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CHAPTER
1

Just past dawn a dead man came floating down the river. The current carried him under the old
river-straddling warehouse, where he fetched up against one of the fluff booms Arif had strung between
therotting pilings. Phoustafound him when she came to gather the night's harvest of fluff. He floated
facedown. His head had wedged under the fluff boom; hislong black hair swayed likeaslk vell inthe
current.

Phousita glanced nervoudy overhead. The trapdoor that opened onto the main floor of the
abandoned warehouse hung open. She debated with herself amoment. It would be so easy to dip into
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the water, ease the dead man's body off the boom and guide him back into the current before Arif
discovered he was here. She would never have to worry about who he might have been or what bitter
spirits ill haunted hisflesh. Let someone else farther down theriver have him!

But her conscience wouldn' let her do it. Even in the dusky light under the river warehouse she
could tel held been awedthy man. Such fine clothes! And he might have money on him, jewels. The clan
was hungry. She glanced again at the trgpdoor. " Sumiati,” she called softly.

The termite-eaten floorboards creaked, then Sumiati peered through the door. She had an empty
bucket in her hands, ready to passit to Phousita. " So fast today! Did you fill the first bucket aready? It's
about time our catch improved!" Her dark eyes widened when she saw the body. She sucked in alittle
breath of surprise. "Phousita, he's still got his clothes! Hold him! Don't let the current take tuan away. I'll
come down. Look how beautiful hisrobeis. Oh, do you think werethefirst to find him?* She put the
bucket down, then turned to climb through the trapdoor, moving awkwardly as she bent over her
pregnant belly. She hung for amoment from the insulated wire rope, looking like somerare, ripefruit.
Then she dropped gracefully to the narrow metd plank that Arif had lashed between the pilings. It
shivered under the impact.

Phousita reached out a hand to steady her. Sumiati was asmall woman, but even beside her,
Phousitawastiny. She stood no taller than a petite child of seven or eight, though she was nearly
twenty-five years old. Despite her size, her body wasthat of awoman: dender and beautifully
proportioned, endowed with ample breasts and rounded hips, but on a scale that seemed unnaturaly
small. With her pretty round face, her dark eyes, and her thick black hair carefully coiled at the nape of
her neck, she might have been adiminutive spirit out of some forgotten mythology.

Her unusua appearance had once attracted many clients after hoursin the business district. But
sheld promised Arif she wouldn't venture down there anymore. She was hungrier these days. The clothes
from this dead man would buy alarge quantity of rice.

And yet she hesitated. Easy wedlth was so often cursed with misfortune. "I don't like finding the
tuan here" shetold Sumiati, indinctively usng the traditiond honorific. "Theres no telling what evil
influences tuan carrieswith him. Let'swork quickly, then I'll shove him back into theriver.”

Sumiati looked suddenly concerned. "Maybe we should cdl Arif."

"No!" Sumiati jerked at the sharp tone of Phousitas voice. Phousita hunched her shoulders; she
looked across at the dead man. "No," she said more gently. "No need to wake Arif. Wecan do it."
Pulling the close-fitting skirt of her sarong up above her knees, she eased hersdlf into the water until her
tiny feet touched the clean gravel that cushioned the river's concrete bed. The current swirled in cool
streams around her waist, gradually soaking her faded blue breastcloth. She reached back to help
Sumiati down, then grabbed the empty fluff bucket and started wading toward the dead man, one hand
on the fluff boom for balance.

Arif had constructed the boom shortly after hed moved the clan into the abandoned warehouse.
He'd gathered rare old plagtic bottles, the kind that didn't disintegrate in only afew weeks. Hed cut them
in half and then lashed them to a plank stripped from the warehouse. They floated haf-submerged in the
water and when the fluff came floating down the river they trapped it, like huge hands grasping at the
feast. The system had worked well for many months. It would still work, if only there were more fluff in
theriver ... or fewer hungry people. Her gaze scanned the thin line of brown foam bobbing againgt the
boom. A disma catch. Not enough there to feed three people and there were thirty-nine empty belliesin
the clan. Forty, counting Sumiati's soon-to-be-born. Phousitatried not to think about it.

Fiercerays of yelow light lanced under the river house as the sun leapt up over the city. Phousita



touched the dead man's head. Bright white flecks of bone and torn pink flesh could be seen through his
black hair. The back of his skull had been caved in by ablow. The current still washed dilute puffs of
blood from the wound. He must have been only minutesin the water. Shelifted his head carefully by the
long hair. His face was pae, nondescript European. His eyeswere closed. A single kanji glowed in soft,
luminescent red on his cheek. She couldn't read it. "L ook, tuan wasrobbed,” she said, pointing at the
torn lobes of his ears where earrings must have been. Sumiati peered over her shoulder.

Out of principle Phousitatouched his neck, checked for apulse. It was a ceremony the Chinese
doctor ingsted upon, even when the patient was obvioudy dead. Perhaps it hel ped ease the frightened
gpirit il trapped within the body. Sumiati looked on, aworried pout on her lips until Phousita.shook her
heed. Sumiati amiled.

"Evenif tuan was robbed, he till hashis clothes,” she said. "Maybe the thieves overlooked
something." She quickly checked his pockets, but found nothing. Phousitaworked at the fasteningson his
robe. In minutes they had the body stripped. Phousita stepped back in relief.

Sumidti's eyes glowed as she held the fluff bucket stuffed full of fine clothing. "Push him off the
boom," she urged. "Let's hurry. We have to take these to temple market. It'salong walk, but well get
the best price there. We can take some water to sell too. And then we can buy rice. Enough for
everyoneto eat until their somachs complain! And clothes. Henri and Maman need new clothes. And
medicines, of course. Y ou'll know the ones to buy. And the Chinese doctor is always glad to seeyou...."

Phousita smiled at Sumiati's nervous chatter. The dead man had indeed brought them good
fortune. And now she could send him on hisway. She reached for the dead man'sarm. Twisted it gently,
to ease him off the boom. Hurry now. In amoment he would be gone.

"Phoudtal”

Her handsjerked back in guilty surprise. Shelooked up as Arif dropped through the trapdoor.
Helanded on the metd plank. His dim, hard body—clothed only in worn snorts—was poised ina
fighter's stance. Arif was dwaysfighting, she thought bitterly. And held do anything, anything at dl to
urvive.

He stared at her, crue violet eyes so out of place amongst the swollen, exaggerated features of
hislaughing, yellow, bioluminescent joker'sface. Sumiati, blind to his moods, Sarted to bubbleforthin
her good-natured way with thetae of their find, but Arif cut her off with agesture. "Phousita” he
growled softly. "What are you doing?"

Phousita glanced at the nude body of the dead man. Without his clothes he seemed a pde,
ghodtly thing. "Take the basket up, Sumiati,” she said softly. "Arif will help me now."

Sumiati nodded, confused. Arif helped her out of the river and onto the plank, then stepped
back, out of her way. She climbed the rope. "Close the door behind you,” he said. He still stared at
Phousita. In the harsh shadows under the warehouse, his ogre-ugly face glowed brilliant yellow with its
own generated light.

By hisown admission Arif had been awicked child. His mother had sold him to a sorcerer who
poisoned him with aspell that exposed his sins upon hisface. With hisridiculoudy € ongated nose and
chin, his cheeks asround and full as overripe guavas, and his glowing yellow complexion, he resembled
one of the comical servants of the wayang theater. Except hiseyes.

His gaze flickered upward as the corrugated metal door closed with a creak. Soft footsteps
moved off across the warehouse floor. When Sumiati was out of earshot, Arif spoke: "He'sfood,



Phousita" Hewalked to the end of the plank. "Why would you throw away food?

Suddenly Arif dove, dicing like asunbeam through the water, histhick black hair, tiedupina
short ponytal, trailing behind him. He surfaced next to Phousita, sartling her with an exploson of
bubbles. He threw his swollen yelow head back and laughed, then hugged her tiny figure quickly, his
armsencircling her waist. "Don't be afraid, Phousita," he crooned. "The old witch filled your head with all
kindsof lies. It'sjust abody. Tuan's spiritisgone.”

Phousitawas trembling. She sank into Arif'sarmswhile the cool river rushed past. ™Y ou don't
know what kind of man hewas," she whispered.

"It doesn't matter.”
"It mattersif we take hisbody into ours.”

"Not hisbody. Only the fluff that growsfromiit. Y ou helped me plant them before. Y ou ate the
fluff."

Shelaid her head againgt his chest. Held dismissed her reluctance then too. " Sutedjo and Piet
were part of our clan,”" she said. "We knew them; they would wish us no harm. But thisman isa stranger;
we don't know what evil he'sdone.”

"It'sgonewith him."
"His spirit clingsto the body."

But Arif's patience had eroded. " Spirit rides in the head and his head's smashed in," he snapped.
"Stupid country girl, he's gone!" He ducked under the water. A moment later, he surfaced on the other
gde of the boom. Grabbing the dead man'swrigts, he twisted the body roughly off the boom. "1 wish
you'd never met that old witch! She chased your brains away. Y ou want to be a sorceress like her? Fah!
Shewasjust astupid old hill woman. I'm glad she's dead. | wish | could have planted her too!"

Phousita dapped the water. "Stop it, Arif. Stop it! Y ou pretend you know so much. Y ou don't
know! Y ou hear rumors on the street and you think they're true. Shiny new magic. But even the new
sorcerersdon't know everything. Arif!"

Hewasn't listening. He'd turned his back on her, hauling the dead man up theriver. Shetook a
deep breath and ducked awkwardly under the boom. Fear filled her aswater swirled past her face. Then
she burgt to the surface, gasping and splashing for air. She didn't know how to swim. Arif had promised
to teach her. Oh, why did she get angry? It did no good. Arif only wanted the best for her, for everyone
intheclan. It hurt him when shelet her doubt show.

"Arif." She caught up with him; helped him drag the body againgt the current. They reached the
edge of the river house. Arif stopped. Phousita glanced down through the clear water to the gravel
benesth her feet. Scattered there she could till see the remnants of Suted]jo's bones, bright white divers
that hadn't yet turned to fluff. She glanced up. Arif sudied her with violet eyes. "It wasn't the old witch
who cured you, Phousita. It was the Chinese doctor. The old magic is dead.”

He ducked under the water, hauling one leg of the dead man with him. Phousita used her tiny
body as an anchor to keep the corpse from drifting downstream while Arif secured the man'sfoot to a
mooring stone on the bottom. He surfaced, took the other leg, hauled that down too.

Over the next few days the body would dowly dissolveinto arich harvest of fluff that would float
to the surface and gather downstream againgt the fluff boom. The clan would never know the reason for



their good fortune. They'd attribute the abundant harvest to luck.

Fluff hadn't existed when the old woman was dive. That was only afew years ago. Phousita
could remember it easily. She'd been perhaps twenty-one, ftill trapped in achild's body. Theriver had
been atinking sewer then, adeadly thread of water draining the city'sfilth. When the fluff first started
collecting on the river's banks, they'd paid no attention to it, assuming it was just anew kind of pollution.
Then Arif had seentheratsedtingiit....

