a cold-world a d a p ta tio n  w orn for 

no re a so n  b u t t r a d it io n . O ne o f th e  n e w e s t tr a in e e s , sh e  w as b a re ly  six  h u n d re d  
y e a rs  old, still h u n tin g  for h e r  life’s calling.

“I n e e d  advice,” sh e  sa id . “I a sk e d  a ro u n d , a n d  se v e ra l people  su g g e s te d  th a t  I 
come to  you f ir s t .”

T he m a n  sa id  no th ing , w aiting .
“We h a v en ’t  ta lk e d  m uch  before,” sh e  allowed.
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“You w ork  for a d iffe ren t crew,” h e  said .
“A nd I don’t  th in k  you like m e.”
T he girl often acted  flip  an d  even spoiled, b u t th o se  tra i ts  d id n ’t m atter. W h a t m a t­

te re d  w as th a t  she  w as a  care less  techn ic ian . I t w as a  com m on flaw  w orn by young 
im m orta ls . C a re lessn ess  m ean t th a t  th e  o th e r m echanics h a d  to  keep w atch  over h e r  
work, an d  th e  only q u estio n  seem ed w hen  she  w ould be th ro w n  o u t o f th e  p rogram . 

“I don’t  know  you m uch  a t  all,” sa id  Pam ir. “W h a t I don’t like is your w ork.”
S he  h e a rd  h im , took  a  qu ick  b re a th , a n d  th e n  sh e  p u sh e d  a n y  e m b a r ra s s m e n t 

aside. “You’re  th e  L udd ite , a re n ’t  you?”
T h ere  w ere  v a rio u s  w ays to reac t. P a m ir  to ld  th e  n e a re s t  tool to p ivot an d  aim , 

p u nch ing  a n a rro w  hole th ro u g h  th e  cen te r o f h is  palm .
Blood sp rayed , an d  th e  hole began  to  heal in stan tly .
“A p p aren tly  no t,” he  said.
G’lene laughed  like a  little  girl, w ith o u t se riousness , w ith o u t p re tense .
P am ir d id n ’t fancy th a t  k ind  of laugh .
“Jo n  is a  p o p u la r n am e  w ith  L udd ites ,” she  said.
P am ir sucked  a t  th e  to m  flesh . H e h a d  w orn “J o n ” n ea rly  a s  long as  h e  h a d  w orn 

th is  face. O nly  in d re a m s w as he  anybody else.
“W h a t k in d  of advice a re  you chasing?” he  asked .
“I need  a  topic for m y p rac ticum .”
“U gly-eigh ts,” he  said.
“T h a t’s w h a t you’re  w ork ing  on h ere , isn ’t it?”
H e w as re h a b ilita tin g  th e  m ain  d rive  of a n  old s ta r-tax i. U gly-eigh ts w ere  a  s ta n ­

d a rd , p roven  fusion eng ine. T hey  h a d  been p u sh in g  sh ip s  acro ss th e  g a lax y  longer 
th a n  m ost species w ere  alive. T h is p a r tic u la r  job  w as re len tle ss ly  ro u tin e  an d  cheap, 
and  w hile  som eone w ould ev en tu a lly  find  som e need  for th is  old ship , it w ould like­
ly  s it in side  a back b e r th  for an o th e r  few cen tu ries.

“U gly -eigh ts a re  th e  h e a r t  o f com m erce in th e  galaxy,” sa id  Pam ir.
“A nd th e y ’re  ugly,” sh e  said.
“B uild  a  new  k ind  of ugly,” he  said . “T w eak  a  little  function  or prove th a t  som e b it 

o r c o m p o n en t can  be y a n k ed . M ake  th is  m a c h in e  b e tte r , s im p le r  o r sex ier, a n d  a 
th o u sa n d  m echan ics w ill w orsh ip  you a s  a goddess.”

“B eing  w orsh ipped ,” she  said. “T h a t w ould be fun .”
S he seem ed  to  believe it  w as possible.
T he tw o of th em  w ere  s ta n d in g  in  th e  m iddle of a n  expansive  m ach ine shop. Sh ips 

and  p a r ts  o f sh ip s  tow ered  abou t th e m  in  close ran k s . P ort B e ta  w as ju s t  te n  k ilom e­
te rs  p a s t th e  m ain  doors, an d  th e  re s t  of P a m ir’s crew  an d  h is  boss w ere sc a tte red , no 
o th e r face in  sight.

“I know  w h a t you d id  for your p rac ticu m ,” sa id  G’lene. ‘Y ou b u ilt a w o rk in g  K ajjas 
pu lse  eng ine.”

“N obody bu ilds a w ork ing  K ajjas pu lse ,” h e  sa id . “N ot even  th e  K ajjas.”
‘You b u ilt it an d  th e n  w en t up  on th e  hu ll an d  fire d  th e  eng ine  for n in e ty  days.” 
“A nd th e n  m y luck fe lt sp en t, so I tu rn e d  it  off.”
“I w a n t to  do som eth in g  like th a t ,” sh e  said . “I w a n t som eth in g  u n u su a l.”
“No,” h e  sa id . “You do no t, no.”
S he  d id n ’t  seem  to  no tice  h is  w ords. “I t ’s too b ad  th a t  w e d o n ’t  hav e  a n y  K ajjas 

sh ip s  onboard . W ouldn’t it be fun to  re fab  one of th o se  m arvels?”
K ajjas space had  been  left beh in d  long ago. N o t one of th e ir  eccen tric  v esse ls  w as 

p re sen tly  b e rth e d  inside  B eta. B u t th e  G re a t S h ip  h a d  five o th e r  ports, re se rv ed  for 
th e  c a p ta in s  an d  se c u rity  forces. D id G ’lene know  fac ts th a t  w eren ’t  pub lic  know l­
edge? W as th e  girl try in g  to  coax h im  in to  som e k in d  of b o rd erlin e  ad v en tu re?

“So you w a n t to p lay  w ith  a  rea l K ajjas  sh ip ,” P a m ir  said.
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“B u t only w ith  you r help . I’m  n o t a  fool.”
P a m ir  h a d  n e v e r  g iven  m u ch  th o u g h t to  G ’le n e ’s m ind . W h a t h e  re a liz e d  th e n , 

s ta r in g  a t  th a t  p re tty  ageless and  a lm o st perfectly  spherica l face, w as th a t  she  d id n ’t  
seem  to  be one th in g  o r ano ther. H e couldn’t  p in  an y  q u a lity  to  h is  com panion.

“T he  K ajjas a re  fam ous exp lo rers,” she  said.
“T hey  used  to  be, b u t th e  w an d e rin g  urge left th e m  long ago.”
“W h a t if  I knew  w h ere  to  fin d  a n  old K ajjas s ta rsh ip ? ”
“I’d hav e  to  a sk  w here  i t ’s h id ing .”
“N ot here ,” sh e  said .
T he  w ay  she spoke sa id  a  lot. “N o t h e re .” T he  “h e re ” w as d ra w n  out, an d  th e  im p li­

ca tions w ere  su d d en ly  obvious.
“S h it,” sa id  Pam ir.
“Exactly,” sh e  said .
“I t ’s n o t on th e  G re a t Sh ip , is it?”
T he sm ile  b rig h ten ed , sm u g  a n d  read y  for th e  n e x t question .
“W ho a re  you?” h e  asked .
“E xactly  who I seem  to be,” she  said .
“A lip id-rich  g irl w ho is going to  fail a t  th e  academ y,” h e  said .
To h e r  cred it, she  d id n ’t  b ris tle . Poise held  h e r  steady, an d  she  le t h im  s ta re  a t  h e r  

face a  little  longer before saying, “M aybe I w as lying.”
“You a re n ’t  ta lk in g  ab o u t your p rac ticum , a re  you?”
“N ot really,” sh e  sa id . “No, I hav e  friends w ho need  to h ire  a  drive-m echanic .” 
“F rien d s ,” h e  said .
“B est friends,” she  sa id . “A nd like a ll b e s t friends, th e y  h av e  q u ite  a lot o f money.” 
P a m ir  sa id , “No.”
“T ake  a  leave of absence ,” she  sa id . “The bosses like y o u r w ork. T hey’ll le t you go. 

T h en  in  a  little  w h ile  . . .  well, a  long w hile  . . .  you can  come back  ag a in  w ith  enough  
m oney to  w ipe aw ay all o f you r d eb ts .”

“W h a t do you know  a b o u t m y d eb ts?”
T he sm ile  sh a rp e n e d . “E v ery th in g ,” sh e  said .
“No, I don’t  w a n t th is ,” h e  said.
T h en  a  little  m ean n e ss  c rep t in to  h e r  laugh . “Is i t  t ru e  w h a t th e y  say?”
“I t  often  is.”
“L u d d ite  m inds a re  b e tte r  th a n  o th e rs ,” sh e  sa id . “T hey  w ork  h a rd e r  because th ey  

hav e  to  s ta r t  o u t soft a n d  sim ple.”
“W e all s ta r t  sim ple,” h e  said.
‘Y ou need to  go w ith  m e,” sh e  in sis ted .
T h e re  w as a  th re a t  w oven in to  th e  w ords, th e  tone. P a m ir  s ta r te d  to  gauge h is  s u r ­

ro u n d in g s as w ell a s  th is  p ecu lia r c rea tu re , b u t  h e  n ev er h e a rd  th e  k ille r’s approach . 
O ne m om ent, th e  d rive-m echan ic  w as m a rsh a lin g  h is  tools for som e ad  hoc b a ttle , 
b u t before he w as ready, tw o im possib ly  stro n g  h a n d s  w ere c lasped  a ro u n d  h is  neck,
re a c h in g  fro m  b e h in d , c a lm ly  ch o k in g  th e  life o u t  o f  a th o u s a n d -y e a r-o ld  body.

3

r h e  K ajjas hom e su n  w as a  b rillia n t F -class s ta r  circled by living w orlds, iron -fa t­
tened  astero ids, an d  billions o f lu sh  comets, L ike h u m an s, th e  K ajjas evolved a s  bipeds 
h u n g ry  for oxygen and  w ater, an d  like m ost citizens of th e  galaxy, biology gave th em  
b rie f lifespans and  problem atic  biochem istries. In d ep en d en t o f o th e r species, th ey  in ­
vented  th e  u su a l sciences, and  a fte r learn ing  th e  principles o f th e  C reation , th ey  looked 
a t  every th ing  w ith  new  eyes. B u t th e ir  so lar system  h appened  to  be fa r  rem oved from
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th e  ga lac tic  p lane. T he  n e a re s t  s t a r  w as fifty  lig h t-y ea rs  away. Iso la ted  b u t  deeply 
clever, th e  K ajjas dev ised  th e ir  fam ous pu lse  e n g in e s— scorching, b o rderline-stab le  
rockets b u ilt a round  collars of d eg en e ra te  m atte r. K ajjas pu lses  w ere as  good as  th e  
best drives once th ey  reached full th ro ttle , b u t stubborn  physics still k ep t th em  from 
beating  th e  re la tiv istic  w alls. E very  voyage took tim e, an d  w orse still, those  pu lse  en ­
gines h ad  th e  irksom e h a b it of b leeding rad iation . Even the youngest crew would die of 
cancers an d  old age before th e  voyage w as even  ha lf-fin ished .

Faced w ith  the  problem  of spaceflight, every species realized  th a t  th e re  w ere no p er­
fect answ ers, a t  least so long as m inds w ere m ortal and  the a ttach ed  bodies w ere w eak.

A consensus w as b u ilt am ong th e  Kajjas. A lone, th ey  began reen g in eerin g  th e ir  b a ­
sic n a tu re . W ith  tim e  th e y  m ig h t have  in v en ted  so lu tions as  rad ica l a s  th e ir  re le n t­
less s ta r-d riv es , b u t n o t long a fte r  th e  project began , a  r iv e r  o f la se r  lig h t sw ep t out 
a t  th em  from  th e  ga laxy’s core— a dazz ling  beacon ca rry in g  old know ledge, inc lud ­
ing th e  tools an d  h igh  tr ic k s  necessa ry  to  build  th e  b ioceram ic m ind.

A s im ila r beacon w ould even tua lly  fin d  the  E a r th , u n leash in g  th e  p o ten tia ls  of one 
w ild monkey.

B u t th a t  even t w as a  h u n d re d  m illion  y ea rs  in  th e  fu tu re .
H u m an  h is to ry  w as b r ie f  and  com plicated— a few h u n d re d  th o u sa n d  y e a rs  o f com­

peting , com bustib le  civilizations. By com parison , th e  K ajjas b u ilt exactly  one techno­
logical society. W ar a n d  s tr ife  w ere  u n im a g in a b le . U n ity  ro d e  in  th e ir  b lu e  blood. 
Once a rm ed  w ith  im m o rta l m inds an d  th e  in fam ous engines, th e ir  s ta rsh ip s  ra in ed  
dow n across a w ide portion  of th e  galaxy, se ttin g  up  colonies an d  tra d e  ro u te s  w hile 
poking  in to  ill-explored com ers. T he K ajjas w ere  cu rious a n d  a d a p ta b le  explorers, 
and  it  w as easy  to  believe th a t  th e y  w ould e v e n tu a lly  ru le  som e fa t portion  of local 
space. B u t th e  species reached  its  zen ith  w hile th e  d in o sau rs  still ra n  over one tiny  
w orld, a n d  th e n  th e ir  slow decline began . Colonies w ithered . T h e ir  s ta rs h ip s  began 
k eep in g  to  th e  easy, w ell-m apped  ro u te s . Som e o f th e  K ajjas  n ev e r even  w e n t in to  
space. A nd w h a t alw ays b o thered  P am ir, and  w h a t alw ays in tr ig u e d  h im , w as th a t  
th e se  a n c ie n t c re a tu re s  h a d  no c lear idea  w h a t h ad  gone w rong.

A few K ajjas rode onboard  th e  G re a t Ship. T hey  w ere poorer th a n  th e  typ ical p a s ­
senger, b u t each h ad  a love for b rig h tly  lit  ta v e rn s , and  in  m odera tion , d r in k s  m ade 
from  h o t sp rin g  w a te rs  an d  propano l sa lted  libera lly  w ith  cyanide.

P h ilo sophers  by n a tu re  an d  c ra n k y  ph ilo sophers  a t  th a t ,  th e  K ajjas m ad e  in te r ­
estin g  com pany. P a m ir  approved  of th e ir  irr ita b le  moods. H e liked  cryptic voices and  
far-s ig h tin g  reflections. T h is w as a  social species w ith  c lear sen ses of h ie ra rch ies . I f  
you w a n te d  respect, i t  w as im p o rta n t to s it n e a r  you r K ajjas friend , n e a r  enough to 
ta s te  th e  poison on h is b re a th , an d  to  w ring  th e  b est out of th e  experience, you had  to 
act as  if  h e  w as th e  m a s te r  of th e  tab le  an d  everyone s ittin g  a ro u n d  it.

P am ir’s favorite  refugee w as age less to  th e  eye, b u t  eyes w ere  easily  fooled.
“We w ere  courageous voyagers,” sa id  th e  ra sp y  voice.
“You w e re ,” P a m ir  a g re e d .
H is com pan ion  h a d  v a rio u s  n a m e s , b u t in  h u m a n  com pany, h e  p re fe r re d  to  be 

called “Tailor.”
“Do you rea lize  how m an y  w orlds w e v isited?”
“No, Tailor, I don’t.”
“You do n o t know, a n d  w e can only guess n u m b ers .” T he w ords w ere tu m b lin g  out 

of an  elderly, often  re p a ire d  tra n s la to r. “Ten m illion  p lan e ts?  T w enty  billion? I can ’t 
even coun t th e  p laces th a t  I have w alked  w ith  th e se  good feet.”

The K ajjas sudden ly  propped h is  legs on th e  tab le top .
K now ing w h a t w as proper, P a m ir  leaned  be tw een  th e  toe-rich , fa in tly  kangaroo- 

sty le  feet. “I w ould to le ra te  your sto ries, i f  you could to le ra te  m y boundless in te re s t.”

Precious Mental 67



June 2013

T he a lien ’s h ead  w as n a rro w  a n d  ex trem ely  deep, like th e  b lade  of a  h a tc h e t. T h ree  
eyes su rro u n d e d  a m o u th  th a t  chew ed a t th e  air, b e tra y in g  susp ic ion . “Do I know  
you, young  h u m an ?”

“No,” P a m ir lied. “W e h av e  n ev e r m et.”
H e w as w e a rin g  th a t  new  face a n d  th e  n am e  Jo n , a n d  h e  w as cloaked in  a fresh  

life story, too.
“You seem  fa m ilia r to  m e,” sa id  th e  K ajjas.
“B ecause you’re  a n c ie n t a n d  full o f faces, rem em b ered  a n d  im ag ined , too.”
“T h a t feels tru e .”
“I beg to  know  y o u r age,” P a m ir  said .
T he q u es tio n  h a d  been  a sk e d  before, an d  T a ilo r’s a n sw e r  w as a lw ays eno rm ous 

a n d  n ev e r rep ea ted . I f  th e  a lien  fe lt joyous, he  claim ed to  be a  y ou th fu l fo rty  m illion  
y e a rs  old. B u t i f  an g ry  o r desp a irin g , h e  p a in ted  h im se lf  a s  be ing  m uch , m uch  older.

“I could hav e  w alked  a long  y o u r C re taceous sh o re lin e ,” sa id  T ailo r th a t  evening, 
h in tin g  a t  a  ve ry  d a rk  d isposition .

“I w ish  you h a d ,” sa id  Pam ir.
‘Y e t I can  do th a t  ju s t  th e  sam e,” th e  K ajjas sa id , tw o eyes tu rn in g  to  m is t as  th e  

m ind  wove som e p riv a te  im age.
P a m ir  knew  to w ait, s ip p in g  h is  rum .
T he d a y d re a m  en ded , a n d  th e  e ld e rly  c re a tu re  leak ed  a  h ig h  tr i l l in g  sou n d  th a t  

th e  t ra n s la to r  tu rn e d  in to  a  d e sp a ir in g  g roan.
“M y m ind  is  full,” T ailo r declared .
“S hould  I envy  you?”
Iron  b lades ru b b ed  h a rd  a g a in s t one a n o th e r— th e  K ajjas laugh . “Fill y o u r m ind  

w ith  w h a tev e r you w ish . E nvy  h a s  its  u ses.”
“S hou ld  m y species envy  yours?”
E v ery  eye c leared . “A re you c e rta in  w e h a v en ’t  m et?”
“N o th in g  is ce rta in ,” sa id  Pam ir.
“Indeed . Indeed .”
“P e rh a p s  you know  o th e r  h u m a n s,” P am ir sa id .
“I h av e  sipped  d r in k s  w ith  a  few,” T ailo r sa id . “U su a lly  m a le  h u m a n s , a s  i t  h a p ­

pens. O ne or tw o o f th e m  h a d  y o u r b e a rin g  exactly.”
T he  focus needed  to  be sh ifted . “You h a v en ’t  an sw ered  m e, m y m aster. S hould  h u ­

m a n s  envy  you r species’ tr iu m p h s? ”
A long sip  of poison tu rn e d  in to  a  h u m a n -s ty le  nod. “You shou ld  envy  every  c re a ­

tu r e ’s success. A nd if  you w ish  m y opinion—”
“Yes.”
“In  m y view, o u r g re a te s t  success is  th e  q u ie t g race  w e h av e  show n w hile  m ak in g  

o u r p lunge  back  to  obscurity. N o t every  species v a n ish e s  so well as  th e  K ajjas.” 
“H u m a n s  w on’t,” sa id  Pam ir.
“O n th a t ,  w e ag ree .”
“A nd w hy d id  you r p lu n g e  begin?” th e  h u m a n  asked . “W hat, w en t w rong  for you. or 

did som eth in g  go rig h t? ”
P a m ir h a d  d ru n k  w ith  th is  e n tity  m an y  tim es  over th e  m illenn ia . T ailor gave v a r ­

ious an sw ers  to  th is  question , each  delivered  w ith o u t m uch  fa ith  in  th e  voice. U su a l­
ly he  claim ed th a t  liv ing  too long m ade  a n  im m o rta l cow ardly  a n d  dull. Too m a n y  of 
h is  species w ere  an c ien t, an d  th a t  a n te d ilu v ia n  n a tu re  b ro u g h t on lethargy, an d  of 
course le th a rg y  led to  a  m u ltiface ted  decline.

W earing  th e  Jo n  face, P am ir w a ited  for th a t  re liab le  excuse again .
B u t th e  a lie n  s a id  n o th in g , w ig g lin g  th o se  f in g e r- lik e  to es . T h e n  w ith  a n  iro n  

laugh , fresh  w ords clim bed free o f h is  m outh .
“I th in k  th e  s e c re t  is  o u r  m in d s ,” h e  b eg an .
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“Too old, a re  they?” a sk ed  Pam ir.
“I am  n o t ta lk in g  ab o u t age. A nd w hile  too m an y  m em ories a re  ja m m e d  inside  us, 

th e y  a re  no t critica l e ithe r.”
“W h a t is w rong  w ith  y o u r m ind?”
“A nd yours too.” T ailor lean ed  forw ard . A h a n d  o lder th a n  a n y  ape  touched  P a m ir’s 

face, tra c in g  th e  ou tlines  o f h is  fo rehead . “Your b ra in  a n d  m ine  a re  so sim ilar. In  its  
m a te r ia ls  an d  th e  nanoscopic design, an d  in every  critica l d e ta il th a t  doesn’t  de fin e  
o u r n a tu re s .”

“T rue , tru e ,” sa id  th e  w orsh ip fu l Pam ir.
“Does th a t  b o th e r  you?”
“N ot a t  all.”
“O f course no t, no,” sa id  th e  a lien . “B u t have  you ever a sk ed  y o u r s e l f . . . h a s  th a t  

s m a r t  young  m ind  of you rs ever w ondered  . . . w hy  doesn ’t  th is  sam en ess  leave you 
ju s t  a little  sick  in  y o u r favo rite  stom ach?”

4

L h o k e  a n  im m orta l m an , pu lverize th e  tra c h e a  an d  neck bones and  leave th e  body 
s ta rv ed  of oxygen, an d  he  dives in to  a  tem porary  coma. B u t th e  m odem  body is m ore 
soph istica ted  th a n  m ach ines, inc lud ing  sta r-d rives, an d  w ith in  th e ir  rea lm , h u m a n s  
can be fa r m ore durab le , m ore self-relian t. C hoke th e  m an  an d  a  nanoscopic a rm y  r is ­
es from  th e  m ayhem , k n ittin g  and  soothing, p a tch in g  and  building. Excess calories a re  
w arehoused  everyw here, includ ing  inside  th e  bioceram ic m ind, an d  desp ite  th e  coma 
and  th e  lim p fram e, n o th in g  ab o u t th e  victim  is dead. P a m ir w asn ’t  sim ply  conscious. 
H e w as lucid, th o u g h ts  roaring , o u trag e  in full s tr id e  as  h e  guessed  abou t enem ies and  
th e ir  m otives an d  w h a t h e  w ould do f i r s t  w hen  he  could m ove ag a in , an d  w h a t he  
w ould do next, an d  d ep en d in g  on th e  enem ies, w h a t color h is  revenge w ould take .

B u t th e re  w ere  m an y  s ta te s  be tw een  full life a n d  t ru e  d ea th .
H e w as sp raw led  o u t on th e  sh o p  floor, a n d  s ta n d in g  over h im , som ebody sa id , 

“Done.”
T hen  he  fe lt h im se lf  being  lifted.
A w om an sa id , “H urry .”
G’lene?
H is body w as ca rried , b u t  n o t far. T h ere  w as a  m aze  of s to ra g e  h a n g e rs  b e n e a th  

th e  shop. P a m ir  a s su m e d  th a t  h e  w as ta k e n  in to  one o f th o se  room s, an d  once s e t  
dow n a g a in  h e  found  th e  s tre n g th  to  s tr ik e  a  care less  face, once a n d  th e n  tw ice aga in  
before som eone shoved a  fa t tu b e  dow n h is ru in e d  th ro a t.

F iery  chem icals cooked h is  flesh .
Too la te , h e  tr ie d  to  engage  h is  nexuses. B u t th e ir  voices h a d  been  jam m ed , an d  all 

th a t  cam e back to  h im  w as w h ite  noise and  w h ite  d e a th ly  ligh t.
In  w orse w ays th a n  s tran g lin g , h is  body w as m ethod ically  killed .
D eafness  took him , an d  h is  sense  of sm ell w as s tr ip p ed  away, and  every  b it o f sk in  

w en t num b. In  th e  end , th e  only  v ision  re m a in in g  w as im ag in a tio n . A body cou ldn’t  
be left in side  a  s to rag e  hanger. Som eone w ould notice. T h a t’s w hy  h e  im ag ined  h im ­
se lf  being  carried , p robab ly  bound  h ead  to  toe  to  keep  h im  from  fig h tin g  again . B u t 
h e  d id n ’t  feel a n y  m o tion , a n d  n o th in g  chan g ed . N o th in g  h a p p e n e d . L ying  in s id e  
b lack n ess , h is  th o u g h ts  r a n  on w a re h o u se d  pow er, a n d  w h en  no  food w as offered  
th o se  sam e  th o u g h ts  beg an  to  slow, so ften ing  th e  in te n s itie s  o f each  idea, e n su rin g  a 
w ork ing  consciousness th a t  could collapse q u ite  a  b it  fa r th e r  w ith o u t ru n n in g  dry.

T he s tre a k sh ip ’s la u n c h  w as n e v e r noticed, a n d  th e  long, fie rce  acce lera tion  m ade  
no im pression .
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B u t P a m ir  reaso n ed  som eth in g  like th a t  w ould h ap p en . C lues an d  a  c a p ta in ’s ex­
p erien ce  le t h im  piece to g e th e r  a sobering , p ra c tic a l story. I f  a n y  K ajjas  sh ip  w as 
w an d e rin g  n e a r  th e  G re a t Ship, it w ould  have been noticed. T h a t  new s w ould have 
found him . A nd since it w a sn ’t  close, a n d  since th e  u n iverse  w as b u ilt m ostly  from  
in c o n v e n ie n t tra je c to r ie s , th e  s t r e a k s h ip  w o u ld  p ro b a b ly  h a v e  to  b u rn  m a ss iv e  
a m o u n ts  o f fuel ju s t  to  reach  th e  very  d is ta n t  ta rg e t— assu m in g  it  d id n ’t  sm ash  in to  
a  com et w hile  p lu n g in g  th ro u g h  in te rs te lla r  space.

T his k in d  of m ission  d em anded  sm all crew s a n d  fa t risk s , an d  P am ir w as going to 
re m a in  lost for a  very  long tim e.

“U nless,” h e  th o u g h t. “U n less I’m  n o t lost a t  all.”
P a ra n o ia  loves d a rk n e ss . P e rh a p s  th is  ug ly  s i tu a tio n  w as a  ruse . M aybe th e  r e ­

len tless  AI h u n te rs  h ad  fin a lly  found him , b u t nobody w as q u ite  su re  if  h e  w as th e  
ru n aw ay  cap ta in . So in s te a d  of h av in g  him  a rre s te d , th e  ca p ta in s  decided to  th row  
th e  su sp ec t in sid e  a  b lack  box, try in g  to  squeeze th e  sec re ts  o u t o f h im .

B ioceram ic m inds w ere  tin y  an d  d en se  and  u tte r ly  un read ab le .
B u t a  m ind  could be w orn down. A guilty  m a n  or even a n  innocen t m an  w ould con­

fess to a  th o u sa n d  am a z in g  crim es. W ondering  if  p rison  w as b e t te r  th a n  dy ing  on 
som e b iza rre  deep-space quest, P a m ir found th e  tem p ta tio n  to say  h is old n am e  once, 
ju s t  to see i f  som ebody h a d  p a tch ed  in to  h is speech center. B u t as  tim e  s tre tch ed  and  
th e  th o u g h ts  slow ed  ev en  m ore, h e  kep t h is  m in d  fix ed  on p laces  a n d  d ay s  th a t  
m e a n t so m e th in g  to  a  m a n  n am ed  Jon . He p ic tu red  P o rt B eta  an d  th e  fam ilia r  m a ­
chinery. H e spoke to  colleagues an d  d ra n k  w ith  th em , th e  rou tine , u n tro u b led  life of 
th e  m echan ic  lin g erin g  long p a s t  h is  d ea th . T hen  w hen  h e  w as m ise rab ly  bored, h e  
im ag ined  W here-Peace-R ains, spend ing  the  n e x t y ea rs  w ith  a life and  beliefs th a t  be­
fore th is  w ere  w orn  only as  cam ouflage.

For th e  f i r s t  tim e, he  m issed  th a t  life th a t  h e  h a d  n ev er lived.

D ecades passed .
Oxygen re tu rn e d  w ith o u t w arn ing , a n d  fle sh  w arm ed , and  new  eyes opened as  a 

f i r s t  b re a th  p assed  dow n h is  new  th ro a t.
A face w as w a tch in g  him .
“Hello, Jo n ,” sa id  th e  face, th e  h in t  o f a sm ile show ing.
P am ir sa id , “Hello,” and  b re a th e d  aga in , w ith  re lish .
G ’len e  a p p e a re d  to  be in  f in e  h e a l th ,  d r if t in g  above th e  n a rro w  p a c k in g  c ra te  

w here  h is  m ostly  dead  body h a d  been  stow ed.
P am ir s a t  up  slowly.
A thoroughly, w ondrously  a lien  sh ip  su rro u n d e d  th em . Its  in te r io r  w as a  cy linder 

tw o h u n d re d  m e te rs  in  d ia m e te r  a n d  possib ly  te n  k ilo m e te rs  long. P a m ir  cou ldn’t  
see e ith e r  end  of th is  odd space. T he w alls w ere  covered w ith  soft g lass th re a d s , ru d ­
dy like th e  n a tiv e  K ajjas g rass , in te n d e d  to give th e  K ajjas good p u rch ase  for kicking 
w hen  th e y  w ere  in  zero gravity , like now. B ut w hen  th e  sh ip ’s en g in es k icked  on, th e  
s a m e  th r e a d s  w ould com e alive, lac in g  th e m se lv es  in to  p la tfo rm s w h ere  th e  crew  
could w ork  a n d  re s t, th e  w eaves tig h te n in g  a s  th e  gees increased . T h a t  w as s ta n ­
d a rd  K ajjas technology. K ajjas m a c h in e s  w ere  sc a tte re d  ab o u t th e  cu rv ed , h igh ly  
m obile landscape , each  as b roken  a s  i t  w as old. T h e re  w ere  control p an e ls  a n d  w h a t 
looked like im m ersion  cham bers, none of them  w orking, an d  various h y p e rfib e r box­
es w ere  se a le d  a g a in s t  th e  u n iv e rse . E v ery  su rfa c e  w ore  a v igo rous co a t o f d u s t. 
B re a th in g  b ro u g h t scen ts  only found in  p laces th a t  h ad  been em p ty  forever. Rooms 
onboard  th e  G re a t S h ip  sm elled  th is  way. B u t th e  a ir  a n d  th e  b r ig h t lig h ts  felt h u ­
m an , im ply ing  th a t  h is  ab d u c to rs  h a d  been onboard  long enough to recon figu re  th e  
en v ironm en t.

