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I am not hi ng and nobody; atons that have

|l earned to | ook at themselves; dirt that
has |l earned to see the awe and the nmjesty
of the universe.

The day the hover-transports arrived in
the refugee canps, huge wi ndow ess shells
of titaniumfloating on electrostatic
cushions, the day facel ess nmen took the
ragged little girl that was nme away from
the narrow, blasted valley that had once
been Sal zburg to begin a new life on
anot her continent: that is the true
beginning of ny life. Wiat cane before
then is alnost irrelevant, a sequence of
menories etched as with acid into ny
brain, but with no nmeaning to real life.

Sonetimes | alnost think that | can
renmenber ny parents. | remenber them not
by what was, but by the shape of the
absence they left behind. | renmenber
yearning for nmy nother’s voice, singing to
me softly in Japanese. | cannot renenber
her voice, or what songs she m ght have
sung, but | remenber so vividly the

m ssing of it, the hole that she left

behi nd.

My father | remenber as the | oss of

somet hing |l arge and warmand infinitely
strong, snelling of—of what? | don’t
remenber. Again, it is the loss that
remains in my menory, not the man.
remenber remenbering himas nore solid
than mount ai ns, sonething eternal; but in
the end he was not eternal, he was not
even as strong as a very snall war.

| lived in the city of music, in Sal zburg,
but | remenber little frombefore the
siege. | do renenber cafés (seen from

bel ow, with huge tables and the | egs of
wai ters and faces | oonmi ng down to ask me
if I wwuld like a sweet). |'msure ny
parents must have been there, but that I
do not renenber.

And | remenber music. | had ny little
violin (although it seemed so |arge to ne



then), and nusic was not ny second

| anguage but ny first. | thought in nusic
before ever | |earned words. Even now,
decades later, when | forget myself in

mat hematics | cease to think in words, but
think directly in concepts clear and
perfectly harnonic, so that a mathematica
proof is no nmore than the inevitable

maj esty of a crescendo |eading to a final
resol ving chord.

I have long since forgotten anything
knew about the violin. | have not played
since the day, when | was nine, | took
fromthe rubble of our apartnent the
shattered cherry-wood scroll. | kept that
meani ngl ess pi ece of polished wood for
years, slept with it clutched in ny hand
every night until, rmuch later, it was
taken away by a soldier intent on rape.
Probably I would have I et him had he not
been so ignorant as to think ny one neager
possession m ght be a weapon. Coitus is
not hi ng nore than the natural act of the
ani mal . From songbi rds to porpoi ses, any
mal e animal will rape an avail able fenale
when given a chance. The action is of no
signi ficance except, perhaps, as a chance
to contenplate the inpersonal majesty of
the chain of life and the neani ngl essness
of any individual’s will within it.

When | was finally taken away fromthe
city of nmusic, three years later and a
century ol der, | owned nothing and wanted
not hi ng. There was nothing of the city
left. As the hoverjet took me away, j ust
one nore in a seem ngly endless |ine of
ragged survivors, only the nountains
remai ned, hardly scarred by the bonb
craters and the detritus that marked where
the castle had stood, nountains | ooking
down on humanity with the gaze of
eternity

My real parents, | have been told, were
rousted out of our apartnent with a tossed
stick of dynamite, and shot as infidels as
they ran through the door, on the very
first night of the war. It was probably
fanatics of the New Othodox Resurgence
that did it, in their first round of

et hni ¢ cl eansi ng, al though nobody seened
to know for sure

In the begi nning, despite the dissolution
of Austria and the fall of the federation
of free European states, despite the
hate-tal k spread by the disciples of
Dr agan Vukadi novi “c, the violent cleansing



of the Orthodox church, and the rising of
the Pan-Slavic unity novenent, all the
events that covered the news-nets al

t hrough 2081, few people believed there
woul d be a war, and those that did thought
that it mght last a few nonths. The

di ssolution of Austria and eastern Europe
into a federation of free states was
viewed by intellectuals of the tine as a
good thing, a recognition of the inpending
irrel evance of governnents in the

post -t echnol ogi cal society with its

bur geoni ng sky-cities and prospering
free-trade zones. Everyone tal ked of civil
war, but as a distant thing; it was an
awf ul nythical nonster of ancient tines,
one that had been thought dead, a thing
that ate people’s hearts and turned them

i nto i nhuman gargoyl es of stone. It would
not come here

Sal zburg had had a | arge popul ati on of

Asi ans, once thensel ves refugees fromthe
econom ¢ and political turmoil of the
twenty-first century, but now prosperous
citizens who had lived in the city for
over a century. Nobody thought about
religion in the Sal zburg of that |ost age;
nobody cared that a person whose fanily
once cane fromthe Orient nmight be a
Buddhi st or a H ndu or a Confucian. My own
famly, as far as | know, had no religious
feelings at all, but that made little
difference to the fanatics. My nother
suspecting possible trouble that night,
had sent me over to sleep with an old
German couple who lived in a building next
door. | don't remenber whether | said
good- bye.