Now theriver ran clear. The water was clean, drinkable, though the city'sfilth still washed into it
with every rain.

Arif surfaced again, took the dead man'sright arm. "Help push him under,” he said gruffly.
Phousita nodded. Arif stretched the arm of the corpse beyond its head, then reached underwater for the
mooring stone. He found it, and glanced over his shoulder a Phousita. "Now." She placed her pamsflat
againgt the cold, dippery chest and leaned hard, forcing the body under.

Something gave way beneath her right hand. She could hear it morethan fed it, asharp meta
snick! The chest opened like ablinking eye. A golden needle shot out of the black orifice, to bury itsef in
Phousita's breast. She reared back in horror, swiping at the spot of blood just above her breastcloth that
marked the point where the needle had disappeared. She sumbled through the water. Her chest was on
fire. She could hear hersdlf blesting like aterrified child: "Unh! unh! unh!”

The corpse twisted in the current, the shouldersrolled. She saw alittle white tear in the dead
white chest before the corpse turned facedown again. Her gaze shifted to Arif. The horror in hiseyes
must have echoed her own. Help me. Shetried to say it, but her mouth had gone dry. Her tongue grew
puffy and swollen as the needl€'s poison spread through her system. The bubbling song of theriver
seemed to rise in volume, building like awall around her before it collagpsed into a chaotic buzz. Her
vison blurred. She could see Arif reaching for her. But the current was swifter. Her eyes closed asits
cold hands caressed her face and swirled through her hair.

CHAPTER
2

"Name?' the mgjordomo program asked.

Nikko, who wasin truth only a program himself, amodern ghost, an electronic entity copied
from the mind of hisorigind sdf, had little patience for Dull Intelligences. "The namesNikko," he
growled. "Rhymes with psycho. Nikko Jiang-Tibayan. I've only been here ahundred times you decrepit
excusefor asecretary.”

He could hear Kirstin laughing, somewhere over the eectronic horizon, adim sound in the
magordomo’s limited sensoria world. "Are you going to admit me or not?" he snapped.

"Of course, gir. The lady is expecting you." A pathway opened, and the ectronic pattern that
congtituted Nikko's ghost did through it into Kirstin's mind. Physicaly, his ghost occupied her atrium, an
accessory organ that had been induced to grow as afilamentoustissuein her brain. But the atrium had
drawn on her sensorium to create for him a psychic environment that was a precise duplicate of the room



which Kirgtin occupied. From her point of view, he was smply an overlay on her physicd redity, avirtua
companion—invisble to anyone but herself—yet she could host him in the real-gpace of her house. And
though he was only aghost, she could see him, scent him, touch him, taste him again ... as shed done
many times before.

Today, though, he carried with him a sense of urgency, a certainty that histime was running out.
He had afew more weeks at most, Dad said. The end wasimpossible to predict precisely, but it
wouldn't belong. Nikko could aready fed the gathering presence of desth, manifest in the clumsiness
that had begun to afflict him as his nervous system degenerated under a preprogrammed genetic code ...
aclumsnessthat was replicated perfectly by his ghost.

Kirstin held ahand out to him, the gold rings on her fine fingers bright againgt the perfect ebony of
her skin. She smiled acool, possessive smile as she anticipated his touch—no, the simulation of his
touch, atactile halucination of the atrium, inspired by this eectronic ghost ingde her mind.

Hetook her hand, his own extraordinarily long, china-blue fingers twitching uncontrollably. She
frowned at thislatest disability, but for the moment she chose to overlook it.

Stll, hefelt her scorn. Hewould have scowled at her then, if he could. But hisface wasn't made
for that. Hewas, after dl, only an experimenta model, asingular prototype of an artificia human variant
that had since been banned by the Commonwedth. A unique freak. The myriad smdll platelets that
composed hisenameled hide could concelvably perform aclumsy imitation of most human expressions.
But Dad hadn't attached much importance to that aspect of Nikko's design. Instead, he'd rerouted the
crania nerve that would normaly control the tiny musclesin the human face to service the kisheer, the
symbiotic organ that sedled his mouth and nose and ears under vacuum, providing him with oxygen on the
Outsde. But Nikko didn't soend much time mourning hislack of expressons. A cold sare served most
of hispurposeswell enough.

"I've been asking to see you for nearly aweek," he growled at Kirstin. Hisfingers wrapped
across the back of her hand and then around her wrist, though he was careful not to flex the musclesin
hisarm. The atrium would smulate that. In the tiny pseudogravity of Kirgtin's home, an object would take
over two secondsto fall one meter to thefloor, and alover could be swept off her feet with only asmall
investment. But Nikko wasn't in the mood for gameslikethat. He said: "Maybe I'll find another lover, if
you don't want to fill up my last remaining days."

"Ah Nikko, ascharming asever, | see”" Shelifted his hand, to stroke the smooth ename of it
againg her dark face. Her coppery hair was coarse and kinked, floating in an undisciplined cloud around
her shoulders. Her features were Northern European: a blocky nose and a heavy, rectangular face. The
cream-coffee eyes that measured him seemed too light for her skin. Nikko found her plain. But he wasn't
here out of love, as shewd| knew.

He gazed past her in sudden surprise. She had a painting of him on her living room wdl! He
recognized her style. "That'saromantic bit of trash," he said, ashe did carefully around her to take a
closer look.

"What'swrong with it?" Kirstin exclaimed, her voice acurious mix of amusement and anger. "'l
thought youd likeit."

Heglared at the piece. If sheld depicted him under conditions of atmosphere his kisheer would
havelain across his shoulderslike a short gray cape. But instead sheld placed him in the vacuum forest of
glassinetreesthat grew on the outer walls of Summer House, displaying him with the respiratory organ in
active pogition, its supple gray tissueraised over his mouth and nose and earslike avell. Therewas
something ferd in the poised stance sheld given him; he crouched, his toeswrapped securely around a



low branch while hisintent gaze seemed to track some object offscreen. His hands were half-raised,

ready.
"Isthat how you seeme?' he asked. "Like an animad? In my 'dement'?’
"Takeit asacompliment, Nikko."
"When it's meant as an indictment?"

In the portrait he seemed something other than human. His head was smooth and hairlesswith a
high forehead. Hisface was haf-masked, hisflat Asan nose and petite ears barely visible benegth the
kisheer. He had no eyebrows. Dad had substituted a dramatic ridge of black. His eyes were blue, and
quite human-ordinary—though behind their protective crystd lensesthey were difficult to see. Inthe
portrait he was nude, as aways, hisbody a smooth, eongated masculine sculpture covered in living
armor designed to protect him from the zero pressure of the void, gleaming in a shade of blue called
nikko. An accessory organ closed over hisgenital and and zoneslike aliving loincloth, abow to the
modesty of society, and protection for him under vacuum.

"I'm an higorian,” hetold Kirgtin. "Not azoologicad exhibit.”

Kirgin'sarm dipped around hiswaist. She pulled herself against him. Her breastsfdlt too soft
and vulnerable againgt his enameled skin. But bedded in them, the hard thrust of her nipples seemed to
warn of her armored soul. ™Y ou're beautiful,” she said. "And | won't have you much longer. Why
shouldn't | remember you asyou redly were?"!

Hisface couldn't show contempt, but hisvoice communicated it well enough. *So why don't you
paint me plugging you in your bed?'

Shegrinned. "And admit to theworld that | practice bestidity?*

He pulled avay from her. "l am not an animd!" He waswhat every person inhabiting the
thousand celedtid cities of the Commonweal th should be—a graceful being adapted to the new
environment, able to function in vacuum without pressure suit or air supply, equaly a homein acorridor
of one of the orbiting cities. And that was why the Commonweal th despised him—he was the future they
were afraid to accept.

Kirstin taunted him with her cool gaze. "Don't chide me, Nikko. | wasn't the one who made you
what you are. That was your dear old dad. Fox Jiang-Tibayan: he thought he could be a better designer
than the Goddess hersdlf. Too bad for you he didn't examine the consequences before he started.”

Nikko felt hislong fingers close into afigt. The Goddess. Mother Earth was afucked-up old
tyrant. She could use alittle outside help in the evol utionary process. But Kirgtin didn't seeit that way.
Her Gaian philosophies condemned any artificia advance in the physiology of the human species—aview
that meshed nicely with the secular laws of the Commonwedth.

Kirgtin gpproached him again. Shelaid two fingers againgt his smooth chest. "Y ou're an
historian,”" she said, tracing adow circle on hisskin. "Y ou studied under Marevic Chun and you've
dedicated your lifeto stirring up trouble. Y ou've had fun, haven't you? Sdlectively exposing scandd and
corruption to wound the corporations that compete with Summer House. Even attacking the police. But
you've never looked into your own history."

"Yourewrong," he sad, turning away from her, uncomfortable with this subject. "1 know that

litery."



She amiled. "Ah, but you've only had it from one side. Y ou know that Fox created you on the
authority of aresearch permit, but did hetell you that he obtained that permit by bribe and threat and
politica favor? Y ou're an historian, Nikko. Y ou should know the facts. | testified against the permit, but it
didn't matter. Fox knew al theright people.” Her chintilted up and she laughed lightly, remembering.

"Y ou should have seen him. He was so pleased with himself. He never considered what would happen
when the permit expired.”

The permit had been issued by the Congressional science advisory committee for a period of
thirty years. Dad had been required to build the expiration date into his design. At the time he hadn't seen
that asaproblem. In thirty years, Fox had expected artificial humans would be commonplace, and that
he would have no trouble in getting the permission to reverse Nikko's condition. But instead the passage
of time had ossified the nascent bigotry of the Commonwealth. There had been no extenson on the
research permit that allowed Nikko to exist. In afew more weeks, it would expire.

Kirstin did her hand up to his shoulders. Her fingers dabbled at his kisheer: agesture cal culated
to arouse him. Hed cometo her asalast resort. Kirstin Adair, Chief of the Commonwealth Police,
charged with enforcing the laws that limited the use of nanotechnology. It was one of her dutiesto ensure
that society remained human. Y et she dso had the authority to grant him areprieve.

Nikko was an historian. HE'd learned his trade from Marevic Chun, one of the founders of
Summer House. Shed taught him how to hunt the datatrails, to dig beneath the civil veneer most people
and corporate entities presented to the world, to forage amongst forgotten electronic notes, reports and
memos, to finagle interviews with reclusive people and ghosts, dl to reconstruct the veiled events of the
very recent past and with any luck to embarrass the Commonwed th and the police, to expose their
corruption, to generate a backlash of disgust that would drive the trend line of history toward amore
liberd paliticd climatetha might dlow himto live.

Hed faled in that. But held succeeded in other things. He'd used his skillsto track down Kirgtin's
past, and held come to understand her, long before they met.