G 'lene k e p t h e r  d istance . “How do you feel, Jo n ?”
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“C an  you guess?” h e  asked .
S h e  lau g h ed  quietly, a p p a re n tly  em b arra ssed .
In  th e  d is tan ce , th re e  e n tit ie s  w ere  m oving in  th e ir  d irec tio n . Two o f th e m  w ere 

h u m an .
“O u r au todoc ju s t  sp liced  a  fa s t-b re a k e r p ipe in to  y o u r fem oral,” she  sa id . “You’ll 

be s tro n g  a n d  read y  in  no tim e.”
P a m ir s tu d ie d  legs th a t  d id n ’t  look like  h is legs, a n d  h e  looked a t  a  rib -rich  chest 

a n d  a  s t r a n g e r ’s sp id e ry  h a n d s . S ta rv a tio n  a n d  n o th in g n e ss  h a d  le ft h im  eroded , 
b r ittle  a n d  rem ark ab le .

“O u r c a p ta in  w a n ts  you to  s ta r t  re p a ir in g  th e  p u lse  drive,” G ’lene  said .
“A nd I im ag ine  th a t  ou r c a p ta in  w a n ts  e n th u s ia sm  on m y p a r t .”
S he  b linked . S he sa id , “Hopefully.”
“You know a  little som ething about m achines,” he said. “How does the  old engine look?’ 
“I’m  no ex p ert, a s  you like to  te ll me. B u t i t  looks like  th e  la s t  crew  p u t ev ery th in g  

to  s leep  in  th e  b e s t w ays. U n fo r tu n a te ly  th e r e ’s no fuel o n b o a rd , a n d  none  of th e  
m a in te n a n c e  eq u ip m e n t is function ing .”

“I hope o u r c a p ta in  considered  th e se  possib ilities.”
“We b ro u g h t e x tra  fuel an d  tools, yes.”
“E nough?”
S he  s ta re d  a t  h is  sk in n y  legs.
P u lse  e n g in es , lik e  f le sh , w ere  a d a p ta b le  w h e n  i t  cam e to  n u tr i t io n . A ny  m a ss  

could be fed th ro u g h  th e  collars, tran sfo rm ed  in to  p la sm a  a n d  light.
P a m ir  w iggled h is  b a re  toes.
T he  o th e r  crew m em bers w ere  k ick ing  closer.
“I’m  g u ess in g  th a t  th e  K ajjas crew  is also m issing ,” he sa id .
“O h, yes,” sh e  said.
“How long m issing?”
T he q u estio n  m ade  h e r  uneasy.
“How long  h av e  w e been  h ere?” h e  asked.
T h a t w as a n o th e r  d ifficu lt topic, b u t  she  nodded  w hen  she  sa id , “N in e teen  days.” 
T he au todoc b e n e a th  h im  w as a  sm all fie ld  m odel, serv iceab le  b u t lim ited . P a m ir 

s tu d ie d  i t  a n d  th e n  th e  g irl, a n d  th e n  h e  flexed  one leg w hile  leav ing  th e  o th e r  p e r­
fectly  still. A sked  to  w ork , th e  a tro p h ied  m uscles took th e  la rg e s t sh a re  of th e  new  
food, a n d  th e  leg grew  w arm er, su g a rs  b u rn in g  a n d  lip ids b u rn in g  u n til th e  slippery  
blood beg an  to  glow.

“How ab o u t th e  sovereigns?” h e  asked .
“Sovereigns?”
“T he sh ip ’s A Is.” M ost species p a tte rn e d  th e ir  a u to m a te d  sy stem s a f te r  th e ir  social 

system s, an d  th e  K ajjas p re fe rred  noble-m inded  m ach in es in  charge  o f th e  a u to m a t­
ed functions.

“W e’ve tr ie d  ta lk in g  to  th e  A Is,” sa id  G ’lene. “T hey  don’t  answ er.”
T ossing bo th  legs ou t from  th e  tin y  grow th  cham ber, P a m ir  d ragged  th e  fas t-b rea k  

p ipe w ith  th em . “A nd w h a t a re  we? A sa lvage opera tion?”
S he  sa id , “Yes.”
“A nd a t  th e  end  of th e  fun, am  I pa id?  O r am  I m u rd e red  for good?”
“P aid ,” she  b lu rted . “T he  offer from  m e w as g enu ine , Jon . T h e re ’s a  lot of m oney to 

be m ade  h e re .”
“F or a bad ly  d ep le ted  K ajjas sh ip ,” h e  sa id , sigh ing . “I t ’s m ore th a n  hopeful, believ­

in g  th is  d e re lic t can  e a rn  m uch  on th e  open m a rk e t.”
S he  sa id  no th ing .
“B u t i t  is exceptionally  old, isn ’t  it?”
“T h a t’s w h a t o u r c a p ta in  says.”
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“S ure , th e  K ajjas s e n t m issio n s everyw here ,” he  sa id . “T hey  w ere  even  h a p p y  to  
poke fa r o u ts ide  th e  M ilky Way.”

“W hich m ak es th is  a m arvelous relic,” she said .
“To a species in flic ted  w ith  h a rd  tim es. Nobody w ith  a  g en u in e  p u rse  w ould give a 

little  sh it  ab o u t th is  lost w reck.”
T he tw o o th e r  h u m a n s  w ere  a rr iv in g — a w om an an d  a m an . T hey  w ere  closely re ­

la ted , o r th ey  loved to  w ea r faces th a t  im plied  som e deep fam ily  bond.
“T h is is M axx,” G’lene sa id , re fe rr in g  to  th e  m an.
“And I’m  R ondie,” th e  w om an offered.
Pow erful people, each  as  m u sc u la r  a s  G’len e  w as ro u n d , th e ir  every  m otion a n d  

th e  f la sh  of th e ir  eyes proved th e y  w ere  youngsters.
P am ir w ondered  w hose h a n d s  h a d  s tra n g le d  him .
“I t ’s g re a t to  f in a lly  m eet you,” M axx said , n o th in g  b u t pure , u n d ilu te d  h ap p in ess  

in  h is voice. “We keep  h e a rin g  th a t  you can m ak e  th is  sh ip  h e a lth y  a g a in .”
“W ho says th a t? ” P a m ir asked .
“T he only one w ho m a tte rs ,” th e  fellow said , la u g h in g  am iably.
W hat w as m ore d is tu rb ing : B eing  k id n ap p ed  for a  m ission th a t  he  d id n ’t w an t to 

jo in , or being  tra p p e d  in th e  com pany o f th re e  e a rn e s t, inexperienced  near-ch ild ren?
N ex t to  th e  h u m an s, th e  d rive-m echanic  w as u tte r ly  ancien t.
B u t com pared  to th e ir  cap ta in , P a m ir  w as a new born.
“H ello to  you, Jo n ,” sa id  th e  K ajjas.
“W hy m e?” P am ir asked . “You shou ld  know  how to fix  you r ow n b eas t.”
O ne la s t k ick  m ade  th e  g lass  c rink le  and  flow, b rin g in g  th e  c a p ta in  in to  th e  group. 

T he  sound of g rin d in g  iron  preceded  th e  w ords, “I hav e  n ev er m as te re d  th e  peculiar- 
gen iu s to  be a  w orthy  engineer.”

“Too bad," sa id  Pam ir.
T hen  T ailo r touched  h is own h ead  above th e  eyes. “A nd to  le a rn  th e  necessary  ta l ­

e n ts  now w ould req u ire  em p ty  spaces inside  m y head , w hich m ean s d isca rd in g  som e 
tre a su re d  m em ories. A nd how could I do such to  p ieces of m y ow n self?”

5

a m ir  knew  th a t  nobody w as c lever enough  o r w o rth y  enough , m u ch  less  lucky  
enough to  tru ly  d isappear.

T he t in ie s t body still possessed m ass  and  volum e, shadow  an d  energy.
A nd a  b r i l l ia n t  m in d  w as  n e v e r a s  c lever a s  th re e  av e rag e  m in d s  sn if f in g  a f te r  

som eth in g  of in te re s t.
T he w ise fugitive a lw ays k e p t sev era l new  lives a t  th e  ready.
B u t every  read y -m ad e  ex istence ca rried  risk s  of its  own, inc lud ing  th e  chance th a t  

som eone w ould  no tice  th e  locker ja m m e d  w ith  m oney  an d  c lo thes, th e  sp a re  face, 
an d  a resp ec tab le  n am e  n ev er used.

Like re a l lives, each  fa lse  life h a d  its  perfec t len g th , a n d  th e re  w as no way to  be 
su re  how long th a t  was.

No m a tte r  how  com prom ised th e  c u rre n t face, tra n s itio n s  alw ays b ro u g h t th e  m ost 
perilous days.

P a ra n o ia  w as a fug itive’s f i r s t  tool.
B u t pan ic  could m ake  th e  m a n  b re a k  from  cover a t  th e  w o rst possib le m om ent.
Love m e a n t t ru s t ,  w hich m e a n t th a t  no face shou ld  be loved.
M ost o f all, th e  w a n te d  m a n  shou ld  be acu te ly  susp ic ious of th e  face in  th e  m irror.
P a tte rn s  d e fin ed  each life, a n d  old p a tte rn s  w ere  trouble.
E xcept acq u irin g  th e  new  w alk  a n d  voice, p le a su re s  an d  h a te s  w ere  th e  m ost cum ­
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bersom e w ork  possible. A nd even w orse, fin e  old s tra te g ie s  could be left beh ind , an d  
th e  b es t in s tin c ts  w ere  corroded by th e  b lu r o f e v e ry th in g  new.

In  a crow d o f te n  m illion s tra n g e rs , nobody ca red  ab o u t th e  h u m a n  w ho used  to  be 
m an y  th in g s, inc lud ing  a  cap ta in . A nd am ong th e  m illions w ere  four exceptions, o r 
p e rh a p s  one h u n d re d  and  four, o r ju s t  th a t one in q u isitiv e  soul s ta n d in g  very  close.

Now look in to  th a t  sea  of faces, s ta re  a t  h u m a n s  an d  aliens, m ach ines and  th e  h y ­
b rid s  betw een . Look h a rd  a t  ev ery th in g  w hile po in tin g  one fin g e r— a f in g e r th a t  h as  
been  w orn  for som e lit t le  w h ile — a n d  now a g a in s t  som e v ery  long  odds, p ick  o u t 
w hich o f th o se  sou ls should  be feared .

H u m a n s  fo u n d  th e  d e re lic t  m a c h in e  d r if t in g  o u ts id e  th e  M ilky  Way, a n d  a f te r  
c la im in g  th e  G re a t  S h ip  a s  th e ir  ow n, loyal ro b o ts  p roceeded  to  m ap  th e  in terio r. 
E a c h  ca v e rn  w as  n a m e d  u s in g  e la b o ra te  codes. E v en  e x c lu d in g  sm a ll caves a n d  
holes, th e re  w ere  b illions of cav e rn s  on th e  c a p ta in s ’ m aps. P ositions a n d  vo lum es 
w ere  inc luded  in  each  n am e, b u t th e re  w as a lso  q u ite  a lo t o f AI free v e rse  poetry. 
T hen  as  th e  G re a t S h ip  e n te red  th e  galaxy, one p a ro n o m asia -in sp ired  AI sa v a n t w as 
ordered  to  give a m illion caverns b e tte r  d esig n a tio n s—w ords th a t  any  h u m a n  m outh  
could m a n a g e — an d  one u n re m a rk a b le  hole w as nam ed:

W here-Peace-R ains.
Peace ru led  inside  th e  d a rk  em p tin ess , b u t th e re  w as no ra in . R em ote a n d  unspec­

tacu lar, th e  cavern  rem a in ed  s ile n t for long m illen n ia . C om m unities  o f archa ic  h u ­
m a n s  w ere  e s ta b lish e d  in o th e r  locations. Som e failed, o th e rs  found w ays to  prosper. 
M orta l p a sse n g e rs  h a d  one c lear ad v an tag e ; be ing  su re  to  die, th e y  pa id  re la tiv e ly  
sm a ll su m s to ride  th e  G re a t Ship. A nd u n like  th e ir  e te rn a l ne ighbors, th e y  could 
pay  a m in im al fee to have  one child. T h ree  tr if lin g  paym en ts  m e a n t g row th , and  th e  
c a p ta in s  soon h ad  to  control p o pu la tions th ro u g h  law s and  tax es  as  w ell a s  lim iting  
th e  p laces w h ere  th o se  very  odd people could live.

Forty-five th o u sa n d  y ea rs  ago, h u m a n  sq u a tte rs  claim ed W h e re - Peace -R ains, s e t­
tin g  up th e  f ir s t  lig h ts  an d  a h u n d re d  rough  little  hom es in th e  m iddle o f th e  bare  
g ra n ite  f lo o r T hey  to ld  them se lv es  th e y  w ere clever. T hey  a ssu re d  each  o th e r  th a t  
th ey  w ere invisib le, s te a lin g  ju s t  a  tr ick le  of pow er from  th e  Ship. B u t a n  AI w a tch ­
dog noticed th e  th e ft, and  once a le r te d  to  the  crim e, th e  M aste r C a p ta in  se n t one of 
h e r  m ore o b s tin a te  officers to  deal w ith  th e  ongoing m ess.

P am ir w as still a  c a p ta in — a n  e n tity  full of a u th o r ity  an d  th e  re a d y  w illingness to 
deploy h is  enorm ous powers.

W earing  a  m irro red  uniform , h e  w alked  every  s tre e t  in side  th e  village, te llin g  th e  
s tra n g e rs  th a t  th e y  w ere  c rim in a ls  an d  he w a sn ’t  happy. H e w arn ed  th a t  he  could 
o rd e r  any  p u n ish m e n t th a t  could be im agined , sh o rt o f genocide. T hen  he  dem anded  
th a t  th e  L u d d ite s  m eet h im  in th e  ro u n d  a t  th e  v illa g e ’s h e a r t ,  bags packed , a n d  
read y  for th e  w orst.

T h ree  h u n d re d  people, grow n an d  young, assem b led  on th e  polished red  g ran ite .
“E xp la in  yourselves,” th e  ca p ta in  dem anded .
A lead e r s tep p ed  forw ard. “We re q u ire  a lm ost no th ing ,” th e  old/young m an  began, 

h is  voice b re a k in g  a t  th e  m arg in s . “We a re  s im p le  a n d  sm all, an d  w e a s k  n o th in g  
from  th e  c a p ta in s  or th e  sacred  S h ip .”

“S h u t up ,” sa id  Pam ir.
Those w ords cam e o u t h a rd , b u t  w h a t scared  everyone w as th e  c a p ta in ’s ex p res­

sion. E xecutions w eren ’t  possible, b u t  a  lot o f g rim  m isery  lay be tw een  s la u g h te r  an d  
sa lva tion , a n d  w hile  th ese  people believed in  m orta lity , th ey  w eren ’t  fan a tic s  ch as­
ing  m arty rd o m  or som e ill-d raw n  afterlife.

Nobody spoke.
T hen  once ag a in , th e  c a p ta in ’s voice boomed.

Asimov's
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“B efore a n y th in g  else, I w a n t you to  exp lain  you r m inds to  m e. Do it  now, in  th is  
place, before you r a rb itra ry  day  com es to  an  end .”

Nobody w as allowed to  leave and  re se t th e  sun . W ith little  tim e left, a  p re tty  young 
w om an w as p ressed  in to  service. P erh ap s the  o th e r sq u a tte rs  th o u g h t she  w ould look 
appealing  to th e  glow ering m ale officer. O r m aybe she w as th e  best, b ravest voice avail­
able. E ith e r  way, sh e  spoke ab o u t th e  lim its  of life an d  th e  m agic of physics an d  th e  
b lessings of th e  e te rn a l, boundless m ultiverse. P am ir appeared  to pay a tten tio n , w hich 
h ea rten ed  some. W hen she paused , he nodded. Could they  have found an  unlikely  ally? 
B u t th e n  w ith  a  low sn o rt, he sa id , “I like num bers. Give m e m a th em a tic s .”

T he w om an responded  w ith  in trica te , m assive  n u m b ers  w rap p ed  a ro u n d  q u a n tu m  
w onders, invok ing  th e  m an y  w orld s a s  w ell a s  th e  ea se  w ith  w hich  fresh  new  u n i­
verses  sp ra n g  o u t o f th e  old.

B u t th e  longer sh e  spoke, th e  le ss  im p ressed  h e  seem ed  to  be. A cting  d isg u sted , 
th e n  e n rag ed , P a m ir  to ld  th e  frig h te n e d  com m unity , “I know  th e se  th eo ries . I can  
even  believe th e  c ra z y -sh it science. B u t if  you w a n t th is  to  go an y w h ere  good, you 
hav e  to  m ake  m e believe w h a t you believe. You hav e  to  m ak e  m e t r u s t  th e  m ad n ess  
th a t  we a re n ’t  ju s t  here . T h ere  a re  a n  in fin ite  n u m b e r o f caves exactly  like th is  stone  
rec tu m , an d  in f in ite  exam ples of you, an d  th e re  is  no m e asu rab le  end  of me. A nd all 
of u s  h av e  assem bled  in  th ese  en d less  places, a n d  th is  m ee tin g  is h a p p e n in g  every ­
w h ere  exactly  as  i t  is here.

“Convince m e of th a t  b u llsh it,” h e  shouted .
T he w om an’s in fin ite  fu tu re  depended  on th is  single perform ance. T ears seem ed like 

a  w orthy strategy. S he w ep t an d  begged, dropping  to h e r  knees. H er sk in  sp lit and  th e  
m orta l blood flowed ag a in s t the  sm ooth stony ground, and  every tim e she looked up  she 
saw  a n  ugly im m o rta l d re ssed  in  th a t  sh iny  garb , a n d  every  tim e  she  looked dow n 
again , th e  world seem ed lost. No w ords could m ake  th is  b lu n t b ru te  of a  m an  accept h e r  
m ind. No action or inaction  would accom plish any  good. S udden ly  she w as try in g  only 
to  m ake h erse lf w orthy in  th e  eyes of th e  o ther doomed souls, and  th a t  w as the  only re a ­
son she stood again , filling  h e r  body w ith  pride, actively considering th e  m erits  of ru s h ­
ing  th e  cap ta in  to see if  she  could b ru ise  th a t  aw ful face, if  only for a m om ent o r two.

Yet a ll th a t  w hile , P a m ir  h ad  a  secret:
H e h a d  no in te n tio n  of h u r t in g  anyone.
T h is  w as a  t in y  g roup . A c a p ta in  o f h is  r a n k  h a d  th e  c lou t to  g ive each  of th e m  

w h a te v e r he  w ished  to  give th em . A nd la ter, i f  p ressed  by h is  su p erio rs , P am ir could 
b lam e one or tw o co lleagues for n o t ad e q u a te ly  de fen d in g  th is  u se le ss  w ild e rn ess . 
Really, th e  scope of th is  crim e w as laughably , p a th e tic a lly  tin y — a m ild  b u rd en  m ore 
th a n  a n  epic m ess, re g a rd le ss  o f w h a t th ese  b r ig h t te rr if ie d  eyes believed.

O u t o f fea r o r bo rn  from  w isdom , th e  w om an d id n ’t  a s s a u lt  h im .
T hen  th e  cap ta in  reached  in to  a  pocket on h is  uniform .
T he object h a d n ’t  been  b ro u g h t by  chance. P a m ir  cam e w ith  a  p la n  an d  options, 

a n d  eons la te r, novice c a p ta in s  w ou ld  s ta n d  in  th e ir  classroom s, ex am in in g  all th e  
aspec ts  o f th e  c a p ta in ’s schem e.

O u t from  th e  pocket cam e h is  b ig  h a n d , h o ld ing  w h a t resem b led  a  sphere .
H e explained, “T h is is a  one hundred-and-forty-four-faced die, d iam ond construction, 

tea r-sh ap ed  w eigh ts for a  rap id  se ttling , each n u m b er ca rry in g  its  own un ique odds.”
L udd ite  faces s ta re d  a t  th e  object.
Nobody spoke.
“I’m  going to  to ss  i t  h igh ,” sa id  Pam ir. “And th e n  you, baby  l a d y . . .  you call o u t an y  

num ber. A nd no, I w on’t  le t you look a t  th e  d ie  f ir s t . You’ll m ak e  you r guess, a n d  you 
w ill a lm ost ce rta in ly  lose. B u t th e n  again , a s  you u n d e rs ta n d  full w ell, any  fraction  of 
th e  end less is endless. A nd reg a rd le ss  o f my toss, a n  in fin ite  n u m b er of you a re  going 
to  w in th is  gam e.”
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Sw allow ing, th e  w om an  discovered a  th in  sm ile.
“A nd if  I am  rig h t? ” sh e  asked .
“You s ta y  here . A nd y o u r people s ta y  here. T he  e n tire  cavern  is g ra n te d  to  you, u n ­

d e r  m y au thority . B u t you a re n ’t  allow ed to s te a l pow er from  o u r reacto rs, a n d  your 
w a te r  h a s  to be b ough t on th e  com m on m a rk e ts , and  you will be responsib le  for your 
food an d  you r m ou ths, a n d  i f  you overpopu la te  th is  space, th e  fam ines and  p lagues 
w ill re s t  on you r little  shou lders.

“Is th a t  understo o d ?” h e  asked .
Everybody nodded, a n d  everybody  h a d  hope.
B u t w hen  P am ir th re w  th e  die, th e  g irl offered th e  m ost u n like ly  num ber.
“O ne,” she  shou ted .
O ne w as riding on the  equator, opposite 144— th e  sm allest facets on the  diam ond face.
U p w en t th e  die.
A nd th e n  w as dow n, r a t t l in g  softly  a s  it s tru c k , bouncing  a n d  rolling, slow ing as 

sa n d a ls  an d  boots a n d  u rg e n t voices pu lled  o u t o f th e  way.
Looking a t  th e  n u m b e r w as a form ality .
T he  cave w ould soon be em p ty  an d  dark .
Yet odd as  i t  seem ed , P a m ir  w a sn ’t  p a r t ic u la r ly  s u rp r is e d  to  f in d  th e  s im p le s t 

n u m b e r on top, in  p la in  view: As inev itab le  as  every  re su lt  m u s t be.

6

I  t e a c h in g  w ith  a nexus, P am ir d iscovered a n  e lab o ra te  s ta r  c h a r t w a itin g  for h im . 
T he  g a lax y  w as s tu ffed  in s id e  a d ig ita l bo ttle , th e  n e a re s t  m illion  su n s  tr a n s la te d  
in to  h u m a n  te rm s  a n d  h u m a n  clocks. At th e  c e n te r  w as th e  K a jja s  sh ip — a long  
d u m bbell-shaped  body w ith  a  severely  b a tte re d  sh ie ld  a t  one end , th e  pu lse  engine 
a n d  d ra in ed  fuel ta n k s  beh ind . I ts  h u ll w as s la th e re d  w ith  b lack  v eneers an d  s te a lth  
poxes a n d  w h a t looked like th e  re m n a n ts  of scaffolding. T he ca p ta in s  never spo tted  
th is  relic; too m a n y  lig h t-y e a rs  lay  b e tw een  th e i r  te lesco p es a n d  th is  cold w isp  of 
no th ing . E ven  th e  G re a t S h ip  w as too d is ta n t  to  deserve  any  size— th e  core of a  jov- 
ia n  w orld ren d ered  as  a  sim ple  golden vector. S ix ty  y ea rs  h ad  been  invested  reach ing  
th e  K ajjas vessel, an d  hom e w as reced ing  every  m om ent. H ypo the tica l courses w a it­
ed  to  be s tu d ied . P a m ir  gave th e m  enough  o f a  look to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  tim e tab le s , 
an d  th e n  he  seasoned  th e  q u ie t w ith  a  few rich  curses.

A second  n e x u s  lin k e d  h im  to  th is  s h ip ’s re a l- tim e  sch em atic s . B lue h ig h lig h ts  
show ed a re a s  o f concern. A n ocean’s w o rth  o f b lu e  w as sp re a d  across th e  a rm ored , 
bad ly  sp lin te re d  prow. H igh-velocity  im p ac ts  h a d  done th e ir  w orst. Ju d g in g  by a n ­
c ien t patches, s m a r t  h a n d s  h a d  once com peten tly  fixed th e  troub les. B u t th e n  those  
h a n d s  stopped  w ork ing— a m illion y e a rs  ago, o r tw e n ty  m illion y ea rs  ago. S ince th e n  
th e  m ach ine  h a d  fa ith fu lly  chased  a  line th a t  beg an  in  th e  d eepest, em p tie s t space, 
only recen tly  slicing  its  w ay  across th e  M ilky Way.

P am ir re fe rred  back  to  th e  s ta r  c h a rt, d iscovering th a t  it w as fa r  la rg e r  th a n  he  a s ­
sum ed . T he b lackness  a n d  th e  s ta r s  encom passed  th e  Local G roup  o f galaxies, and  
som e pa tch es w ere  th o ro u g h ly  ch arted .

A q u ie t, respec tfu l cu rse  seem ed  in  order.
A sm all s tre a k sh ip  w as te th e re d  to  th e  dum bbell’s m iddle. P a m ir  k new  th e  vessel. 

I t  a rriv ed  a t  P o rt B e ta  in  lousy shape , w here  it  w as reh ab b ed  b u t n ev er rechristened . 
Som eone h ig h e r ra n k in g  th a n  th e  m echan ics decided th a t  n o th in g  w ould m ake  th e  
v esse l safe, w h ich  w as w h e n  th e  h ig h -en d  w reck  w as d rag g ed  in s id e  a  back  b e rth , 
w a itin g  for a n  ap p ro p ria te ly  d e sp e ra te  buyer.

Tailor.

Precious Mental 75



June 2013

P a m ir w arm ed  th e  a ir  w ith  b lasphem ies a n d  m oved on to  th e  m an ifests .
A nd all along, th e  K ajjas h a d  been  w atch ing  him .
“I rem em b er a  d iffe ren t boy," th e  a lien  said. “You a re n ’t  th e  polite, good-natu red  in ­

fa n t w ith  w hom  I d ra n k .”
“T h a t boy got s tra n g le d  an d  packed  up  like cargo.”
“E ach  o f u s  flew  in h ib e rn a tio n ,” sa id  Tailor. “T h e re  w as no e x tra  space, no room  

for indulgences. I w as very  m uch  like you.”
P a m ir cu rsed  a fo u rth  tim e, invok ing  K ajjas anatom y.
T he a lien  reac ted  w ith  silence, every  eye fixed  on th e  a n g ry  m echanic.
“Your s tre a k sh ip  is tin y  an d  sp e n t,” P am ir sa id . “S o m eth in g  h a lf  ag a in  b e tte r  th a n  

th is , a n d  w e could h av e  s tra p p e d  th is  a r tifa c t on its  back a n d  used  th o se  young  e n ­
g ines to  c a rry  u s  hom e quickly.”

“E xcep t ou r f in a n c in g  w as poor,” sa id  Tailor.
“N o sh it.”
“We hav e  rich  options,” sa id  Tailor. “We will u se  ou r re m a in in g  fuel an d  th e n  carve 

u p  th e  s tre a k sh ip  like a  sw eet m ea t, d ropp ing  its  p ieces th ro u g h  th e  p u lse  engine.” 
“W ith  a troop  of robots, th a t ’s ea sy  w ork,” P a m ir  said .
T ailor re m a in ed  silen t.
“O nly you neglected  to  b rin g  a n y  robots, d id n ’t you?”
“W orthy  reaso n s a re  in  play.”
“I doub t th a t .”
T he o th e r  h u m a n s  w ere  w a tch in g  th e  conversation  from  a  safe  d istance .
“So w hy?” ask ed  Pam ir. “W hy is th is  fossil so im p o rta n t? ”
Two eyes w en t pale.
‘Y ou’re  go ing to  te ll m e,” th e  h u m a n  said.
“U n less  I a lread y  have, Jon . I exp la ined , b u t  you chose n o t to  h e a r  m e.”
S corn fu l la u g h te r  ch ased  aw ay th e  q u ie t, a n d  th e n  P a m ir  tu rn e d  h is  a t te n tio n s  

e lsew here. T he m an ifest w as full of new s, good an d  o therw ise . “A t le a s t you sp e n t big 
for tools a n d  fuel.”

“T hey  w ere  im p o rta n t,” th e  a lien  said.
P am ir chew ed h is  tongue, ta s t in g  blood.
“I am  ask in g  for y o u r ex p ert opinion,” sa id  Tailor. “C an  w e m eet ou r goals an d  r e ­

tu r n  to  th e  S hip?”
“T h ere  is a n  answ er, b u t  I d a m n  w ell don’t  know  it.”
‘Y ou a re n ’t  th e  bov w ith  w hom  I d ra n k .”
P a m ir sa id  no th ing .
“P e rh a p s  I shou ld  h av e  cu ltiv a te d  th a t  boy’s h e lp  a t  th e  o u tse t,” sa id  Tailor. “H e 

could h av e  p lo tted  m y course an d  dev ised  m y m ethods, too.”
“T h a t w ould  have  been  sm a rt.”
T ailo r show ed h is  p la te -like  te e th , im ply ing  concern. “I can n o t help  b u t notice, sir. 

You have  been s tu d y in g  ou r sh ip s  an d  vectors, b u t you have  bare ly  p a id  a tte n tio n  to 
e i th e r  eng ine.”

“E n g in es a re n ’t  th e  w o rs t p rob lem .”
“B u t you r spec ia lty  is th e  drive m achinery ,” sa id  Tailor. “T h a t should  be y o u r f i r s t  

concern . In s tin c t a lone  shou ld  p u t  y o u r eyes a n d  m ind  on th o se  e lem en ts , n o t th e  
s ta te  o f a  h u ll th a t  h a s  su rv ived  q u ite  well on its  own.”

P a m ir  looked away. T he  o th e r  h u m a n s  looked co n fid en t, re lax ed , f la s h in g  li t t le  
sm iles w hen  th ey  w h ispered  to one another. M axx an d  R ondie did m ost of th e  w h is­
pering. G ’lene floa ted  a p a r t  from  th e  o thers, an d  she  sm iled  th e  m ost.

“A re th e y  supposed  to  he lp  m e?” P a m ir  asked .
“E ach  w ill be usefu l, yes.” sa id  Tailor. "The tw in s  a re  g en e ra l s ta rs h ip  m echanics, 

a n d  th e y  hav e  o th e r tra in in g  too.”
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“I don’t  recognize th em . T hey  h a v e n ’t  w orked n e a r  B eta .”
Silence.
“So th e y  m u s t be from  a  d iffe ren t po rt, d iffe re n t b ackg round . P ro b ab ly  m ilitary . 

S o ld iers love to  be stro n g , even  if  th e ir  b u lk  g e ts  in  th e  way.”
T ailor s ta r te d  to  reply.
“Also, I see six  th o u sa n d  kilos th a t ’s b lue-b lack  on th e  m an ifest,” P a m ir  con tinued . 

“You’re  n o t le tt in g  m e see th is . B u t since indu lgences w ere  le ft beh in d , th e  m ass is 
im p o rtan t. So I’ll g uess th a t  w e’re  ta lk in g  ab o u t w eapons.”

“I will a d m it one t r u th  to  you, Jon . A bout you, sir, I have  a  feeling.”
“Is  th a t  feeling  cold b lue  d read ?”
Iron  claw ed a g a in s t iron. “T h e re  n e v e r w as a  boy, i t  occurs to  me. I th in k  th a t  you 

a re  som ew h at o lder th a n  you r n am e  claim s, a n d  m aybe, j u s t  p e rh ap s , w e have  m et 
each  o th e r  in  th e  p a s t.”