Johann Acht enberg becane ny foster father
a stocky old man, bearded and forever

snelling of cigar snoke. "We will stay,"”
my foster father would often say, over and
over. "It is our city; the barbarians

cannot drive us out." Later in the siege,
in a grimrer nood, he mght add, "They can
kill us, but they will never drive us
out."

The next few nonths were full of turnoil,
as the Orthodox Resurgence tried, and
failed, to take Sal zburg. They were stil

di sorgani zed, nore a nmob than an arny,
still evolving toward the killing nmachine
that they woul d eventually becone.
Eventual |y they were driven out of the
city, dynamting buildings behind them to
join up with the Pan-Slavic arny rolling
in fromthe devastation of Graz. The roads



in and out of the city were barricaded,
and the siege began.

For that summer of 2082, the first summer
of the siege, the life of the city hardly
changed. | was ten years old. There was
still electricity, and water, and stocks
of food. The cafés stayed open, although
cof fee becane hard to obtain, and

i mpossi bly expensive when it was

avail abl e, and at tines they had not hing
to serve but water. | would watch the
pretty girls, dressed in colorful Italian
suede and wearing ornately carved Ladakhi
jewelry, strolling down the streets in the
eveni ngs, stopping to chat with T-shirted
boys, and | would wonder if | would ever
grow up to be as elegant and poi sed as
they. The shelling was still mostly far
away, and everybody believed that the tide
of world opinion wuld soon stop the war.
The occasi onal shell that was targeted
toward the city caused great conmotion
peopl e scream ng and divi ng under tables
even for a bird that hit many bl ocks away.
Later, when civilians had becone targets,
we all learned to tell the caliber and the
trajectory of a shell by the sound of the
song it made as it fell.

After an explosion, there is silence for
an instant, then a hubbub of crashing

gl ass and debris as shattered walls
col | apse, and people gingerly touch each
other, just to verify that they are alive.
The dust would hang in the air for hours.

Toward Septenber, when it becamnme obvious
that the world powers were stal emated, and
woul d not intervene, the shelling of the
city began in earnest. Tanks, even nodern
ones with electrostatic hover and thin
coi l guns instead of heavy cannons, could
not maneuver into the narrow alleys of the
old city and were stym ed by the

st eep-sided nountain valleys. But the
outer suburbs and the hilltops were

i nvaded, crushed flat, and | eft abandoned.

| did not realize it at the tine, for a
child sees little, but with antiquated
equi prent and pat ched-together artillery,
my besieged city clunmsily and painfully
fought back. For every fifty shells that
cane in, one was fired back at the
attackers.

There was an international bl ockade
agai nst selling weapons to the Resurgence,
but that seened to nmake no difference.



Thei r weapons may not have had the nopst
nmodern of technol ogy, but they were far
better than ours. They had superconducting
coilguns for artillery, weapons that fired
aer odynanmi cal | y-shaped sl ugs—-we call ed

t hem bi rds—t hat nmaneuvered on tw sted arcs
as they noved. The birds were small,
barely | arger than ny hand, but the
met ast abl e atomi ¢ hydrogen that filled
them hel d an incredi bl e anount of

expl osi ve power.

Qur defenders had to rely on ancient
weapons, guns that ignited chemica

expl osives to propel netal shells. These
were qui ckly di sassenbl ed and renoved from
their position after each shot, because
the eneny’s conputers could backtrail the
trajectory of our shells, which had only
crude aeromaneuvering, to direct a deadly
rain of birds at the guessed position
Since we were cut off fromregular supply
lines, each shell was precious. W were
supplied by amrunition carried on nul es
whose trails woul d weave through the
eneny’ s wooded territory by night and by
shells carried one by one across dangerous
territory in backpacks.

But still, miraculously, the city held.
Over our heads, the continuous shower of
steel eroded the skyline. Qur beautifu
castl e Hohensal zburg was sandpapered to a
hill of bare rock; the cathedral towers
fell and the debris by slow degrees was
pounded into gravel. Bells rang in
synmpathy with explosions until at |ast the
bells were silenced. Slowy, erosion
softened the profiles of buildings that
once defined the city’s horizon

Even wi thout |ooking for the craters, we
learned to tell fromlooking at the trees
whi ch nei ghbor hoods had had expl osi ons in
them Near a blast, the city's trees had
no | eaves. They were all shaken off by the
shock waves. But none of the trees |asted
the wi nter anyway.