Without further words, they retired to the bedroom. Nikko's gaze swept across the collage
mounted on the wall above the bed: an impressionistic melange of teeth and bone and hair and shreds of
skinin bright, artificia colors, al knit together with airbrushed genetic patterns he hadn't the skill to read.

Kirstin had aready dipped out of her gown, leaving it to drift dowly to the floor. Her
one-hundred-and-twenty-odd-year-old body waited for him on the bed, asfresh and full asany
teenager's. Hejoined her.

She pulled him toward her in her silent, hungry way. Hisbelly did across hers. smooth, hard
enamel skating on yielding flesh. Her nails dipped across hisarmored breast. He flexed hisarms and
dowly sank againgt her. His mouth found hers. He knew what shefelt: kissng him waslike kissng achina
statue cometo life. But his mouth and tongue were as soft and warm as hers and more intricate, a sea of
papillae designed to mesh with the kisheer when he needed that to breathe.

Hiskisheer had shriveled in his body's excitement. It lay like awrinkled kerchief around his neck.
Shelicked at it, teasing it open. His hand was on her throat. He stroked her fine black skin, fedling her
pulse beeat afierce rhythm benesth his sengtive fingertips.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, her teeth sank into hiskisheer. He screamed in pain and dove against
her. "Stop it!" he hissed, while hisfingers squeezed a gentle warning againgt her throat ... fingerslong
enough to encircle her entire neck....

But shehissed at himinturn. "You need me, Nikko."



She knew what she was doing. She controlled the Situation. It was her atrium, and she could
throw him out a any time.

She hit deeper. The pain began to cloud hisbrain. He felt himsalf begin to overheat. He couldn't
dump heat with the efficiency of ahuman-ordinary. So he did the only thing he could: gaveinto her
completely, hating her, even as her body took command of him, drawing his sterile seed out ina
prolonged burst of wracking, shivering lust.

Later, ashe daubed at the blood still 0ozing from his kisheer, he had to remind himsdlf that none
of thiswasredl. Hewas, after dl, only aghost of histrue sdlf, existing within Kirgin's atrium, nothing
more than an overlay on the redity of her world.

But ghosts were not simple, inconsequential fantasies. A scarred ghost could return home and
scar its master. Over the years, many of his ghosts had never returned to him. He knew that some had
smply been erased. But sometimes, he suspected, a damaged ghost would choose not to return home, to
savehim fromitspain.

Helay back on the bed, feding his body settle dowly down upon the sheets. Kirgtin snuggled
againg him, her hand stroking his belly over and over again. Sheloved to touch him.

He put hisarm around her. He knew he should say something sweet now, make himsaif
endearing. But he didn't think he could pull it off.

His gaze fixed on the collage mounted over the bed. The thing repulsed him. It was Kirdtin's
perverted way of displaying the human trophies she'd collected over the years: illegal body parts gathered
from her victims, artfully arranged in collage to suggest the jagged dopes of aforested mountain. Here,
diamond teeth became an exposed escarpment. There, the cropped bits of hair grown of actua gold
weretrees blurred by mist. Silver-gray skin stretched in mystery acrossthe gullies, blue skinapae
canopy of sky. And running through it al, like woodland spirits, the twisted, trand ucent genetic patterns
describing modifications to human systems that went beyond the bounds of the law.

Kirgin could dlam along and illustrious career of enforcing the law.

Thelaw: there was no smple, profound statement that could containit. The law of the
Commonwedlth was a very human thing, built on conviction and avarice, riddied with loopholes, asdive
as the genetic record of the species and in as constant a state of change. An edifice built to addressa
primary concern: what is human? With the passing years, the answer to that became ever more difficult
to define.

Unlike the ancestra type, amodern human need not grow old. Aging was considered adefect in
the human genome, not as a defining parameter of the species. But theinclusion of artificiad genetic
structures was forbidden. There were exceptions. There were clauses. But abasic summary of the law
could be held to say: mix and mingle active human genetic materid asyou like—change your color,
change your sze, change your face. Replace the genesfor disease, for aging, for persondlity disorders
with more socialy acceptable versions. But do not mingle the human inheritance with nonhuman or
atificid indructions. Do not augment the human mind with machineintelligence.

Thelaw had much to say about nonhuman intelligence. Commonweal th society could not have
functioned without an army of Dull Intelligencesto oversee routine regulatory and andytica functions. But
adaptive, valitiona, or conscious machine intelligences were banned. By law, credtivity was afunction
reserved for human minds.

Kirginwasafirm beiever inthelaw.



She touched his shoulder. "Y ou remind me of Leander Bohr in hislast days."

Nikko shuddered. Leander Bohr. She brought up that name to torment him! Bohr had been a
Gaan terrorist when held taken on avery youthful Kirstin as protegee and lover. He was till considered
the greatest molecular designer who'd ever lived. Entirely sdf-taught, so the legend said. Unnumbered
orphan from the dums of Berlin—some contemporaries swore Leander hadn't known how to read until
he'd designed Bohr's Maker. Then the molecular machine taught him, illegaly rewiring hisneurd
architecture in the process.

Lega Makerswere programmable molecular machines endowed with aDull Intelligence that
would enable them to execute only one function, or at most aseries of functionsleading to asingle
objective, such asthe construction of aship's hull or aset of clothes. By contrast, the Bohr Maker's
capabilities were more open-ended. It could adapt itsdlf to the needs of its host through anillegdl
sdf-programming feature.

At its essence, the Bohr Maker was a microscopic packet of instructions. But once the
ingtructions were executed, it became amolecular communications and design system that would
ingnuate itsdlf throughout the body and mind of asingle hogt, resulting in profound physiologica change.
The host individua would own the talents of an expert in molecular design, dong with the physicd
mechanisms to execute those designs.

Most Makers had alearning function that would allow them to refine their programming through
experience. But the Bohr Maker could develop entirely new programming functions, at arate that far
exceeded the best human minds. The Bohr Maker wasillega under the law, not only because of its status
asavolitiond inteligence, but becauseits activities compel led the corruption of human physiology.

"| fed drange,” Kirstin mused, her breath blowing soft over Nikko's kisheer. "Almost regretful. |
haven't fdt thisway sncethosefina hourswith Leander.”

Nikko felt the dry wings of panicked butterflies beating in hisbelly. He felt asif he were about to
float away from the bed. "Did Bohr know he was doomed?’

She smiled indulgently. "I didn't have the same reputation then, Nikko dear. But | knew hewas
doomed. It'sthe same sense | have with you.”

Nikko rolled away from her. She wastoying with him. Daring him to ask for areprieve ... o she
could turn him down.

Helay on the bed, staring at Kirgtin's collage. Futility weighed on him in defiance of thetiny
gravity. Hefdt he could hardly move. But Kirstin was as moody asarock. "I'm glad you came today,
Nikko darling," she said cheerily. "I'veredly had abad day."

"Oh?What went wrong? No mutant babiesfor lunch?!

"If only." Shelaughed. "If only | could selectively terminate certain congtituents of our research
divison ... that Jensen Van Nessin particular.”

Nikko fdlt hisheart begin to thunder in his chest; hiskisheer went still across his shoulders.
Jensen Van Ness. Had shefindly fixed him at that address?"Van Ness," he muttered, asif the name
were amere historicd curiosty. "He was with the cops the day you brought down Leander Bohr; part of
the invedtigative team, right?'

Kirgtin ran along-nailed finger down hisforearm. "That's right. Why have you never interviewed
him?'



"Who says|'ve never interviewed him?"

"l do keep an eye on these things, you know." Sheleaned over him, fixing him with an anaytical
dare ... asif she could draw the truth out of him by mereforce of will. But hisface remained impassive,
asaways.

"Y ou should make an gppointment with Van Ness," she continued. "'l think you'd like him.
Because he'sjust like you—he has no per spective on the graceful state of human existence within the
Commonwedth."

"Imaginethat." Nikko's bitterness leached into hisvoice. "He's got to be a hundred and
something yearsold. Y ou'd think he would have learned by now."

Sheignored him. "Van Ness got in my way today. The bastard. His one claim to fameisthat he
dissected the neural tissue from Leander's toasted corpse and isolated the Bohr Maker. Anybody could
have doneit. But he'slived off the moment ever since. And every time| petition to have the Bohr file
destroyed, helogs a counter-petition claiming it as essentia research materia.” Her lip curled in
contempt. "He doesn't want his accomplishment erased. That'sal.”

She shook her head, setting her mane of coppery hair swaying. " The Bohr Maker istoo
dangerousto retain. Police Makers can't compete with it. Wed have to violate our own laws against
adaptive artificid intelligence systemsto make anything that would redly threaten it. It hasdl the
advantages. If it ever got loosg, it could rearrange the balance of power in the Commonwedth aseasily
asit rearranged Leander'sbrain. But Van Ness doesn't give adamn about that. HE'd rather risk the
security of the Commonwedth than lose hisprize.”

Very quietly, Nikko said: "'l don't blame him."

Kirgtin gave him awithering stare. She knew how badly he wanted that Maker. She knew hed
tried to get to the file through her. Perhaps she suspected he'd also tried to get there through Van Ness.

She hissed softly. "Like | said. Neither one of you has any perspective.”

Nikko suppressed asigh. Things were going very badly. He should go home. There was no point
instaying here.

But instead he forced himself up. "Get dressed,” he said. "Take meto the balcony.” He couldn't
wander without her. Here he was only aghost overlaid on her redlity, dependent on her sensesfor a
picture of her world.

Obligingly, she dipped her gown back on, then took hisarm. They drifted together acrossthe
plush carpets, intermittent toe-taps enough to keep them aoft while they pretended at love. The door
warden winked its amber eectronic eye and aglass pand did open.

Kirgtin lived in Castle. The city was the seat of Commonwealth government, abubble of life at
the end of the space eevator that rose out of India. Atmospheric rockets had been banned for decades,
and the elevator was the only means of travel between Earth and the orbitd cities, creating an information
bottleneck presided over by the police. The police maintained Gates at both ends of the eevator which
logged theidentity of every traveler going to or from Earth, while scanning them for illega molecular
materid. Inthe early days of its construction, critics had mocked the eevator asthe Imperiad Highway,
and the name stuck, as resonant names usually do.

Nikko gripped the glass cage that enclosed the balcony and looked out on the Highway. It was
lessthan akilometer away, agreat ribbon of black glass and amber lightsrising out of the Castle's



courtyard, straight up past the hundreds of spires of intricately worked glass and white ceramic perfection
that were the Castle towers, past the gel lock and the transparent bubble that encased thisfairyland. On
into the empty spaces of the Gulf until it vanished in the dark and the distance. Black on black, the
Imperiad Highway stretched for over forty thousand miles until it met the Earth.

Itwasnightin India

Every haf hour an elevator car the size of aten-story building would appear on one of the
Highway's six Castle-bound tracks, decelerating rapidly asit gpproached the Castle gates. Fifteen
minutes later another car would leave on one of the six Earth-bound tracks. Nikko could make that
journey only asaghost. His physique had been designed for the variable G of Summer House, hisown
native city, where the highest pseudogravity reached only three-quarters Earth norma. This was one of
hisfew regrets.