“W ho’s th e  enem y?” P a m ir  asked .
“I f  only I knew  th a t  answ er,” th e  a lien  began.
T h en  T ailo r sa id  n o th in g  m ore, tu rn in g  an d  leap in g  fa r away.

7

F o r ty - f o u r  th o u sa n d  y e a rs  w as a  s liv e r of tim e. T he galaxy  h a d  m oved only  in  little  
w ays since  people d a re d  slip  inside  W here-P eace-R ains, a n d  n o th in g  inside  b u t  th e  
le a s t s tu b b o rn , m ost tr iv ia l d e ta ils  h a d  changed  w ith in  th e  cave. T he  sam e genetics 
an d  honored  language  w ere  in  play. S tock beliefs con tinued  to  prosper. A nd th e re  w as 
s ti l l  a  ro u n d  e x p a n se  o f cool re d  g ra n i te  w h e re  th e  c a p ta in  h a d  once p la y e d  one 
round  of chance, th e  stone  d ished  in  a t  th e  m iddle by g en e ra tio n s  of w orsh ippers  an d  
th e ir  m o rta l feet.

O f course  th e re  w ere  m an y  m ore faces, an d  th e re  w as fa r  less peace. Follow ing th e  
te rm s  of th e  a n c ie n t a g reem en t, a rch a ic s  produced th e ir  ow n pow er a n d  c lean  w a te r  
a n d  rough , ed ib le  foodstuffs. C arefu lly  inv ested  fu n d s h ad  allow ed th e m  to p u rch ase  
a sc rap  s ta r-d riv e — a n  ugly-eight reconfigured  to  g e n e ra te  electricity, n o t th ru s t . T he 
d rive  w as se t on th e  cavern  floor, n o t a  th o u sa n d  m e te rs  from  th e  holy  p lace w h ere  a 
ch u n k  of d iam ond  d e te rm in e d  th e  w orld. T he m ach in e ry  w as d esigned  to  ru n  forev­
e r  w ith o u t in te r ru p tio n , p rov ided  th a t  i t  w as m a in ta in e d  regu larly . A nd th e  ugly- 
e ig h t h a d  ru n  for th o u sa n d s  of y e a rs  w ith o u t tro u b le . B u t i t  w as b e in g  u sed  in  an  
u n u su a l capacity, a n d  n o t a ll of its  w astes  w ere  bo ttled  up. L ead  p la te s  a n d  h y p e r­
f ib e r  offered sh ie ld ing , b u t th e  occasional n e u tro n  an d  g am m a b la s t found  w ays to 
escape, a n d  th e  ch ild less m en  w o rk in g  n ea rb y  w ere  p rone  to  m u rd e ro u s  cancers.

O ne en g in ee r h a d  w orked  fifty  y e a rs  in  th e  m ost critica l job  in  th e  w orld. A bache­
lor n am ed  Jo n , he  w as still ho ld ing  o u t hope th a t  th e  tu m o r in  h is  liver could be cu t 
o u t of h im , a n d  th e n  sm a rte r, f r ien d lie r ra d ia tio n s  w ould have  a  f ig h tin g  chance to 
kill th e  cancers th a t  h ad  b roken  loose.

Jo n  lived in  a sm all a p a r tm e n t w ith in  w alk ing  d is tan ce  o f th e  reactor.
E veryone  in  W here -P eace-R a ins lived in a  sm all a p a r tm e n t, an d  everyone  lived 

close to  th e ir  im p o rta n t places.
Jon  a rriv ed  hom e early. T he fo rem an  told h im  th a t  h e  looked especia lly  tire d  an d  

needed  to  sleep, an d  Jo n  h ad  ag reed  w ith  th e  prognosis. N o th in g  fe lt u n u su a l w hen 
h e  arriv ed . A key w orn sm ooth  by h is  f in g ers  w en t in to  th e  lock, and  th e  lock gave 
w ay w ith  a  solid click. B u t a s  th e  door sw ung  inw ard , he  sm elled  a s tra n g e r, an d  a 
s tra n g e  voice spoke o u t o f th e  d a rk n ess .

“J u s t  be aw are ,” i t  sa id . ‘Y ou’re  n o t alone.”
R obberies w eren ’t  uncom m on in th e  w orld, an d  som etim es th iev es tu rn e d  violent.
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B u t th is  w as  no robbery. T he in t r u d e r  w as s i t t in g  in  J o n ’s b e s t chair, th e  s e a t  r e ­
served  for guests. T he h u m a n  w as re laxed  enough  to  a p p e a r lazy. T h a t w as th e  f ir s t  
q u a lity  J o n  no ticed  a s  th e  room ’s s in g le  lig h t cam e on. T h e  second  d e ta il  w as th e  
m a n ’s ap p e a ra n ce , w h ich  w as s u b s ta n tia l, a n d  th e  b e a u tifu l face, even  a n d  c lean ­
shaven . H is c lo thes looked like th e  g a rb  w orn by fancy h ik e rs  a n d  novice exp lo rers 
w ho occasionally  p a sse d  th ro u g h  th e  local cav ern s. Som e o f th o se  people a sk ed  to  
come in side  th e  archa ic  com m unity. A few of th e  im m orta l p assen g ers  w ere  in trigued  
by archaics, and  th e  b e s t o f th e  in te rlo p e rs  left beh in d  m oney a n d  little  favors.

B u t th e re  w ere  bad  im m o rta ls  too. T hey  cam e for one reaso n , to  coax people o u t of 
th e ir  hom e, o u t in to  th e  t ru e  w orld— as if  one p lace  w as t r u e r  th a n  ano ther, an d  as  if  
a  person  could sim ply  choose h is  life.

“I le t m y se lf  in ,” th e  s tra n g e r  said .
Jon  took ofF th e  d a ily  dosage badge. “You w a n t som eth ing ,” h e  guessed .
“Yes, I do.”
“F rom  m e.”
“A bsolutely, yes.”
N u c le a r  e n g in e e rs  e a rn e d  re s p e c ta b le  s a la r ie s ,  b u t  nobody  in  th is  w o rld  w as 

w ealthy. Jo n ’s fanciest possession w as a n  old ceram ic teapo t, p recious to  h im  because 
it  h a d  been  in  h is  fam ily  for th re e  th o u sa n d  years.

T he s tra n g e r  w as su re ly  o lder th a n  th e  pot.
S to ries  cam e back  to  Jo n , u n lik e ly  a n d  p robab ly  crazy  s to ries . H e h a d  n e v e r b e ­

lieved such  th in g s  could involve h im , b u t  w hen  he  m et th e  m a n ’s b lue  eyes, som e­
th in g  p assed  be tw een  th em . S udden ly  th e y  h a d  a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g , th e  b eg inn ings of 
a  re la tio n sh ip . Jo n  found  h im se lf  nodding. H e knew  w h a t th is  w as. “You th in k  th a t  I 
am  dying,” h e  said.

“You a re  dying.”
“B u t how  could you know ?”
T he im m o rta l sh ifted  h is  w eight, p e rh a p s  a  l ittle  uncom fortab le  w ith  th e  subject. 

O r m aybe  q u ite  a  lo t w as  b a la n c e d  on th e  n e x t m o m en ts , a n d  h e  w as m a k in g  h is  
ru m p  re a d y  for w h a te v e r F a te  saw  f i t  to  th row  a t  them .

“I’ve seen  your doctor’s files,” th e  m a n  said . “S he  te lls  you th a t  you m ig h t surv ive 
to  th e  en d  o f th e  year, b u t  I know  sh e ’s being  generous.”

Jo n  h a d  sensed  a s  m uch . Yet i t  h u r t  to  h e a r  th e  news. A new  b u rd en , m assive  and  
acidic, w as b u rn in g  th ro u g h  h is fra il, m iddle-aged  body.

H e d ropped  in to  h is  ow n chair.
“I’m  so rry ” sa id  th e  m an .
M aybe h e  w as sorry, because  he  sounded  e a rn e s t.
“You w a n t m y life,” Jo n  said.
T he p re tty  face w atch ed  him , an d  a f te r  a m o m en t he sa id , “M aybe.”
“W hy m aybe?”
“O r i f  you’d ra th e r, I’ll p ay  for y o u r tre a tm e n ts  e lsew here .”
“I c a n ’t  a b a n d o n  P e a c e ,” s a id  Jo n . “A nd e v e n  i f  I d id , y o u r  d o c to rs  a n d  y o u r  

au todocs c a n ’t  legally  cu re  me.”
“C ancer is not th e  problem ,” th e  m an  said. “I  am  ta lk in g  abou t full tre a tm e n ts . I’m 

ready  to  give you th a t  gift, if  you w a n t it. Leave your rea lm  an d  live forever anyw here  
you w a n t in sid e  th e  G re a t Ship, in sid e  th e  en d le ss  u n iv erse  . . .  except for h e r e . . . . ” 

“No.”
Did Jo n  th in k  before answ ering?  H e w asn ’t  sure .
B u t g iv ing  th e  offer serious considera tion , h e  sa id , “Never, no.”
“Good,” th e  s tra n g e r  said .
Jo n  le an ed  forw ard. T he room  w as sm all an d  th e  ch a irs  w ere  close toge ther, an d  

now th e y  w ere  close enough  to k iss. “A re you w e a rin g  a  m ask ?”
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“N ot m uch  o f one, if  you can  see it,” sa id  th e  m an , laughing .
“You w a n t m y life,” Jo n  rep ea ted .
“A p p aren tly  you don ’t  w an t to hold onto it. W hy sh o u ld n ’t  I a sk  th e  q uestion?” 
They s a t  an d  s ta re d  a t  one another. N ext door, a  new born w as s ta r tin g  to  feel h e r  

em pty  stom ach, and  h e r  cry quickly bu ilt un til th e re  w as no o th e r sound in th e  world. 
S udden ly  she fell s ilen t, h e r  m ou th  full o f nipple.
Jo n  th o u g h t abou t th a t  m o th e r’s fine  brow n nipple. T hen  he w a sn ’t  th in k in g  abou t 

an y th in g , w a itin g  for w h a tev e r h ap p en ed  next.
O u t from  a h ik e r’s pocket cam e a  w eapon— a s leek  gun  designed  by a lien  hands. 

“E xcept i t’s no t a  gun ,” th e  m an  explained . “In  m y rea lm , th is  is a cam p er’s to rch  and  
p o rtab le  grill. For m e, th e  w o rst b u rn s  w ould heal in side  an  hour. B u t th e  to rch  can 
tra n sfo rm  n in e ty  kilos of y o u r fle sh  a n d  bone in to  a  f in e  w h ite  ash , and  I can  place 
you r re m a in s  in  w h a tev e r g a rd en  or sew age p la n t you w a n t on m y w ay o u t o f tow n.” 

Jo n  s ta re d  a t  th e  a lien  m achine.
T he m a n  d ropped  it  in to  J o n ’s lap, a n d  th e n  he  s a t  back.
I ts  w e ig h t w as a  su rp rise . T he m ach ine w as m ore like a  ske tch  o f a  w eapon, lig h t­

w eigh t to  th e  b rin k  of unreality .
“I w on’t  use th e  tool on you,” th e  s tra n g e r  prom ised. ‘Y ou’ll hav e  to use  it  on vour- 

self.”
“No.”
Did he  th in k  th a t  tim e?
Jo n  h a d n ’t, an d  a fte r  h a rd  de libera tion , he sa id , “M aybe.”
“A nd for y ou r troub le ,” th e  m an  began.
H e stopped  ta lk ing .
“I w ould w a n t som eth ing ,” Jo n  said.
N ot only did h is  com panion have  an  offer w aiting , he  knew  ev ery th in g  a b o u t Jo n ’s 

living family. N uclear techn ic ians d id n ’t d a re  m ake  babies, w h a t w ith  m u ta tio n s  and  
cancers an d  th e  g en u in e  fea r th a t  th e ir  sons and  sons-in-law  w ould  follow th e m  into 
th is  g rim  business. B u t he h ad  sib lings an d  cousins an d  a  dozen nephew s, p lu s  even 
m ore nieces. A ccepting th is  illegal a rra n g e m e n t m e a n t th a t  each  lim b of h is  fam ily 
w ould receive enough  e x tra  m oney, d re sse d  up  in  v a rio u s  excuses, an d  th e i r  lives 
w ould noticeab ly  im prove.

Jo n  passed  th e  fie rce  m ach ine  from  one h a n d  to th e  other.
W h a t looked like a  tr ig g e r  w as begging to  be tugged.
“No, n o t like th a t ,” th e  m a n  sa id , p a tie n tly  b u t n o t p a tien tly . S o m eth in g  in  th is  

b u sin ess  w as b o th e rin g  h im . “A nd w hen  you do it, if  you do it,” h e  said , “s ta n d  in the  
m iddle of th e  room . We don’t  w a n t to se t a w all on fire .”

Jo n  considered  s ta n d in g  and  th e n  d id n ’t.
T he m an  w atched  him , w eigh ing  him , probably  u sin g  an  o u ts id e r’s m agic as  well 

as  h is  eyes.
“I t ’s no t enough .” Jo n  sa id  a t last.
“I t  p robably  isn ’t,” th e  m an  agreed.
“I f  I do th is, you w alk  out o f h e re  w ith  m y life. Is th a t  w h a t h ap p en s?”
‘Y es.”
“So th is  isn ’t  n ea rly  enough. E verybody th a t  I know7 will th in k  . .  . th e y ’ll have  no 

choice b u t to believe . . .  th a t  I abandoned  them  an d  ou r c a u s e . . . . ”
“T h a t c a n ’t  be he lped ,” th e  m an  said . “It sucks, b u t w h a t o th e r w ay is th e re ? ”
Jo n  s tu d ied  th e  m ach ine once m ore.
“I picked you an d  ju s t  you,” sa id  th e  m an . “Nobody else f i ts  m y needs. A nd sure, 

yes, th e  o th ers  will be free to  te ll them se lves th a t  you got w eak  and  gave up. B u t you 
know  th a t  w on’t  be tru e , a n d  I ’ll live fo rever knowdng th a t  i t  w a sn ’t  tru e . A nd be­
sides, w 'hen I give up  th is  life o f yours, I can send  a confession back here. I’ll tell them
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th a t  you d ied  in  y o u r hom e. H ell, if  you w an t, I can  te ll th e  w orld  th a t  I m u rd e red  
you, w hich w ill su re  m ake  everybody sm ile.”

Jo n  s ta r te d  to  h a n d  back th e  a lien  h a rd w are .
H e paused .
T he s tra n g e r  reach ed  up, an d  in  one sloppy m otion  he  to re  off th e  m ask , revea ling  

a new  face, a  g en u in e  face. I t w as Jo n 's  face, re n d e re d  com pletely—th e  w ashed-ou t, 
hollow -eyed face a lread y  halfw ay  to  ash .

“Now I h av e  one m ore gift, if  you w a n t it,” sa id  th e  m an .
“W h at is th a t? ”
“I ’ll tell you w ho I am .”
Jo n  sh ru g g ed . “W h a t do I care? Your rea l n am e  doesn’t  m a tte r.”
R eaching  in to  a pocket, h is  to rm e n to r  an d  sa lv a tio n  b ro u g h t o u t a  d iam ond  w ith  

one h u n d re d  a n d  forty-four faces.
Jo n  ju m p e d  up, a n d  th e n  he  n e a rly  keeled  over, fa in ting . The a lien  m ach ine  h it th e  

d irty  ca rp e t , h u m m in g  for a  m om ent, leav ing  an  arc  of ch a rred  fiber.
“C arefu l,” sa id  th e  one-tim e cap ta in .
“L et m e ho ld  it,” Jo n  said.
The m a n  placed th e  d iam ond  in to  h is  palm  a n d  closed th e  h a n d  a ro u n d  it. T he im ­

m o rta l’s  f le sh  w as exac tly  as  cool a n d  sick a s  J o n ’s flesh , w hich w as a n o th e r  w on­
derfu l de ta il.

“Is  th is  th e  sam e die?" Jo n  asked .
“No, th a t  t r in k e t  got left beh ind  long ago,” P a m ir  said.
In sp ira tio n  cam e to  th e  dy ing  m an . Forcing th e  d iam ond  in to  th e  fug itive’s h and , 

h e  sa id , “T hrow  it. O r roll it. P ick you r n u m b er e ith e r  way, an d  if  she  s ta n d s  on top, I 
w ill do w h a te v e r you w an t.”

P am ir closed h is  hand .
H e b re a th e d  once, deeply.
“No, I p layed  th a t  gam e once,” th e  lost cap ta in  sa id , a n d  w ith  th a t  he  dropped  th e  

d iam ond  back  in to  h is  pocket. “I’m  done le ttin g  chance ru n  free.”

8

h re e  h o u rs  o f s leep  a n d  th e  h u m a n s  w ere  s h a r in g  th e  d a y ’s f i r s t  m eal. T a ilo r 
w asn 't w ith  th em . S ince board ing  th e  fossil sh ip , th e  a lien  h ad  sp en t m ost o f h is  tim e 
cudd ling  w ith  a d is ta n t  contro l p an e l, try in g  to  coax th e  sovereigns in to  say ing  one 
coheren t w ord. B u t desp ite  am ple  pow er and  re a ssu rin g  noise, th e  A Is rem ained  lost, 
crazy  or ro tted  an d  probab ly  gone forever.

G’lene fe lt so rry  for th e  old b eas t, chasing  w h a t w asn ’t  there .
And th a t  w as w h ere  h e r  em p a th y  ended. L ike m ost aliens, th e  K ajjas m an  w as a 

m ystery ' a n d  a lw ays w ould be. S he accepted  th a t  fact. D w elling on w h a t refused  to 
m ake  sense  w as senseless. W h a t G’lene c a re d  abou t, d eep ly  and  forever, w e re  h u m a n  
beings. T h a t  w as t ru e  onboard  th e  G re a t Sh ip , an d  h e r  desires  w ere  even m ore u r ­
g en t h e re  in  th e  w ilderness.

B u t h e r  th re e  h u m a n  com pan ions w ere  b u rd e n s , odd an d  vexing, u su a lly  w orse 
th a n  useless. T he tw in s  n ev er stopped  w h isp e rin g  in each  o th e r s  ears. T hey  w en t so 
fa r a s  c re a tin g  th e ir  own language , an d  dec iphering  th e ir  p riv a te  w ords w as a g rave 
in su lt. Yet d esp ite  th e ir  v a u n te d  closeness, th ey  did n o th in g  sexual. W ith  a  d e fia n t 
tone, R ondie c la im ed  th a t  sex w as a n  in s tin c t b e s t th ro w n  aside . “T h a t’s w h a t m y 
b ro th e r  d id , a n d  I d id , a n d  you sh o u ld , too.” P re a c h in g  to  a  w o m an  w ho  co u ld n ’t  
im ag ine  an y  day  w ith o u t som e lu stfu l fun, th e  m uscle-bound c re a tu re  sa id , “E ach  of 
u s w ould be s tro n g e r an d  five tim es  h a p p ie r  if we gave up  every  u se less h a b it.”
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G’lene w as e n title d  to  feel so rry  ab o u t h e r  loneliness. T h a t’s w hy  she  k e p t sm iling  
a t  Jo n , th e  L u d d ite . S h e  sm iled  a t  h im  one h u n d re d  tim e s  ev e ry  day. N o t t h a t  i t  
h e lp ed , no. B u t h e  w as th e  only  po ssib ility  in  a  m ise ra b ly  poor fie ld , a n d  sh e  r e a ­
soned  th a t  eventually , a f te r  a n o th e r  y e a r  o r m aybe  a  decade, she  w ould  w e a r  som e 
k in d  of hole in  h is  cold resolve.

T h is w as J o n ’s th ird  b re a k fa s t a s  a  liv ing crew m em ber.
G ’lene  sm iled  as  alw ays, no hope in  h e r  h e a r t. Yet th is  m o rn in g  proved to  be d if­

fe re n t. T h e  odd hom ely  co n u n d ru m  o f a  m an  su d d e n ly  n o ticed  h e r  ex p ress io n . A t 
le a s t h e  m e t h e r  eyes, an sw erin g  w ith  w h a t m ig h t hav e  been th e  s lyest g rin  th a t  h ad  
ev er been  to ssed  h e r  way.

S h e  lau g h ed , d a r in g  to  ask , “A re you in  a good m ood, Jon?”
“I am ,” h e  said . “I’m  in  a  lovely, sp e c tacu la r m ood.”
‘"Why’s th a t? ”
“L a s t n ig h t, I rea lized  so m e th in g  very  im p o rta n t.”
“S o m eth in g  good, I hope.”
“I t  is. A nd do you w a n t to  know  w h a t m y ep ip h an y  w as?”
“Tell it,” she  sa id , one h a n d  sc ra tch in g  be tw een  h e r  b re a s ts .
B u t th e n  Jo n  said , “No,” a n d  h is  eyes w andered . “I don’t th in k  th a t  you rea lly  do 

w a n t to  know.”
G ’len e  k new  th o u sa n d s  of people, b u t  th is  L u d d ite  w as th e  m ost b iza rre  c re a tu re , 

h u m a n  o r o therw ise .
T he tw in s  w ere  sh a rin g  th e ir  b re a k fa s t from  th e  sam e squeeze-bow l. T hey  stopped 

e a tin g  to  lau g h  w ith  th e  sam e  voice, a n d  th e n  R ondie sa id , “G ive up  th e  gam e, dear. 
T h a t  boy doesn ’t  w a n t you.”

W h a t a  w icked cha in  of w ords to  th ro w  a t  anyone.
“B u t you can  te ll u s  y o u r e p ip h a n y ” M axx said .
Jo n  glanced  a t  th e  tw ins.
G’len e  fe lt u n e a sy  in  so m an y  w ays, an d  sh e  h a d  no hope o f g u essin g  why.
T ip p in g  h e r  head , R ondie sa id , “W h isp e r y o u r in s ig h t in s id e  m y ear. I p rom ise  I 

w on’t  sh a re  i t  w ith  anyone.”
H e r b ro th e r  gave a  h a rd  sn o rt, u n d ersco rin g  h e r  lie.
“No, I th in k  I shou ld  te ll everyone,” sa id  Jon . “B u t f irs t, I w a n t to  h e a r  a  confession 

from  you two. W hich one o f you s tra n g le d  m e?”
M axx lau g h ed , lifting  a  b ig  h an d .
B u t h is  s is te r  g ra b b e d  h is  a rm , b ra c in g  h e r  fee t in s id e  th e  g la ss  s t r a n d s  before 

f lin g in g  h im  aside . “No, I’m  q u ie ter, a n d  I h av e  th e  b e t te r  g rip . So I d id  it. I b roke 
y o u r little  neck.”

Jo n  nodded , an d  th e n  he  g lanced  a t  G ’lene.
“All r ig h t, th a t ’s done,” G ’lene said . “W hat’s th e  reve la tion?”
“S ta r t in g  now,” sa id  Jo n , “we a re  chang ing  p rio ritie s .”
“P rio ritie s ,” M axx rep ea ted , a s  if  h is  tongue w an ted  to  p lay  w ith  th e  woi'd.
“You’ve been  sp e n d in g  y o u r la s t  few days a sse m b lin g  w eapons,” Jo n  sa id  to  th e  

tw ins. “T h a t c ra p  h a s  to  stop .”
S im ila r  faces w ore id en tica l expressions, puzzled  an d  a m u sed  b u t n o t y e t angry. 
“O u r  en e m ie s  w o n ’t  a r r iv e  in s id e  a  s ta r s h ip ,” sa id  Jo n . “U n le ss  I’m w rong , an d  

th e n  I d o u b t th a t  we could offer m uch  of a f ig h t.”
“O u r enem ies,” M axx rep ea ted .
“Do you know  w ho th e y  a re?” G ’lene asked.
Jo n  shook h is  head . “I don ’t. Do a n y  o f you?”
Nobody spoke.
Jo n  te a se d  a  glob of m ea l-and -m ilk  from  h is  b re a k fa s t orb, sp in n in g  th e  t r e a t  be­

fore flick in g  i t  s tra ig h t  in to  h is  m outh .
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The o rd in a ry  g es tu re  w as odd, th o u g h  G’lene couldn’t  q u ite  see why.
“T ailor claim s th a t  we have to  be re a d y  for a n  a tta c k ,” sa id  Jon . “E xcept o u r sover­

eign  isn ’t  p a rtic u la rly  forthcom ing  a b o u t w hen  an d  w here  th a t  m ig h t h ap p en . H is 
o rders te ll u s n o th in g  specific, a n d  th a t ’s  w hy  th e y  tell u s plenty. For in stance , th is  
crazy old w reck is w o rth  no th ing , w hich  m ean s th a t  i t ’s ca rry in g  so m e th in g  w orth  
huge risk s  a n d  lousy odds.”

The tw in s d id n ’t  look a t  each other. T h in k in g  th e  sam e th o u g h ts , th e y  g lanced  a t  
G ’lene, a n d  she  tr ied  to  offer a good w orried  sm ile. A nd because  i t  sounded  a  little  b it 
reasonab le , she  said , “T h a t K ajjas is so old a n d  so s tran g e . I ju s t  assu m ed  th a t  h e ’s a 
little  p a rano id . Isn ’t  th a t  w h a t h a p p en s  a fte r m illions o f y ears?”

“My experience,” sa id  Jo n . “I t  doesn’t  ta k e  n e a rly  th a t  long.”
‘T o u  w a n t to  change p rio rities,” R ondie sa id , s tee rin g  th e  subject.
“C hange  th em  how?” M axx asked.
“Forget m un itions an d  no rm al w arfare ,” sa id  th e  L uddite. “We have one c lear job, 

an d  th a t ’s to f in ish  load ing  th e  fuel a n d  d ism an tlin g  th e  s treak sh ip . I ts  e n tire  m ass 
h a s  to be read y  to b u rn , w hen  th e  tim e  com es.”

“T h a t w ould be crazy,” sa id  M axx. “I f  you can ’t  g e t th e  pu lse  engine firing , th e n  th e  
o th e r sh ip  becom es o u r lifeboat.”

“E xcep t we a re n ’t  going to  fly any  s treak sh ip ,"  sa id  Jon . “S tre a k sh ip s  a re  b rillia n t 
a n d  very  s tead y  and  we love th em  because of it. B u t if w e have  enem ies, th e n  they 'll 
sp o t u s  a t  a d is tan ce , a n d  believe m e, s tre a k s h ip s  a re  ea sy  ta rg e ts . On th e  o th e r  
h an d , th e  K ajjas p u lse  engine is a m iserab le  m ess full o f su rg es  and  little  failu res. 
T rack ing  us w ill be a very  d ifficu lt proposition. A nd th a t ’s w hy today, in  a n o th e r  ten  
m inu tes , I w an t th e  two of you to  s ta r t  m app ing  th e  m in im um  cuts to  m ake  th a t  o th ­
e r  sh ip  in to  a useab le  corpse.”

“B ut you prom ised ,” sa id  Maxx. “O ur enem ies a re n ’t  com ing inside  a  w arsh ip .” 
“W h a t I p rom ised  is th a t  we ca n ’t b e a t th e m  if  th ey  do come. We don ’t  have  th e  

m u n itio n s or a rm o r to  offer any  k ind  of figh t. My little  epiphany, for w h a t i t ’s w orth , 
is th a t  o u r foes, if th e y  a re  rea l, w ill have  one o f tw o stra teg ie s : T hey don’t  w a n t a n y ­
body to  have  th is  sh ip  or its  cargo, w hich m e a n s  th e y  d es tro y  u s  o u t h e re , in  deep  
space. In  w hich case, board ing  p a r tie s  a re  a  w aste . O r th e y  w a n t to  have w h a tev e r 
w e have here , and  th a t ’s w hy  w e have  to  m ake  ourselves a lousy ta rg e t.”

Rondie scoffed. “A gain, w e know  no th ing .”
“O r th e re ’s n o th in g  w o rth  know ing,” G’lene added.
“P hysics a n d  tactics,” Jo n  said. “I see our ad v a n ta g e s  a s  well as o u r w eaknesses, 

w hich is w hy m y p lan  is b est.”
“Im pressive,” said M axx w ith  a  mocking tone, one leg kicking him  a little  closer to Jon. 
G ’lene  d id n ’t  like anybody’s face. W here  w as Tailor? In  th e  d is tan ce , h a n d s  a n d  

long  fee t w ork ing  a t  a b a n k  of co n tro ls— con tro ls th a t  h a d n ’t  been  u sed  since sh e  
w as a b ro th  o f sc a tte re d  DNA ru n n in g  in th e  tree s , w a itin g  for m u ta tio n s  an d  th e  
feeble tin y  chance to  becom e h um an .

Jo n ’s gaze w as fixed in th e  m iddle o f th e  th reesom e.
“You know q u ite  a lot for a  sim ple d rive-m echanic,” M axx said.
“S im ple can be good.” Jo n  w inked  a t  th a t  em p ty  spo t o f air. “Now ask  yourselves 

th is: W hy did ou r c a p ta in  h ire  ch ild ren?”
“We’re  not ch ild ren ,” Rondie said .
M axx said.
B u t G’lene sighed, adm itting , “I w ondered  th a t  too ”
“Real o r im agined, Tailor’s enem y is treacherous,” said  Jon . “O ur K ajjas w an ts youth. 

H e b rough t only hum ans, w hich a re  a  very young species. And he w an ts  hum an s th a t  
a re n ’t m ore th a n  a thousand  years old, give o r take. T h a t w ay he could s tudy  ou r en tire  
lives, p rov ing  to h is sa tisfac tion  th a t  w e a re n ’t  m ore th a n  we seem  to  be.”
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“I’m n o t a little  g irl,” sa id  Rondie.
“You’re  no t,” M axx sa id  noth ing .
B u t Jo n  w as a th o u sa n d  an d  th e  sib lings w eren ’t  even five cen tu rie s  old, m ak in g  

th e m  th e  bab ies in  th is  odd group.
G’lene w atched  th e  an g ry  faces a n d  J o n ’s face, a le r t  b u t w eird ly  calm . T hen  she  no­

ticed  th e  tw in s’ sticky  b re a k fa s t f lo a tin g  free o f its  orb. G’len e  w as b o m  on th e  G re a t 
S h ip . E verybody h a d  been . T h is  w as th e ir  f i r s t  g e n u in e  ex p erien ce  w ith  zero-gee, 
a n d  sh e  h a te d  it. W ithou t w eigh t, ev ery th in g  sm all got lost in sid e  th e  sam e care less 
m om ent, an d  sh e  d id n ’t  know  how  to m ove w ith o u t th in k in g , a n d  she  w asn ’t  m oving 
now, rem em b erin g  how th e  L udd ite  so easily, so deftly, m ade  th a t  b ite  of h is  b re a k ­
fa s t sp in  an d  d rif t in to  h is  w a itin g  m outh .