My foster father made a stove by pounding
with a hammer on the fenders and door
panel s of a wecked autonobile, with a
pi pe made of copper from rooftops and

i nnuner abl e soft-drink cans. Fl oorboards
and furniture were broken to bits to make
fuel for us to keep warm All through the
city, stovepipes suddenly bristled through
exterior walls and through w ndows. The

fi berglass sides of nodern housing bl ocks,
never designed for such crude heating,



becane decorated with black snoke trails
I'i ke unreadable graffiti, and the city
parks becane weirdly enpty lots crossed by
wi ndi ng si dewal ks that neandered past the
craters where the trees had been

Johann’s wife, my foster nother, a thin,
qui et worman, died by being in the wong
building at the wong tine. She had been
visiting a friend across the city to
exchange chat and a pinch of hoarded tea.
It might just as easily have been the
building I was in where the bird deci ded
to build its deadly nest. It took sone of
the solidity out of Johann. "Do not fal

inlove, little Leah," he told nme, nmany
mont hs | ater, when our lives had returned
to a fragile stability. "It hurts too
much. "

In addition to the nearly full-time job of
bargai ning for those necessities that
coul d be bargained for, substituting or

i mprovi sing those that could not, and
hansteri ng away in basenments and shelters
any storable food that could be found, ny
foster father Johann had another job, or
per haps an obsession. | only learned this
slowy. He woul d di sappear, sonetines for
days. One tine | followed himas far as an
entrance to the ancient cataconbs beneath
the bird-pecked ruins of the beautifu
castl e Hohensal zburg. Wen he di sappeared
into the darkness, | dared not follow.

Wien he returned, | asked himabout it. He
was strangely reluctant to speak. Wen he
did, he did not explain, but only said
that he was working on the nol ecul ar

still, and refused to say anything
further, or tolet ne nention it to anyone
el se.

As a child, | spoke a hodgepodge of

| anguages; the English of the foreigners,
the French of the European Union, the
Japanese that ny parents had spoken at
home, the book-German of the schools, and
the Austrian CGerman that was the domi nant
tongue of the culture I lived in. At hone,
we spoke nostly German, and in Gernan,
"Still" is a word which nmeans qui et ude.
Over the weeks and nonths that foll owed,
the idea of a nolecular still grewin ny
i magi nation into a wonderful thing, a

pl ace that is quiet even on the nol ecul ar
| evel, far different fromthe boom ng
sounds of war. In ny imagination, know ng
my foster father was a gentle man who
want ed not hi ng but peace, | thought of it



as a reverse secret weapon, something that
woul d bring this wonderful stillness to
the worl d. When he disappeared to the
wonder ful nol ecular still, each tine |
woul d wonder whether this would be the
time that the still would be ready, and
peace woul d cone.

And the city held. "Sal zburg is an idea,
little Leah," ny foster father Johann
would tell me, "and all the birds in the
worl d could never peck it away, for it
lives in our mnds and in our souls.

Sal zburg will stand for as |ong as any one
of us lives. And, if we ever abandon the
city, then Sal zburg has fallen, even if
the city itself still stands.™

In the outside world, the world | knew
not hi ng of, nations quarreled and were
stal emated wi th indecision over what to
do. Qur city had been fragilely connected
to the western half of Europe by
precarious roads, with a series of tunnels
through the Al ps and | ong arcing bridges
across narrow mountain valleys. In their
terror that the chaos m ght spread
westward, they dynamited the bridges, they
col | apsed the tunnels. Not nations, but
individuals, did it. They cut us off from
civilization, and left us to survive, or
die, on our own.

CGovernments had becone increasingly

uni nportant in the era follow ng the
openi ng of the resources of space by the
free-trade zones of the new prosperity,
but the trading consortia that now rul ed
Anerica and the far east in the place of
governnents had gained their influence
only by assiduously signing away the
capacity to nmake war, and al though the
covenants that had secured their formation
had eroded, that one prohibition stil
hel d. Only governments could help us, and
the governments tried negotiation and

di pl omacy as Dragan Vukadi novi ¢ nmade
prom ses for the New Ot hodox Resurgence
and broke them

H gh above, the owners of the sky-cities
did the only thing that they could, which
was to deny access to space to either
side. This kept the war on the ground, but
hurt us nore than it hurt the armes
surroundi ng us. They, after all, had no
need for satellites to find out where we
wer e.