He breathed in the pleasant atmosphere. It was afew degrees warmer here than inside,
reminding him of the balmy interior of Summer House. Hefdt his dark mood begin to ease. Perhaps he
could find it in himself to charm Kirdtin after all.

Helet himsdf drift down into achair beside her, asa'bot rolled onto the balcony, carrying a pot
of teaon itsflat back. It squatted between them, performing as atable.

Kirgtin lifted the tegpot and carefully poured a syrupy stream, then set china splash lids on the full
cups. Steam rose in white tendrils through the Spping dots.

Nikko reached for his cup. His enameled fingers clacked against the bone-white china: like
mesting like. Hefdt the searing heat and the steam in his nodirils. He lifted the cup. If athird person had
been present, the intruding eyes would have seen the cup gill upon the table, undisturbed, while Kirgtin
drank her teaaone, because aghost could not really affect the physical world, not so much as by picking
up acup.

But within the cloistered redity shared by Nikko and Kirstin, thislong-fingered hand that seemed
to move the cup was afaithful depiction of the actua hand of the red Nikko Jang-Tibayan, complete
with the same disabilities. His hand twitched in asudden, grotesque spasm. Scalding tea doshed against
the cup'slid, emerging like adark ribbon through the sipping dot to collapsein aburning line across his
wrist. He swore at the pain, and his hand snapped down, inadvertantly launching the cup toward thetiled
floor. It fell like atiny missile, shattering on impact, shards of ceramic perfection flying gpartina
fountaining explosion of unhappy disorder.

Kirstin watched the pieces fly overhead, then fal back down againin long arcs. Globs and
streamers of dark tea added to the illusory mess. She looked at Nikko and clucked in studied scorn.
"Y ou're getting o clumsy, Nikko darling. And my fine antiques! If you werered, and no ghogt, | daresay
| wouldn't have the nerveto bring them out &t all.”

His hand twitched again. He hated himsdlf. He sat very iff in hischair and stared out & the
thread of the Imperia Highway. "What do you expect?' he asked softly. "I'm dying."

"Oh, please. That'sin such bad taste.”

"You can stop it." He bit down hard on hislip, horrified at what he'd just said. He hadn't planned
it. Thewords had just rolled off histongue. He turned siffly, to see what effect this blunder would have
onKirgtin.

Her facewaslit with thefaintest of amiles. "At lagt, at last,” she crooned. Her brown eyes
seemed to chide him. "Nikko darling, | love you for your stubbornness. But | see even you have limits.



And findly, afte—what hasit been now?two yearsin my bed?—you cometo the point of this charade
of love. Kirdtin, dearest,” she said, mocking his deep voice, "'I've screwed you faithfully. Now won't you
grant meareprieve?" Shelaughed. "My sweet gigolo.”

Hiskisheer unfolded across his shouldersin ashort cape, the thin film of it aquiver with hisslent
rage. Gigolo. Shewaskind. Whore wasthe word he might have used. Fuck for your life.

"You'reahard old hypocrite,” hetold her. "But you won't have much longer to enjoy mein your
bed. How do you think you'll fed when I'm irretrievably gone?’

"Oh, Nikko, you flatter yourself. Remember, you're aghog. I've never even touched you, redly.
And you've never touched me."

"Ghogt or flesh: we know what'sredl."

"Y ouwon't bethefirgt lover who'sdied in my arms.”
"Therewon't be anyone eselikeme."

"So true. Fresk."

He bolted to hisfeet. He couldn't help himself. He caught hold of the glass cage that enclosed the
bal cony to arrest his momentum, then turned back to look at her. One long-fingered hand coiled in on
itself as he recalled the smooth, soft vulnerability of her throat.

But he was only aghost, and he'd never touched her.

"Y ou know | need you," he said, hiswords emerging mangled past his shame. "What would you
have me do?'

She amiled, her teeth anicy wall that seemed to flow out around him. Hefdt himsdf trapped in
her voracious bite. "'| would have you beg."

Hewas adying man. And imminent mortality breedsits own desperation. Beg. Helet go of the
cage bars. Hefelt himsdlf drift down to thetiles, legs bent. He landed on hisknees. He watched himsdlf,
aghogt outside aghost as the words sheld commanded spilled from histhroat in avoice choked with
frugtration. "Please, Kirdtin. Y ou're the only one who might save me. Please grant me areprieve. Just let
melive"

"No." Her gaze cut across him in scathing triumph, from his head to his bended knees. "Y oure an
illega creation. An abomination in the eyes of the Goddess, and | will not abide your existence beyond
your lawful span—no matter how fine afuck you are.”

He shuddered—a nikko-blue chinateacup ddliberatdly flicked off the table for the pleasure
Kirgtin would take in watching him shatter againg the floor.

"Stop playing with mel" he screamed. "What do you want from me?"
"Nothing | haven't dready taken."
"Youcan'tlet medie”

"I've been meaning to ask you—after you're gone, do you think you might will me your
cargpace? That fine china exoskull would make a marvel ous addition to my bedroom collection.”

His hands twitched. Hisfingerstapped like the legs of some monstrous spider against the dark



skin of her finely muscled thigh. Sheld gonetoo far. There were some affronts that even awhore couldn't
overlook.

But it wasdl right, hetold himself. He was glad she'd doneit. Because now the rules of the game
would change.

Hefdt hisanger blossom into akind of fiercejoy. Now therewere no rules at dl.

"Enjoy your moment,” hetold her. "Because I'll seeto it you don't outlive me."

Shelaughed at the absurdity of histhreat. "Oh, Nikko. I'm going to missyou. | redly am.”
Butit wasal right. He prepared his ghogt to leave while she watched him with mocking eyes.

"Youll beback," she sad. "Because you'll dways carry the niggling hope that I might change my
mind."

"Don't bdieveit." Hel&ft her, to retreat home across the net.

CHAPTER
3

Visonstumbled through Phousitals mind like paper images tossed about by an impish wind:
scraps of memory, haf-forgotten knowledge, outright fantasy, dl aswirl, visble for amoment, then gone,
gone, gone away to nowhere, swept around a corner, she couldn't catch them, hold on to them, every bit
of her lifedipping by. And something that wasn't apart of her life, recurring. A face. It appeared and
disappeared, and alone amongst al the other images, appeared again. It matched nothing in her memory,
thisangular face, lovely asan angd. White skin, blond hair, unnaturally angry eyes. A song surged around
it. She reached out to touch it and it faded again.

The song went on. It seemed to tug at her, and unwillingly, her eyesfluttered open.

Sumiati‘slilting voice rolled over her and she found herself saring at the familiar mildew-stained
greffiti that covered the wall beside her hammock. Afternoon sunlight streamed through the cracks
between the boards, striping her fingers asthey clutched at the hammock's coarse nylon webbing.

She could see the angdl's face again. It seemed to drift just behind her eyes, a haunting, spectra
image. Fear permeated her body like a poison. Shelifted her head. Her hair clung in sticky threadsto her
swesat-dampened cheeks. Cautioudy, she looked over her shoulder, half expecting to see the angel
himsdlf.

Sumiati squatted nearby, tending a pot of rice set to cook over asmal gasfire. She sang a soft
pop tune, mimicking words from alanguage no one but Arif understood. Two children played quietly
beside her, seemingly oblivious of the oppressive afternoon heat. Silently, Phousita eased her aching body
from the hammock. She swept her oily hair out of her face and shivered. What witch had sent her such
an evil dream?

"Hey," she called softly. " Sumiati ?"



The kidslooked up from their game and Started jabbering excitedly. Sumiati turned around to
gare, her mouth asmdl circle of surprise,

"Sumiati, | don't fed very well," Phousitasaid. Her hand rose tentatively to a half-remembered
wound on her breast. She frowned, perplexed, as the soft touch of her fingers dicited amild jolt of pain.
She looked down to see atiny circle of angry red flesh.

"Phousital"

Her head jerked up. Sumiati hunkered by thefire, staring a her asif shewereaghogt. The
children had fled.

"Phoudta," Sumiati whispered. "Isit you?'
Phousitalooked down at her hands. "'l had adream ... about adead man ... and an angdl.”

"It was no dream! Oh, you said tuan's presence here was abad sign. Phousita, you wereright.”
Despitethe bulk of her pregnancy, Sumiati rose gracefully to her feet, her eyes suddenly brimming with
tears. "Tuan wasevil! Y ou were so deeply adeep when Arif pulled you out of the river, we couldn't
wake you. We thought tuan had killed you, and stolen your body to house his own wicked spirit.
Phousita—" She caught Phousita's handsin hers, squeezed them tight, kissed her cheek. Her eyeswere
shining. "I'mso glad it'syou.”

But Phousitawasn't so sure. Theimage of the angel that occupied her mind—thiswas not the
face of dead tuan. Stll, she sensed something new inside her, aforeign presence rapidly growingin
strength. She squatted by the cooking pot, staring into the blue gas flame. Compulsively, her fingers kept
returning to the wound on her breast. It was no dream. Then tuan must have been a sorcerer. What
spell had the needle cast when it entered her body?

Sumiati squatted beside her. She adjusted the height of the flame, then glanced at Phousita. Y ou
know, I've never seen Arif so angry.”

"Oh?" Shelooked up, surprised.
Sumiati nodded. "Y es. He said he would drive tuan's spirit from your body or kill you himsdif."
Phousita glanced around nervoudy.

"He'sgone," Sumiati assured her. "He took the Knives and went to temple market to sell tuan's
clothes. He's going to bring the Chinese doctor back with him, whether he wants to come or not...."
She nodded knowingly.

Phousital's eyes widened in surprise. The Chinese doctor never |eft hislittle shop to vist patients.
How would Arif convince him to come? And then, "'l don't need adoctor," sheredized. Any money Arif
got from the clotheswould be wasted on the doctor's fee. The clan needed that money for food! Fish
and fruit for the children, morerice, cooking oil. And of course medicine, when the next plague swept
through the city. Phousitaroseto her feet. "I haveto find him."

But Sumiati was shaking her head. "Arif warned me you might wake up and try to leave. He said
| must keep you here. He left some of the Knives...." Her voicetrailed off in embarrassment.

"Sumiati!" But the girl refused to look up. Phousitastamped her bare hedl againgt the broken vinyl
floor. She started toward the door, the only way out of thislittle room at the end of the warehouse where
she and Sumiati and the littlest children took their naps.



A boy and agirl stepped out of the shadows beyond the door to block her way. Phousita could
read fear in their eyes, but their hands were steady as they passed aknife back and forth in adeadly
juggling act, the blade moving so quickly it seemed to bein adozen places at once. The leaping blade of
the knife wove afence of stedl across her path.

She stared up at them. Little Sri was only seven, yet dready taler than she. Phousita had
delivered her in the shelter of a cardboard box on adark morning when the rain hammered down asif it
were determined to flood the world. Maman was ayear or two older (nobody was quite certain). Arif
had rescued him from amunicipa cop who was beating him for degping on the sdewak after dawn.