Jo n  h a d  been in  zero g rav ity  before th is.
W hen?
S he  n ea rly  asked . B u t th e n  M axx sa id , “I’m  going back  to  w ork. P la sm a  g u n s  need 

to  be secured  an d  pow ered up .”
“No, you’re  no t,” sa id  Jon .
R ondie kicked closer to th e  L udd ite , h a n d s  flexing. “W ho p u t you in  charge?” she  

asked .
“Life,” Jo n  said .
Everybody lau g h ed  a t  h im .
B u t th e n  he asked , “Do you know  w h a t I did la s t n igh t?  W hile you slep t, I changed  

th e  pass-codes on every  gun . N o th in g  w arm s a n  egg w ith o u t m y b lessing .”
T he tw ins cursed .
Jo n  sh rugged  an d  sa id , “By th e  way, I’ve convinced o u r h u m a n -b u ilt A Is th a t  th e  

only voice of rea so n  h e re  is me. M e.”
T he  tw ins w rap p ed  som e b ru ta l w ords a round , “L udd ite ,” a n d  “m utiny .”
T he  m y ste rio u s h u m a n  show ed th em  noth ing . H e d id n ’t b race  for w ar or sm ile  a t  

h is  victory. T he  m ilk y  w a te r  from  a g lac ie r w as w a rm e r  a n d  fa r  m ore  im p a tie n t. 
T h en  th e  tw in s ’ a n g e r  f in a lly  ebbed , an d  Jo n  looked a t  G ’lene. A gain , from  som e­
w here , he found th e  sly  g rin  th a t  u n se ttle d  h e r  once m ore. B u t it also  h ad  a  w ay of 
m ak in g  h e r  confiden t, w hich  she  liked.

‘Y ou n ev er w ere  a L u d d ite ,” she  b lu rted .
Jo n  d id n ’t seem  to notice. “S leep  is a n  indulgence,” he to ld  everyone. “We’re  w ork­

in g  h a rd  an d  s m a r t  from  th is  in s ta n t ,  an d  w e’ll la u n c h  e ig h teen  days e a r lie r  th a n  
you orig inally  p lanned . Everybody can  sleep, b u t only w hen  w e’re  ro a rin g  back to th e  
G re a t Sh ip .”

“You’re  som ebody e lse  en tirely ,” sh e  said. “W ho a re  you?”
“I’m  Jon , th e  drive-m echanic.” he  to ld  them . “A nd I’m  Jon , th e  tem p o rary  cap ta in  of 

th is  fossil ship.
“E v e ry th in g  else is e lec trons bouncing  inside  a  box.”

9

h e  f ie ld  k itc h e n  h a d  no tro u b le  g e n e ra tin g  p ro p an o l a n d  cyan ide, a n d  for th a t  
m a tte r, sp ittin g  o u t p assab le  ru m — a n  archaic  d r in k  th a t  P a m ir  h ad  grow n fond of. 
W h a t w as d ifficu lt w as f in d in g  th e  m o m en t w hen  th e  sh ip ’s new  c a p ta in  a n d  th e  
K ajjas could d rin k  w ith o u t in te rru p tio n . T he s tre a k sh ip  w as being  g u tte d  a n d  sliced 
up, each  piece secu red  a g a in s t th e  scaffolding on th e  old sh ip ’s hu ll. P a m ir’s th ree - 
body crew  w as w o rk in g  w ith  a n  ab sen ce  of p assio n , b u t  th e y  w ere  w orking. W hen 
e v e ry th in g  w as going well enough , he  offered som e c a lib ra ted  excuse ab o u t h is  life- 
su it  m alfunction ing . T h en  alone, h e  slipped  back  inside  th e  long in te rio r  room , g ra b ­
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b in g  th e  re fre sh m e n ts  an d  jo in in g  Tailor, d r if tin g  before th a t  b a n k  o f m u rm u rin g  
an d  glowing, deeply  uncooperative  m achines.

“For you, m y sovereign,” sa id  th e  h u m an , h a n d in g  over a bu lb  of poison.
The K ajjas w as fondling th e  in terfaces, u sing  h a n d s  an d  bare  toes, u s in g  touch and  

ea rs . B u t h is  eyes w ere  m is t an d  d ream , and  th e  long neck  held  th e  h ead  back in  a 
care less fash ion  th a t  h in te d  a t  deep  angu ish .

T he bu lb  d rifted  beside h im , unnoticed .
P am ir cracked  h is  bulb, sipp ing  th e  liquor a s  he  w aited .
T hen  th e  eyes cleared , b u t  T ailo r con tinued  to  s ta re  in to  th e  m achinery .
“I have tw o q uestions,” sa id  th e  h u m an .
“And I hav e  m any,” th e  K ajjas sa id . ‘Too m any.”
“ T h e  a rm y  is one body m a sq u e ra d in g  as m any,’ ” P a m ir  quoted . “ ‘You a re  a t w ar 

w ith  one puzzle, a n d  it  ju s t  seem s like a  m u ltitu d e .’”
“W hose exp ression  is th a t? ”
“H a ru m -sca ru m s u se  it,” P a m ir  said.
“I know  a  few h a ru m -sc a ru m s ,” sa id  Tailor. “T hey  a re  a  sp e c tacu la rly  successful 

species.”
‘You shou ld  have  h ired  th em , no t us.”
“P e rh ap s  I shou ld  have.”
P am ir sipped  th e  ru m  again .
“I’m no t oblivious, blind, or s tu p id ,” th e  alien  said . “I u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  you have ta k ­

en  contro l o f m y sh ip  an d  its  fu tu re .”
‘Y our p la n s  w ere  w eak, an d  I d id  w h a t w as necessary . Do you approve?”
“H ave I con tested  th is  change?”
“H ere  is y o u r chance,” sa id  Pam ir.
Tailor s teered  the  conversation back w here it  began. “You w ish to  ask  tw o questions.” 
“Yes.”
T ailor c la im ed  th e  o th e r  bulb , s ip p in g  deeply. ‘Y ou w ish  to know  if  I am  m ak in g  

p rogress.”
“I don 't care ,” P am ir said.
‘Y ou a re  lying.”
“I have a ta le n t  in  th a t  rea lm .”
Iron c ra sh ed  a g a in s t iron , leav ing  th e  a ir  ring ing . “W ell, I am  enjoy ing  som e sm all 

successes. A ccording to  th e  rough  evidence, th is  is a cargo vessel tr a n sp o r tin g  som e­
th in g  precious. B u t th e  v a rio u s  boxes an d  likely  cav ities a re  em pty, a n d  th e  sover­
e ig n s’ la n g u a g e  b eg an  a n c ie n t a n d  th e n  chan g ed  over tim e, a n d  m e an w h ile  th e se  
machines hav e  descended into codes or madness, or bo th .”

“How old a re  you?” P a m ir asked .
T he K a jja s ’ th re e  eyes w ere  c le a r  a s  gin, a n d  each  one reach ed  deep  in s id e  th e  

h e a d , a llo w in g  lig h t  to  p o u r in to  a  s h a re d  cav ity  w h e re  im ag es  d a n c e d  w ith in  a  
ta n g le  o f  le n s e s  a n d  m ir r o r s ,  m o d e rn  n e u r o n s  a n d  t i s s u e s  o ld e r  t h a n  e i th e r  
species.

Y o u  hav e  posed th a t  question  before,” Tailor sa id . Y o u ’ve asked  m ore th a n  once, if  
m y in s tin c ts  a re  tru e .”

P am ir confessed how  m an y  tim es th ey  h ad  m e t over d rinks.
“G oodness.” L a u g h te r  followed, a n d  a  sip. “I have  noticed. You a re  su d d en ly  ac ting  

an d  sou n d in g  like a cap ta in . M aybe th a t  w as one of you r d isgu ises, long ago.”
“T here  w as no d isgu ise,” he  sa id . “I w as a  f in e  c a p ta in .”
“O r th e re  w as, an d  you w ere  fooled a s  w ell.”
P am ir liked  th e  idea . H e d id n ’t  believe it, b u t  th e  m em e found life in side  h im , cloy­

ing  and  frig h ten in g  a n d  su re  to linger.
“I ’m a  few c e n tu rie s  o lder th a n  n in e ty -th re e  m illion y ea rs ,” T ailo r sa id . “A nd w hile
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I c a n ’t  c la im  to  h a v e  w a lk e d  y o u r e a r th ,  I h a v e  k n o w n  s o u ls— K a jja s  a n d  o th e r  
species—w ho saw  y o u r d in o sau rs  s tom p ing  ab o u t on you r san d y  beaches.”

“Lucky souls.”
T he K ajjas p re fe rred  to  say  no th ing .
“I’m  w ak in g  o u r engine tom orrow ,” P am ir said .
“A ccording to  y o u r own schedule , th a t ’s fa r  too soon.”
“I t  is. B u t I’ve decided th a t  we can  fly  and  cu t a p a r t  th e  s tre a k sh ip  a t  th e  sam e  

tim e . W e’ll u se  o u r hyd ro g en  stocks u n til  th e y ’re  n in e - te n th s  gone, a n d  th e n  w e’ll 
th row  m ach ine  p a r ts  dow n th e  en g in e’s m outh .”

“B u tch e rin g  th e  o th e r sh ip  will be h a rd  w ork, u n d e r  acce lera tion .”
“W hich b rin g s  m e to  m y second question : W ill you help  m y crew  do th e  e sse n tia l 

labor?”
“A nd give m y im p o rta n t w ork  its  sleep ,” T ailo r said .
“U n less you can  do bo th  a t  once.”
T he m o u th  opened  to  speak , b u t  th e n  it closed aga in , say ing  n o th in g  a s  tw o eyes 

clouded over.
P am ir f in ish e d  h is  d rin k , th e  bu lb  f la tte n e d  in  h is  h an d .
Tailor spoke. O r ra ther, h is  tra n s la to r  absorbed th e  soft m usical u tte rances, c reating  

h u m an  w ords and  h u m a n  em otions th a t  strugg led  to m atch  w h a t could never be d u ­
plicated. H onest tran sla tio n s w ere m ythical beasts. O n its best day, com m unication w as 
a  sloppy gam e, and  P am ir w as lucky to  know w h a t anyone m ean t, including himself. 

“T his s ta rsh ip ,” sa id  th e  alien . “I t  is o lder th a n  m e.”
“How do you know ?”
“T h ere  a re  no m ark ings, no designations. I have  looked, b u t th e re  is no tra c e  of any  

n am e. Yet th e  sh ip  is id e n tic a l to  v e sse ls  b u il t  w h ile  m y su n  w as fa r  o u ts id e  th e  
galaxy. T hose sh ip s  w ere  d es ig n ed  for th e  lo n g est voyages th a t  w e could  envision , 
a n d  th e n  th e y  w ere  im proved  beyond w h a t w as im ag inab le . T hey  h a d  one m ission. 
T h ey  w ere  to  c a rry  b rav e  a n d  v e ry  p a tie n t  crew s in to  th e  void, o u t beyond  w here  
anyone goes, in  a n  effort to  d iscover o u r ga laxy’s sovereigns.”

“O ur g a laxy ’s sovereigns,” P a m ir  rep ea ted . “I don ’t  u n d e rs ta n d .”
“B u t th e  concept is  obvious.”
“Som eone ru le s  th e  galaxy?”
“O f course som eone does.”
“A nd how  does leav ing  th e  ga laxy  prove a n y th in g ?”
“T h a t’s a  th ird  question ,” T ailo r p o in ted  out.
“I t ’s y o u r query, n o t m ine. N ot once in  m y life hav e  I ever th o u g h t th a t  way.”
“A nd w hich  life is th a t? ”
“T alk,” sa id  Pam ir.
“O nboard  y o u r G re a t Ship , I once m e t a Vozzen h is to r ia n  o f considerab le  age and  

endless learning. T he two of us sp en t m onths d iscussing th e  oldest species o f in telligen t 
life, those  bold f i r s t  exam ples of technological civilizations, an d  w h a t caused  each to 
lose its g rip  on Forever and  die away. T he h is to r ia n ’s m ind  w as la rg e r  an d  fa r  w iser 
th a n  m ine. I a d m it a s  m uch. B u t you can  ap p rec ia te  how th e  sam e  princ ip les a re  a t  
w ork inside both  of us, and  inside you. T he bioceram ic m ind is th e  s ta n d a rd  for civilized 
worlds. I t  w as devised  early, an d  several founding w orlds have been given credit, a l­
though  none of th em  ex ist anym ore. A nd since th e  m ind’s in troduction  in to  th e  galaxy, 
no one h a s  m an ag ed  m ore th a n  in c rem en ta l im pro v em en ts  on its  near-perfection .” 

“T he b ra in  w orks,” sa id  Pam ir.
“O ne basic  design  is sh a re d  by tw en ty  m illion species. O f course in te llec t a n d  souls 

a n d  th e  colors o f o u r em otions v a ry  widely, even  inside  th e  h u m a n  an im al. A t f i r s t  
look an d  a f te r  long th o u g h t, one m ig h t come to  th e  conclusion th a t  it is a s  you say: 
We have  w h a t’s best, and  th e re  isn ’t  an y  reaso n  to  look fa rth e r.”
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“We don’t  look fa rth e r,” P am ir ag reed .
“H u m a n s  don ’t. B u t th e  K ajjas once did. T h a t  is th e  point: O u r n am eless  f le e t w as 

b u ried  in sid e  a g re a t  frozen d w a rf  w orld, every  pu lse  eng ine  b lazing , d riv in g  th a t  
sh r in k in g  w orld  to w a rd  o u r S econd Eye, y o u r A n d ro m ed a . T he su rv iv o rs  o f th a t  
epic w ere  u n d e r  o rd ers  to  in v e s tig a te  w h a t k in d  o f m inds th o se  n a tiv es  em ployed, 
an d  if  ano ther, p e rh a p s  w o rth ie r m in d  w as found, th e  f le e t w ould r e tu rn  hom e im ­
m ediately.

“A t th e  very  m ost,” sa id  Tailor, “th a t  m ission  w ould hav e  dem an d ed  e ig h t m illion 
years. I w as b o m  n e a r  th e  end  of th a t  period, a n d  I sp e n t m y you th  foolishly w a tch ­
ing for those  heroes to  r e tu rn  an d  en lig h ten  us. B u t th e y  d id  n o t appear, even  a s  an  
EM  w hisper. Ten a n d  tw en ty  an d  th e n  fifty  m illion y ears  passed , y e t ju s t  by th e ir  ab ­
sence, m uch  w as learned . We assu m ed  th a t  th e y  w ere dead  and  th e  sh ip s  w ere  lost, 
or th e  exp lo rers h a d  p u sh ed  fa r th e r  in to  th e  void, seek ing  m ore d ifficu lt answ ers.

“Few civ ilizations ever a tte m p t such  w onders. I have a lw ays believed th a t ,  and  th e  
Vozzen h ap p ily  ag reed  w ith  m y assessm en t.

“D on’t  you fin d  th a t  puzzling? In tr ig u in g ?  W rong? T he  re so u rces o f a  g a lax y  in  
h an d , a n d  few o f u s ever a tte m p t such  a  voyage.

“B u t m y b re th re n  did. A nd a fte rw ard , liv ing inside  m y galaxy, I have  tr ied  m y best 
to a n sw e r th e  sam e  questions. I t  is th e  b u rd en  a n d  b lessing  of being  K ajjas: E ach  of 
us know s th a t  he  ru le s  only so m uch, an d  every  ru le r  h a s  w orthy  m a s te rs  o f h is own, 
w h erev er th e y  m ig h t hide.”

“Sovereigns to  th e  galaxy,” sa id  Pam ir, h is  voice sharp en in g .
“You don’t believe in th e m ,” T ailor said .
“H ave you found th em ?”
“E veryw here , a n d  now here. Yes.” T he  laugh  w as brief, accom panied  by a sad  m u r­

m u rin g  from  th e  tra n s la to r . “E v e ry w h ere  th a t  I tra v e l, th e re  a re  ru m o rs  o f deeds 
th a t  claim  no fa ther, legends of c re a tu re s  th a t  w e a r an y  face and  an y  voice. T h e re  is 
even ta lk  ab o u t invisible w orlds an d  h idden  rea lm s, conspiracies an d  favored species 
and  species th a t  d im in ish  an d  succum b to no good opponent.

“A bout ou r m aste rs , I h av e  little  to  say. E xcept th a t  th e y  te rrify  m e, an d  because I 
am  K ajjas, I w ish  th a t  I could lie be tw een  th e ir  m igh ty  fee t and  beg for som e little  
place a t  th e ir  tab le .”

P am ir h a d  too m any  q uestions to a sk  or even care  about. H is crew  w as no ticing h is 
absence. O ne n ex u s  rew ard ed  him  w ith  a s tr in g  o f obscenities from  th e  tw ins, and  
w ith  those  w ords, p rom ises to  tu rn  h im  over to  th e  G re a t S h ip ’s c a p ta in s  a s  soon as 
th ey  a rriv ed  hom e.

I t  w as no sec re t th a t  P a m ir  could h e a r  th em , a n d  Rondie and  M axx d id n ’t  care.
A nd all th a t  w hile , G’lene sa id  no th ing .
“Suddenly,” sa id  Tailor, a lm ost sh o u tin g  th e  w ord.
“W h at?”
“J u s t  tw o m illion  y e a rs  ago, su d d e n ly  a n d  w ith  th e  b a re s t  o f  w a rn in g s , o u r old 

flee t began  to  re tu rn  hom e.”
P am ir nodded, an d  w aited .
“T he sh ip s  ap p ea red  a s  ind iv iduals. I w on’t  exp la in  how a  person  m ig h t know  in 

advance w here  such  a  dere lic t will show  itself, b u t th e re  is a p a tte rn  a n d  we have in ­
sigh ts, an d  th e re  have been  som e little  successes in fin d in g  th em  before anyone else. 
T he crew s a re  a lw ays m issing . D ead , w e p re su m e . B u t ‘m iss in g ’ is  a  la rger, f in e r  
word. E m p ty  sh ip s re tu rn  like ra in d ro p s, sc a tte re d  an d  a lm o st unnoticed , a n d  th e ir  
AIs a re  n e a r  d ea th , an d  n o th in g  is learned , and  som etim es trag ic  even ts  f in d  th e  sa l­
vage te a m s  th a t  come o u t to  m eet th e se  relics.”

‘Y our enem ies s tr ik e ,” P a m ir said.
“Yet d is a s te r  is n ’t  c e r ta in ,” th e  a lie n  sa id . “T h a t  m ig h t im p ly  th a t  th e re  a re  no
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m a s te rs  o f th e  galaxy. O r i t  m e a n s  th a t  th e y  a re  th e  u ltim a te  m a s te rs , a n d  b e tte r  
th a n  us, th e y  know  w h a t is an d  is n o t a th re a t  to  th e ir  pow ers.”

P a m ir d rifted  closer, p lacing  h is body in  a  subm issive  pose.
Long feet pulled aw ay from  th e  d isplay  panel, su rro u n d in g  th e  h u m an  head. “T he old 

flee t h ad  one additional com m and,” Tailor said. “If  no equal o r a t  le a s t d ifferent m ind 
could be found in  th e  w ild e rn ess , th e n  th e  K ajjas h a d  to  a ssem b le  a t  som e su n le ss  
world, preferably  a  large moon s tirred  by a brow n d w arf sun , and  there , free of in te rfe r­
ence and  ord inary  though ts, our f in es t m inds would build  a  colony. T hen  in th a t  n am e­
less place, they  a n d  th e ir  offspring w ould kill preconceptions and  create  som eth ing  else.

“T hey  w ere to  bu ild  a  d iffe ren t w ay  of th in k in g , yes.
“A nd th a t  is w h a t th e y  w ere  to  sen d  hom e, how ever th e y  could an d  in  th e  sa fe s t 

w ay  possible.”
A pprox im ating  th e  K ajjas language , th e  h u m a n  said , “S h it.”
T ailo r s tro k ed  th e  p an e l w ith  one h a n d , w a tch in g  a  th o u sa n d  sh a d e s  of b lue  sw irl 

in to  fancy sh ap es  th a t  collapsed a s  soon as th e  fin g e rs  lifted. “I don ’t  know  th is  la n ­
guage ,” he  said . “I t  is o lder th a n  m e an d  full o f odd te rm s, a n d  m aybe it  h a s  been  cor­
ru p te d . T h e re  a re  f in e  re a s o n s  to  b e liev e  t h a t  th e r e  is no m e a n in g  in s id e  th e se  
m ach ines. B u t i t  is possible, w eak  a s  th e  chance seem s, th a t  th e  t r u th  s ta n d s  before 
m e, an d  m y o rd in a ry  m ind , a n d  yours, a re  sim ply  u n ab le  to  see w h a t i t  is.”

T he a lien  w as in san e , P a m ir  hoped.
T he h an d  re lea sed  th e  display, a n d  T ailor sa id , “Yes.”
“Yes w ha t?”
“I will help  m ak e  th e  sh ip  read y  for fligh t. Obviously, n o th in g  I do h ere  can  be con­

fused  for good.”

Asimov's
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A  b rick  of m etallic  hydrogen  p lunged  into th e  f i r s t  collar, th e  w idest collar, m issing  
th e  perfec t cen te r by th e  w id th  of a sm all cold a tom . C om pression  accom panied  th e  
h a rd  kick of acce lera tion , a n d  th e n  a  second co llar g rabbed  hold, fling ing  it  th ro u g h  
te n  of its  b ro thers . N eu tro n iu m  w ire  w rap p ed  in sid e  h igh -g rade  h y p e rfib e r m ade  th e  
choke po ints, each sm a lle r an d  m ore m assive  th a n  th e  ones before, an d  th e  cycle con­
tin u e d  dow n to  w h ere  th e  b rick  w as b u rn in g  like a  s u n — a se a r in g  f in g e r o f dense  
p la sm a  th a t  still needed  one la s t  in sp ira tio n  to  becom e usefu l, re liab le  fuel.

P u lse  en g in es re lied  on th a t  f in a l  co llar o f d e g e n e ra te  m a tte r . F rom  ou tside , th e  
s tru c tu re  looked like a  ceram ic bottle  shaped  by a r tis a n  h a n d s— a broad-m outhed  b o t­
tle  w h ere  it  began , th e n  ta p e r in g  to  a  po in t th a t  m ag ica lly  d isp en sed  th e  u ltim a te  
w ine. P la sm a  flow ed in to  th e  b o ttle ’s in terio r, c ling ing  to  every  su rface  w hile  being  
squeezed. B u t w h a t w as sm ooth  to  th e  eye w as v a s t an d  in trica te ly  shaped  a t  th e  pi- 
com eter scale—valleys an d  w horls, h igh  peaks and  sudden  holes. T urbulence yielded 
edd ies . T h e  b ir th  of th e  u n iv e rse  w a s  re p lic a te d  in  t in y  re a lm s , a n d  q u a n tu m  m a d n e s s  
took hold. C asim ir fields an d  an tip ro to n  production triggered  a lovely apocalypse th a t  
ended  w ith  the  ob litera tion  of m ass and  a  m ajestic b la s t of ligh t and  focused neu trinos.

T hen  th e  n e x t m om en t a rriv ed , b ring ing  a n o th e r  brick  of hydrogen .
Tw elve th o u sa n d  a n d  five  bricks a rriv ed  in  order. T h ere  w ere no d isa s te rs , b u t th e  

y ie lds proved fickle. T h en  th e  sh ip ’s cap ta in  k illed  th e  engine, invok ing  severa l w ise 
reaso n s for recertify ing  a  contro l sy stem  th a t  w as, d esp ite  m illions of y ea rs  o f sleep, 
ru n n in g  asto n ish in g ly  well.

B u t w ho knew  w h a t a  h e a lth y  p u lse  engine could accom plish?
T he h u m a n  c a p ta in  w a sn ’t  su re , a n d  he  confessed th a t  loudly, often  a n d  w ith o u t 

an y  fe a r  o f looking s tu p id .
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P am ir h a d  se ttled  in to  a  p a tte rn . H is n am eless  sh ip  w ould acce lera te  h a rd , p u sh ­
ing  a t  fo u r gees for te n  m in u te s  o r th re e  days. B odies ached . M uscles g rew  in  r e ­
sponse to  th e  false w eigh t. T hen  th e y  w ould coast for a  few m in u te s  or for an  hour, 
except th e  tim e  they  d rifted  for a  w eek, every  easy  tra jec to ry  s lipp ing  o u t o f reach.

T he sh ip ’s sovereigns m u st hav e  done th is  good w ork once, b u t th ey  re m a in ed  u n ­
cooperative. T he s tre a k s h ip ’s A Is h a d  been salvaged  to  serve  a s  au top ilo ts , b u t  th ey  
w eren ’t  co n fid en t of th e ir  ab ilities. P am ir gave h is  crew  reaso n s  th a t  w an ted  to  be 
believed. H e offered techn ical te rm s  an d  faked v ario u s  so lu tions th a t  w ere  in ten d ed  
to  leave th e  ch ild ren  scared  of th is  an c ien t, m ise rab ly  u n h a p p y  co n trap tio n . T ailor 
req u ired  a  b it m ore honesty , and  th a t  w as w hy  th e  cap ta in  invoked  th e  K ajjas’ face­
less enem ies. P a m ir ex p la ined  th a t  h e  d id n ’t  w a n t o th e r eyes know ing  w h ere  they  
w ould be tom orrow  an d  th ir ty  y e a rs  from  now. "The w ounded b andelm o th  is h u n te d  
by a flock o f ravenous tan g les ,” P a m ir  explained . “T he m oth  flie s  a quick b u t u tte r ly  
ran d o m  course, le ttin g  chance h e lp  fend  off th e  inev itab le .”

“W hy n o t te ll th e  o th e rs  w h a t you te ll m e?” th e  K ajjas asked . “W hy in v e n t noise 
ab o u t ‘d am n ed  s tu ck  v a lves’ and  ‘d am n ed  chao tic  flow s’?”

“I don’t  t r u s t  m y crew,” h e  sa id  flatly .
T he K ajjas tap p ed  one foot, ag ree in g  w ith  th e  sen tim en t.
“If  o u r ch ild ren  th o u g h t th ey  could fly  hom e, th e y  m ig h t t ry  it.”
“B ut w h a t I wash to  know: Do you h av e  fa ith  in  o u r new  ca p ta in ? ”
“M ore th a n  I have in  th e  re s t  o f you,” P am ir sa id . “I don’t  believe w h a t you believe, 

old friend . N ot abou t th e  ga laxy ’s m y ste rio u s  ru le rs . N ot ab o u t th e  p e c u lia r  sa m e ­
n ess  o f ou r b ra in s . N o t ab o u t m y ste rio u s foes d iv ing  ou t o f th e  d a rk n e ss  to  kill us.”

“I believe qu ite  a lot m ore th a n  th a t ,” Tailor said .
“O f course ou r enem y  could be m ore tre a c h e ro u s  th a n  you can  im agine. For exam ­

ple, m aybe toxic m em es have ta k e n  control over m e, and  th a t ’s w hy I took  charge  of 
th is  p rim o rd ia l sh ip .”

“I hope th a t  isn ’t  th e  case,” sa id  th e  Kajjas.
“And I’ll sh a re  th a t  w ish , or I’ll p re te n d  to.”
“And w h a t’s your im pression  of Tailor?”
P a m ir sh ru g g ed . “T he  a n c ie n t boy dan ces  w ith  som e bold th o u g h ts . H e so u n d s 

brave an d  a little  w ise, an d  on h is  b e s t days profound. B u t really, I consider h im  to be 
th e  dodg iest suspect o f all.”

“T hen  w e do agree ,” sa id  Tailor. “I t ru s t  none of us.”
They lau g h ed  for a  m om ent, quietly , w ith o u t p leasu re .
“B u t a g a in ,” P a m ir  concluded . “I d o n 't  a c c e p t y o u r g a la c tic  so v e re ig n s . E x cep t 

w hen  I m ak e  m yself believe in  th em , and  even th e n , I alw ays fall back on th e  lesson 
th a t  every  drive-m echan ic  u n d e rs ta n d s .”

“W hich lesson?”
“A re liab le  s ta r-d riv e  doesn’t  co u n t every  hydrogen  atom . T h e  m ach in ery  doesn’t 

need to  know  th e  locations of every  p ro ton  a n d  e lectron . No engineer, sa n e  or p re ­
te n d in g  to  be, w ou ld  d e s ig n  an y  e n g in e  t h a t  a t t e m p ts  to  co n tro l ev e ry  e le m e n t  in s id e  
its  fire . A nd for all o f th e ir  chaos a n d  all o f th e ir  precision , s ta r-d riv es  a re  fa r s im ­
p le r th a n  a n y  co m er o f th e  galaxy.

“M aybe I’m w rong. You’re  r ig h t, a n d  som e g ra n d  gam e is b e in g  p layed  w ith  th e  
M ilky W ay an d  all o f us. B u t you an d  I, m y friend: We a re  tw o a to m s of hydrogen , if  
th a t. A nd no eng ine  w o rth  bu ild ing  ca re s  ab o u t o u r tiny, tin y  fa tes.”

Robots could have been tru s te d  w ith  th is work, if  someone b rought them  an d  tra ined  
th em  a n d  th e n  in su la ted  each of th e m  from  clever enem ies. No, m aybe it  w as b e tte r  
th a t  th e  crew  did everything. They w orked th ro u g h  th e  boost phases, and  th ey  picked 
up  th e ir  pace du rin g  th e  in te rva ls o f free fall. G ’lene w as th e  w eakest: C lad  in  an  a r ­
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m ored lifesuit, suffering  from  th e  gees, she could do little  m ore th a n  secure  h e rse lf  to 
th e  h u ll’s scaffolding, slicing aw ay a t  th e  scrap  p a r ts  se t d irectly  in  fron t of her. Com ­
p lain ing  w as a  crucial p a r t  o f h e r  days, and  she sp en t a lot of a ir  an d  im ag ination  sh a r ­
ing  h e r  epic m iseries. By com parison, th e  tw ins w ere stoic so ld iers who reveled  in  th e ir  
s tre n g th , f in d in g  excuses to  race  one a n o th e r  betw een  w o rk sta tio n s  an d  back  to th e  
airlock a t  th e  end  of th e  day. B u t Tailor proved to be th e  m arvel, th e  prize. T he K ajjas 
world w as m ore m assive th a n  th e  e a r th , bu t h is  in n a te  physical pow er d id n ’t  explain  
h is  dependab ility  o r th e  polish of h is  efforts. P a m ir told hum w h a t needed to  be cu t and  
in to  w h a t shapes an d  w here  th e  sh a rd s  needed to  be stored, and  looking a t  th e  cap ta in  
a s  h is  sovereign , h e  n ev e r g rum bled , an d  every  m is ta k e  w as h is  own.

O ne day, T a ilo r’s shop  to rch  b u rp ed  an d  b u r n t  aw ay h is  leg. H e re a c te d  w ith  s i­
lence, sea lin g  th e  w ound w ith  th e  sam e flam e before d rag g in g  h im se lf  in side , s t r ip ­
p in g  o u t o f th e  lifesu it a n d  e a tin g  one of th e  b o ttled  fe a s ts  k e p t beside  th e  airlock, 
w a itin g  to  su p e rch a rg e  a n y  healing .

“C a p ta in s  h av e  a  so lem n duty,” th e  tw in s joked  a fte rw ard . “T hey  shou ld  sacrifice  
th e  sam e a s  th e ir  crew.”