To the east, the Pan-Slavic arny and the



New Ot hodox Resurgence were poundi ng

agai nst the rock of the Tenth Crusade;
further south they were skirmn shing over
borders with the Islanm c Federation.
Cccasionally the shelling would stop for a
while, and it would be safe to bring
hoarded sol ar panels out into the sunlight
to charge our batteries—the electric grid
had gone | ong ago, of course—-and huddl e
around an antique sol ar-powered tel evision
set watching the distant negotiating teans
tal k about our fate. Everybody knew that
the war woul d be over shortly; it was

i mpossi ble that the world would not act.

The world did not act.

I remenber taking batteries from w ecked
cars to use a headlight, if one happened
to survive unbroken, or a taillight, to
all ow us to stay up past sunset. There was
a concoction of boiled | eaves that we
called "tea," although we had no mlk or
sugar to put in it. W would sit together
enjoying the mracle of light, sipping our
"tea," perhaps reading, perhaps just
sitting in silence.

Wth the destruction of the bridges,

Sal zburg had beconme two cities, connected
only by narrow beam m crowave radi o and
the occasional foray by individuals
wal ki ng across the dangerous series of
beans stretched across the rubble of the
A d Stone Bridge. The two Sal zburgs were
distinct in population, with nostly

i mm grant popul ations isolated in the
nmodern bui |l di ngs on the east side of the
river, and the old Austrians on the west.

It is inmpossible to describe the Sal zburg
feeling, the aura of a sophisticated
ancient city, wapped in a glisteningly
pure bl anket of snow, under siege, faced
with the daily onslaught of an unseen arny
that seenmed to have an unlimted supply of
coi l guns and met ast abl e hydrogen. W were
never out of range. The Sal zburg stride
was rel axed only when protected by the
cover of buildings or specially
constructed barricades, breaking into a
jagged sprint over a stretch of open
ground, a cobbl ed forecourt of crossroads
open to the rifles of snipers on distant
hills firing hypersoni c needl es randomy
into the city. Fromthe deadly stee

birds, there was no protection. They could
fly in anywhere, with no warning. By the
time you heard their high-pitched song

you were already dead, or, mracul ously,



still alive.

Not even the nights were still. It is an
incredible sight to see a city cloaked in
darkness suddenly illumnated with the

bl ue dawn of a flare sent up fromthe
hilltops, dimmng the stars and suffusing
coruscating light across the glittering
snow. There is a curious, om nous interval
of quiet: the buildings of the city
dragged blinking out of their darkness and
di splayed in a fairy glow, naked before
the invisible gunners on their distant
hilltops. Wthin thirty seconds, the birds
woul d begin to sing. They might land a
good few bl ocks away, the echo of their
dem se ringing up and down the valley, or
they might land in the street below the
expl osi on sendi ng peopl e diving under

tabl es, wi ndows caving in across the room

They could, | believe, have destroyed the
city at any time, but that did not serve
their purposes. Sal zburg was a prize.

Whet her the buil dings were whole or in
parts seermed irrelevant, but the city was
not to be sinply obliterated.

In April, as buds started to bl oomfrom
beneath the rubble, the city woke up, and
we di scovered that we had survived the

wi nter. The di pl omats proposed
partitioning the city between the Sl avs
and the Gernmans—Asi ans and ot her ethnic
groups, like me, being conveniently

i gnored-and the ternms were set, but
not hi ng cane of it except a cease-fire
that was viol ated before the day was over

The second sumrer of the siege was a
sumrer of hope. Every week we thought that
this mght be the last week of the siege;
that peace m ght yet be declared on terns
that we could accept, that would |l et us
keep our city. The defense of the city had
opened a corridor to the outside world,
allowing in humanitarian aid, black-narket
goods, and refugees from ot her parts of
the war. Sone of the people who had fled
before the siege returned, although many
of the popul ati on who had survived the

wi nter used the opportunity to flee to the
west. My foster father, though, swore that
he woul d stay in Sal zburg until death. It
is civilization, and if it is destroyed,
nothing is worthwhile.

Christians of the Tenth Crusade and Turks
of the Islamc Federation fought side by
side with the official troops of the



Mayor’s Brigade, sharing amunition but
not command, to defend the city. High
above, cities in the sky | ooked down on
us, but, like angels who see everything,
t hey di d not hi ng.

Caf és opened again, even those that,

wi t hout bl ack-market connections, could
only serve water, and in the evenings
there were night-clubs, the nusic boom ng
even | ouder than the distant gunfire. My
foster father, of course, would never |et
me stay up | ate enough to find out what
went on in these, but once, when he was
away tending his nolecular still, | waited
for darkness and then crept through the
streets to see

One bar was entirely Islamc Federation
Turks, wearing green turbans and uniforns
of dark maroon denim wth spindly

rail gun-1launchers slung across their backs
and kni ves and swords strung on | eather
straps across their bodies. Each one had
in front of hima tiny cup of dark coffee
and a clear glass of whisky. | thought I
was invisible in the doorway, but one of
the Turks, a tall man with a pocked face
and a dark moustache that drooped down the
side of his nouth, |ooked up, and wi thout
smling, said, "Hoy, little girl, | think
that you are in the wong pl ace."