Phousita had become surrogate mother for both of them. She knew they loved her. Would they
redly cut her? Shedidn't believeit, but their eyes begged her not to test them. Arif wastheir master. Hed
trained them in this deadly game and he would beat them if they didn't obey.

Her figt clenched in sudden anger. To force children into such aterrible choice! To give pain, or
toreceveit.... Shewould have no part of that.

Her hand opened. She smiled gently and beckoned to them. "Come. Well help Sumiati with the
sewing." Gratitude shonein their eyes. She stepped back, and the flashing blade of the knife disappeared.

*k*

Through the last hour of the steamy afternoon Phousitaand Sumiati tended to choreswhile the
river grumbled beneath the rotting floorboards. There were clothes to be mended, children to be bathed,
and more pots of rice to be cooked. (There was only one pot and one stove so that the rice had to be
scraped into alarge plagtic tub after each batch wasfinished.)

Voicesdrifted in from the street—idle chatter of the homeless, the hungry, waiting for the cover
of night before they tried to approach the river. Twice, dert sentries called the Knives out to defend the
warehouse against trespassers. Shots rang out once. At the sound of the rifles Phousitaand Sumiati
hurried to the windows to peer past the crumbling cardboard shades.

A hunting parry from the Idamic Resurgence occupied the cracked concrete of the riverbank.
Two men stood guard, their ancient wegpons at the ready while athird carefully searched the
blood-soaked clothes of an emaciated beggar caught feeding on the fluff. The Resurgence claimed adevil
had cast the spdll that cleansed the river; they shot on sight anyone who dared to eat from the devil's
hand. Someday soon they'd discover Arif'sfluff booms under the warehouse and then they'd burn the old
building down. The clan would make its home on the street again.

Phousitawatched until the beggar's body was kicked into the water, then she turned away,
picked up abroom, and began to sweep at nonexistent dust while once again the face of the white angel
filled her inner vison. Altogether, it was aquiet afternoon.

*%k%*
"Arif isherel"

Phousita started awake at the whispered warning. Twilight had falen. Shelay in the hdf-light,
numbed by the sweltering heet left behind by the long afternoon. Her shoulder ached where sheld been
deeping on the hard floor.

"Phousita?’ the voice whispered again.

She stirred hersdlf with an effort. "I'm here. | understand.” A figure at the door turned away and



disappeared. Shelooked around. Sumiati and the children were gone. She could hear acommotion in the
front of the warehouse, the cheerful, bragging, bantering chaos that dways accompanied the end of the
day when the clan's foragers returned from the city. Her hand rose, to touch the sweet-dick skin
surrounding the wound on her breast. In her belly, hunger growled and scraped like abeast in abarren

cage.
Sumiati had left the last pot of rice on the floor to cool.

Phousita became profoundly conscious of thisfact as she sat listening to the distant noise of the
new arrivas. The pot was very close. It was possible she could reach it Smply by raising her arm. Her
belly roared in urgency. Never had shefdt hunger like this! Perspiration trickled down her cheek as she
fought to ignore the sweet aroma of the rice. Suddenly, she could stand it no longer.

"ARIF!" she screamed, and her fists pounded againgt the crumbling floor. "Arif comefreeme. I'm
dying, dying." She pressed her face againgt the floor. The torn linoleum scraped her skin. Therice pot
drew nearer. She couldn't understand how it did this. She tried to turn away from it. Her hands shook as
she sought to burrow into the floor. Her fingers burned as the rice pot touched them. She snatched them
away, but the pot pursued her, searing her palms with steam as she removed the lid. Sheflung it across
the room and screamed again. She pounded her forehead against the floor, again and again and again.
Pain thundered in her skull, but the hunger would not recede. She collapsed, sobbing hystericaly, her
cheek pressed against the searing metal of the cooking pot.

"Where is she?" "Get out of the way!" "It's plague, | knew it." The voices seemed to blur
together, melted into one by ablinding yelow light. Strong armslifted her, rolled her gently until shelay
on her back. "Eat, Phousita” Someone placed rice in her mouth and she swallowed without chewing.
Another mouthful, and another. The blurred figures around her began to resolve into recognizable faces.
Sumiati. Sri. And the hand that fed her? She caught the wrist; looked up into the cool brown eyes of the
Chinese doctor.

He was ayoung man, by his appearance not much older than Phousita, with a pae, tranducent
complexion and thick black hair tied negtly behind his neck. "Eat, Phousita," he said again.

She stared at therice in his hand while sdliva pooled in her mouth. She swalowed hard. "No one
else has esten,” she whispered.

"No one ese hasplague. Eat."
"I'mdying?"
"Wedon't know that yet. Eat."

"Arif." She squinted againgt the glare of alantern, searching for his nightmare face amongst the
crowd that squatted around her.

"Here." Hetouched her ebow.

She twisted around to face him. "Free me," she whispered. She reached up to brush her
fingertips againgt the hilt of the knife he carried strapped across his chest. "Don't waste the clan's food on
me"

His clown's mouth fell open. He shook his head, but at the same time he started to reach for the
blade.

The Chinese doctor batted his hand away. "No!" he barked. "Y ou kidnapped me. Y ou



dismantled my office and brought it down here. Now it'smy turn! | want to find out which plague's
infected her—then well congder the knife.”

He turned to the children behind him and began snapping orders. A flat blue-gray box was
handed to him. He opened it, revealing a glass window flooded with tiny amber symbols. Phousita
recognized some of them. She'd been to Zeke Choy's shop many times. He'd shown her this computer
before; taught her the names of the letters. He placed the device carefully on the ground, then accepted a
small satchel from one of the onlookers. He opened it, examined the contents, set it aside, then looked
around for the third and find item. A small sky-blue case was passed into his hands. He set it on the
ground, then opened it carefully. On one side was atiny keyboard and a black-on-gray display. On the
other aglass window shielded what seemed like athousand dender tubes, some containing colored
liquids, some clear. The clan muttered in admiration. The Chinese doctor was a sorcerer of wide renown,
dtll, to think he could command so many spdlls....

Zeke Choy scowled at hisaudience. "Damn superstitiousfools,”" he muttered.

Phousitalooked up as someone nudged her elbow. Arif. He smiled at her—amanic expresson
given the exaggerated features of hisface. She knew it was meant to be reassuring. He helped her to Sit
up. She was wesk, hardly able to support her own weight. Her head felt muzzy, and hunger sill raged in
her belly. But shetried to put her discomforts aside, so that she could attend to the doctor as he began
therite.

From the satchd he removed atiny glassrod and a piece of paper. The paper opened to reveal
alancet. Phousitawas familiar with this procedure. Sheéd performed it hersalf on plague victimswho'd
beentoo ill or unstable to journey to Zeke Choy's shop. She turned her hand palm up. The doctor took
it, lanced afinger and used the glassrod to capture a bit of her blood. He would use the blood to divine
the nature of her affliction. If it were an old plague, perhaps he could cureit. If not....

Shewatched him insert the glassrod into asmall holein the face of the computer. The onlookers
muttered encouragement and whispers of hope. He was a great sorcerer. Everyone knew it, though the
doctor himsdlf would awaysingst it was not so.

A chime sang. Phousita shivered as a sense of fatalism settled over her. She was old, nearly
twenty-five—even Arif was her junior. Most members of the clan didn't live beyond fifteen.

Many times sheld imagined this moment, played out in her mind the felings and fears that would
haunt her in thisinevitable time when she would findly face the redlity of her own degth after having
witnessed the deaths of so many others. Her heart raced in athready beat but she kept silent as Zeke
Choy studied the pattern of |etters on his computer screen.

He seemed puzzled. His brow knit, his scowl deepened. Phousitafelt a cold swest break out
across her face. A wave of dizzinesstook her and she sagged againgt Arif, who held her tight. A wall of
mourning arose from the gathered clan.

The doctor looked up inirritation, histhin hand chopping theair. "Stop it! Stop it, will you?It's
nothing!"

Thewall cut off abruptly.
"Nothing?' Sumiati said, her round face confused in the lantern light.
"Damn vultures," the doctor muttered. A curse, but the meaning was unclear.

"Tuan," Phousitaasked timidly. "It isnot plague?’



"No, no, of coursenot,” he growled. "The poor sap you found in the river must have been a
civilized gent. He hit you with aregistered defensve toxin, that's all. He was probably from the EC. The
fata toxinsareillega there. This drug was designed to knock an attacker down fast and keep him under
until the police arrived.”

"The Commonwedlth Police?" Arif demanded, hisfist closing tightly on Phousitalsarm. Sumiati
moaned in fear.

The doctor snorted. "No, the municipal police," he said. "Crimes of assault are prosecuted in the
EC

Phousitadidn't know what he was talking about, yet she sensed the words were a velil, intended
to hide amore significant discovery. Apparently Arif suspected too.

"Therésmore," he hissed, ddiberately omitting the polite address tuan. "Y ou've found another
cursein her blood. What isit?"

"Nothing!" the doctor barked. "Give her adecent medl and shelll befine. Phousital” Phousita
looked up, startled. "Y ou're the shaman here. Now that your wayang goon has dragged me hafway
acrossthecity, | might aswell get somework done. Who needs medica attention?”

Over the next hour he saw five children aswel as Sumiati, then he shared dinner with the clan.
From time to time during the medl he glanced at Phousita, his gaze searching. But he said nothing, and
despite the return of her strength, she began to grow afraid, certain now that he hid something from her.

At the end of the medl, he announced hisintention to call for acab to take him home. Y ou
hauled me on foot across the city, but I've no intention of walking back." He retrieved the computer,
opened it, and tapped thoughtfully at the keys. "Where are we?" he asked after amoment, looking up at
Avrif.

Arif shrugged disdainfully. "Thereisno address here.”
"The gtreet, man! What isthe name of the street?”
"Riversde. Thet'sdl."

The doctor muttered angrily under his breath, while tapping quickly at the keys. He seemed to
find the results satisfactory, because his scowl softened as he sat back on his hedls. "They know the
place. I'll wait on the Street.”

"It'snot safe to wait on the street,” Phousitasaid quickly. Arif started to argue with her—of
course hisKniveswould be watching—but she sllenced him with alook. "I'll wait with you. No one will
troubleyou if they see methere.”

"Y ou've got a dangerous reputation, en?’
She bowed her head, mortified. "The sireet people here know | belong to Arif."

"Ah." He gathered up hisbags and she hurried to assist him, but he wouldn't accept her help. The
clan bowed deeply as he turned to go. Remembering his manners at the last, he turned back and
executed a peremptory bow, then left by the room's only door. "Phousital” he bellowed, when he
discovered himsdlf blind in the lightless passage.

Arif stood beside the door, an evil grin on hisface. He dropped aflashlight into Phousitas hand
as she hurried past him. She squeezed the tube and the darkness in the corridor scurried away.



"That's better,” the Chinese doctor sniffed. "I thought for aminute I'd have to fed my way out.”
Sheled him in silence to the front of the building, past the guards and onto the street.