“Yeah, well, m y leg  s ta y s  on,” sa id  Pam ir.
T he la u g h te r  w as n e a rly  convincing.
Two y e a rs  w ere  sp e n t slowly d ism a n tlin g  th e  s tre a k sh ip . E very  sh a rd  of baryonic 

m a t te r  h a d  b een  s h a p e d  a n d  p u t  aw ay, w a it in g  to  be sh o v ed  dow n th e  e n g in e ’s 
th ro a t  a f te r  th e  hyd rogen  w as sp en t. T he only  ta s k  left w as to  carve  up  th e  s tre a k - 
sh ip ’s a rm o red  prow. B e tte r  th a n  hydrogen , b e tte r  th a n  an y  flav o r o f baryonic m a t­
te r , a s le n d e r  sm o o th  b la d e  o f  h y p e r f ib e r  w o u ld  ig n o re  c o m p re ss io n  a n d  h e a t ,  
f ig h tin g  d e a th  u n til  its  in s ta n ta n e o u s  collapse an d  a jo lt  o f irre s is tib le  power. B u t 
h y p e rfib e r  w as a  b e tte r  fuel in  m a th e m a tic s  th a n  it w as in  reality , sub ject to  w ild­
n ess  an d  ca ta s tro p h ic  fa ilu re — a m e a su re  w a itin g  for d e sp e ra te  tim es.

Shop  to rch es  w ere  too w eak . S c u lp tin g  h y p e rf ib e r  m e a n t dep loy ing  one of th e ir  
p la sm a  guns. P a m ir  o rd ered  h is  crew  to re m a in  indoors, th e  h u m a n s  m a in ta in in g  
th e  lig h ts  an d  a tm o sp h e re  w hile  T ailo r w as free to r e tu rn  to  h is  obsessions. For five 
m on ths, P am ir began  every  day  by p ass in g  th ro u g h  th e  airlock  to  w ake a  sing le gun. 
A block of a rm o r w as fixed  in to  a  vice, w a itin g  to  be carved  in to  as  m an y  slips of fuel 
a s  possible. T he  w ork la s te d  u n til h is  ne rv es w ere  sho t. T hen  th e  g u n  h a d  to be se ­
cured . a n d  h e  craw led  back  in sid e  th e  ship. G ’lene a lw ays th re w  a sm ile  a t  h im . T he 
tw in s  p re ten d ed  to  ignore  h im , th e ir  cu rses  still echoing in  th e  b r ig h t air. T ailor w as 
m u tte r in g  to  th e  sovereigns or sea rch in g  for cargoes th a t  d id n ’t  exist, o r he d id  n o th ­
in g  b u t  s it  an d  th in k . P am ir needed  to  s it  an d  th in k . B u t f i r s t  h e  h a d  to  k ick  h is  w ay 
to  th e  eng ine, a tta c k in g  its  inev itab le  troubles.

W hen th e  s ix th  m o n th  began , th e  tw in s  stopped  c u rs in g  h im .
Even w orse, th e y  s ta r te d  to  sm ile. T hey  called  h im  “Sir,” an d  w ith o u t p rom pting , 

th e y  d id  th e ir  d u ties . O ne even ing  Rondie w as p le a sa n t, a lm ost charm ing , g rin n in g  
w hen  sh e  sa id  th a t  she  knew  th a t  h is  jobs w ere  d ifficu lt an d  she  w as  th a n k fu l, like 
everyone, for h is  h e lp  an d  good sense.

P am ir w a sn ’t su re  w h a t to  believe, an d  so he  believed every th ing .
T ailor con tinued  f ig h tin g  w ith  th e  sovereigns.
“I have  a  v erd ic t,” he  sa id  one day.
“And that is?” asked Pannr.
“T hese  m ach ines a re  n o t in sane . T hey  p re ten d  m ad n ess  to  p ro tec t som eth in g  from  

som eone. A nd th e  problem  is th a t  th e y  w on’t  te ll m e w h a t e ith e r  m ig h t be.”
“C an  you b re a k  th ro u g h ?”
“I f  I w as a s  w ise as  m y ancesto rs , I w ould, yes.” T he K ajjas laughed . “So I am  con­

vinced a n d  a  little  th a n k fu l th a t  I n ev e r w ill be.”
T h ree  y ea rs  an d  a  m o n th  h a d  p assed  since th e ir  lau n ch , th e  voyage bare ly  begun.
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P a m ir  shook  h im s e lf  o u t  o f a  fo rty  m in u te  n a p , a te  a  q u ic k  b re a k f a s t  a n d  th e n  
donned  a lifesu it th a t  needed  rep a irs . B u t th e  h y p e rfib e r  h a rv e s t w ould end  in  a n ­
o th e r  n in e  days, an d  th e  su it  w as still serviceable. So, alone, he  tru d g e d  th ro u g h  the  
a irlo ck  a n d  on to  a gangw ay. T he p la sm a  g u n  w as locked w h e re  he  h a d  le ft i t  six  
h o u rs  ago. T he g u n  w elcom ed him  w ith  a d iagnostic  feed, a n d  w hile  i t  w as charg ing , 
P am ir u sed  th re e  nexuses to  w atch  th e  in terio r. T he tw ins w ere sleeping. G ’lene  w as 
s tu d y in g  a  m echanic’s tex t, boredom  driv ing  h e r  tow ard  com petency. A nd T ailo r w as 
s ta r in g  in to  a  d isp lay  p an e l, try in g  to  guess th e  m inds of h is  ancesto rs.

S enso rs  w ere sc a tte re d  a ro u n d  th e  h uge  cabin . Som e w ere  h idden , o th e rs  obvious. 
A nd a  few w ere  se lf-gu ided , w a n d e r in g  in  ra n d o m  p a th w a y s  th a t  w ould  su rp r is e  
everyone, inc lud ing  th e  c a p ta in  w ho le t th em  roam .

T he  peace h a d  held  for m onths.
B u t P a m ir h a d  been s tra n g le d  a n d  packed  aw ay w ith  th e  luggage, and  every  day, 

w ith o u t fail, h e  considered  th e  sm a r t  clean  so lu tion  to  h is  w orries. T h ree  m in u tes , 
an d  th e  problem  w ould be fin ish ed , w ith  m in im al fuss.

Kill th e  crew  before th e y  k illed  him .
T em porarily  m u rd e r th em , o f course.
B u t th o se  cold so lu tions h a d  to be  avoided. D esp ite  te m p ta tio n s , h e  c lung  to  th e  

idea  th a t  k in d n ess  and  com passion w ere  th e  p a th s  to prove you r sanity .
Everybody seem ed  to hold  th a t  opinion. G’lene still f lir te d  w ith  th e  only availab le  

m an . M axx o ffered  to  d r in k  h e av ily  w ith  h is  f r ie n d  Jo n , once h is  h a rd  w o rk  w as 
done. A nd ju s t  la s t  w eek, h is  s is te r  tr ie d  d e fin in g  h e rse lf  to  th is  ty ra n n ic a l cap ta in : 
R ondie a n d  h e r  b ro th e r  sh a re d  very  w eak  b u t w e a lth y  p a re n ts . T hey  h a d  w an ted  
s tro n g  ch ild ren . G enes w ere  tw eaked , g iving bo th  of th em  m uscles an d  s tro n g  a t t i ­
tu d es. R ondie sa id  th a t  sh e  w as b e a u tifu l even  if  nobody e lse  th o u g h t so. S h e  sa id  
th a t  h e r  p a re n ts  h a d  w isely  k e p t th e ir  w ea lth  aw ay from  th e ir  ch ild ren , w h ich  w as 
w hy th e y  jo ined  th e  m ilitary . A nd th e n  in  th e  n e x t b re a th , th e  g irl confessed to  h a t ­
ing  th o se  tw o ageless sh its  for being  so w ise a n d  looking o u t for th e ir  souls.

A t th a t  p o in t she  laughed . P am ir couldn’t  te ll a t  whom .
H e sa id , “In  p a r ts  of th e  m ultiverse , bo th  of you a re  w eak  and  happy.”
“A L udd ite  perspective ,” sh e  said.
“I t  is,” h e  agreed .
“W ho a re  you really?” sh e  asked.
“I’m  you in  som e o th e r rea lm .”
“W h a t does th a t  m ean?”
“T h in k ,” h e  sa id , lik ing  th e  no tion  th e n  an d  lik ing  i t  m ore as  he  le t i t  perco la te  in ­

side h is  old m ind.
T h a t w as a  good day, an d  so fa r th is  d ay  h a d  proved ordinary.
T he tw ins slept, b u t th a t  d idn’t keep them  from  conversing— secret w ords bouncing 

betw een each o ther’s dream s. Tailor w as on a high platform , m u tte rin g  old w ords th a t 
h is  tra n s la to r  d id n ’t  u nderstand . G’lene w as the  q u ie t one. S he studied. She fell asleep. 
T hen  she w as aw ake and  read ing  again , and th a t  w as w hen th e  pulse engine fell silent.

P a m ir  lifted  from  th e  gangw ay. T h e n  h e  c a u g h t h im se lf  a n d  s tra p p e d  h is  body 
down, focusing on th e  w h ite -h o t sh a rd  o f h y p e rfib e r before him .

T he airlock opened.
H e d id n ’t  notice.
T h ree  average  people, w ork ing  in  concert, could easily  o u tth in k  th e  w eary  fugitive. 

P am ir saw  n o th in g  except w h a t h is  eyes saw  an d  w h a t th e  com prom ised sen so rs  fed 
to h im . T he tw in s  slep t, a n d  w hile s tudy ing . G’lene played w ith  herself. P am ir looked 
away, b u t not because  of po liteness. A t th is  po in t, those  o th e r bodies w ere  as  fam ilia r 
an d  fo rge ttab le  as  his. No, h is  eyes a n d  focus re tu rn e d  to th e  b rillia n t slip  o f h y p e r­
fib e r th a t  h ad  a lm ost, a lm o st achieved perfection.
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From  a d is ta n t  p a r t  of th e  cabin , T ailo r called  out.
The sh o u t w as a  w arn ing , or he  w as g iv ing o rders. O r m aybe th is  w as ju s t  an o th e r  

old w ord try in g  to  su b v e rt th e  secu rity  system , a n d  it  d id n ’t  m a tte r  in  th e  end.
The ex-soldiers h ad  cobbled together several shop torches, c reating  two w eak  p lasm a 

guns. T he f i r s t  b la s t s tru ck  P am ir in  h is  left a rm , and  th e n  he h ad  no arm . B u t M axx 
h ad  responsib ility  for th e  c a p ta in ’s r ig h t a rm , an d  th e  boy tried  too h a rd  to  save th e  
p lasm a gun. W ounded, P am ir sp u n  as  th e  second b lue-w hite b last peeled back  the  life- 
s u it’s sk in , scorch ing  h is sh o u ld er b u t leav ing  h is  r ig h t h a n d  a n d  elbow alive.

Q uietly  an d  deliberately , P am ir a im ed  w ith  ca re  an d  th e n  fired .
C h arg ed  an d  capable, h is  w eapon  could h av e  m elted  th e  sh ip ’s f la n k . B u t i t  w as 

se t for sm all jobs, a n d  k illing  tw o m u sc u la r  h u m a n s  w as a  very  sm all th ing .
T he f i r s t  b la s t h i t  R ondie in  h e r  m iddle, legs s e p a ra tin g  from  h e r  a rm s  a n d  chest. 

Cooked blood exploded in to  th e  frig id  v acuum  w hile  th e  big p ieces sc a tte red . M axx 
dove in to  th e  blood cloud to  h ide, a n d  h e  fired  h is  g u n  before it  could charge  again , 
accom plish ing  n o th in g  b u t show ing  th e  u n iverse  w here  he  w as h id ing .

P am ir tu rn e d  tw o a rm s in to  a sh  a n d  a  gold-w hite light.
B u t w h ere  w as G ’lene?
P am ir sp u n  an d  called  ou t, a n d  th e n  h e  foolishly tr ie d  to  k ick  free o f th e  gangway. 

B u t he  forgot th e  tie-dow ns. C lu m sie r th a n  an y  bouncing  ball, h e  lu rch ed  in  one d i­
rection  an d  dropped  again , an d  G’lene  sh o t h im  w ith  a  series o f k ine tic  charges. Life- 
su its  w ere  b u ilt  to  w ith s ta n d  high-velocity  im pacts, b u t th e  hom em ade bu lle ts  h ad  
h y p e rfib e r  ja c k e ts  ta p e rin g  to  need les  th a t  p ierced  th e  su it’s sk in , b its  o f tu n g s te n  
a n d  iron  d iv ing  in sid e  th e  m a n ’s fla ilin g  so rry  body.

The p la sm a  gun  left P a m ir’s grip , sp in n in g  a s  i t  fled  th e  gangway.
A w om an em erged  from  shadow, f i r s t  leap ing  for th e  g u n  an d  secu rin g  it. S he w as 

crying, a n d  sh e  w as laughing . T he  w o rst possib ilities h a d  been avoided, b u t she  still 
h a d  th e  g rim  d u ty  o f re trie v in g  body p a rts . T he p la sm a s  h a d n ’t  touched  th e  tw in s ’ 
heads, a n d  th e y  re m a in ed  conscious, fling ing  o u t in su lts  in  th e ir  p riv a te  language, 
even as th e ir  severed  pieces tu rn e d  calm , legs an d  o rgans an d  one lost h a n d  sav ing  
th e ir  energ ies for a n  a sso r tm e n t o f fu tu res.

G’lene g rabbed  M axx f irs t , sobbing  a s  she  tied  th e  severed  legs to  h is  chest.
R ondie sa id , “Leave,” an d  th e n , “H im .”
“You’re  n ex t,” G ’lene prom ised.
“No, no look,” R ondie m u tte red .
Too la te , th e  c ry ing  w om an tu rn ed .
E very  life su it glove w as covered w ith  h ig h -g rad e  hyperfiber. P a m ir  w as ho ld ing  

h is  own dead  lim b w ith  liv ing  fin g ers , u sin g  th o se  dead  fin g e rs  like a  ho t pad . T h a t 
w as how he could contro l th e  slip  o f h y p e rfib e r th a t  h e  h a d  been  ca rv ing  on. A k iss 
from  th e  ra d ia n t  h y p e rfib e r w as enough to cu t th e  tie-dow ns th a t  secu red  him , an d  
th e n  h e  leaped  a t  G ’lene. T he c ru d e  b lade  w as h o tte r  th a n  an y  sun . H e jabbed  it  a t  
h e r  belly, a im in g  for th e  b ig g e s t seam , m iss in g  once a n d  th e n  p la n t in g  h is  boots 
w hile shov ing  h ard er, s e a r in g  h e a t  an d  h is  f in e  w ild pan ic  help ing  to  punch  th e  be­
g inn ings of a  hole in to  th e  p a p e r-th in  arm or.

G’lene begged for u n d e rs ta n d in g , no t mercy, a n d  she  le t go o f body p a r ts , try in g  to 
recover h e r  ow n w eapon.

P am ir shoved aga in , an d  he  scream ed , and  th e  b lade  v an ish ed  inside  th e  w om an.
F lesh  cooked, a n d  G’lene w ailed.
H e le t h e r  suffer. W ith  h is  fle sh  ro a rin g  in  m isery, P a m ir  se t to  w ork ty in g  dow n 

body p a r ts  an d  w eapons. All th e  w hile  th e  g irl’s round  body w as sw elling, th e  fire  in ­
side  tu rn in g  fle sh  in to  gas, a n d  th e n  em p a th y  stopped  him . H e fin a lly  rem oved h e r  
he lm et, th e  la s t  sc ream  em erg in g  a s  ice, th e  ro u n d  face freezing  ju s t  before a geyser 
of su p e rh e a te d  v apo r e ru p te d  o u t o f h e r  belly.
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“You h a d  som e role,” P a m ir  said.
T hey  w ere sh a r in g  a sm all p la tfo rm  tucked  ju s t  b e n e a th  th e  sh ip ’s prow. T he a lien  

h a d  been  c raw ling  th ro u g h  a n  access p o rta l w h ere  n o th in g  h a d  ever been  stow ed. 
T he g lass th re a d s  h ad  pu lled  together, bu ild ing  th e  p la tfo rm  th a t  looked like h ap p y  
red  g rass. P am ir h a te d  th a t  color ju s t  now. T he a lie n ’s eyes w ere  clear, and  he  d id n ’t  
p re te n d  to  look an y w h ere  b u t  a t  th e  b a tte re d , m ostly  k illed  h u m an .

“E ach  of us h a s  a role,” T ailor said .
‘Y ou helped  th e m ,” sa id  th e  cap ta in .
“N ever,” he  said .
“O r you carefu lly  avoided help ing , b u t you neg lected  to  w a rn  m e.”
“I could  h av e  done m ore,” th e  c re a tu re  a d m itte d . “B u t w hy  a re  you d is tre s se d ?  

T hey  in ten d ed  a  sh o r t d e a th  for you, ju s t  long enough  for you to  reconsider.”
E very  s itu a tio n  h a d  options. T he c a p ta in ’s f i r s t  job  w as to  sw eep aw ay th e  w eak est 

options.
W h a t re m a in ed  w as grim .
“I should  kill you too,” h e  said.
“C an  you fly  th is  sh ip  alone?”
“I t ’s a n  ex p e rim en t th a t  I am  w illing  to try.”
T ailor h ad  few er options, an d  only  one w as reasonab le . “S ecu re  m e,” h e  said . “E ach  

day, p lease , you  ca n  t ie  m e to  one p lace . I’ll w o rk  w h e re  you  t r a p  m e. I f  I c an  go 
now here, w h a t h a rm  do I pose?”

“W h a t if  you ta lk  to  th e  sovereigns? You could tu r n  th e m  a g a in s t m e.”
“O r you can  se p a ra te  th e ir  in flu en ces  from  th e  sh ip ,” th e  K ajjas sa id . “Feed th em  

power, of course. B u t p lease , le t th is  co n u n d ru m  hav e  its  w ay  w ith  m e.”
“No.”
T he th re e  eyes w e n t opaque, blind.
“No,” P am ir rep ea ted .
‘Y ou once sa id  so m eth in g  im p o rta n t,” T ailor said .
“O nce?”
“I o v erheard  you. W hen you  cam e back  to life th e  la s t tim e, you w ere  ta lk in g  to th e  

ch ild ren . You claim ed th a t  th e re  w as a  reason  w hy you th fu l sou ls in te re s te d  m e.” 
Y o u n g  m inds can ’t  h ide  secre ts ,” P a m ir  said.
“B u t th a t  isn ’t  th e ir  m ajo r b enefit.” Iron  kn ives s tru c k  one a n o th e r  inside  th a t  long 

th ro a t. “J u s t  f in d in g  th e  tre a s u re  m ay  no t be enough . A  young  m ind , u n b u m ish e d  
a n d  w illing, often  proves m ore recep tive  to m ystery .”

“A nd to  m adness,” P a m ir  said .
T ailo r le t one eye clear. “W hoever you are, you hold  a  s tro n g  m ind .”
“T h a n k  you,” P a m ir  said.
“O n th e  w hole ,” s a id  th e  K a jjas , “I believe t h a t  s t r e n g th  is o u r u n iv e rse ’s m ost 

overprized  tra i t .”

11

O f  course th e re  w ere  sovereigns. P a m ir  a lw ays knew  th a t .  T he  sovere igns w ere  
v a s t an d  re len tless , a n d  th e y  w ere  im m orta l, a n d  h e  knew  th e ir  faces: T he k ings of 
v acuum  an d  energy, a n d  th e ir  inv incib le ch ild ren , tim e  a n d  d istance . T hose w ere th e  
m a s te rs  o f ev ery th in g . T h e ir  s tu b b o rn  u n c h a r ita b le  se n se  o f th e  possib le  a n d  th e  
never-can-be w as w h a t ru led  th e  C reation . All th e  re s t o f th e  p layers  w ere little  souls 
a n d  g ra n d  th o u g h ts , an d  th a t  w as th e  w ay it  w ould alw ays be.

T he G rea t Sh ip  w as obeying th e  kings. I t rem ain ed  no b e tte r  th a n  a  point, a  conjec­
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tu re , crossing one h u n d red  th o u san d  k ilom eters every  second. R eaching  th e  S hip  w as 
life’s only purpose. P am ir th o u g h t of little  else. T he h u m an -m ad e  AIs th o u g h t of n o th ­
ing  else. T he hyd rogen  h a d  been  consum ed  u n til only a  th in  rese rv e  rem ain ed , and  
th e n  th e  s tre a k sh ip ’s corpse w as th row n  to oblivion, each b it un ique  in  shape  an d  com ­
position. C alcu la tions d em an d ed  to  be m ade. A d ju stm en ts  n ev e r ended . S livers o f a 
cabin w all exploded differently  th a n  th e  p lum bing  ripped o u t o f a fuel pum p, and  w hile 
th e  K ajjas  en g in e  a te  each  gladly, th e re  w as s lopp iness, a n d  so m e tim es  th e  m agic 
w ould fail, le ad in g  to silence as  th e  n am e le ss  sh ip  once ag a in  began  to  drift.

E very  day  h a d  its  sick  m achines.
No w eek  w as f in ish e d  w ith o u t th e  en g in e  dy ing  unexpectedly , ru in in g  th e  la te s t  

trajectory .
A nyone less  co m p e ten t th a n  P a m ir  w ould  h av e  been  defea ted . A nyone m ore ta l ­

en ted  w ould have  know n b e tte r  an d  given up  in  th is  id io t v e n tu re  on th e  f i r s t  day. A 
soul less p roud  or m ore c lear-headed  w ould  have  h ap p ily  a im ed  for one of th e  so lar 
sy s te m s  on th e  K a jja s ’ c h a r ts — a liv in g  p lace  t h a t  w ould  accep t th e  re lic  s ta r s h ip  
an d  tw o a lien  species o f p ecu lia r backgrounds. B u t P am ir c lung  to h is  s ta tio n s , an d  
th e  AIs found new  so lu tions a f te r  every  hiccup, w h ile  T ailo r filled  h is  lucid m om ents 
m oving from  p la tfo rm  to  cubbyhole, ta lk in g  to  th e  m adness.

S evera l decades o f fu rious w ork  b ro u g h t th em  halfw ay  hom e.
A nd th e n  th e  eng ine  w as silenced on purpose , an d  th e ir  sh ip  w as given h a lf  a  roll, 

p re p a rin g  to  slow its  m om en tum  before in te rc e p tin g  th e  G re a t Ship.
“You have  to  pay  a tte n tio n  to  m e,” sa id  Tailor.
P am ir w as in  e a rsh o t, b a re ly  B u t h is  com panion  w as ta lk in g  to  h im self, o r nobody.
“I see you r s ta re s ,” th e  K ajjas said .
P a m ir  ignored  h im . From  th is  p o in t on, th e y  h a d  even less p lay  in  th e ir  tra je c to ­

ries  an d  th e  re m a in in g  tim e. T he G re a t S h ip  w as sw ift, b u t th e  K ajjas sh ip  h ad  ac­
qu ired  n e a rly  tw ice its  velocity. Very few eq u a tio n s  w ould  g en tly  drop  th e m  in to  th e  
b e rth  a t  P o rt B eta , w h ile  trillio n s of o th e rs  sh o t th em  a h e a d  of th e  G re a t Ship , or be­
h ind .

“Do you h e a r  m e?” T ailo r asked .
Yes, b u t  P am ir p re ssed  on. H is com panion  w as a n o th e r  one of th e  th o u sa n d  ta sk s  

th a t  he  could avoid for th e  tim e  being, a n d  m aybe alw ays. W h a t th e  c a p ta in  needed  
to  do n e x t w as p re p a re  a  te s t- f ir in g  of th e  h y p e rfib e r  fuel, a n d  th e  fuel feeds begged 
to  be reca lib ra ted , a n d  one of h is  A Is h a d  developed an  aversion  to a n  e sse n tia l algo­
r ith m , a n d  he  h a d n ’t  e a te n  h is  f ill in  th re e  days, a n d  m ean w h ile  th e  sm all, in a d e ­
q u a te  telescopes rid in g  th e  prow  h a d  to  be  physically  ca rr ie d  to  th e  s te m  an d  fixed 
to  new  p o sitio n s so t h a t  th e y  could  look a h e a d , e a tin g  th e  p h o to n s  a n d  n e u tr in o s  
th a t  n ev er stopped  ra in in g  an d  n ev e r told h im  enough.

E a tin g  w as th e  f i r s t  priority.
P a m ir w as fin ish in g  a  huge m eal w h en  th e  f i r s t  no te  o f a w a rn in g  bell a rriv ed , fol­

lowed im m ed ia te ly  by tw o o thers.
T hose bells w ere  a n n o u n c in g  in tru d e rs .
P a m ir  m a d e  h im se lf  en joy  h is  d e s s e r t , a  s la b  o f b u t te ry  j a n u s ia n  b a k la v a , a n d  

th en , k eep ing  h is p a ra n o ia  in  check, he  ex am in ed  th e  d a ta  an d  f i r s t  in te rp re ta tio n s . 
T he half-ro ll h ad  rev ea led  a  d iffe ren t sky. T he telescopes h a d  sp o tted  th re e  d is tin c t 
objects tra v e rs in g  local space. N one w ere  going to  collide w ith  Pam ir, y e t each could 
w ell h av e  been  a im ed  a t  th is  sh ip  w h ile  i t  m oved on a n  e a r lie r  ta n g e n t. E ach  w as 
p la in ly  a rtif ic ia l. T he sm a lle r tw o w ere  th e  m ost d is ta n t, p lu n g in g  from  d iffe ren t d i­
rec tions, v isib le  only b ecause  th e y  w ere  u s in g  th e ir  s ta r-d riv es . M e a su rin g  m asses  
an d  th o se  fires , P a m ir  guessed  ab o u t likely  ow ners. A n eno rm ous coincidence w as a t  
h a n d , th re e  s tra n g e rs  a p p e a rin g  a t  th e  p erfec t place for a n  a ttack . T he  roll-over left 
h im  pred ic tab le , exposed. I t  w ould  be s m a r t  to  conjure up  a  u sefu l dose of fear. B u t
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th e  fea r d id n ’t  come. P a m ir  w asn ’t  calm , and  h e  couldn’t  reca ll th e  la s t  tim e  w hen  he 
w as happy. B u t h e  w asn ’t  p roperly  w orried  e ither. A th o u sa n d  sh ip s  could be lu rk in g  
nearby , each  w ith  th e ir  e n g in es  off— in v isib le  m idges fo llow ing h is  every  possib le  
course. B u t th a t  possib ility  d id n ’t  sca re  him . H is h e a r tb e a t  re fu sed  to  sp ike , r ig h t up  
u n til th e  n e a re s t  vessel sudden ly  u n leash ed  a  long b u m .

T h e ir  ne ig h b o r w as a  huge, top-of-the-line s tre a k sh ip , a n d  if  P a m ir  followed th e  
b e s t ava ilab le  tra jectory , th a t  lu x u ry  sh ip  an d  h is  own th u m p in g  h e a r t  w ould soon 
p a ss  w ith in  tw en ty  m illion  k ilo m ete rs  o f one ano ther.

B u t th e  h e a r t  w as q u ie t, an d  P a m ir  knew  w hy: T he u n iv e rse  d id  n o t ca re  ab o u t 
h im , or th is  relic, o r even  crazy  old Tailor.

A loud tra n sm iss io n  a rriv ed  th ir te e n  hou rs later, s tra ig h t  from  th e  s tre a k sh ip . In  
va rio u s lan g u ag es  a n d  in  d a ta , its  ow ners w ere  n a m e d  a s  w ell a s  th e  noble species 
o n b o a rd , b o th  by n u m b e r  a n d  th e i r  a c c u m u la te d  w e a lth . T h e n  a  s y n th e tic  voice 
a sk e d  for P a m ir’s id en tity , a n d  w ith  w ords d es ig n ed  to  so u n d  frien d ly  to  a s  m an y  
spec ies  a s  possib le , i t  a sk e d  if  th e  tw o of th e m  w ere  p e rh a p s  h e a d in g  to w a rd  th e  
sam e d estin a tio n ?  “A re w e jo in in g  on th e  G re a t S h ip  together, m y lovely friend?”

P am ir in v en ted  new  lies, b u t  h e  d id n ’t  use  th em . In s tead , h e  id en tif ied  h im se lf  as  
H u m a n  Jon . W ith  h is  ow n w eary  voice, h e  ex p la ined  th a t  th is  w as a  sa lvage  o p era ­
tion  and  he  w as alone, an d  h is  sh ip  w as little  b e tte r  th a n  a  bom b. T h a t's  w hy he k ep t 
try in g  to  m a n e u v e r o u t from  th e  p a th  o f o thers. Invok ing  decency, h e  decided to  d e ­
lay  h is  te s t  fir in g s , w a tch in g  th e  in terloper, w on d erin g  w h a t i t  w ould do in  response.

D evoted to  its  ow n course, th e  o th e r  voice w ish ed  h im  n o th in g  b u t th e  b e s t and  
soon b la s ted  in to  th e  lead.

A nd th re e  w eeks la te r, th e  s tre a k sh ip ’s c e n tra l eng ine  w e n t w rong. C o n ta in m e n t 
failed  or som e piece of in te rs te lla r  t r a s h  p ierced  th e  va rio u s a rm ors. E ith e r  way, th e  
u n iv e rse  w as  su d d e n ly  fille d  w ith  one sp e c ta c u la r  lig h t, p ie rc in g  a n d  re le n tle s s , 
a long  w ith  th e  w istfu l glow from  a m illion d is ta n t suns.

P am ir knew  a  th o u sa n d  se n tie n t species well enough  to  g a th e r  w ith  th em , d r in k ­
in g  an d  e a tin g  w ith  th em , abso rb ing  n a tu re s  an d  h is to rie s  a n d  th e  good jo k es w hile 
sh a r in g  ju s t  enough  of h is  blood a n d  carefu lly  c ra fted  p as t. B ioceram ic m inds d id n ’t 
m ere ly  absorb  m em ories. T hey  o rgan ized  th e  p a s t  w ell enough  th a t  six ty  th o u sa n d  
y e a rs  later, a  bored m a n  do ing  ro u tin e  w ork could h e a r  th e  song from  a r ig h t- ta lis ­
m an  h a rp  an d  th e  c link  of heavy  g lasses  k iss in g  each  other, an d  w ith  th e  m in d ’s eye 
h e  saw  th e  face of th e  m o st p e c u lia r  c re a tu re  s i t t in g  across from  h im : A w ith e re d  
face d e fin ed  by crooked te e th  a n d  scars, f is su re s  w h ere  th e  sk in  sagged  a n d  sh a rp  
bones w h ere  m uscle  h a d  once lived.

P a m ir  w as y ounger th a n  m any  c ap ta in s , w h ile  h is  com panion  w as a frac tion  h is 
age an d  probab ly  no m ore th a n  te n  y e a rs  from  d ea th . S he w as as  h u m a n  as  Pam ir, 
th o u g h  he h a d  troub le  seeing  h e r  th a t  way. A rchaics liv ing on th e  s to rm y sho re  of th e  
H oliday  S eas h a d  s e n t  d e leg a te s  to  m e e t w ith  th is  c a p ta in . T h ese  c itizen s w ere  to  
com e to  te rm s  on tin y  m a tte r s  o f b ab ies  and  fees pa id  for th o se  bab ies, a n d  w h ere  
th e ir  people could trav e l, an d  w here  th e  o th e r p assen g e rs  could not.