In the next club, mercenaries wearing
cowboy hats, with black uniforms and
fingerless | eather gloves, had parked
their guns against the walls before
settling in to pound down whisky in a bar
where the nusic was so loud that the beat
reverberated across half the city. The one
cl osest to the door had a shaven head,
with a spiderweb tattooed up his neck, and
daggers and weird heral di c synbol s
tattooed across his arns. \Wen he | ooked
up at nme, standing in the doorway, he
smiled, and | realized that he had been
wat ching ne for sone time, probably ever
since | had appeared. His snmile was far
more frightening than the inpassive face
of the Turk. | ran all the way hone.

In the daytime, the snap of a sniper’s
rifle mght pronpt an exchange of heavy
machi ne-gun fire, a wild, rattling sound
that echoed crazily fromthe hills.
Smal | -arns fire would sound, tak, tak
tak, answered by the singing of snall
railguns, tee, tee. You can't tell the
source of rifle fire in an urban
environnent; it seens to conme from al



around. All you can do is duck, and run
Later that sunmer, the first of the
omi bl asters showed up, firing a beam of
pure energy with a silence so | oud that
tiny hairs all over ny body would stand up
in fright.

Cosnetics, baby nilk, and whisky were the
nmost prized commodities on the black
mar ket .

I had no idea what the war was about.
Nobody was able to explain it in termns
that an el even-year-old coul d under st and;

few even bothered to try. Al | knew was
that evil people on hilltops were trying
to destroy everything I |oved, and good

men |like my foster father were trying to
stop them

| slowy learned that ny foster father
was, apparently, quite inmportant to the
def ense. He never tal ked about what he
did, but | overheard other nmen refer to
himwith terns like "vital" and

"indi spensabl e,"” and these words made ne
proud. At first | sinply thought that they
merely neant that the existence of nen
like him proud of the city and vow ng
never to |l eave, were the core of what nade
the defense worthwhile. But |ater |
realized that it nust be nore than this.
There were thousands of nmen who | oved the
city.

Toward the end of the summer, the siege

cl osed around the city again. The arny of
the Tenth Crusade arrived and took over
the ridgetops just one valley to the west;
the Pan- Sl avic arny and the Othodox
Resurgence held the ridges next to the
city and the territory to the east. Al
that autumm the shells of the Tenth
Crusade arced over our heads toward the
Pan- Sl avs, and beans of purple fire from
pop-up robots with omiblasters would fire
back. It was a good autumm; nostly only
stray fire hit the civilians. But we were
| ocked in place, and there was no way out.

There was no place to go outside; no place
that was safe. The sky had becone our
eneny. My friends were books. | had | oved
storybooks when | had been younger, in the
part of my chil dhood before the siege that
even then | barely remenbered. But Johann
had no storybooks; his vast collection of
books were all forbidding things, full of
t hi ck bl ocks of dense text and

i nconpr ehensi bl e di agrans that were no



pi cture of anything | could recognize. |
taught mnyself al gebra, with sone help from
Johann, and started working on cal cul us.

It was easier when | realized that the

mat hematics in the books was just an odd
formof music, witten in a strange

| anguage. Candl es were precious, and so in
order to keep on reading at night, Johann
made an oil lanmp for ne, which would burn
vegetable oil. This was nearly as precious
as candl es, but not so precious as mnmy need
to read.

A still, 1 had | earned from ny readi ng—and
fromthe bl ack market—-was a device for
maki ng al cohol, or at |east for separating
al cohol fromwater. Did a nolecular stil
make nol ecul es?
"That's silly," Johann told ne.
"Bverything is nmade of nolecul es. Your
bed, the air you breathe, even you
yoursel f, nothing but nolecules."

In Novenber, the zoo’s |ast stubborn

el ephant died. The predators, the |ions,
the tigers, even the wolves, were already
gone, felled by sinple | ack of neat. The
zebras and ant el opes had gone qui ckly,
sone from starvation-induced ill ness, sone
killed and butchered by poachers. The

el ephant, surprisingly, had been the | ast
to go, a skeletal apparition stubbornly
surviving on scraps of grass and bits of
trash, protected agai nst ravenous poachers
by a continuous guard of arned wat chmen.
The wat chnen proved unabl e, however, to
guard agai nst starvation. Sone people

cl ai mthat kangaroos and enus stil
survived, freed fromtheir hutches by the
shel ling, and could be seen wandering free
inthe city late at night. Sonetinmes I
wonder if they survive still, awkward

bi rds and boundi ng marsupials, hiding in
the foothills of the Austrian Al ps, the

| ast survivors of the siege of Sal zburg.