The wayside was crowded with hovels—pitiful shelters made of woven mats, cardboard, and
plastic sheets. The street was dick with rain. A baby fussed nearby, and someone sang in a deep, guttural
hill tongue. "Ah, therésthe cab,” Zeke Choy said, seeing alight approaching in the distance.

"We'redone now," Phoustasad. "Please tell mewhat else you divined in my blood.”

The doctor looked suddenly uncomfortable. "That's the trouble," he said softly. "I can't tell you. |
don't know what it is"

"But the computer —"
"| try to keep the data base accurate, but new plague appears dl the time. Y ou know that.”
Her heart thundered. "Then it isaplague.”

He shook his head. "Phousta, | don't know what itis. But I'll find out; I've ill got the sample. In
the meantime, well...." He shrugged.

Thelight of the cab drew nearer. He raised his satchel to gain the driver's attention. But he jerked
his hand back down as awoman screamed in terror from anearby dley. Immediately, the street village
was plunged into silence.

Phousita grabbed the doctor's elbow and drew him backward until they were pressed against the
door of the warehouse. "What isit?" he hissed. She shook her head, uncertain. The street was dark. Gas
fires, sars, afew scattered flashlights: in the diffuse light she could make out the thoroughfare and the
village that crowded the wayside, but she saw nothing that would—

She caught her breath astwo great beasts trotted into view from the alley. They paused for a
moment in the center of the thoroughfare, their armored heads swinging dowly back and forth astheir
nogtrils tested the air. She could hear them snuffling. "Police dogs,” Zeke Choy muttered. Hesaid it likea
curse.

Phousitastood very till, wondering whom the dogs sought tonight. They were the servants of the
Commonwedth Police. Their massive heads reached as high as aman's shoulder. Phousita had seen one
crushawoman'sskull inasingle bite.

The dogs trotted dowly down the street, pausing now and then at arickety shelter to lower their
heads and examine visualy the cowering inhabitants. In the harsh headlights of the gpproaching cab, their
armored skulls glinted purest Silver.

"Bloody useless corruption of science,” the Chinese doctor muttered.

The lead dog stopped at the sound—agreat black beast with mottled brown patchesin itsfur.
Its eyes seemed to be made of glasslaid over agaping, black abyss. It approached.

Phoustafdt her heart thud. She pressed herself against the door, guided by some ingtinct that
inssted againgt al reason that maybe, maybe, she could make hersaf invisible. She dearly wanted to be
invisble

Zeke Choy though, seemed unconcerned. He stood quietly as the dog sniffed him, its senditive
nodtrils carefully examining his hands, his clothes, the bags he carried. "Nothing illegd there, you fastig,



imperidigt pigs" he muttered. "Every moleculeislicensed and registered.”

Phousitastared at him, dumbstruck. She didn't understand what he'd said, but she was used to
that. But who had he said it to? The dog? And did he expect the animal to reply? He was a great
sorcerer, yet.... Shelooked at the animal. But it made no attempt to speak. Instead it turned its attention
on her, its great, hot breath whooshing across her skin. Its companion joined it, standing back afew
paces, examining her with its soulless eyes.

"Leave her done," the doctor growled. " She's nothing to do with you.”

Did the dogs obey him? They backed off, sill sniffing suspicioudy asif they were unsure of what
they'd found. But finaly they moved off, continuing their search farther down the street.

"They've no business here, no jurisdiction,” Zeke Choy said. Helooked a Phousita. "Don't et
them scare you. The Commonwedth isn't interested in people like you and me."

Phousita had never imagined herself as a peer of the doctor. But she bowed her head and
nodded.

The cab had stopped afew meters down the road. It pulled up now and Zeke Choy threw his
bagsin the open door. "Cometo my shop in afew days. I'll examine you again. And don't worry ... there
won't beafee

She dtarted to object, but he shook his head and ordered the cab on. Phousita ducked inside the
shelter of the old warehouse as soon as he was out of sght.

CHAPTER
4

"Y ou were with her again, weren't you?"

Nikko started at the unexpected voice. His gaze shifted from the dark eye of the cameralensto
the door of hisapartment. It had opened, admitting hisfather.

Wordlesdy, he turned back to the camera. The four-centimeter lens floated on the end of a
tentacle. The tentacle sprouted from a data-storage plate lying beside him on the couch amidst ajumble
of strapsthat would alow him to wear the camera as a backpack. Guided by aDull Intelligence, the
camera had turned, recording an image of Fox.

"Why do you continueto vist her, Nikko?' Nikko's ghost had left Kirstin and come hometo
Summer House nearly an hour ago. He'd absorbed itsimpassioned memories, and now he was involved
in dictating them into the cameras data base. For the past severa weeks held been assembling a
documentary exploring his struggle againgt his own preprogrammed death. He felt it to be the most
important piece of work he'd ever done. He did not like to admit, even to himsdlf, that it would probably
be hislast.

He held up hishands, so that Fox couldn't overlook their ugly twitching and trembling. At this
level of Summer House the spin-generated pseudogravity was nearly two-thirds Earth normd, and his



shaking hands reflected the strain. "Kirdin's star materid,” he said, staring into the faithful lens of the
atentive camera. Sarcasm put a bitter edge on hisvoice. "What better way to get people to watch a
documentary detailing my state-sanctioned murder than by including the antics of the ever-popular Chief
of Police? Her involvement guarantees the biggest audience any treatise of mine has ever enjoyed.”

"Y ouwon't hurt her,” Fox said. "Shell deny everything. She aways does.”

The tentacle swung around, tracking Fox's part in the debate. The image it recorded was of atal,
pale man with ahead of thinning red hair and a system-wide reputation in molecular design. Oddly for a
designer who specidized in physiological applications, he actualy looked well aged—near Sixty ona
physiological scae, though his chronologica age was even more—ninety-seven, according to the
records. Fox would claim he preferred the "dignity” of obvious maturity. Nikko figured it wasjust another
act of penance on the part of a guilt-ridden father, but on the subject of Fox and Fox aone Nikko kept
any such acerbic opinionsto himsdlf.

"Y ou're wasting your time with her, Nikko. She'susing you. Shell never grant you areprieve, no
matter what you do for her."

"I know it, Fox." Nikko felt thistruth asaknot deep in hisgut. To ease hisown tension, he
asked, haf jokingly, "I don't suppose you've added anew Maker to your bag of trickslately? Something
that might help her change her mind?"

It was the wrong thing to say. Despite Nikko's unique beginningsin hisfather'slab, Fox had
proved to be atypica parent, given to self doubts and worry over hisown role as afather. Hed spent
much of the last thirty years tormenting himsdlf over the wording of the research permit. And now Nikko
hed inadvertently given him achance to indulge in another round of guilt. "Nikko, you know what my
behaviora Makerswill do. If | had onethat good, | would have used it by now."

"Huh." Hiskisheer trembled briefly about his shoulders. ™Y ou could make one that good. But you
won't."

To Nikko's mind, that was the wound that lay between them—not the damned research permit.
Fox was Summer House and Summer House had made its reputation on margina-tolerance Makers:
those programmable molecular machines that came questionably close to modifying human,
environmentd, or artificid inteligence systems beyond the limitsimposed by Commonwedth law. But the
law was an artificia condraint. Itsrestrictions had created a seething, boiling frontier of crestive energy,
crushed between the successes of the past and the limited present. It was an ungtable Situation, ripe for
provocation.... But Fox had always refused to crosstheline.

"Cameraoff." Thetentacle sank down against the storage plate, while Nikko's tremulous fingers
hammered againgt histhigh in an angry, staccato beat. ™Y ou redly want to help me, Fox? Then design a
Reaper Maker that can reach Kirgtin. Let me take her down before | go under.”

Fox gave him alook of open contempt. "Y ou want meto risk the security of the Housefor a
smplerevengekilling?'

"Gotta start somewhere." His kisheer rippled like an angry cat'stail. "Y ou've been playing it safe
too long."

The Commonwesdlth had been created to keep people safe from the new technologies, to protect
them from themselves and from one another. Its crestion hadn't ended the existence of the old nations of
Earth. The EC, Cdifornia, the Atlantic Seaboard Union, Austrdia, Japan, and hundreds of other
countrieswere till functioning politica entities, with their own laws and their own customs. But likethe



newer Celedtid Cities, they'd ceded some of their sovereign rights to the Commonwedth. They'd all
agreed that biologica and technologica law would be determined by a Commonwedth judiciary, with
Severe pendtiesfor any transgression.

Not every country on Earth had joined the Commonwedlth. Many had retained a paper
independence, for reasons of nationalism or because of religious ethics. But even in these backward
countries Commonwesdlth law was enforced, by specific agreement if possible, but if not, then by
espionage. For no independent body could be allowed to develop technology surpassing that of the
Commonwesdlth, or the police would become hdl pless and the Commonweal th would crumble overnight.

Perhapsthe effort to control technologica change had been laudable in the early days. But to
Nikko's mind it had gone on too long, imposing too many rules, too many regtrictions, too many limitsin
what could be alimitlessworld. Why designate the present human form as the end result of evolution
when there were so many other possibilities? Nikko dreamed of the day when he could blow it al wide

open.
"We can't win by defying the police,” Fox told him. ™Y ou've got to stop thinking like achild.”
"I don't want to defy the police. | want to break the Commonwealth.”
"l want it too! Y ou know that. And it will happen. But thetimé's not right.”

"Thetime?' Nikko's kisheer moved across hisface like amask, itstendrils starting to fuse with
his skin and the soft tissue of his mouth and nose. He yanked his head back. With amentd effort, he
forced the kisheer down. "There won't be any other timefor me, Dad. I'vedonedl | can. Y ou've done
al yourewilling to do. Nothing left now but to close up accounts.” He fought to calm the trembling
kisheer, hating it for al that it revedled about him.

But Fox took no notice. He was shaking his head. "It'snot over yet," he said. "Y ou till have a
few more weeks. Sit tight, Nikko. Don't expose yoursalf. | need thistime. | might have away to hide
you, but—" He turned away, his hands pulling at hisred hair in frustration. "Love and Nature! I'm not
ready to talk about thisyet." He stomped toward the door.

But Nikko had tasted a hint of something forbidden. He sprang up from the couch. "Fox, don't
fade on me now. What are you working on”?'

Fox shook his head and waved his hand in dismissa. He took another two steps toward the
door. But then he seemed to reconsider. He turned to face Nikko. "We may be able to code you into the
biogenessfunction,” he blurted out.

"The biogenesisfunction?' Nikko couldn't keep the scorn out of hisvoice. "That's no refuge. It's
afantasy.”

The biogenesis function was Fox's pet project—a theoretical complex of assembly codes that
would define every dement of Summer House and itsinterna environment in a sequenced congtruction
plan. Wrap the code in a packet of assembly Makers, drop it on an appropriate substrate, and—in
theory at least—it would be possible to replicate the entire House.