P a m ir a lre a d y  possessed  th e  fam ous snarl.
“You’re  s t r a n g e r  to  m e th a n  m o st a lien s ,” sa id  th e  novice c a p ta in , f in ish in g  h is  

f i r s t  M ist-of-Tears. “I f  I try, I u n d e rs ta n d  an  e x tra te r re s tr ia l 's  th o u g h t process. B u t if  
I look a t  you a n d  try  to  f ig u re  you ou t, I get tan g led . I end  up  w a n tin g  to  sc ream .”

T he archa ic  w as d rin k in g  rum . M aybe it w as th e  ta s te  in  th e  old w om an’s m outh , 
o r m aybe it  w as h is  w ords. O r p e rh a p s  she enjoyed th e  m usic com ing from  a n  exotic 
in s tru m e n t. W h a tev e r th e  reason , sh e  offered a  sm ile, a n d  th e n  looking dow n a t  th e  
sw irling  d a rk  liquor, she  to ld  th e  g lass, “Scream . You w on’t  h u r t  m y feelings.”

“You're dying. R igh t in  fron t o f m e, you a re  dying.”
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T he g rin  lifted . “A nd you feel for m e, how dear.”
“A h u n d re d  y e a rs  isn ’t  enough  tim e .” P a m ir  w ou ldn ’t  sc ream , b u t  he  couldn’t  s it 

com fortably  e ither. “I know  w h a t you people believe, an d  i t ’s crazy. R eligious, scared , 
m ad, foolish, sh it-fo r-b ra in s  crazy.”

“I ’m  one h u n d re d  an d  forty  y e a rs  old,” she  sa id  w ith  h e r  slow, carefu l voice. T hen , 
a f te r  a w eird ly  f lir ta tio u s  w ink , sh e  added , “I p e rso n a lly  believe in  m o d est genetic  
eng ineering , e n su rin g  good h e a lth  a n d  a  sw ift decline a t  th e  end .”

“Good for you,” h e  said .
S he sipped  an d  sa id  nothing.
T he young  c a p ta in  o rdered  a n o th e r  round . T h e ir  b a r te n d e r  w as a  h a ru m -sca ru m , 

g igan tic , covered w ith  scales a n d  sp in es an d  a  so u r tem per, read y  to b a ttle  any  p a ­
tro n  w ho gave h e r  an y  excuse. P a m ir  fe lt closer a n d  m uch  w arm er tow ard  th a t  c re a ­
tu re  th a n  h e  did to  th e  fra il b e a s t beside  him .

“T h ere  is a n o th e r  w ay for you,” h e  to ld  her.
A little  curious, th e  old w om an looked a t  him .
“E m ploy lim ited  b ioceram ic h a rd w are . A sing le  th re a d  is all th a t  you ’d need. T h in ­

n e r  th a n  a  ha ir, p lan ted  deep in sid e  th a t  fa tty  o rgan  of yours, an d  you could spend  
one h u n d re d  an d  forty  y ea rs  le a rn in g  ev ery th in g  quickly  an d  rem em b erin g  all o f it. 
T hen  you’d die, ju s t  like you w an t, a n d  you r fam ily  could have  th e ir  fu n era l. A cere­
mony, an  o rn a te  spec tac le , a n d  y o u r g ra n d c h ild re n  could  chop th e  im p la n t o u t of 
your sku ll. M aybe th e y  could p re te n d  it  w as a  tre a su re . W ouldn’t  th a t  be nice? T hey 
can  drop y o u r in te llec t in to  a  special bo ttle  a n d  se t i t  on som e noble h igh  shelf, an d  if 
th ey  ever needed  you r opinion, ab o u t any th ing , th e y  could b rin g  you dow n for a chat. 
T h a t’s th e  b e tte r  w ay to  live like a  p rim itive .”

C heerfully, a lm o st giggling, th e  old w om an said , “I am  n o t a L udd ite .”
P am ir h a d n ’t  u sed  th e  w ord, an d  h e  d id n ’t  in ten d  to use  it  now.
‘“A rchaic’ isn ’t  a n  ad e q u a te  w ord e ither,” she  said .
“W h a t’s th e  b e s t w ord?” he asked .
“H u m an ,” sh e  sa id  in stan tly , w ith o u t h es ita tio n  or doubt.
P am ir sn o rte d  a n d  lean ed  fo rw ard , w o n d erin g  i f  th is  u n frien d ly  b ack -an d -fo rth  

w as going to  he lp  th e ir  nego tia tions. P robably  no t, he  decided. O h w ell, he  decided. 
“I f  th a t ’s w h a t you are , w h a t am  I?” he  asked.

“A m ach ine,” sh e  said.
H e leaned  back, h a rd . “B u llsh it.”
The old w om an  sh ru g g ed  an d  sm iled  wistfully.
“Is th a t  th e  w ord you use? W hen w e’re no t p re sen t, do you call u s  cyborgs?”
W ith  a  co n stan t, u n n e rv in g  cheeriness, she  sa id , “C yborgs a re  p a r tly  h u m a n , and  

you a re  no t. Y our m in d s, a n d  y o u r f le sh , a n d  th e  b asic  n a tu re  o f y o u r bones a n d  
b ra in s: E v e ry th in g  ab o u t you is a n  e lab o ra te  m a n ife s ta tio n  of g e a rs  a n d  e lectrical 
c u rre n ts  w ith  ju s t  enough  m a sq u e ra d in g  in  place to  keep  you ig n o ra n t o f your own 
n a tu re .”

“I don’t  like you,” sa id  th e  young  cap ta in .
‘T r y  th e  ru m ,” sh e  said.
H e played w ith  th e  m irro red  h a t  on h is head.
T h e n  sh e  sa id , "B u t as  you h e lp fu lly  p o in ted  o u t, I s h o u ld n ’t  be a ro u n d  m uch  

longer. So really, w h a t can m y opinion w eigh?”

T heo ry  c la im ed  th a t  h y p e rf ib e r  w ou ld  m ak e  a  p o te n t fuel. B u t ev ery  th eo ry  in ­
volved m o d e lin g  a n d  v a rio u s  f la v o rs  o f m a th e m a tic s  a n d  u su a lly  a  f a ir  s h a re  of 
hope. T ru th  d e m a n d e d  te s ts , w h ich  w as w hy P a m ir  d ropped  a s ing le  b lade  of fuel 
in to  th e  s h ip ’s m o u th . A nd w h en  th e  eng ine  su rv iv ed  th a t  ex p e rim e n t, he  s e n t  in  
th re e  o thers, followed by a  h u n d re d  m ore closely packed  slivers.
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T he old model proved w ild ly  pessim istic.
Y ields w ere a t  th e  h igh  end  of p red ic tions, an d  m ore im portan tly , each explosion 

w as se t inside  a  tin y  piece of tim e. B ru ta l kicks passed  th ro u g h  th e  K ajjas sh ip . P la s ­
m as w ere  spew ed ah ead , velocities p u sh in g  a g a in s t ligh t-speed , a n d  P a m ir le t h im ­
s e lf  b re a th e  w h ile  th e  A Is  c e le b ra te d  w ith  p a r ty  p a ra d o x e s  a n d  new  m o d e ls  o f 
a n n ih ila tio n , p lu s  fresh  crops of tra jec to ries  th a t  took in to  account th is  unexpected  
power.

P a m ir began  slow ing th e  sh ip  w ith  h igh-gee b u m s, random ly  spaced, an d  desp ite  
p rem on itions for th e  w orst, th e  old eng ine  n ev e r com plained.

W as th is  how  th e  v an ish ed  K ajjas explored th e  fa r galax ies? B u ild ing  h y p e rfib e r 
only to  b u m  it  aga in?

T h re e  m o n th s  in to  th e  d e c e le ra t io n , th e  s h ip  w as  in  a  c o a s tin g  p h a se . G la ss  
s tra n d s  w ere  pu lled  to  th e  round  cab in  w alls w h ile  P am ir w orked on a n o th e r  reca li­
b ra tion . Space ap p ea red  norm al, b en ign  an d  cold an d  vast, and  th e n  su d d en ly  an  ad ­
ja c e n t po rtion  of space becam e hot. D is ta n t la se rs  w ere f ir in g  on w an d e rin g  com ets 
an d  d u s t, an d  th e  n am eless  g rit responded  by boiling, tu rn in g  to  gas  and  w ild  ions. 
W ith in  m in u te s , a billion cubic k ilom ete rs  h a d  been  engulfed  by a  b rig h t cobalt glow 
th a t  looked lovely to  th e  scared  h u m a n  eye.

T he K ajjas w as w earin g  sm art-m an ac les  an d  th re e  w atchdog  sensors. T he n e a re s t 
d isp lay  pane l w as busy, gold an d  m auve  w rap p ed  a ro u n d  sym bols th a t  looked like a 
g enu ine  language. B u t T ailor w as s ta n d in g  a p a r t  from  every  m achine, closely w a tch ­
ing  som eth in g  in  one h an d , som eth in g  q u ite  sm all. P am ir h ad  to  call h is n am e  sev­
e ra l tim es  to be noticed.

T he c lea r eyes rose, a n d  th e  a lien  called  ou t, ‘T h is  is a  w ondrous day.”
“B u t n o t especially  p leasan t,” sa id  Pam ir. “Som ebody is shooting  a t  us, an d  now I’m 

s ta r t in g  to  believe you.”
“T h en  th is  day  is even be tte r,” th e  c re a tu re  proclaim ed.
A sing le  s tra n d  of red  g lass  w as d an g lin g  from  h is  h an d . A t a  d is tan ce  a n d  even 

up  close, i t  looked like every  o th e r s ta lk  of fake g rass.
P a m ir d id n ’t  a sk  ab o u t g lass or sym bols.
“I ’m  h e re  to  w a rn  you,” w as all th a t  h e  h ad  tim e  to say. “W e’re  still a im ing  for th e  

G re a t Ship. I’m  n o t g iv ing th a t  up. B u t no sa n e  p red ic tab le  b ra in  w ould ever try  it 
th is  way.”

12

I X ^ o d e m  bodies d id n ’t  easily  rot.
T rillions of b a c te ria  lived inside  th e  g u ts  a n d  pores, b u t th ey  w eren ’t  sim ple b easts  

w a itin g  for easy  m eals. E v ery  m icrobe w as a  sop h istica ted  w a rrio r ta ilo red  to  serve 
its  host. S endee m e a n t p ro tec ting  th e  flesh  in  life, an d  if th a t  life w as cu t to  pieces by 
a p la sm a  b last, th e n  th e  su rv iv in g  trillio n s w orked  as  one, fending  off w ild b ac te ria  
w hile  pu lling  o u t th e  excess m oistu re , ren d e rin g  th e  tem p o ra rily  dead  m an  as  a  col­
lection of perfectly  m um m ified  pieces.

E v en  b ro k en , M axx w as a  to u g h  lo o k in g  fellow. P a m ir  gave  th e  au to d o c  ev ery  
chunk , every  b u rn t  sh red , and  he k e p t close ta b s  on th e  p rogress. D ried  tis su e s  w ere 
re h y d ra te d  a n d  th e n  fed. S tem  cells c u ltu red  them selves, and  th e y  b u ilt w h a t w as 
m issing , a n d  tw o d ay s la te r  th e  g ro w th  ch a m b e r w as filled  to overflow ing  wdth a 
n a k e d  m an , h a ir le s s  an d  m assive . A n e a r th ly  go rilla  w ould  be p ro u d  of th a t  body. 
L eaving  M axx tra p p e d  in sid e  th e  cham b er seem ed  wise, b u t th e re  w as little  choice. 
P am ir opened th e  lid before th e  boy w as ready  to  move, a n d  he  stood over h im , s t a r t ­
ing  to exp lain  w h a t he  w an ted .
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M axx in te rru p te d . “W h ere ’s m y s is te r? ”
“S h e’ll be n ex t,” th e  c a p ta in  prom ised . “B ut only  a fte r  you m ak e  a  prom ise, o r you 

lie w ell enough  to  fool m e.”
Too soon, M axx tr ie d  to  s it  up.
Two fin g e rs  an d  a  q u ie t, “Stay,” w ere  enough  to  coax h im  back  dow n again .
“I w as aw ake,” th e  boy said . “W h en  I w as dead , I w as th in k in g .”
“T h in k in g  a b o u t R ondie,” P a m ir  guessed.
“N o t alw ays, no.”
T he w ords ca rried  im plications.
P a m ir  qu ick ly  e x p la in e d  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  s ince  th e i r  f ig h t  a n d  w h a t m ig h t 

h ap p e n  if  th e y  he ld  th e  sam e conven tional course. H e sa id  th a t  h e  h a d  considered  
u s in g  Tailor, b u t  th e  a lien  w as useless. A n in s ig h t h a d  in fected  h im , an d  he w as even 
c ra z ie r  th a n  u su a l. As a  p re c a u tio n , P a m ir  h a d  lim ited  h is  too ls a n d  ch a in ed  h im  
nearby.

M axx g lanced  a t  th e  K ajjas.
T h en  w ith  a  slow er voice, th e  c a p ta in  laid  o u t th e  basics o f h is  m ad  p lan .
Som e p a r t  o f M axx w as listen ing . Yet m ore com pelling  m a tte r s  h a d  to  be consid ­

ered . T he boy’s voice w as uneasy, sh rill a t  th e  edges w hen  h e  asked , “W hen w ill m y 
s is te r  be back?”

R ondie’s re m a in s  w ere  m ore n u m ero u s  a n d  in  w orse  condition , a n d  th e  au todoc 
w as lim ited . “S ix days, o r w ith  luck, five,” he said .

“T ake you r tim e,” M axx advised.
P am ir sa id , “I don’t  do sloppy w ork .”
“T h a t isn ’t  w h a t I m ean .” T h en  w ith  a  shy  sm ile, M axx sa id , “I r a th e r  liked  it, be­

ing  alone.”
“S o litude  h a s  its  p lea su res ,” P a m ir  said.
“Yeah, I prom ise, I’ll do w h a te v e r you w a n t m e to  do,” sa id  th e  re su rre c te d  m an . 

“J u s t  p lease, don’t  te ll m y s is te r  w h a t I ju s t  confessed to  you.”

T he  sh ip  h a d  ro lled  a g a in , a n d  d en y in g  ev e ry  com m o n sen se  vector, i t  w as once 
m ore acce lera ting , h a rd .

P a m ir  an d  M axx w ere  o u t o f s ig h t, o u t of reach . T ailo r w ore m an ac les  an d  te th e rs , 
a n d  a n  o rd in a ry  tool k i t  w as in  ea sy  reach . S ta n d in g  took  too m uch  w ork. A g a in st 
th e  th u n d e r in g  eng ine, i t  w as b e tte r  to  s it deep  in  th e  g ra ssy  g lass. T he  d rill lay  be ­
tw een  h is  feet, re ch a rg in g  itself. F ive tim es, th e  K ajjas h a d  o rdered  th e  d rill to  c u t a 
sing le  p recise  hole, a n d  th e n  w ith  h is  own tre m b lin g  h a n d s , h e  fed one o f th e  t r e a ­
su re s  in to  th e  breach .

M om entous tim es, th a t ’s w h a t th e se  were. H is species h a d  labored  for one h u n d red  
m illio n  y e a rs , s e a rc h in g  fo r e n l ig h te n m e n t . T a ilo r  c o u ld n ’t  r e m e m b e r  w h e n  he  
w a sn ’t  p re p a r in g  for th is  day. A nd  a t  long  la s t ,  h e ’d b ro k e n  ev e ry  code a n d  d ec i­
p h e red  old, v a n ish e d  technologies. No b a rr ie rs  rem ain ed . T he  m agic h a d  no choice 
b u t w ork, an d  th a t ’s w h a t he  w as doing.

F ive tim es h e  overrode th e  d rill’s safeties, coaxing a  s le n d e r beam  of high-U V  lig h t 
to evapo ra te  h is  f le sh  an d  th e n  h is  bone before ea tin g  slowly, carefu lly  in to  th e  living 
te m p la te  o f h is  m ind.

E ach  hole w as perfect.
In to  each  hole w en t one of th e  r a re  tre a su re s .
D u rin g  th e  f i r s t  four a tte m p ts , he  em p tied  h is  m ind  of th o u g h t, m ak in g  read y  for 

lig h tn in g  an d  ep iphan ies. T ailor w as re laxed  an d  re s te d , fo r tu n a te  beyond all m e a ­
su re , th in k in g  ab o u t no th ing , read y  to  be seized by t r u th  in  w h a te v e r se ren e  form  it 
cam e. A nd som eth ing  d id  h appen . F ou r tim es, th e re  w ere sen sa tio n s, th e  pain fu l ro il­
ing  of e lec trons th a t  becam e fam ilia r  an d  in te n se  to  a  p o in t w h ere  m uch  m ore w as
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prom ised  . . . an d  th e n  th e  in te n s ity  slackened  a n d  slipped , n o th in g  re m a in in g  b u t 
th e  resid u es one en d u re s  w hen  r is in g  from  a deep, p e rish ab le  d ream .

O n th e  f if th  a tte m p t. T ailor changed  tactics.
H e pu rposefu lly  th o u g h t ab o u t q u ite  a  lot. P e rh a p s  engag ing  old m em ories w ould 

open th e  necessa ry  gatew ay. W ho knew ? T h a t’s w hy  he b u ilt lo st room s in  h is  head , 
an d  w hy h e  spoke to  fam ily  m em bers w ho w ere  dead  or so d is ta n t  th a t  th ey  m igh t as  
w ell be. H e reca lled  h is  f i r s t  jo u rn e y  in  space a n d  h is f i r s t  new  su n , a n d  bu ried  in ­
side  th a t  flood of old, ra re ly  touched  rem em b ran ce  h e  d iscovered a  n a m e less  w orld, 
w a te ry  a n d  deliciously w arm  b u t n o t ava ilab le  to  colonize. W hy w as th a t?  B ecause 
th e re  w ere  ru les, yes. Supposedly  th e  galaxy  h a d  no sovereigns, b u t th e  ris in g  civi­
liza tions, young  an d  o therw ise , h a d  carved  law s an d  p u n ish m e n ts  o u t o f th e  p o ten ­
tia l. T his w e t w orld  w as too p ro m isin g  to  be claim ed. T he  fu rry  sou ls h id in g  inside  
th e ir  b u rro w s an d  up  on th e  h ig h  tre e  b ran ch es he ld  p rom ise—ju s t  enough  of th is  
an d  not too m uch  of th a t— and  th e ir  w orld w as s tab le  enough  to  surv ive com et b la s ts  
an d  th e  n e x t h a lf  b illion years. T h a t  w as w hy  th e  K ajjas scout te a m  w as ju s t  v is it­
ing. I t h a d  a lre a d y  been  decided to  m ove to  a n o th e r  n e a rb y  so la r  sy s tem , h a rs h e r  
a n d  fa r m ore prom ising.

T ailor couldn’t rem em b er w hen  he  la s t th o u g h t ab o u t th a t  w orld.
I t m ig h t h a v e  been  th e  h u m a n  h o m elan d . W ho w ould  know ? T he  g a la x y  n e v e r 

stopped  m oving, su n s  m arch in g  in  every  d irection . C e r ta in ty  w ould ta k e  w ork and  
patience, a n d  h e  d id n ’t have e ith e r  to  spare.

H e considered  calling  to Jon . T h is m em ory w ould  be a gift.
B u t th e  scorch ing  la se r  h a d  b u rrow ed  deep in to  h is  m ind, m uch  d eep e r th a n  th e  

o thers, an d  th e  fif th  th re a d  h a d  to  be eased  in to  position  and  th e n  sea led  in  place. 
T ailor accom plished both  ta sk s  w ith  fin g ers  an d  a  torch. T he th re a d  only looked like 
th e  red  glass. Y ears h a d  been  sp e n t w alk ing  on th e  cargo, s leep ing  w ith  it  an d  ignor­
in g  it, an d  h e ’d n ev e r suspected : O ne s tra n d  in  e ig h t m illion w as g la ss  on th e  o u t­
side, m im ick ing  its  m ates, b u t i t  w as b ioceram ic a t  th e  core. E ach  core em ployed an  
a rc h ite c tu re  th a t  w as no th in g  like th e  s ta n d a rd  m ind. How it w orked  w as ju s t  a n ­
o th e r  m ystery. T ailo r h ad  found six odd th re a d s  already , th e re  w ere p robab ly  several 
h u n d red  m ore, and  th is  th re a d  w as inside  h im  an d  ta lk in g  to h is  soul, b rin g in g  n o th ­
in g  b u t p a in , p u re  sim ple  dum b p a in , as  the  b ra in  felt th e  grievous injury, m ore and  
m ore o f h is  a n c ie n t m em ories th ro w n  to oblivion.

Tailor d ipped  h is  head , an d  th e  tra n s la to r  tra n sfo rm e d  h is  noble sobs in to  sick h u ­
m a n  sobs.

All th e  w hile, th e  nam eless  sh ip  w as filled  w ith  m otion, w ith  purpose. T he inv inci­
ble engine w as e a tin g  h y p e rfib e r an d  sh itt in g  o u t th e  re m n a n ts . A nd Jo n  an d  M axx 
w ere  fa r away, m ak in g  read y  for th e  la s t port ion o f th is  d esp e ra te  schem e.

D espa ir w as a sh roud , an d  th ro u g h  th e  sh ro u d  cam e a  h u m a n  voice.
“W h a t a re  you doing?” sh e  asked .
“H ealing ,” th e  K ajjas said.
The new  p a tie n t w as ly ing in side  th e  grow th  cham ber. T he autodoc h a d  lifted its  

lid, allow ing h e r  fle sh  to  grow w hile  sh e  b rea th ed  freely.
R ondie tu rn e d  onto  h e r  side.
W ith a  p a te rn a l voice, th e  au todoc to ld  its p a tie n t to do n o th in g  b u t re s t.
“S h u t up ,” sh e  said.
T ailor laughed , b u t not because  of her.
“W here’s m y b ro th er?” she asked .
“H elp ing  o u r in sa n e  cap ta in ,” h e  sa id . “Jo n  h a s  decided to h a rv e s t o u r own sh ip ’s 

a rm o r an d  em ploy i t  a s  fuel.”
“No,” she  said.
“I t  is a  s tra n g e  tactic , yes,” h e  said .
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“I m ean , w hy  isn ’t  M axx w ith  m e?”
Looking a t  any  h u m an , looking a t  th e  b eas t deeply  and  w ith  all o f h is  experience, it 

often occurred  to  T ailor th a t  each of th e se  c re a tu re s  w as a  species onto herself. “H u ­
m a n ” w as ju s t  a convenience applied  to  a  pack of d isagreeable, d iss im ila r fur-bearers.

“You look stro n g ,” h e  said.
S he sa id , “I ’m  feeling  b e tte r.”
“W onderful,” h e  said . “C an  you clim b ou t of th a t  device now?”
R ondie w as ex cep tio n a lly  pow erfu l. E ven  u n f in ish e d , sh e  s a t  up  ea s ily  an d  th e  

n ak ed  legs cam e out w ith o u t m uch  trouble . B u t d e a th  h ad  m ade  h e r  cau tious, and  
she  m oved slowly u n til an  a la rm  sounded , th e  au todoc try in g  to  coax h e r  to  behave 
w ith  n o th in g  b u t loud, b ra sh  sounds.

She ju m p e d  free  a n d  s lapped  th e  controls, e a rn in g  silence.
“Com e h e re ,” T ailor said.
F ive s liv e rs  w ere  in sid e  h im , a n d  h e  h ad  no idea  w h a t e n lig h te n m e n ts  th e y  w ere 

carry ing .
“W hen w ill m y M axx com e back?” sh e  asked.
T ailor sa id , “Com e h ere  a n d  I w ill call your b ro ther.”
S he took slow  s tep s  a g a in s t th e  th u n d e r in g  of th e  engine. “So o u r b a s ta rd  cap ta in  

tied  you dow n,” she  sa id , looking a t  th e  m anacles an d  te th e rs .
“T his is a  ve rd ic t w hich I deserved  a n d  em braced .” T hen  he reached  w ith  one h a n d  

a n d  a foot, w hich  w as a  b lunder.
Rondie stopped , k eep ing  o u t o f h is  reach.
“You look as  if  you’re  h u rtin g ,” she  said .
“A few w ounds, yes. B u t th e  m ind  is d u ra b le  a n d  p rofound , an d  I w ill hea l soon 

enough.”
“I ’m going to  ge t d ressed ,” sh e  sa id . “I w an t to  f in d  M axx.”
“B u t f ir s t ,” sa id  Tailor.
S he s ta re d  a t  h im , w aiting .
“G ’lene  is w a itin g  inside  th e  box, th a t  pack ing  c ra te  ly ing  ju s t  p a s t th e  autodoc.” 

T he s ix th  th re a d  felt ligh t a n d  cool in  h is  palm  a n d  be tw een  h is  long fingers. “W ould 
you u n p ack  G’lene for me, p lease?”

“L et th e  b a s ta rd  cu re  her.”
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“B u t I don’t  w a n t you to feed h e r  to  th e  a u t o d o c h e  said . “No, I ve ry  m uch w a n t 
th e  g irl for myself. A nd I have  a  good reason , if  th a t  m a tte rs .”

She sh ru g g ed , abso lu te ly  unm o tiv a ted .
“If  you do th is,” he  said, “th e  L uddite  will be exceptionally angry  w ith  you. I prom ise.” 
“Okay,” sh e  allowed.
A nd a s  she  w alked  tow ard  th e  boxes, Tailor called  ou t, “I f  i t  is easier, you m ay cu t 

off th e  head . I desire  n o th in g  else.”

13

he m ad  p lan  w as to  b u m  up  th e ir  orig inal fuel stocks in  o rder to b ring  th em  hom e 
on a  sh o rt vector. All th a t  w hile, th e y  would carve aw ay a  portion  o f th e  sh ip ’s prow, 
holding back those  sh a rd s  for later. I f  they  survived th e  boost phase, th e  sh ip  would be 
rolled aga in  a t  th e  la s t possible m om ent, and  th e n  th e  eng ine’s m uscle an d  endu rance  
would be severely tested . H yperfiber would be shoved into oblivion and  expelled before 
th em —a long spike of p lasm a and  rad ia tion  slicing th rough  th e  blackness. Every  local 
eye would see th e ir  a rriva l, and  th a t  w as p a r t  o f P am ir’s schem e: I f  som eone tried  to 
k ill th is  sh ip , i t  w ould be a  loud public act, a revealing  act. I f  som e secre t pow er w as a t  
large, i t  w ould su rely  p refer to  se ttle  th is  m a tte r  in m ore p riva te  ways.

P a m ir h a d  ex p la in ed  h is  p lan , an d  to  one deg ree  or ano ther, th e  o th e rs  accepted  
h is  ru le  if  n o t h is  logic. B esides, everyone knew  th a t  th ey  w ere  fa r  off course, and  a t  
th is  velocity an d  in  th is  place, th e re  w as sim ply  no o th e r  rou te  hom e.

E v e ry  h a n d  w as n e e d e d . T h e  o r ig in a l  c rew  w as  a t  w o rk , in f u r ia t in g  y e t p r e ­
dictable. B u t now a  second crew  sh a re d  th e  sh ip  w ith  them . T he  tw in s  could follow 
th e ir  u su a l scrip t, som etim es for a full day o r two. B u t th e n  th e  boy su d d en ly  begged 
to  be left alone, please. E xcept h is  s is te r  cam e o u t of d e a th  lonely, fam ished  for m ore 
touches th a n  ev er a n d  p riv a te  w ords know n only  to  h e r  an d  m aybe  even  th e  f i r s t  
s tirr in g s  of lu s t for th e  only object o f va lue  in  h e r  b r ie f  life.

The K ajjas re m a in ed  th e  a n c ie n t puzzle. F reed  of m anacles an d  h is  s tu d ies , Tailor 
helped  slice a p a r t  th e  le a s t critica l po rtions of th e  sh ip ’s arm or. B u t w ith o u t w a rn ­
ing, he w ould  sudden ly  tu r n  fearless, r isk in g  m illions of y e a rs  of ex istence  by s te p ­
p in g  on to  th e  open  prow. G ra in s  o f d u s t  w o u ld  exp lode  on a ll s id e s  w h ile  he  d id  
n o th in g  b u t sing , th ro w in g  old songs in to  th e  v acu u m , eyes g az ing  u p  a t  th e  b lue- 
sh ifted  s ta r l ig h t  th a t  fell in side  h is  joyous soul.

Even P am ir w as tw o people. Long h a b it and  th e  ing ra ined  personality  usua lly  held  
h im  w here  he belonged—a b lu n t strong-w illed soul th a t  could sleep m in u te s  every day 
an d  pu sh  th re e  day’s w ork in to  two. H e ru led  a m inor rea lm  inside th e  boundless u n i­
verse governed by faceless, am oral laws. Those law s w ere too powerful an d  too perfect 
to give a  sh it  abou t little  h im , an d  w asn ’t  th a t  th e  lea s t aw ful existence im aginable?

B ut th e  o th e r  Pam ir, th e  new  m an , w as m uch  less c e rta in  ab o u t every th ing .
Inv isib le , p o te n t sovere igns he ld  sw ay over th e  galaxy. E xcep t in  P a m ir 's  m ind , 

th e y  w eren ’t  K ajjas sovereigns. T hey  w ore th e  faces a n d  a tti tu d e s  o f cap ta in s . T hey  
w ere  bold o p in ionated  c re a tu re s  looking sp lend id  in  th e ir  b rig h t un iform s, each one 
am bitious, each  a  riv a l to  all o f th e  o thers, a n d  som ew here  th e re  s a t  a  w orld-sized 
M a s te r  C a p ta in  ho ld ing  a godly fe a s t every  m illion  y ea rs , ju s t  to  p rove to  h e r  n e r ­
vous se lf  th a t  she  w as genu ine ly  in  charge.

T he im ag ery  h a d  its  charm s, i ts  hum or.
Laughing, he could deny everything. O ne senile alien from  a vanquished  race w as not 

m uch  of an  au thority , and  th e re  w ere  exp lanations w aiting  to be invoked. T he ir sh ip  
w as no th ing  b u t a  derelict, and  its sovereigns w ere crazy, and  no th ing  h ere  w as w orth  
tw o drops o f blood or any  re p u ta tio n . Those b its  o f g lass th a t  T ailor found  w ere ju s t
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th a t. They w ere glass. The a lien  h ad  installed  them , and  w h a t changed abou t him ? The 
new boldness w as noth ing  b u t Tailor’s angu ish  for a thoroughly w asted  life. The streak- 
ship following them  w as one m ild coincidence, an d  its detonation  w as another. A nd th a t 
final a ttack — th e  wild fla sh  of laser ligh t—w as ju s t  som e local species ru n n in g  experi­
m en ts in  deep space, o r a factory ionizing the  d u s t to h a rv es t it, or m aybe som eone w as 
try ing  to kill them . B u t w h a t did th a t  m ean? T here  w ere endless reasons to  destroy  a n ­
o th er ship, and  saving the  un iverse  for th e  sovereigns w as fa r dow n on th e  list.

W ild th o u g h ts  k e p t ru n n in g  w h ere  th ey  w a n te d  in sid e  th e  c a p ta in ’s e x h a u s te d  
m ind. B u t h e  su p p ressed  th e  w orst o f th em , an d  he le a rn ed  to  w ring  th e  h u m o r out 
of th e  p a ra n o ia  an d  p u sh  on.