It was a hard winter. W learned to
conserve the slightest bit of heat, so as
to stretch a few sticks of firewdod out
over a whole night. Typhus, dysentery, and
pneunoni a killed nore than the shelling,
whi ch had resuned in force with the onset
of winter. Just after New Year, a fever
attacked ne, and there was no nedicine to
be had at any price. Johann wapped nme in
bl ankets and fed nme hot water mxed with
salt and a pinch of precious sugar. |
shivered and burned, hallucinating strange
t hi ngs, now seei ng kangaroos and emnus



outside ny little room now i magi ning
mysel f on the surface of Mars, strangling
inthe thin air, and then instantly on
Venus, choking in heat and darkness, and
then floating in interstellar space, ny
body growing alternately larger than

gal axi es, then smaller than atons,
floating so far away from anything el se
that it would take eons for any signa
fromne to ever reach the world where
had been born

Eventual |y the fever broke, and | was
merely back in ny room shivering with
cold, wapped in sheets that were stinking
with sweat, in a city slowy being pounded
into rubble by distant soldiers whose
faces | had never seen, fighting for an

i deol ogy that | could never understand.

It was after this, at ny constant

pl eadi ng, that Johann finally took ne to
see his molecular still. It was a
dangerous wal k across the city,
illumnated by the gl ow of the Marionette
Theater, set afire by incendiary bonmbs two
days before. The still was hi dden bel ow
the city, farther down even than the bonb
shelters, in cataconbs that had been
carved out of rock over two thousand years
ago. There were two nen there, a man ny
foster father’s age with a white

noust ache, and an even ol der

Vi et nanese- German man with one | eg, who
said nothing the whole tine.

The ol der man | ooked at nme and said in
French, which perhaps he thought |

woul dn’t understand, "This is no place to
bring alittle one."

Johann replied in German. "She asks nmany
questions." He shrugged, and said, "I
wanted to show her."

The other said, still in French, "She
couldn’t understand."” Right then

resol ved that | would make nysel f
under st and, whatever it was that they
thought | could not. The nman | ooked at ne
critically, taking in, no doubt, ny
straight black hair and al nond eyes.
"She’s not yours, anyway. Wat is she to
you?"

"She is nmy daughter,” Johann said.

The nol ecular still was nothing to | ook
at. It was aroomfilled with curtains of
bl ack vel vet, doubl ed back and forth,



t housands and t housands of meters of
bl ackness. "Here it is," Johann said.
"Look well, little Leah, for in all the
world, you will never see such another."

Sonewhere there was a fan that pushed air
past the curtains; | could feel it on ny
face, cool, danp air noving sluggishly
past. The fl oor of the roomwas covered
with white dust, glistening in the
darkness. | reached down to touch it, and
Johann reached out to still ny hand. "Not
to touch," he said.

"What is it?" | asked in wonder.
"Can’t you snell it?"
And | could snell it, in fact, | had been

nearly holding ny breath to avoid snelling
it. The smell was thick, pungent, al nost
choking. It nade ny eyes water. "Anmonia,"
| said.

Johann nodded, smiling. H s eyes were
bright. "Ammoniumnitrate," he said.

I was silent nost of the way back to the
fortified basenent we shared with two
other famlies. There nust have been
bonbs, for there were always the birds,
but I do not recall them At |ast, just
before we cane to the river, | asked,
"\ 2"

"Ch, nmy little Leah, think. W are cut off
here. Do we have el ectrical generators to
run coilguns |ike the barbarians that
surround us? We do not. Wat can we do,
how can we defend oursel ves? The nol ecul ar
still sorts nolecules out of the air.

Ni trogen, oxygen, water; this is all that
is needed to nake explosives, if only we
can conbi ne themcorrectly. My nol ecul ar
still takes the nitrogen out of the air,
makes out of it ammoniumnitrate, which we
use to fire our cannons, to hold the

bar bari ans away fromour city."

I thought about this. | knew about

mol ecul es by then, knew about nitrogen and
oxygen, although not about expl osives.
Finally something occurred to ne, and
asked, "But what about the energy? Were
does the energy cone fron®"

Johann smiled, his face al nbst gl ow ng
with delight. "Ah, ny little Leah, you
know t he right questions already. Yes, the
energy. We have designed our still to work



by using a series of reactions, each one
using no nore than a gnat’s whi sker of
energy. Neverthel ess, you are right, we
must needs steal energy from somewhere. W
draw the thermal energy of the air. But
old man entropy, he cannot be cheated so
easily. To do this we need a heat sink."