In theory.
"The biogenesisfunction is never going to exist, Fox. It'stoo complex.”
"Its complexity can hideyou," Fox said softly, in avoice that betrayed his own uncertainty.

"l don't want to be astring of code! | want to be dive. | would do anything to Say dive."



Fox nodded grimly. "I know. Y ou've proved that with Kirgtin." He started for the door again.

Nikko's kisheer trembled in anger. But his bitter retort was silenced by a sudden wave of
dizziness. A psychic breeze seemed to blow over him, sweeping away his strength. He stared at Fox's
retreating back in confuson. He wanted to call out to Fox for help, but words e uded him. He waiched
the door open; watched Fox leave. The door closed, leaving him aonein the room, questions crowding
his mind but the will to speak them oddly gone. He sagged back down onto the couch, his body weak,
his mind regling. The sensation frightened him. He didn't know what to make of it. It occurred to him that
he might be dying much sooner than expected.

A figure moved near the door. He saw it on the periphery of hisvision and relief washed over
him. Fox had come back. "Dad?" he croaked.

The bout of dizziness was passng, though the tremor in his hands seemed to have gotten worse.
Helifted his head. But it wasn't Fox standing near the door. It was alittle gentleman, whom Nikko was
quite sure held never seen before. "Who the hell are you?' he growled. "And how did you get in here?"

The stranger was small and lithe, with skin as milky-white as Nikko'slittle brother, Sandor, and
with hair asblond. He drew himsdlf up, his chest puffed out like some cartoon caricature. 'Y ou've taken
something that doesn't belong to you!™ he announced imperioudy. "I command you to giveit back. Giveit
back, or—"

Nikko laughed. He couldn't help it. Thislittle man was about asfierce asatiger cub imitating a
tiger. "Nature save ustwice," he chuckled. "And whose joke are you?'

The stranger's scowl collgpsed. His puffed-up belligerence vanished like yesterday's rumors. His
eyesroved restlesdy from sdeto Sde asif he were mentaly searching for guidance.

"Oh, bother." He turned half away from Nikko, hisleft hand working in anervousfigt. A faint
flush troubled the moonlight complexion of hisface. "I just can't pull this sort of thing off," he muttered.
"I've never had itin me. Well. | ill haveto doit, don't 1? Of course. That'swhy | came.” He ssomped his
foot heartily, then gazed up at Nikko, hisjaw thrust forward in acomica display of determination.
"Look," hesaid at last. "Y ou've got to giveit back, that'sall. Just giveit back. Y ou don't redly want it,
you know."

"What?' Nikko asked. A gentle wave of anxiety rippled through his kisheer.

"The Maker! The Maker of course. The onethat you've stolen. Oh, you're good." He shook his
head in what seemed to be a gesture of admiration. "People have tried before. Of course, of course.
Nothing new under the sun. Everything thereisto do, has been done, time and time again. So many
people. Impossible to be thefirgt or the only anymore." He frowned. "Except of course you've doneit.
That'swhy I'm here. That'sright. Y ou were the first to succeed. Oh, you're good. But—"

He shook his head again, thistimein aseeming gesture of despair. "How | run on! Do forgive
me. Back to the Maker: it'll bring you nothing but trouble. That'swhat | wanted to say. The police won't
rest until they have you—"

At mention of the police, Nikko's kisheer went still. So he had atrail to cover. What Maker did
this gentleman mean? Where? He searched his memory. He had ghosts pursuing severa research
projects, but held received nothing illegd lately. He stared at the little man, mydtified. But of course his
uninvited guest could read nothing of that on his expressionlessface. "Are you acop?' Nikko asked
oftly.

"No, no of course not. If | were, | wouldn't have bothered to come here. Y ou'd already be



arrested.”
"Then who—" He jumped as the door opened.

Fox had come back. Nikko turned to him with arush of rdlief. But Fox would have none of it.
Hedidn't even glance at the little man. His pointing finger and his red-faced anger were directed soldly at
Nikko.

"Y ou've been drawing Sandor into your schemes again! I've just had acall from Castle. Y ou've
been tampering with his schedule. | won't haveit, Nikko! Risk yoursdf if that'swhat you fed you must
do. It'syour business. | can't stop you. But don't involve your brother!™

Nikko looked between Fox and the odd little gentleman. ™Y ou don't see him, do you, Fox?'

Something in Nikko's voice must have registered with Fox, because he hesitated, and glanced
around asif he suddenly sensed something odd afoot. His gaze swept across the little man without
dowing.

Nikko felt his heart freeze. When it started beating again, it thundered in his chest.

The little man looked chagrined. "Didn't you know | was aghost? That was the whole point of
thiseffort! How could | hopeto terrify you in person? Well. Y ouvefinally worked it out. | certainly ama
ghost.”

A cold, thorny lump of fear settled in the bottom of Nikko's sscomach. "I didn't open my atrium to
you," hewhispered.

Thelittleman grinned inreief. "Exactly!" hecried. | opened it. | can command it. Y ou see, that's
the point. I've gotten past your defensive Makers and now | can admit anything into your atrium. And |
can order your atrium to admit anything to your mind. | can destroy you." Helooked down, asif atrifle
embarrassed at thislast satement. "Well, | don't want to, you know. But if you don't give up the Maker,
I'll haveto doit. I will. And that'll be that for you.”

Nikko's kisheer began to tremble again. It was one thing for this man to invade his apartment.
Another thing entirely to invade hismind. He started to rise from the couch.

"Nikko!" Fox demanded. "What's wrong with you?"

Nikko commanded his atrium to shut down. It wouldn't obey him. He commanded it to evict any
present persona. Nothing happened.

"Usdless" thelittleman said. "Unitil | turn control back over to you."

Nikko turned to Fox. Fox could rid him of thisridiculous parasite. Fox knew defensive Makers
better than anyone.. . .

"I've been poisoned,” Nikko hissed.

"Oh stop!™ the little stranger said. "Keep thisto yourself. Don't let it get out of hand.” He
ddiberately stepped in front of Fox. "Look. I've got one of your ghosts. The very thief, in fact, who stole
my Maker. I'm going to dump it on you. | haveto do it that way, you see, so you'll know that | can. But
I'll be back. | want that Maker." He vanished.

Nikko stared at the spot where he'd been standing. Then his chin snapped up asatonein the
mid-range hummed in his head. HeEd never heard the signa before and it took him a second to dredge up



the implanted memory of an emergency beacon. A ghost was coming in, and it wouldn't stop at Summer
House plexusto await an invitation. It would drop directly into his atrium and he had no way to stop it.
The tone stretched from one second to three. Only he, Fox, and his brother Sandor possessed his
emergency code.

"Nikko!" Fox shouted. His hands were on Nikko's shoulders. "What's wrong with—"

The ghost flooded hisatrium. A disembodied face flickered into existence. He recognized
Sandor. Thefingersof hisleft hand hammered againgt the smooth ename of histhigh. " Sandor?' he
croaked, uncertain. Sandor was only eighteen and Earth-sde for thefirst time. Leave him out of this!
Nikko thought fervently. Let it be me. For held devel oped the vice of ghosting behind his brother's face.
Sandor was human-ordinary ... far more difficult to trace than Nikko. And Sandor had a pretty face, a
face that people seemed to warm to dmost ingtinctively.

"It'sNikko!" the ghost barked, removing dl doubt. "Weve got trouble—"

The unheard-of happened. The ghost dipped out of the atrium and poured itself into his mind.
Not the dow soak of an ordinary return, when the atrium gradually layered the memories of the ghost
onto hisorigina sif. But a sudden, horrible awakening, adiscovery of apast he hadn't lived and couldn't
be responsiblefor.

A moment later the available blood sugarsin his brain had been consumed. He dropped to the
floor.

*k*

Scattered impressions swept over him as his heart pumped tides of energy to his brain, enough to
sustain a pulsing consciousness. The soft carpet againgt hisforehead ... now againgt hisback. Soft light in
his eyes. Fox, voice anxious, shouting, shaking him by the shoulders... the foot of the sofa pressed into
the carpet....

Earth-sde: the quest for the Bohr Maker.

Ah ha! The Bohr Maker! That was what the little gentleman had meant. Then he'd done it,
he'd actually doneit. He'd lifted the Maker right out of police files. Oh, the little man had been
right. He was good. But then—

Disagter. Fallure.

"Nikko!" astranger shouted a him. "Wake up! Answer me!" A sharp dap to hisface, then
another. "Nikko!"

"Leave meaone" he growled. Herolled over onto his ssomach, shoved himsdf up on hands and
knees. Hishead till swam. An 1V ran out of his shaking arm.

"Stay down," the medic urged, applying gentle pressure to his shoulder. "We only want you
awake, not ambulatory.” She amost succeeded in tipping him over.

"Leave me aone!" Nikko roared, dapping her hand away. He sat back, panting. A niggling pain
stung hisarm. Helooked down at the 1V; yanked it out. It left adrop of blood behind.

"Dammit!" the medic cursed, trying to dap a patch on the wound.

An arm encircled his heaving shoulders. Fox leaned close to him. "Nikko, you fainted," he said
softly. "Sit till amoment, before you go down again.”



"Leave me alone,” hewhispered.

The odd little man might return at any moment. Nikko didn't think he could stand that. He wanted
the atrium out of hishead. He wanted it out now. He wanted it off. Heissued the order.

To hissurprise, the atrium obeyed him. It shut itsdlf off. He sagged againgt Fox inrelief.

"That'sright," Fox crooned, hugging him. "Relax. Lie down—" Nikko shoved hisarms away and
struggled to hisfeet. He had the Bohr Maker! But Fox would never condone that. Too dangerousto
crossthepalice....

Hislegsfdt rubbery, hisbrain abuzz. Heleaned againgt awall and forced himself to laugh. “Told
you my timewas up," he said to Fox, trying to turn the whole incident into a dark-humored joke. "An
attack like that hasto be a precursor to The End.”

Fox clearly didn't believe him. "That wasn't part of the syndrome,” he said. "Y ou werewith a
ghodgt."

"No." He pushed himself away from the wall. Scooping the camera pack from the couch, he
dung it over his shoulder and staggered drunkenly toward the door, feding asif his blood had been
drained and replaced with water.

Fox caught hisarm. "I want you in the hospitd ."

"I'mal right!" Nikko shouted. He yanked hisarm out of Fox's grip and shrugged into the camera
pack. "And likeyou said, Dad. It's my busness.

The door did open for him. He lurched across the corridor to the transit node.
"Nikko, let me help you," Fox pleaded.
"Not thistime, Dad."

He plunged into the thick jdly of the trangt's protoplasmic column. Summer Houseimmediatdy
evacuated atrangit bubble around him: an oval cdll of soft, fleshy brown walls, with an extruded seet that
would cradle him againgt acceleration. Tentatively, he switched on the atrium, just long enough to tell
Summer House his destination. "Anywhere outside, by the fastest route.”