B u t w h a te v e r h is  b u rd en s, G’len e’s w ere  im m easu rab ly  worse.
T h rough  h is  nexuses, P a m ir h ad  w atched  R ondie cu t th e  w om an’s h ead  off o f h e r  

boiled corpse. T hen  sh e  h a n d e d  th e  h ead  to  Tailor, a n d  he w atched  w h a t T ailor did 
w ith  th a t  gift. B u t th e  prow  w as fa r  aw ay a n d  th e  h igh-gee acce lera tion  h a d  to  be 
m ain ta in ed . I t  took only  m in u te s  to  carve a  fresh  hole in to  G’len e’s m ind , an d  th e n  
th e  fin a l th re a d — one la s t piece of g la ss—w as im p lan ted .

C hange  th e  tim e  or change th e  c ircum stances , a n d  P a m ir w ould  n o t have  b rough t 
h e r  back to  life. B e tte r  autodocs onboard  th e  G re a t S h ip  w ould  re p a ir  th e  dam aged  
in te llec t f irs t . B u t he needed  G’len e’s h an d s, h e r  back. H e f i t  th e  su rv iv ing  pieces in ­
side th e  g row th  cham ber, an d  th ey  rem em b ered  th e ir  o rig inal self, k n itt in g  to g e th e r 
a n d  b u ild in g  connections, sw e llin g  w ith  w a te r  a n d  fa t  u n ti l  th e  g irl em e rg e d  on 
schedule, seem ingly  u n h a rm ed .

P a m ir d id n ’t  te ll h e r  ab o u t th e  ro u g h  surgery. As fa r a s  he  could see, nobody else 
m en tioned  i t  e ither. T he  in se rte d  g la ss  h ad  done n o th in g  to  change  th e  g ir l’s com ­
p la in in g  a tti tu d e , an d  she still h a d  b ou ts  of laziness. B u t th e re  w as a  q u ie t th a t  h ad  
g o tten  inside  h e r  an d  w ouldn’t le t h e r  free. S he  stopped  flir tin g , and  m ore a la rm ing , 
she  stopped  m a s tu rb a tin g  too.

D ream ing , sh e  w ept.
Awake, th e  girl used  h e r  nexuses for m ost pecu liar functions. Everybody w as n e a r  the  

prow, everybody carving hyperfiber, b u t  h e r  a tte n tio n s  w ere focused on textbooks and  
general how-to files. S he used to  fitfu lly  study. Now she acted  focused i f  no t happy. She 
said  th a t  she  w as th e  sam e, by feeling and  by though t, except she  had  a  sudden  passion 
for s ta rd riv es  an d  th e  sh ips th a t  su rrounded  those engines. P a m ir asked  why. E very­
one asked. E xp lain ing  herself, G’lene claim ed th a t  she  h a d  to  th in k  abou t som eth ing  
w hile she w as dead. C on tem plating  h e r  life seem ed reasonable. And in  th e  darkness, 
she  to ld  herself: “Q u it m ak ing  a  m ess of your ex istence an d  do your d am n ed  w ork.”

I t  w as easy  to  accept th e  g irl’s reasoning. P am ir took th e  role of tutor, if  only to keep 
close tab s  on h e r  progress. E ach m onth , G’lene researched  a d ifferent drive, exhausting  
its  basics before try in g  to m a s te r  som e subsystem  th a t  o th e r drive-m echanics found 
cum bersom e or boring. She w asn ’t  notably  sm a rte r  th a n  before, and  h e r  m em ory w as 
no sharper. S he w ould still be one o f th e  w eakest s tu d en ts  in any  class. B u t G’lene w as 
focusing  h e r  sk ills  on rocke ts  a n d  pow er sou rces, a n d  th e  m o n th s  becam e sev era l 
years, and  th e n  suddenly, w ith o u t com m ent, she  q u it accessing th e  tex ts and  m anuals.

P am ir m en tioned  th e  change.
T he g irl sh ru g g ed  a n d  f in ish e d  p o lish ing  th e  la te s t  slip  o f hyp erfib e r. T h en  she 

s tepped  away, saying, “I realized . I’ll never be good doing y ou r job.”
“No?”
W ith a  slow, u n troub led  voice, she  sa id , “I f  w e survive th is, I w ill q u it th e  p rogram .”
H er c a p ta in  h ad  n e v e r seen  h e r  m ak e  any  sm a r t choice, u n til  now.
D u rin g  th o se  in ten se  years, th e ir  sh ip  a te  th e  la s t o f its  hydrogen  stocks an d  th e  

f in a l b its  o f th e  s tre a k sh ip  g u ts , a n d  th e n  m ost of th e  s tre a k sh ip ’s h y p e rfib e r  w as 
tossed  in to  oblivion. No inv isib le  h a n d  tr ied  to  m u rd e r th em . No tru ly  v ita l system
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failed. T he sh ip ’s h u g e  prow  w as degraded , p ierced  w ith  tu n n e ls  and  little  caverns, 
a n d  se v e ra l lu m p s o f  com et ice m a n a g e d  to  p u n c h  deep. B u t th e  fram e  re m a in e d  
sound, an d  th e  eng ine  w as in  fa ir  sh ap e  w hen  th e y  gave i t  one fa s t re s t, a n d  as  th e  
slow f in a l roll-over began , th e  c a p ta in  decided th a t  th is  w as th e  m om en t w hen  th e ir  
sh ip  d eserved  to f in a lly  w ea r som e k in d  of nam e.

H e le t T ailo r m a s te r  th e  honor.
A m om en t o f consideration  led to  a  K ajjas p h ra se — an honored  te rm  m ean in g  w is­

dom  a n d  deep, p ro found  san ity . T h en , w ith  a m o st re sp ec tfu l voice, th e  t r a n s la to r  
sa id , “P rec ious M ental.”

They w ro te  th a t  n am e  on various b a re  su rfaces, in  a th o u sa n d  d is tin c t languages. 
“I don’t  know  th is  tongue,” G’lene  said .
S he w as read in g  over P a m ir’s shoulder. “T he  lan g u ag e  is m ine,” he  sa id . “I t ’s th e  

d ia lec t w e u se  inside  W here-P eace-R ains.”
She touched  th e  le tte rin g , an d  a  pa in fu l m u rm u r  cam e o u t o f her.
“I ’ve been  w atch ing  you,” he  said .
“All o f you keep  s ta r in g  a t  m e.”
“Do you know  w hy?”
“B ecause you’re  w orried .”
“T h e re ’s a lot to w orry  about,” h e  said .
S he tr ie d  to  leave.
“S tay  h ere ,” he said .
“Is th a t  a n  order?”
“I f  it keeps you here , i t  is.” P am ir d id n ’t  w a n t to  touch  her, b u t  a  h a n d  to  th e  sh o u l­

d er seem ed im p o rtan t. T h en  he forgot th a t  he  w as hold ing  her, saying, “I know  w h a t 
you’re  s tu d y in g  now.”

“You know  every th ing ,” she  sa id , b ris tlin g  slightly.
“M ath em atics ,” h e  said.
“Yes.”
“B u t n o t ju s t  a n y  n u m b ers ,” P a m ir  sa id . “You’re  d ab b lin g  w ith  th e  big, sca ry  co­

n u n d ru m s, th e  old p roblem s ab o u t ex istence a n d  th e  sh ap e  of th e  u n iv erse .”
“Yes,” sh e  said.
H e k e p t qu ie t, w aiting .
“W h a t’s w rong  w ith  th a t? ” she  asked .
“W hy a re  you?” h e  asked .
She sh rugged . “I’ve  also  developed a  ta s te  for poetry.”
“B leak  poem s ab o u t d ea th ,” h e  sa id . “Y eah, I ’m  eavesdropping . E ach  o f u s  is w or­

ried  ab o u t you, G’lene.”
“In c lud ing  me.”
He w a ited  for a long m om ent. T h en  h e  q u ie tly  asked , “W h a t happ en ed ?  W hen you 

w ere dead  in  th e  box, w h a t happ en ed ?”
“I th o u g h t abou t you,” she  said  calmly. “I could hav e  killed you on th e  gangw ay, and  

you could have  killed me. A gain a n d  again , I relived  all o f th a t .  A nd th e n  a t  th e  end, 
ju s t  before you p u t m e inside  th e  autodoc—ju s t  before the  d a rk n e ss  b roke—th is  idea 
cam e to me. F rom  th e  m iddle o f m y re g re ts  and  stupid ity , i t  cam e.”

“W h a t idea?”
S he shook h e r  head .
“Tell m e,” P am ir insisted .
S he looked a t  h e r  c a p ta in  a n d  th e n  a t  th e  a rc h a ic  w o rd s— w h ite  lin es  sm ooth ly  

d raw n  across a  coal-black housing. “H ave you ev er noticed, sir?  T h ere  a re  so m any  
w ays to p u sh  a sh ip  across space. D ozens of eng ines a re  popular, an d  th o u sa n d s  have 
been  tr ie d  a t  le a s t once. B u t m ost o f u s  w e a r th e  sam e b asic  b ra in . A nd sh o u ld n ’t 
th o u g h t be m ore im p o rta n t th a n  action?”
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“Is th a t  your ep iphany?” h e  asked .
“No,” she  sa id . “T h a t’s m e w ish in g  th a t  m y b ra in  w as sm a rte r .”
H e nodded, w eigh ing  h is  n ex t w ords.
B u t th e n  she  p u sh ed  aside  h e r  doub ts. “I w as alive b u t only barely, tra p p e d  inside  

a room w ith o u t lig h t o r ends,” sh e  said . “I w as th in k in g  ab o u t you, Jon . You’re  no t th e  
pe rson  th a t  you p re te n d  to  be. You’re  no L udd ite  o r drive-m echanic , b u t you’re  doing 
a  very  fin e  job  o f p re ten d in g .

“A nd th e n  all of a sudden , o u t o f now here, I thought: W h a t if  everyone is th e  sam e as 
Jon?

“W h a t  if  e v e ry th in g  is th a t  way?
‘“ N o t j u s t  people, b u t  th e  u n iv e rse ? ’ I th o u g h t. ‘W h a t if  e v e ry th in g  w e see  a n d  

ev e ry th in g  we know  is one g ra n d  lie, a n  ex tra o rd in a ry  m ask , a n d  w aitin g  beh in d  th e  
m ask  is som eth in g  else en tire ly ? ’”

14

h e  G re a t S h ip  w as close enough  to  see an d  close enough  to  fear.
A pproach ing  from  beh in d , th e  K ajjas sh ip  w as tra c in g  a rigo rous line, a very  pecu­

l ia r  line , an d  if  n o th in g  ch a n g e d  th e i r  tin y  v esse l w ou ld  m iss  ev ery  P o rt a n d  th e  
em ergency  lan d in g  s ite s  on th e  hu ll. I f  th e  pu lse  eng ine  n ev er fired , th e  five o f th em  
w ou ld  p a s s  in  f ro n t o f  th e i r  h o m e a n d  c o n tin u e  o n w a rd , e v e n tu a lly  le a v in g  th e  
ga laxy  for p laces th a t  n o t even T ailo r’s c h a rts  w ould  show.

B u t if  th e ir  eng ine  ign ited , a  collision w as possible. T h a t’s w hy th e y  w ere  s tud ied , 
a n d  th a t ’s w hy v a rio u s  voices called  o u t to th em . C a p ta in s  d em an d ed  to  know  th e  
sh ip ’s h is to ry  a n d  in ten tio n s . T he G re a t S h ip ’s b e s t w eapons w ere  d irec ted  forw ard , 
fend ing  off lo st m oons a n d  th e  like. B u t th e re  w as am p le  firep o w er on th e  backside, 
re a d y  to  ev isc e ra te  th e ir  li t t le  c ra ft. P a m ir  a s s u re d  h is  crew  th a t  c ro ssh a irs  w ere  
locked on th e m , p ro b ab ly  for som e tim e . H e a lso  confessed  th a t  ig n o rin g  th e  f i r s t  
p leas  w as h is  stra tegy . T hose ca p ta in s  needed  to  feel ignored, w hich m ade  th e m  w or­
ry. T h e re  w as a  tra d itio n  to  com m and  a n d  ra n k  a n d  th e  corrosive s tra te g ie s  o f those  
w ho w ore th e  m irro re d  un ifo rm s. W orry  w as w h a t h e lp ed  th e  five  of th e m . A ca p ­
ta in ’s re sp o n sib ilitie s  grew  h e av ie r w h en  nobody w as listen ing . A nd th e n  a t  th e  ripe  
m om ent, P a m ir to ld  th e ir  aud ience  a  sto ry— a sw ee t b a lan ce  o f t r u th  an d  lie, pieces 
of i t  p rac ticed  for a th o u sa n d  years.

E a rly  on, P a m ir  h a d  considered  m ak in g  a  full confession.
B u t w h a t w ou ld  t h a t  h e lp ?  A n e rv o u s  c a p ta in  m ig h t b e lieve  h im  too w ell, a n d  

sm elling  com m endations, sp rink le  th e  space betw een  th em  w ith  a r re s t  w a rra n ts  an d  
n u c lea r m ines.

No, h e  w as s till Jon . H e w as th e  drive-m echan ic  h ired  to  b rin g  hom e one lo st sh ip . 
P lay in g  to  every  b ias he ld  by those  m irro red  un ifo rm s, he  ad m itte d  th a t  h e  w as an  
id io t fa r  from  h is  n a tiv e  h a b ita t . T ak in g  no cred it for h im self, he th a n k e d  h is  AIs for 
f in d in g  th is  odd ro u te  hom e. C a p ta in s  w ould a lw ays accept gen iu s in m ach ines b e ­
fore gen iu s in  a too l-bearing  g ru n t. T h en  as th e  p ivo tal m om en t approached , P am ir 
a d d ed  a  long, fa in tly  s e n tim e n ta l  m essag e  a im ed  a t  h is  d e sc e n d a n ts  w e a r in g  h is  
blood a n d  h is  nam e. A nd  for no re a so n  b u t th a t  i t  fe lt t ru e , h e  to ld  W here-P eace- 
R ains th a t  he  w as m ise rab ly  so rry  for h is  crim e o f liv ing fa r  too long.

T he re s t  of P a m ir’s crew  w as in  place, w aiting . E ach  w ore th e  b est ava ilab le  life- 
su it, an d  each  su it  w as se t on a  ta ll bed of shock abso rbers. T hose beds w ould do a l­
m o s t n o th in g , a n d  th e  g la s s y  g r a s s  h e a p e d  a ro u n d  th e m  w a s  m o s tly  fo r show. 
Gee-forces of th is  m ag n itu d e  w ould kill m ost m achines. H y p e rfib e r a n d  bioceram ics 
w ould  su rv ive , if  barely. T h e re  w as only th e  s le n d e re s t o f room  for error, b u t  th e n
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again , a s  experience show ed, som e guesses w ere pessim istic , and  if  you took a risk , 
som etim es th e  re su lts  w ere golden.

P am ir w as inside h is  su it, securing  h im se lf  to  h is bed.
N earby, R ondie sa id  p riv a te  w ords to Maxx.
H e r b ro th e r responded  w ith  silence.
In ju re d , sh e  sa id  h is  n a m e  tw ice, an d  th e n  M axx spoke ou t, b u t no t to her. “So 

Jon ,” he sa id  w ith  a loud, c lear voice. “For th e  record, w h a t’s you r real nam e?”
He sa id  it. For th e  f i r s t  tim e in decades, h e  sa id , “Pam ir,” aloud, and  th en  added, “If  

you surv ive and  I surv ive, tu rn  m e in. T h e re ’s going to  be an  am ple  rew ard .”
T he m an  laughed . “I f  I survive, th a t ’s  th e  rew ard .”
M ournfully, Rondie sa id , “M axx.”
“If  we live, I m ean ,” he  said.
T hen  th e  tw ins w ere ta lk in g  again , dancing  w ith  w ords devised in  ju s t  th e  la s t few 

hours.
Tailor w as closer to h im , and  G’lene w as th e  closest.
“T h an k  you,” said  th e  K ajjas. ‘W ith o u t you, n o th in g  ends properly.”
P am ir m ade polite noise abou t help ing  h a n d s  and  in te re s tin g  conversations.
G’lene sa id  nothing.
P am ir sa id  h e r  nam e.
N othing.
H e rep ea ted  th e  word, b u t w ith  a c a p ta in ’s tone  beh ind  it.
S he sniffed once, and  th e n  very  quietly, a lm ost sweetly, she  ad m itted , “I can ’t  get 

com fortable yet. How m uch longer w ill th is  be?”

Q uite  a  lot occurred, m ost of i t  h ap p en in g  slowly.
And seven m onths later, a fam ous m an  re tu rn e d  to  h is childhood home.
E very  citizen  w an ted  to  see h im , b u t of course th a t  w as im possible. A lo tte ry  id en ­

tified  th e  luck iest few, an d  ce rta in  people of pow er bough t slo ts o r inven ted  p laces 
for them selves, and  of course th e re  w ere cam eras in  position, feeding view s to  every 
a p a r tm e n t and  tav e rn  an d  even th e  hosp ita l beds. T he energy  dem an d s w ere en o r­
m ous. T he old s ta rd riv e  w as laboring  a t  90 percen t capacity. B u t if  a n y th in g  should 
go w rong, som e joked , a t  le a s t th e y  h a d  a n  e x p e rt on h a n d  w ho could fix  th e  m a ­
chine, probably  w ith  h is  eyes closed.

Yet d e sp ite  fam e an d  w a rm  feelings, Jo n  sen sed  th e  d o u b ts  th a t  cam e w ith  th e  
crowd. T hey  w ere s ta r in g  a t a c re a tu re  th a t  h ad  left th e ir  ra n k s  long ago. E very  face 
resem bled  h is face, except he w as som eth ing  else. H e w as a m achine. H e w as a  m o n ­
s te r  an d  a t r a i to r  to  th e  m ost su sp ic io u s ones, an d  P a m ir  w as re a d y  to  a d m it as 
m uch  to anyone who w an ted  to s ta r t  a braw'l.

“I’m not like you,” he began. “And anym ore, a fte r  everything, I don’t know who I re ­
sem ble.”

T he s to ry  th e y  w a n te d  w as sp e c ta c u la r, a n d , like  m o st good s to rie s , it w as a l ­
read y  know n  to everyone , h e re  an d  th ro u g h o u t th e  G re a t S h ip . So th a t ’s w h ere  
P am ir began: H e w as a  lu m p  of tis su e  an d  fea r in sid e  a  h fe su it, and  following p re ­
p rog ram m ed  in s tru c tio n s , th e  K ajjas sh ip  le t loose w ith  its  one old engine. B u t u n ­
like every  o th e r  f ir in g , th e re  w ere  no m illisecond  b re a k s  b e tw een  each  s liv e r  o f 
fuel. T ons a n d  to n s  o f  h y p e rf ib e r  p a sse d  th ro u g h  th e  co lla rs  an d  o u t th e  m agic  
w ine bo ttle , an d  a b laze th a t  r iva led  th e  G rea t S h ip ’s eng ines slowed th e ir  descen t, 
tw is tin g  th e ir  m otion in to  a course  th a t  could be ad ju s ted  only in th e  tin ie s t, m ost 
frac tio n a l w ays.

T he s to ry te lle r rem em bered  n o th in g  a fte r th e  f i r s t  d am n in g  je rk  of th e  engine.
E ncased  inside hyperfiber, h is body tu rn e d  to  m u sh  and  th e n  sp lit a p a r t, d iv id ing 

according to  density. T ee th  se ttled  a t  th e  bottom  of th e  su it, pu lverized  b its  o f bone
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la id  over th em . A nd flo a tin g  on top  w as th e  w a te r  th a t  began  inside  h is  body, inside  
h is  cells— a d ir ty  brew  d is tin c tly  u n lik e  th e  s tu f f  th a t  ra n  ou t of p ipes a n d  th a t  fell 
a s  ra in , d e n s e r  a n d  s t r a n g e r  in  a  re a lm  w h e re  g ra v ity  w as th o u s a n d s  o f  t im e s  
s tro n g e r th a n  w as rig h t.

In  th e  end , good, w ise c a p ta in s  w ere  d e b a tin g  w h a t to  do a b o u t th is  unw elcom ed 
piece of m u se u m  tra s h . Do th e y  sh o o t i t  a p a r t  to  be carefu l, o r shoo t i t  a p a r t  a s  a  
w a rn in g  to  w hoever tr ie d  to  re p e a t th is  m an eu v er?  B u t P a m ir h a d  been  very  carefu l 
ab o u t h is  a im , an d  once h is  d e s tin a tio n  w as a ssu re d , th e  a rg u m e n t ended . A  few m o­
m en ts  la te r, P rec ious M en ta l rode dow n on th e  la s t g asp s of i ts  eng ine, e n te rin g  th e  
c e n te rm o st nozzle o f th e  S h ip ’s own rockets.

E ach nozzle w as im perv ious to  th e se  w hiffs o f h e a t  a n d  raw  ligh t.
T h ree  k ilo m e te rs  off ta rg e t, th e  old sh ip  touched  dow n an d  sp lit w ide, th e  debris  

fie ld  la rg e r  th a n  th e  floor o f th is  old cavern.
Jo n  w as pu lled  from  th e  rubb le , h is  lifesu it c racked  b u t  in tac t.
F our m ore su its  w ere  found, b u t  only  tw o o th e r  surv ivors.
“My frien d  T ailo r died,” h e  to ld  h is  audience. “A nd m y v ery  good friend  G’lene  w as 

k illed  too. T h e ir  m in d s h a d  recen tly  u n d erg o n e  surgery . T he n a n o fra c tu re s  sp read  
an d  grew, an d  ev ery th in g  sh a tte re d . B ioceram ic is a w onderfu l su b stan ce , r ig h t up  
u n til it b reak s. A nd n o th in g  b rin g s  anyone back  from  th a t  k ind  of dam ag e .”

H is sa d n e ss  w as th e irs . H is g r ie f  an d  an g u ish  m ade  every  face h u r t. A t th a t  point, 
P am ir could have  ended  th is  chore. H is p lan  w as to  w alk  o u t o f th is  place an d  in v en t 
h is  d e a th , u s in g  a  s ta n d -in  body an d  fake d am ag e  from  th e  c ra sh  land ing . B u t th e  
e a rn e s t sm a r t w atchfu l faces d id n ’t  w a n t h im  to  leave, a n d  h e  d id n ’t  w a n t so litude 
ju s t  now.

H e w as s ta n d in g  in  th e  m idd le  o f th e  red  g ra n ite  round .
A t th e  edge of th e  crowd w as one young  w om an. S he w as Jo n ’s re la tive . T h is m an y  

g e n e ra tio n s  a f te r  h is  leaving, everybody w as p a r t  o f h is  family. A nd in  h e r  h a n d  w as 
a  teap o t th a t  som eone h ad  rem em bered . C arefu l h a n d s  h ad  ta k e n  it  off its  sh e lf  an d  
cleaned  it up, a n d  th e re  w as even  cold te a  inside, read y  to  be given in  som e little  cer­
em ony devised  for th is  very  p ecu lia r occasion.

P am ir sm elled  th e  tea , an d  a t th a t  m om ent, for end less good reasons, h e  confessed.
No, h e  d id n ’t  n am e  him self. N or d id  he  m en tion  th a t  h is  n a m esak e  d ied  m ore th a n  

te n  c e n tu r ie s  ago. W h a t h e  to ld  th e m  w as th e  s to ry  t h a t  he  h a d  re v e a le d  only  in  
pieces to  th e  in v e s tig a to rs  an d  th e  overseeing  cap ta in s . H e told ab o u t T ailo r’s q u e s t 
for en lig h ten m en t, a n d  he described  a f le e t o f exploratory ' sh ip s  rac in g  o u t to  n e ig h ­
bo ring  ga lax ies. W ith  m in im al d e ta il a n d  w ords, he ex p la in ed  how  th e  K ajjas w as 
a fra id  of inv isib le  sovereigns, an d  Jo n  ad m itte d  th a t  he  w as te m p o ra rily  sick w ith  
th a t  fear, b u t  th e n  a t  th e  end , w a itin g  for th e  en g in e  to  fire  once m ore, h e  decided 
th a t  th e re  w as no g round  or h e a r t  to  any  of th e se  w ild speculations.

It took w eeks for h is  pu lverized  body to  be m ad e  in to  som eth ing  living, and  th e n  
in to  a m a n ’s shape , a n d  fin a lly  in to  h is  old body.

A fte r  m o n th s  o f care, h e  w a s  f in a lly  a w a k e  a g a in . H e  w as e a tin g  aga in . H is  a t te n ­
d a n t w as a  h a ru m -sca ru m . T he  a lien  told h im  th a t  tw o of h is com panions w ere  s h a r ­
in g  a  room  nearby , each  a li t t le  fa r th e r  in  th e  h e a lin g  th a n  h e  w as, a n d  w hen  th e  
h u m a n  asked  ab o u t th e  o th e r tw o, a  g rave sound  em erged  h  orn th e  a t te n d a n t 's  ea t-

READERS: It you are having problem s finding A s im o v ’s S c ie n c e  F ic tio n  at your favorite 
retailer, we want to help. First let the store m anager know that you want the store to 
carry A s im o v ’s. Then send us a le tter or postcard telling us the full nam e and address 
of the store (with street name and number, if possible). W rite to us at: A s im o v ’s  S c ie nce  
F iction , Dept. NS, 6 Prowitt St., Norwalk. CT 06855-1220. Thank you!
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ing  m outh . T hen  sh e  ex p la ined  th a t  b o th  h a d  d ied  in stan tly , an d  th e y  h a d  fe lt n o th ­
ing, w hich w as a  so rry  w ay to  die, oblivious to  th e  m om ent.

B u t h is  tw o w onderfu l frien d s h a d  n o t died, o f course.
In  th a t  bed, re s tra in ed  by lousy h e a lth  an d  th e  w atchful eyes o f doctors, P am ir could 

suddenly  see every th ing  clearly. G’lene’s own w ords cam e back to h im . W hy would the  
galaxy  have a  th o u san d  s ta rd riv es  b u t only one basic m ind? A nd how could th e  th o u ­
san d  or ten  th o u san d  original civilizations all van ish  toge ther in th e  rem ote past?  W hy 
can’t  th e re  be forces a t  w ork and  d ifferen t m inds a t  w ork, h idden  in  m yriad  ways?

P am ir paused .
W here-P eace-R ains lis ten ed  to  h is  silence.
H e coughed w eak ly  in to  a  sh a k in g  f is t, an d  th e  g irl, u rged  by o th ers , s ta r te d  for­

w ard  w ith  h e r  offering of cold w a te r  in fused  w ith  o rd in a ry  tea .
H e stopped  her.
“I t ’s like th is ,” h e  said . “I f  th e re  a re  h id d en  c ap ta in s , an d  in  one m e a su re  or an o th ­

e r  th e y  a re  s te e r in g  o u r galaxy, th e n  how  can  I d en y  th e  po ssib ility — th e  d is tin c t 
p robab ility— th a t  th e y  w ould be n a tu ra lly  cu rious ab o u t som e one h u n d re d  m illion 
year-old  vessel th a t  w as g e ttin g  w a sh e d  up  on o u r shore? T ailo r believed  th a t  th is  
m ission  w as h is, b u t  th a t  doesn ’t  m ak e  it  so. M aybe it  n ev e r was. A nd in  th e  end, our 
m a s te rs  got exactly  w h a t th e y  w an ted , w hich w as a  v iab le  sam p le  of novel technolo­
gies, and  w ith  G ’lene, a  c re a tu re  w hom  th e y  could ta lk  to  an d  p e rh a p s  le a rn  from .”

W hen d id  th e  m a n  begin  to  cry?
Jo n  w a sn ’t  c e rta in , b u t he  w as d e fin ite ly  c ry ing  now.
E n c o u ra g e m en t w as offered, a n d  once ag a in , th e  g irl a n d  th e  te a  cam e forw ard. 

S he h ad  a  nice sm ile. H e h a d  seen  th a t  sam e sm ile  before, m ore th a n  forty  m illenn ia  
ago. H e w as c ry ing  and  th e n  h e  h ad  stopped  crying, w ip ing  h is face dry  w ith  a  sleeve, 
a n d  h e  sa id  to  th e  g irl, “G ive m e th e  pot. I w a n t to  hold  it, like old tim es.”

S he w as h a p p y  to  re lin q u ish  th e  chore.
B u t as  sh e  p u lle d  back , sh e  saw  w h a t  w as in  h e r  h a n d s  now. S h e  fe lt th e  g la ss  

th re a d s  squ irm in g  of th e ir  own volition. L augh ing  nervously, she said, “W h a t a re  these  
th ings?”

H e offered h is  b e s t guess.
E verybody w an ted  to  see, inc lud ing  th e  cam eras.
B u t he  w aved  th e  o th e rs  off, a n d  th e n  ju s t  to  her, he  m u tte re d , “T hey  could be a  

danger. G’lene  h a d  one inside  her, a n d  it  m ade  h e r  halfw ay  crazy. T ailor found sev er­
a l h u n d re d  m ore before w e c rash ed , b u t  on m y own, on th e  sly, I found a few. I never 
to ld  anybody, a n d  th a t ’s five of th em . You keep  th em . P u t th e m  som ew here  safe, an d  
give th em  to you r n e x t th o u sa n d  gen era tio n s. P lease .”

The girl nodded  solem nly, p u ttin g  th e  th re a d s  in to  h e r  b est pocket.
‘W h a t  i f ? ’ h e  said.
“W h a t if  w h a t, Jo n ?” she asked .
H e sighed  a n d  nodded
“W h a t if  th is  b ra in  of m ine is designed  to be s tu p id ?” h e  asked . "W hat if  th e  obvi­

ous an d  im p o r ta n t can ’t be seen  by m e, or by anyone else?”
A sorrow ful face m ade h e r  p re ttie r . S he w a sn ’t  y e t tw enty, w hich  w as no th ing . It 

w as bare ly  even born  by th e  m a n ’s count. B u t a f te r  s tru g g lin g  for som eth ing  to  say—  
so m e th in g  k in d  o r a t  le a s t co m fo rtin g — sh e  to u c h e d  th e  m a n  w ith  h e r  cool li t t le  
h a n d . “M aybe you ’re  r ig h t,” she  sa id . “B u t w hen  you ta lk  ab o u t th a t  poor friend  of 
yours, th e  g irl and  h e r  su ffering  . . .  I w onder if  p e rh a p s  th e re  is no treachery , no con­
spiracy. M aybe it is a  k indness , m ak in g  all o f you a  little  foolish.

“L e ttin g  you forget th e  aw ful t r u th  ab o u t th e  un iverse .
“Isn ’t  th a t  w h a t you do w ith  ch ild ren , lend ing  th em  th e  peace th a t  le ts  th e m  sleep 

th ro u g h  th e ir  n ig h ts . . . .  ?” O
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The July 2013 issue swings from the crack of the bat to the cracks 
in the Universe as Rick Wilber returns with a new story about his 
Universe-hopping, ivy-league-educated baseball player, Moe Berg. 
Once again, physics and this boy of summer are all that stands 
between us and an unhappy outcome to World War II. Don’t miss it!