I didn’t know then enough to follow his
words, so | merely repeated his words
dunbly: "A heat sink?"

He waved his arm enconpassing the river
flowi ng dark beneath a thin sheet of ice.
"And what a heat sink! The barbarians know
we are manufacturing arns; we fire the
proof of that back at them every day, but
they do not know where! And here it is,
right before them the notive power for
the greatest arnms factory of all of
Austria, and they cannot see it."

Mol ecul ar still or not, the siege went on.
The Pan- Sl avi cs drove back the Tenth
Crusade, and resuned their attack on the
city. In February the armies entered the
city twice, and twi ce the ragged defenders
drove them back. In April, once nore, the
fl owers bl ooned, and once nore, we had
survived another winter.

It had been nonths since | had had a bath;
there was no heat to waste on nere water
and in any case, there was no soap. Now,
at last, we could wash, in water drawn
directly fromthe Sal zach, scrubbing and
digging to get rid of the lice of winter

We stood in line for hours waiting for a
day’s ration of macaroni, the humanitarian
aid that had been air-dropped into the
city, and haul ed enornmous druns across the
city to replenish our stockpile of

dri nki ng wat er.

Summer rain fell, and we hoarded the water
fromrain gutters for later use. Al that
sumrer the snell of charred stone hung in
the air. Bullet-riddled cars, glittering
shards of glass, and fragments of concrete
and cobbl estone covered the streets. Stone
heads and gargoyl es from bl asted buil di ngs
woul d | ook up at you from odd corners of
the city.

Basenments and tunnels under the city were
filled out with mattresses and canp beds
as makeshift living quarters for refugees,
whi ch became sweaty and snelly during
sumrer, for all that they had been icy



cold in winter. Above us, the ground woul d
shake as the birds flew in, and pl aster
dust fell fromthe ceiling.

I was growing up. | had read about sex,
and knew it was a natural part of the
pattern of life, the urging of chronpbsones
to divide and conquer the world. | tried
to imagine it with everybody | saw, from
Johann to passing soldiers, but couldn't
ever make ny imagi nati on actually believe
init. There was enough sex going on
around nme—we were packed together tightly,
and humans under stress copul ate out of
desperation, out of boredom and out of
pure instinct to survive. There was enough
to see, but | couldn’t apply anything of
what | saw to nyself.

I think, when | was very young, | had sone
belief that human bei ngs were speci al
somet hi ng nore than just neat that
thought. The siege, an unrelenting tutor,
taught me otherw se. A wonan | had been
with on one day, cuddled in her lap and
tal ki ng nonsense, the next day was out in
the street, bisected by shrapnel, reduced
to a lesson in anatony. If there was a
soul it was sonething intangible,
something so fragile that it could not
stand up to the gentlest kiss of steel

Peopl e stayed alive by eating | eaves,
acorns, and, when the humanitarian aid
fromthe sky failed, by grinding down the
hard centers of corn cobs to make cakes
wi th the powder.

There were devel opnents in the war,

al though I did not know them The
Pan- Sl avic Arny, flying their standard of
a two- headed dragon, turned against the
triple cross of the New Orthodox
Resurgence, and to the east thousands of
square kilometers of pacified countryside
turned in a day into flaming ruin, as the
fornmer allies savaged each other. W could
see the snoke in the distance, a huge
pillar of black rising kiloneters into the
sky.

It made no difference to the siege. On the
hilltops, the Pan-Sl avic Arny drove off
the New Orthodox Resurgence, and when they
were done, the guns turned back on the
city. By the autum, the siege had not
lifted, and we knew we woul d have to face
anot her winter.

Far over our heads, through the



ever-present snoke, we could see the
lights of freedom the glimrering of
distant cities in the sky, renote from al
of the trouble of Earth. "They have no

cul ture,” Johann said. "They have power,
yes, but they have no souls, or they would
be hel ping us. Al um num and rock, what do
they have? Life, and nothing el se. \Wen
they have anot her thousand years, they
will still not have a third of the reality
of our city. Freedom hah! Wiy don’t they
hel p us, eh?"

The wi nter was sl ow frozen starvation. One
by one, the artillery pieces that defended
our city failed, for we no |l onger had the
machi ne shops to keep themin repair, nor
the tools to make shells. One by one the
vicious birds fired fromdistant hilltops
found the honmes of our guns and ri pped
them apart. By the middle of February, we
wer e undef ended.

And the birds continued to fall.

Sonetinmes | acconpani ed Johann to the

mol ecul ar still. Over the |ong nonths of
siege, they had nodified it so that it now
distilled fromair and water not nerely
nitrate, but finished explosive ready for
the guns, tons per hour. But what good was
it now, when there were no guns left for

it to feed? O the eight men who had given
it birth, only two still survived to tend
it, old one-legged Nguyen, and Johann

One day Nguyen stopped comi ng. The pl ace
he lived had been hit, or he had been
struck in transit. There was no way |
woul d ever find out.

There was nothing left of the city to
defend, and al nost nobody able to defend
it. Even those who were willing were
starved too weak to hold a weapon.

Al'l through February, all through March,
the shelling continued, despite the lack
of return fire fromthe city. They nust
have known that the resistance was over.
Per haps, Johann said, they had forgotten
that there was a city here at all, they
were shelling the city now for no other
reason than that it had becone a habit.
Per haps they were shelling us as a

puni shrrent for having dared to defy them

Through April, the shelling continued.
There was no food, no heat, no cl ean
water, no nedicine to treat the wounded.



When Johann died, it took nme four hours to
renove the rubble fromhis body, pulling
stones away as birds falling around ne
demol i shed a building standing a block to
the east, one two blocks north. | was
surprised at how light he was, little nore
than a feather pillow There was no place
to bury him the graveyards were all full.
| placed hi mback where he had | ain,
crossed his hands, and left himburied in
the rubbl e of the basenent where we had
spent our lives entw ned.

I nmoved to a new shelter, a tunnel cut out
of the solid rock bel ow the Minchsberg, an
artificial cavern where a hundred fanilies
huddl ed in the dark, waiting for an end to
exi stence. It had once been a parking
garage. The noisture fromthree hundred

| ungs condensed on the stone ceiling and
dri pped down on us.

At last, at the end of April, the shelling
stopped. For a day there was quiet, and
then the victorious arny cane in. There
were no alleys to baffle their tanks now
They cane dressed in plastic arnor,

facel ess soldiers with rail guns and
omi bl asters thrown casually across their
backs; they came flying the awful standard
of the Pan-Slavic Arny, the two-headed
dragon on a field of blue crosses. One of
t hem nust have been Dragan Vukadi novi’c,
Dragan the C eanser, the Scorpion of
Bratislava, but in their arnmor | could not
know whi ch one. Wth them were the

di pl omats, explaining to all who woul d
listen that peace had been negotiated, the
war was over, and our part of it was that
we woul d agree to |leave our city and nove
into canps to be resettl ed el sewhere

Wuld the victors wite the history, |
wonder ed? What would they say, to justify
their deeds? O would they, too, be left
behi nd by history, a nminor faction in a

m nor event forgotten against the dranma of
a destiny working itself out far away?

It was a living tide of ragged humans that
met them dragging the crippled and
wounded on i nprovised sledges. | found it
hard to believe that there could be so
many | eft. Nobody noticed a dirty

twel ve-year-old girl, small for her age,
slip away. Or if they did notice, where
coul d she go?

The nol ecular still was still running. The



darkness, the snell of it, hidden beneath
a ruined, deserted Sal zburg, was a confort
to me. It alone had been steadfast. In the
end, the humans who tended it had turned
out to be too fragile, but it had run on
al one in the dark, produci ng expl osives
that nobody woul d ever use, filling the
caverns and the dungeons beneath a castle
that had once been the proud synbol of a
proud city. Filling it by the ton, by the
t housands of tons, perhaps even tens of

t housands of tons.

I brought with me an alarm cl ock, and a
battery, and | sat for a long tine in the
dark, remenbering the city.

And in the darkness, | could not bring
mysel f to become the angel of destruction
to call down the cleansing fire | had so
dreaned of seeing brought upon ny enenies.
In order to survive, you nust becone
tough, Johann had once told ne; you nust
beconme hard. But | could not becone hard
enough. | could not become |ike them

And so | destroyed the nol ecular still,
and fed the pieces into the Sal zach. For
all its beauty and power, it was fragile,
and when | had done, there was nothing

| eft by which soneone coul d reconstruct

it, or even understand what it had been. |
left the alarmclock and the battery, and
ten thousand tons of explosives, behind ne
in the cataconbs.

Perhaps they are there still.

It was, | amtold, the nost beautiful, the
most civilized, city in the world. The
many people who told ne that are all dead
now, and | renenber it only through the
eyes of a child, |ooking up from bel ow and
understanding little.

Not hing of that little girl remains. Like
my civilization, | have remade nyself

anew. | live in a world of peace, a world
of mathematics and sky-cities, the opening
of the new renai ssance. But, like the
first renai ssance, this one was birthed in
fire and war.

I will never tell this to anybody. To
peopl e who were not there, the story is
only words, and they coul d never
understand. And to those who were there,
we who |ived through the | ong siege of

Sal zburg and sonehow canme out alive, there
is no need to speak



In a very long lifetime, we could never
forget.