Rudy Rucker, in collaboration with our very own book reviewer 
Paul Di Filippo, brings us a riveting tale of gonzo transrealism—  
will Cammi and her boyfriend Bengt escape the clutches of the 
“Yubba Vines”? New York Times bestselling author Carrie Vaughn 
reveals why the hardest skill for a negotiator to master is “The Art 
of Homecoming” ; in his hard-hitting new novelette, Gray Rinehart 
asks “What Is a Warrior Without His Wounds” ; Ted Kosmatka 
takes a haunting look at genetics and the results of a virulent epi­
demic in “Haplotype 1402” ; Ian Watson’s “Blair’s War” speculates 
about an alternate timeline where a well-known rebellion does not 
receive the same attention that it did in our corner of the multiverse; 
and David J. Schwartz marks his first appearance in Asimov’s with 
a traumatic depiction of life after the alien invasion and suggests 
that it might not be wise to trust “Today’s Friends.”

Robert Silverberg’s Reflections on the Cargo Cult, “John Frum, 
He Come,” contemplates the effect an outside civilization can have 
on an insular society; Paul Di Filippo’s On Books fills us in on 
graphic novels, short story collections, and Ray Bradbury’s film 
script for Little Nemo in Slumberland; plus we’ll have an array of 
poetry and other features you’re sure to enjoy. Look for our July 
issue on sale at newsstands on May 7, 2013. Or subscribe to 
Asimov’s— in paper format or in downloadable varieties— by vis­
iting us online at www.asimovs.com. We’re also available individ­
ua lly  o r by s u b s c r ip t io n  on Amazon.corn’s K in d le  and  K in d le  Fire, 
BarnesandNoble.corn’s Nook, ebookstore.sony.com's eReader, 
Zinio.com, and from magzter.com/magazines!

new stories by Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Gwendolyn Clare, Igor 
Teper, Benjamin Crowell, Jack Skillingstead, Gregory Norman 
Bossert, Leah Thomas, Gregory Frost, Ian Creasey, Jim Sallis, 
Jay O’Connell, Dominica Phetteplace, Ian R. MacLeod, Sheila 
Finch, Alan DeNiro, Tom Purdom, and many others!
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THE CONSTANTINE AFFLICTION 
By T. Aaron Payton 
Night Shade, $26.99 
ISBN: 978-1-59780-400-4

P a y to n  c o m b in e s  s t e a m p u n k  a n d  
c la s s ic  m y s te r y  in  t h i s  V ic to r ia n  
London w hodun it. A long th e  way, he  
pays hom age to  a  n u m b e r of h is  p re ­
decessors, inc lud ing  M ary  Shelley, A. Co­

n a n  Doyle, a n d  V irg in ia  Woolf.
T he novel ta k e s  its  n am e  from  a  m ys­

te r io u s  p la g u e  t h a t  h a s  h i t  E n g la n d , 
k i ll in g  a  f a ir  p ro p o rtio n  o f  i ts  v ic tim s; 
th o se  w ho su rv ive  a re  som ehow  convert­
ed to  th e  opposite  sex. I t is genera lly  ac­
cep te d  t h a t  th e  a fflic tio n  is a  v e n e re a l 
d isease , a n d  its  effects on a  society  like 
V ic to rian  E n g lan d , w h e re  sex  ro les an d  
sex u a l m o ra lity  a re  fa r  m ore rig id  th a n  
in  o u r day, a re  considerab le . In  p a r t ic u ­
la r, one o f  i t s  v ic tim s  is P r in c e  A lb e r t, 
w ho  h a s  b e e n  im p r is o n e d  in  d isg ra c e . 
A n o th e r  effect h a s  been  th e  em erg en ce  
o f  c lo ck w o rk  b ro th e ls ,  w h e re  m e n  can  
p a r ta k e  in  sex  fo r p a y  w ith o u t r is k in g  
th e  affliction.

I t  h a s  tw o  m a jo r  p ro ta g o n is ts :  L o rd  
P e m b ro k e  H a l l id a y  ( b e t t e r  k n o w n  a s  
P im m ), a  m oderate ly  d isso lu te  m inor no­
b le  w ho, a s  w e le a r n  in  th e  b e g in n in g  
pages, h a s  m arried  Freddy, one of h is  old 
school friends w ho fell victim  to th e  afflic­
tion. H e h a s  also estab lished  a rep u ta tio n  
a s  a n  a m a te u r  s le u th , h a v in g  a s s is te d  
th e  police in  so lv in g  a  n u m b e r  of c rim es . 
In  th e  firs t chap ters, h e  is v isited  by a  no­
to rio u s c rim ina l, Abel V alue, w ho w a n ts  
h im  to in v es tig a te  a  se ries  o f m u rd e rs— 
p ro s titu te s  w ork ing  for Value. P im m  is a t  
f irs t re lu c ta n t, b u t  V alue p e rsu a d e s  h im  
to ta k e  th e  case by th re a te n in g  to  reveal 
F reddy’s tru e  n a tu re .

H is  o p p o s ite  n u m b e r  is  E llie  S lye , a  
y o u n g  jo u r n a l is t  w ho sp e c ia liz e s  in  in ­
v e s t ig a t in g  s e n s a t io n a l  s to r ie s . A s th e

novel beg ins, sh e  h a s  d e te rm in e d  to in ­
v e s t ig a te  th e  c lo ck w o rk  b ro th e ls ,  d is ­
gu ised  as  a  m a n — in sp ite  o f h e r  ed ito r’s 
p ro te s ts  t h a t  th e  su b je c t is u n s u i ta b le  
fo r a  w o m an . H e r  d isg u ise  g e ts  h e r  in  
th e  fro n t door, a n d  in to  a  room  w ith  one 
o f th e  a u to m a ta .  A f te r  a  few  m in u te s , 
sh e  re a l iz e s  sh e  n e e d s  m o re  m a te r ia l ,  
an d  goes to  see if she  can  find  one of th e  
b ro ch u res  w ith  p ic tu re s  o f th e  “w om en” 
th a t  th e  m ad am  h a d  show n her. In s te a d , 
s h e  f in d s  a  w e ll-k n o w n  s c ie n t i s t ,  S ir  
B e r tra m  O sw ald, in  th e  a c t o f re p a ir in g  
one o f  th e  a u to m a ta . H e m a k e s  a n  u n ­
m is ta k a b le  th re a t , she  flees, an d  th e  a d ­
v e n tu re  is on.

M e a n w h ile ,  P im m  h a s  b e e n  i n t r o ­
d u c e d  to  “M r. A d a m s ,” w h o  a s  a s t u t e  
re a d e rs  will hav e  recognized, is ac tu a lly  
F ra n k e n s te in ’s m onster, now  a sc ie n tis t 
in  h is  own rig h t. T he m o n ste r te lls  P im m  
h e  c a n  re c o v e r  th e  m in d  o f  a re c e n t ly  
k illed  corpse, an d  P im m  decides to  ta k e  
h im  u p  on  th e  o f fe r— a s s u m in g  th e y  
can ’t  catch  th e  k ille r before th a t  becom es 
n e c e s s a ry . A nd  th is  is  j u s t  th e  s e tu p :  
P a y to n  b r in g s  in  c o m p lic a t io n s  u p o n  
com plications, b u ild in g  up  a  rem a rk a b le  
p lo t  t h a t  c a r r i e s  th e  r e a d e r  a lo n g  in  
open-m outhed  am azem en t.

B u t Payton isn ’t  ju s t  a com pelling p lo t­
te r; P im m  and  Ellie a re  a  tho roughly  like­
able team , and  th e y  c learly  have  th e  po­
te n tia l for lots o f fu tu re  adven tu res. T here 
a re  se v e ra l m in o r c h a ra c te rs  w ho show  
p o te n tia l  a s  c o n tin u in g  e x tra s , a s  w ell. 
Payton also h a s  a  nice tu rn  of phrase; sev­
e ra l o f th e  c h a p te r  t i t le s  show  a d ry  w it 
th a t  fits well w ith  th e  s te a m p u n k  a tm os­
phere. A nd he h a s  a  good g ra sp  of th e  pe­
riod, n o t only its  h is to ry  b u t also its  popu­
l a r  f ic tio n  a n d  lo re — a s  e v id e n c e d  by 
n u m ero u s  allusions, echoes, an d  borrow ­
ings. T h ere ’s a n  aw ful lot to like here.

So i t ’s s o m e w h a t  d i s a p p o in t in g  to
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have  to  say  th a t  th e  e n d in g  seem s to  be 
s t r a in in g  fo r effec t. T h e  p ro b le m  is n ’t  
t h a t  P a y to n  d o e sn ’t  m a k e  i t  w ork ; i t ’s 
th a t  th e  w orld  of th e  novel, a lread y  r a d i­
c a lly  a l te r e d  by  th e  a ff lic tio n , is e v e n  
m ore  a l te r e d  by  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  la s t  
couple o f ch ap te rs . I t ’s a s  if  he  s e t o u t to  
w rite  one k in d  o f book a n d  le t  th e  p lo t 
r u n  aw ay  from  h im  to  th e  e x te n t  i t  a l ­
m ost chan g es g en re  from  s te a m p u n k  to  
L ovecraftian  w eird  fiction.

S till, I’m  going to  be w a itin g  w ith  con­
siderab le  in te re s t for P ay to n ’s n ex t book. 
I f  he  can  m a in ta in  th e  level h e ’s reached  
in  th is  one, i t ’ll be well w o rth  th e  w ait.

THE LOST WORLD 
By A. Conan Doyle 
Piggy Toes Press $5.95 (he)
ISBN: 1-40370-985-8

Doyle is  o f course  b e s t know n  for th e  
S herlock  H olm es m yste ries , b u t he  w as, 
like m an y  of h is  con tem poraries , w illing  
to  tak e  a  sh o t a t  a n y th in g  th a t  prom ised 
a  payday. The L ost World, firs t published  
in  1912, is p e rh a p s  h is  best-know n  “sc i­
ence f ic tio n ” n o v e l— th e  p h ra s e  h a d n ’t  
been  in v e n te d  y e t, o f  cou rse , b u t  i t  c e r ­
ta in ly  fits th is  adven tu re , w hich in  m any  
w ays p re fig u re s  M ichael C rich to n ’s J u ­
rassic Park. I t  also serves as  an  in te re s t­
in g  com parison  to  P ay to n ’s C onstan tine  
A ffliction , w hich  show s Doyle’s influence 
in  several d e ta ils—includ ing  a  c h a rac te r 
clearly  m odeled on P rofessor C hallenger, 
th e  iconic figure a t  th e  cen te r o f th is  nov­
el and  several sequels.

The book begins w ith  th e  n a rra to r, E d ­
w ard  M alone, a  young  jo u rn a lis t , dec id ­
in g  to  im p re ss  h is  fickle fiancee  by ta k ­
in g  on  a n  a s s ig n m e n t  t h a t  sh o w s  h is  
ad v e n tu ro u s  sp ir it  an d  courage. H is ed i­
to r  po in ts h im  a t  C hallenger, a  m averick  
n a t u r a l i s t  w h o  h a s  m a d e  o u tr a g e o u s  
c la im s  a b o u t  h is  d is c o v e r ie s  in  S o u th  
A m erica, c la im s th a t  th e  scientific e s ta b ­
lis h m e n t h a s  d ism isse d  a s  im p o ssib le . 
M alone goes to  v isit th e  sc ien tis t, an d  af­
te r  a co n ten tio u s  in terv iew , en d s  up  be­
lieving h im .

A fter som e add itional b ro u h ah a , a n  ex­
p ed itio n  is m o u n ted . M alone a n d  C h a l­
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lenger a re  jo ined  by two o thers: P rofessor 
S u m m erlee , a n  e s ta b lis h m e n t sc ie n tis t  
on ly  s lig h tly  le s s  e c c e n tr ic  th a n  C h a l­
lenger him self, an d  Lord Jo h n  Roxton, a 
w ell-know n h u n te r /a d v e n tu re r  w ith  con­
s id e ra b le  ex p erien ce  of S o u th  A m erica , 
an d  a w illingness to  ta k e  chances. T he ir 
goal is an  iso la ted  p la te a u  w h ere  C h a l­
le n g e r  c la im s  to  h a v e  fo u n d  liv in g  d i ­
nosaurs. N eedless to  say, a f te r  several a d ­
v e n tu re s , th e y  re a c h  th e  p la te a u ,  find  
proof th a t  C hallenger w as rig h t, and  u n ­
dergo still m ore ad v en tu res , cu lm in a tin g  
in  a  r e tu r n  to  L ondon  to  p r e s e n t  th e i r  
findings to th e  skep tical w orld.

T he book show s signs of its  age, u n su r­
p rising ly . D oyle w as  a  m a n  o f h is  tim e , 
an d  th e  novel’s a tti tu d e s  tow ard  w om en 
a n d  n o n -E n g lis h  p e o p le s  a r e  lik e ly  to  
leave  a m o d ern  e ra  re a d e r  sh a k in g  h e r  
head. The science is som etim es badly  d a t­
ed , if  n o t o u tr ig h t  w rong  to  beg in  w ith ; 
th e  d in o sa u rs  e sp e c ia lly  a re  re lic s  o f a 
tim e  before th e i r  physio logy w as  b e tte r  
understood. And som e rea d e rs  will be im ­
p a tie n t w ith  th e  pacing, th e  holes in  th e  
plot, and  the  languorous prose style. Still, 
th is  is th e  rea l th ing : Doyle’s s tre n g th s  as 
a  sto ry te ller a re  enough to  c a n y  us along, 
an d  th e re ’s a  good deal o f p leasu re  to  be 
h a d  for th o se  w ho le t th e m se lv e s  be e n ­
ticed  in to  th e  mood.

N O T E : T h is  n o v e l is  a v a i la b le  in  a 
n u m b e r of ed itions; th e  novel I re a d  h a p ­
p e n s  to  be one I found  in  a  c h a in  book­
s to re . A cco rd ing  to  a n o te  on th e  copy­
r ig h t  page, i t  h a s  been  “lig h tly  u p d a te d  
a n d  a n n o ta te d ,” a lth o u g h  n o t to  th e  ex­
te n t  th a t  any  changes ju m p e d  o u t a t  me; 
th e  an n o ta tio n s  a re  a lm ost en tire ly  defi­
n itio n s of w ords th a t  m ay  be u n fam ilia r 
to  younger read ers .

WHISPERS UNDERGROUND 
By Ben Aaronovitch 
Del Rey, $7.99 (mm)
ISBN: 978-0-345-52461-4

H ere’s a th ird  in  A aronovitch’s series of 
police p rocedurals, fea tu rin g  occult detec­
tive P e ter G ran t. A aronovitch, w hose p re ­
v ious c re d its  in c lu d e  w o rk  a s  a  s c re e n ­
w r i te r  fo r D octor Who, h a s  e ffe c tiv e ly
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com bined hum or, m agic, a n d  London lore 
in  equal m e a su re s—in th is  case, m odem  
London, a lth o u g h  th e re ’s p len ty  o f h is to ­
ry  u n derly ing  th e  even ts o f th e  story.

G r a n t ’s la te s t  case  b e g in s  w h en  h e ’s 
called to  a s s is t  w ith  a  m u rd e r  in v estig a ­
tion , a young  m a n  found s tabbed  on th e  
tra c k s  of a n  u n d e rg ro u n d  s ta t io n — one 
of th e  b u s ie s t in  th e  sy stem . W orse ye t, 
i t ’s  th e  p eak  o f th e  C h ris tm a s  shopp ing  
season , an d  one o f th e  h e a v ie s t snow s in 
y ea rs  h a s  decided to fall on London— re ­
su lt in g  in  f ru s tra t io n  a n d  u n d u e  h a s te  
for everyone involved. T he p re ssu re  is on 
th e  police to solve th e  crim e quickly, e s ­
p ec ia lly  a f te r  i t  tu r n s  o u t th e  v ic tim  is 
a n  A m e r ic a n — w o rse  y e t, th e  so n  o f  a 
U.S. S enato r. B u t th e  v ic tim  w as a n  a r t  
s tu d e n t ,  w i th  a  s o m e w h a t  d is o rd e r ly  
l ife s ty le  a n d  a n  ev en  m o re  d is o rd e r ly  
room m ate , w hich involves G ra n t a lm o st 
in s ta n t ly  in  a w id e -ra n g in g  in v e s tig a ­
tion  th a t  to u ch es on th e  a r t  w orld. A nd 
th e  m u r d e r  w e a p o n — a s h a r d  o f  p o t ­
te ry — is u n u su a l enough  to  m e rit in v es­
tig a tio n  in  its  own rig h t, especially  since 
G ra n t’s m ag ica l se n se  te lls  h im  i t ’s th e  
p roduct o f som e pow erful m agic-m aking.

T h e  in v e s t i g a t io n  d r a g s  o u t ,  w i th  
G ra n t v is itin g  ga lleries, tra ilin g  a  b lack 
m a rk e t grocery  supplier, a n d  even tu a lly  
d iscovering  a  h id d en  se t o f ga lle ries u n ­
d e rn e a th  th e  u n d e rg ro u n d — w hich  h a s  
its  ow n pop u la tio n  o f  p rev iously  u n s u s ­
pec ted  L ondoners. T he  k ey  to  th e  m u r ­
d e r  tu r n s  o u t to  lie in th e  h is to ry  o f th e  
city. T h is  tu rn  o f ev en ts  fits  n icely  w ith  
th e  a u th o r ’s obvious love o f th e  h is to ry  
a n d  to p o g ra p h y  o f L ondon , w h ich  th is  
novel sem es u p  in  generous portions.

P e r h a p s  th e  o n e  c o m p la in t  I h a v e  
a b o u t th i s  in s ta l lm e n t  in  th e  s e r ie s  is 
th e  red u ced  ro le o f G ra n t’s boss, D e tec ­
tive In sp ec to r N ig h tin g a le , a n  o lder de- 
tec tive/w izard  w ho h a s  been  a  la rge  p a r t  
o f th e  ch arm  o f th e  e a r lie r  volum es. O n 
th e  o th e r h an d , Lesley, G ra n t’s g irlfriend  
u n til  a  spell gone w rong  d isfig u red  her, 
h a s  b eg u n  to  ta k e  a m ore ac tive  ro le  in  
th e  p lo t  a g a in . A a ro n o v itc h  is c le a r ly  
w ork ing  on a  long-range  story, an d  th a t  
p rom ises m ore in  th is  excellen t series.

PARADOX: The Nine Greatest
Enigmas in Physics 

By Jim Al-Khaiili 
Broadway, $15.00 (tp)
ISBN: 978-0-307-98879-5

A B r i t i s h  p h y s ic is t  looks a t  so m e of 
th e  e n ig m a tic  p ro p o s itio n s  c re a te d  by 
h is  colleagues over th e  ages.

A l- K h a l i l i ,  w h o  t e a c h e s  q u a n tu m  
phy sics  a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f S urrey , b e ­
g in s  w ith  th e  w e ll-k n o w n  s tu m p e r  in ­
volving a gam e show  h o st— u su a lly  M on­
ty  H a ll— w ho co n fro n ts  th e  c o n te s ta n t  
w ith  th re e  doors, one of w hich conceals a 
p rize . A fter th e  c o n te s ta n t  chooses one, 
th e  h o s t th e n  o p en s  a n o th e r  doo r th a t  
proves no t to be th e  w inner, an d  ask s  the  
co n te s tan t if  she  w ould like to change h er 
choice. In defiance of com m on sense , i t  is 
a d v a n ta g e o u s  to  do so; A l-K h a lili su m ­
m arizes th e  probabilities beh ind  th e  puz­
zle, n o tin g  th e  im p o rta n t p rov ision  th a t  
th e  h o s t  h a s  to  know  w h ich  door is  th e  
ac tu a l w inner.

H e th e n  tu rn s  to  th e  logical puzzles in ­
v e n te d  by th e  G reek  p h ilo so p h e r Zeno, 
w ho seem ingly  proved th a t  m otion is im ­
p o ss ib le . T h e  m o s t fa m o u s  is “A ch illes 
a n d  th e  Tortoise,” in  w hich  th e  m yth ical 
h e ro  g ives th e  re p tile  a  h e a d  s t a r t  th a t  
h e  t h e n  f in d s  h e  c a n  n e v e r  m a k e  up , 
since in  the  tim e  he m ak es up  th e  origi­
n a l h e a d  s t a r t ,  th e  to r to is e  h a s  m oved 
a h e a d . T h e  d e m o n s tr a t io n , w h ile  con ­
tra ry  to  all p rac tica l experience, seem ed 
annoy ing ly  irre fu ta b le  u n til th e  develop­
m e n t o f m a th e m a tic a l tools, such  as  cal­
cu lus, for describ ing  change over tim e.

O lb ers’ paradox , on th e  o th e r h a n d , re­
vealed  deep t ru th s  abou t th e  u n iverse  by 
a sk in g  why, if  th e re  a re  a n  in fin ite  n u m ­
b er o f s ta rs , th e  sky  is d a rk  a t  n igh t. V ar­
ious a n sw e rs  w ere  posed over th e  ages; 
for exam ple, in te rs te lla r  d u s t th a t  blocks 
ligh t, w hich how ever w ould be h e a te d  by 
th e  s ta r s  u n til it too glowed. T he m odern  
a n sw e r  d ep en d s  on th e  p e rcep tio n  th a t  
lig h t h a s  a fin ite  speed an d  th e  u n iverse  
a  defin ite  age.

M axw ell’s dem on, a n  im a g in a ry  c re a ­
tu r e  t h a t  can  c o n tro l in d iv id u a l  m o le ­
cu les to  o v erth ro w  en tropy , ra is e s  sim i-

Peter Heckno
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larly  deep  issues of fu n d am en ta l physics. 
G ra n tin g  th e  p rem ise  th a t  such  a  being  
could  e x is t, a n d  th a t  i t  c a n  co n tro l th e  
m olecules w ith o u t any  ex p en d itu re  of en ­
ergy (w hich w ould reestab lish  th e  p rim a ­
cy of entropy), th e  c reation  of a  p e rp e tu a l 
m otion m ach in e  becom es possib le. How 
to explain  aw ay th is  problem ?

Possib ly  th e  m ost fa m ilia r  p a rad o x  of 
q u a n tu m  th e o ry — if  only to  w a tc h e rs  o f 
“T he B ig B ang  Theory”— is Schrod inger’s 
C a t ,  w h o s e  life  o r  d e a th  d e p e n d s  on  
w h e th e r  a  rad io ac tiv e  a tom  decays in  a  
given s tre tch  of tim e. A l-Khalili ap p ro p ri­
a te ly  n o te s  t h a t  n o b o d y  r e a l ly  u n d e r ­
s ta n d s  q u a n tu m  theory, o th e r th a n  u sing  
its  m a th e m a tic a l fo rm u la tio n s to  a rr iv e  
a t  u sefu l p red ic tions ab o u t th e  behav io r 
of m a tte r  on th e  subatom ic scale. T he ca t 
paradox  w as a n  effort by S chrodinger— a 
le a d in g  p h y s ic is t  in  h is  ow n r ig h t— to 
look  a t  w h e th e r  e v e n ts  on  th e  a to m ic  
sca le , w h ic h  a re  s u b je c t to  th e  law s o f 
q u a n tu m  physics, can  be m ad e  to  affect 
th e  s c a le  o f e v e ry d a y  e x p e r ie n c e . You 
m ay  o r m ay  n o t a g ree  w ith  A l-K h a lili’s 
e x p la n a tio n  o f  th e  p a ra d o x , b u t  i t  w ill

ce rta in ly  ge t you th in k in g  abou t th e  sci­
ence involved .

F erm i’s P aradox  is an o th e r  th a t  ra ises  
q u e s tio n s  a b o u t th e  la rg e r  u n iv e rse : if  
technologically advanced  civ ilizations are 
co m m on  in  th e  u n iv e rs e , w h y  h a v e n ’t  
th e y  v isited  us? A l-K halili gives deta iled  
a n sw e rs  to  each  of th e se  problem s, p lus 
severa l th a t  grow  ou t o f E in s te in ’s theory  
o f r e la t iv i ty  a n d  th e  p o ss ib ility  o f tim e  
t r a v e l .  T h e  la t te r ,  n o ta b ly  th e  fam o u s 
p a ra d o x  of th e  tim e  tra v e le r  to  th e  p a s t 
w ho k ills h is  ow n d irec t ancestor, h a s  of 
c o u rse  b een  th e  m e a t o f n u m e ro u s  SF  
stories.

T h e  book concludes w ith  a l is t  o f u n ­
so lv e d  p ro b le m s  o f sc ie n c e — n o t a ll o f 
th e m  p a ra d o x e s— a n d  a look a t  th e  r e ­
cen t q uestion  of w h e th e r  n eu tr in o s  have  
been  found to  trav e l fa s te r  th a n  ligh t, a 
possib ility  th a t  ra ises  rich  issu es  to u ch ­
in g  th e  very  foundations of science.

T h is  o n e ’s a good re a d  for th o s e  w ho 
like to stre tch  th e ir  m inds around  a tough 
p rob lem ; th u s  I ’ve avo ided  g iv ing  aw ay  
th e  answ ers. I t’s also an  en te rta in in g  look 
into th e  h isto ry  of science, to  boot. O
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S F  CO N VEN TIO H RL C H L E ID R R
H ere’s the full Memorial Day lineup. I’ll be at BaltiCon then. Also good then: Oasis, BayCon, 

ConQuest and MisCon. Till then, consider RavenCon (where I’ll be), KeyCon, EerieCon and 
Constellation. Plan now for social weekends with your favorite SF authors, editors, artists, and 
fellow fans. For an explanation of con(vention)s, a sample of SF folksongs, and info on 

fanzines and clubs, send me an SASE (self-addressed, stamped #10 [business] envelope) at 10 
Hill #22-L, Newark NJ 07102. The hot line is (973) 242-5999. If a machine answers (with a list of 
the week’s cons), leave a message and I’ll call back on my nickel. When writing cons, send an 
SASE. For free listings, tell me of your con five months out. Look for me at cons behind the Filthy 
Pierre badge, playing a musical keyboard. — Erwin S. Strauss

APRIL 2013
5-7—RavenCon. For info, write: Box 36420, Richmond VA 23235. Or phone: (973) 242-5999 (10 am to 10 pm, not collect). (Web) raven- 
con.com. (E-mail) info@ravencon.com. Con will be held in: Richmond VA (if city omitted, same as in address) at the Holiday Inn Select 
Koger Center Guests will include: Authors K. J. Anderson. R. Moesta; fan C. Brindle. Northeast fans: come try a Southern con.

12-14—Windy City Pulp & Paper Con. windycitypulpandpaper.com. Lombard IL. "90 Years of SF/fantasy magazines'

19-21—Constellation. Box 84324, Lincoln NE 68501. constellationne.net. Lincoln NE. D. Nigh of Anime Nebraskon. ‘A New Hope.' 

19-21—FILKONtario, 145 Rice Ave. *98, Hamilton ON L9C 6R3. filkontario.ca. Mississauga (Toronto) ON. SF/fantasy folksinging. 

26-28—EerieCon, c/o Box 412, Buffalo NY 14226. eeriecon.org. Grand Island (Niagara Falls) NY. Jack McDevitt, Carl Fredrick.

26-28—Divine Decadence, thetwistedworld.com. Doubletree, Somerset NJ. "A mufti-cultural, multi-genre event." 18+ only, please.

MAY 2013
3-5—Malice Domestic, Box 8007, Gaithersburg MD 20898. malicedomestic.org. Hyatt. Bethesda MD (near DC). L. King. Mysteries. 

9-12—ACon. acon6.wordpress.com. Hotel Adlon, Mariehamn, Sland I., Finland. Tricia Sullivan. “Pronounced Awe-Con:' truly cisome."

9- 13—MistiCon. misti-con.org. Margate Hotel, Laconia NH, "A Harry Potter Convention Like No Other." Not officially sanctioned.

10- 12—Faerie Festival, marytandfaeriefestival.org. Camp Ramblewood, Dariington MD. Outdoor event. Pony rides, May Pole, etc. 

17-19—KeyCon, Box 3178, Winnipeg MB R3C 4E6. keycon.org. Richard Hatch, L. Moyer. Celebrating Dr. Who and H. P. Lovecraft.

17-19—Spectrum, spectrumfantasticartlive.com. Bartle Hall, Kansas City MO. M. Whelan, C. Vess. McPherson, Whitlatch. de Save.

17- 20—CostumeCon, 1218 Florence Ave., Colorado Springs CO 80905. cc31denver.com. Aurora CO. Masqueraders' annual con.

18— Book Festival, gaftiiereburgbookfestival.oig- City Hall, Gaithersburg MD (near DC). "Books, Writers & the Written Word." Free._

24-26—Oasis, Box 323, Goldenrod FL 32733. oasfis.org. Orlando FL. Seanan McGuire, Cthulhu Chili Cookoff, NASA stuff.

24-26—ConQuest, Box 36212, Kansas City MO 64171. conquestkc.org. Holiday Inn CoCo Key Water Park. Rothtuss, Garcia, Wrede. 

24-26—Anime Boston, animeboston.com. Hynes Convention Center and Sheraton Hotel, Boston MA. Note new weekend (2013 only). 

24-26—Anime North, animenorth.com. Congress Centre, Doubletree. Sheraton, Crowne Plaza, all near Toronto airport (YYZ).

24-27—BaltiCon, Box 686, Baltimore MD 21203. balticon.org. Marriot, Hunt Valley MD. Joe Haldeman, N. Okorafor, R. Stembach. 

24-27—BayCon, Box 62108, Sunnyvale CA 94088. baycon.org. Hyatt, Santa Clara CA. L. M. Bujold, V. Belmont. C. & J. O’Halloran. 

24-27—MisCon, Box 7721, Missoula MT 59807. (406) 544-7083. miscon.org. Ruby's Inn. Jim and S. K. Butcher. “Family-friendly." 

24-27—WisCon, Box 1624, Madison Wl 53701. (608) 233-8850. wiscon.info. Concourse Hotel. Walton, Slonczewski. Feminism & SF. 

31-June 1—ConSamih Box 8036, Minneapolis MN 55408. (612) 721-5959. con-samit@comcast.net. St. Paul MN. Western fiction.

31-June 2—ConCarolinas, Box 26336, Charlotte NC 28221. concarolinas.org. Chartotte NC. Tim Zahn. W. Baur, A. Rosenberg.

JUNE 2013
21-23—ConTerpoinh c/o 5911 Veranda Dr., Springfield VA 22152. conterpoint.org. Gaithersburg MD. SF/lantasy folksinging. 

28-Sep. 30—SoonerCon, 1848 Hemmingway Dr.. Edmond OK 73013. (405) 310-9255. soonercon.com. Midwest City, OK. Cherryh. 

28-Sep. 30—DucKon, Box 4843, Wheaton IL 60189. duckon.org. Westin Chicago North Shore, Wheeling IL 

28-Sep. 30—ConTemporal. contemporal.org. North Raleigh Hilton. Raleigh NC. Pirate/western/SF mashup, looks like 

28-Sep. 30—BaCon. ba-con.org. Columbus OH. “Weekend-long Convention Celebrating Geeks, Games, Tech and BACON!!!"

AUGUST 2014
29-Sep. 2—Lone Star Con 3, Box 27277, AustinTX 78755.lonestarcon3.org, San Antonio TX. The World SF Convention. $160+.

AUGUST 2013
14-18—LonCon 3,379 Myrtle Rd., Sheffield S2 3HQ, UK.loncon3.org. Docklands, London UK. The WoridCon. u95/A.C,US$160.

mailto:info@ravencon.com
mailto:con-samit@comcast.net
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