The bubble that contained him shot into the transport system, whisking him through the city and
between the grest cdlls of the oceansto the outer walls. He shrugged his trembling kisheer up over his
face. The respiratory organ's supple tissue fused with the papillae in his nose and mouth, and sedled
across hisears. A burst of mildly euphoric chemicals accompanied the closure, easing him past the gag
reflex that Fox had not quite engineered out. A moment later, aflood of sweet oxygen flowed from the
accessory organ into hisrespiratory tract. He breathed it gratefully. The oxygen was harvested from
waste carbon dioxide in his blood and breath, in a process fueled by his own metabolism. In theory, the
system could operate indefinitely, alowing him to live for weeksin the void, without respite. He might
even hide from the police for awhile, in the vast glassine forests. The thought teased at his mind, though it
gdtirred dread in him rather than hope. He didn't think of himsalf asa creature of the void, but rather asa
creature of the strand, moving fregly between the worlds of air and vacuum. And besides, he could not
eat with the kisheer in place. While his body's waste products could be effectively recycled by hisgenita
organ, the thought of living off an intravenous line seemed absurd to him. Hewould not live out hislast
weeks as arefugee. He would not |et the police—or anyone e se—force him to that.

A warning chime sounded. A moment later, Summer House spilled him into the void.



CHAPTER
5

He emerged near the top of the inhabited portion of Summer House. The zone of the
vacuum-adapted, glassine forest that Kirgtin admired began here, on the narrowing dopes of the
cone-shaped habitat. Over the years, the forest had spread amost a quarter way up the
thirty-two-kilometer tether that bound the habitat to a chondritic asteroid.

Habitat and asteroid: they functioned as counterweights on the ends of the tether. The whole
arrangement spun once every five and ahdf minutes, generating a pseudogravity in the habitat thet at its
maximum was three-quarters that of Earth. A hundred kilometers away, the cylindrica shape of the city's
magnetic launch tube winked in metalic gold.

Nikko climbed the forest. Though the gravity at this e evation was less than two-thirds Earth
normd, it was ftill hard going. Hefdt crippled by histrembling hands. It was astrugglejust to get his
fingersto work in concert. But he pushed on through the tangle of black glasstrees, driven by aprimal,
irrational ingtinct to flee—asif he could run away from the bastard who'd poisoned him. It was senseless,
he knew it. But he needed the exertion to burn out histerror, hisawful sense of helplessness.

In afew minutes he reached the top of the habitat. The grade changed abruptly from a steep
dopeto perpendicular as he moved onto the tether, but otherwise there was no changein the
composition of the arlessforest.

He kept at hisfrantic pace for nearly an hour, climbing three kilometers up the tether before he
finally collapsed, exhausted, at the base of one of the thousands of black glasstrees. Hisfingers twitched
franticdly, like worms cast into afire. There wasn't enough strength left in them to make afigt.

He sucked air in harsh gasps from the kisheer. The organ didn't seem to be producing enough
oxygen. It was starving him. He wanted to spit it out. He longed for atmosphere. But he knew that desire
would pass. He didn't have to fear the void. He'd been designed for it. All he had to do wasrelax....

Ignoring hishands, helay Hill, gazing up at the tree's coin-shaped slver leaves, waiting for his
breathing to dow. Incoherent snatches of memory boiled through his mind, so that his thoughts resembled
afragmented dream ... or nightmare. Visons of hdll: beggars squatting in the patry shade of adying
banyan tree, their cracked plagtic bowlsthrust in hisface. Uniformed thugs armed with kem-wands.
Himsdlf, afugitive, trapped insde the cardboard walls of asquaid little hotel room, the heat so torrid he
fet asif held been buried in hot sand, impossible to breathe it, to move through it. Regret and fear as
thick asthe air. Riotous laughter from another room. The Bohr Maker.

How could things have gone so wrong? Where had he been? He couldn't tell, just yet. Hisbrain
was exhausted; his recollections confused. Relax, hetold himsdf. And thingswill fal into place.

So far only one thing was clear: he'd been poisoned. Someone had infected him with aMaker
that had dipped right past his own defensive molecules to meddie with his atrium, revising the access
codes and tearing his mind wide open to the whims of astranger. Anger Sarted to boil againinsgde him
as he thought about it. Summer House had been placed in addiberately remote orbit: sunside of Venus
and a an angleto the plane of the ecliptic. It was not easy to get to. Someone must have begun moving



againg him months ago to have aMaker in place at Summer House. Someone had been stalking him,
watching him for Nature knew how long, and held never even suspected.

Ashis heart began to calm and his breathing to dow, he bestirred himsdf long enough to climb
the dick trunk of thetree, moving in clumsy fits and starts until he lay prone on one of the major
branches.

The black-trunked, silver-leaved trees were one of only two plant species devel oped for the
arlessforest. They grew in graceful arcsfrom the vertica axis of the tether, turning away from the spin's
outward pull. Between them grew brittle shrubs—a shadowy habitat for a population of smal, furtive
creatures resembling lizards. Nikko had no ideawhat the lizards were afraid of, as no predators had ever
been introduced to the forest. Most likely their behavior was just abit of historica trash preserved by
chance long past its age of usefulness.

Hed climbed three kilometers up the tether—afraction of its length, but high enough that he
could look back down from his perch on the tree branch to the inhabited portion of the House below.

The House was an organic, living habitat, controlled by anetwork of nearly ten thousand neurd
centers. Oceans formed the outer walls of the inhabited section: greet cdlls of water that mimicked
aquatic environments of Earth. Sunlight was piped through the insulating oceans to hallways and corridors
and beyond, to the great rain forest that filled the city's core.

The tether was an extension of the living habitat, binding it to the counterbalancing asteroid
affectionately known asthe "mother rock," asit had contributed over half its origina massto the
congtruction of Summer House. Now the asteroid functioned as areservoir of organic materias. Glazed
with cometary ice and then coated with astabilizing paint to minimize sublimation, it glistened likeasmall
white star at the far end of the tether.

Time passed and Nikko's mind began to calm. Gradualy, hiswhirling memories settled out in
orderly sequence, and he found himself rdiving the Earth-side experiences of his abducted ghost:

* k%

Herecdled first the contempt he'd felt as he stared at Jensen Van Ness. Only afew hours ago
the man had been a senior researcher in the Commonwed th Police, amolecular designer second only to
Fox in renown.

Now Van Nesswas afugitive. He huddled cross-legged on thefilthy carpet of aramshackle
hotel room in the Spill, his hollow gaze focused inward, his lipstrembling, his shoulders hunched in acute
dejection. He seemed obliviousto the fleas that crawled from the carpet into his clothing. But Nikko
could fed them.

Nikko was only aghogt, exigting within VVan Nesss atrium. But the synthes zed environment that
contained him provided ahigh level of verismilitude, down to the smulated bites of smulated fleas on the
soft, human-ordinary skin of his ankles—for as aways, Nikko had come to Van Ness disguised within
his brother Sandor's physical appearance.

Heknew hisrole. "It1l bedl right," helied, trying to ignore the horrible itching around hisankles,
and the steaming hest that drove perspiration from every pore. "Well get out of this."

But the voracious fleas worked in concert with the heat to wear at his ever-limited patience. " So
pull yourself together before you kill us both!"

Van Ness didn't respond. The treacherous bastard. He'd tried to steal the Bohr Maker on his



own, for himsdlf, without Nikko's knowledge. Hed taken the Maker and fled his home. But doubt and
fear had caught himin the Spill.

Suddenly Van Ness gasped, asif trying to recapture a breath that had vanished from hislungs.
His chin trembled, his head came up. His anxious gaze fixed on Nikko.

His appearance was that of atwenty-year-old, though Nikko knew he was well over a hundred.
He had luxurious black hair—too well behaved to be naturd—and ared kanji tattooed on his cheek,
proclaiming him alife member of some snooty executive club. Hair and tattoo: they were the only two
features Nikko redlly noticed. For therest of him, Van Nessfdl into the overflowing mentd file of
nondescript attractive.

"Why?" he pleaded. "Why did you do thisto me?"

Nikko could frame no quick, diplomatic reply. To Van Ness, he was an obscure but tal ented
young historian out of RedCam, a corporate group both geographically and politically far from Summer
House. Hed cometo Van Nesswith aflattering proposal for adocumentary on the unsung heroes of the
police research divison. But in truth he'd come only because Van Ness had accessto the Bohr
Maker—and areputation that whispered of hisvulnerabilities.

For somefifty yearsit had been Van Nessstask to constantly upgrade police defensive Makers
S0 that they remained superior to any new corporate introductions. HEd been securein his
position—perhaps a little bored—so that when this fresh young historian from RedCam approached him,
he'd been happy to talk. It hadn't been long before the conversation rolled around to Leander Bohr.

Van Ness clamed hed known Bohr. He bragged about how he'd collected the charred tissue of
Leander's brain and, from it, decoded the basic structure of Bohr's M aker.

Adaptive artificid intdligence wasillegd in the Commonwesdlth. Dull Intelligences were common,
but machine intelligence that could match the diversity of human thought was banned. The Bohr Maker
was the mogt infamous example.

According to Van Ness, being infected by the molecul ar-scae machine was like being host to an
intelligent force without a personaity. Bohr had written into it his own taents as amolecular engines,
backed up by an immense computing capacity. When first introduced to a host, it would proceed through
aninfantile learning period during which it would automaticaly work to improve and enhanceits
environment. Eventudly, it would subsume itsdlf to the will and persona of its host—a host now equipped
with the skills of the greatest of molecular engineers, and the physica gpparatusto practice those skills
within the host's own body.

Nikko wanted the Bohr Maker. Itstalents had helped Bohr evade a police manhunt for five
years. It could help Nikko do the same. It could heal him, and change him just enough that police
Makerswould no longer recognize him. Then he could lose himsdlf in the vast, organic body of Summer
House, while he worked secretly toward the collgpse of the Commonwesdth.

So held disguised himsdlf behind his brother's face and won the affections of Van Ness. This
human-ordinary ghost had visited Van Ness many times at hisresidence in Southwest Australia, and
eventualy Van Ness had made the suggestion: | could open the Bohr file. And then someone clever,
someone like you, could easily smuggle the Maker's patter n off-world.

But Van Nesswas an old man carrying a century's accumulation of ego. He'd decided he could
handle the theft done.

Nikko found himself shouting in asudden seizure of frugtration: "Why'd you synthesizeit?' He



didn't worry about being overheard. He was only aghost, and no one else could see or hear him. "Y ou
were supposed to bring out the Maker's pattern, not the Maker itsalf!" It would have been so easy for
Nikko to smuggle el ectronic code past police Gates. And of course he would have brought a ghost of
Van Ness out a the sametime. Hed aready grown a second body for him, under an diasin the
mausoleum at RedCam. Van Ness had even visted it briefly, lessthan aweek ago when held till been
only toying with theidea of betraying the police.

But Van Ness hadn't stolen the pattern. HE'd synthesized a hard copy of the Maker's
components and stolen that, because he didn't trust Nikko through the resurrection.

The spindess bastard. HEd been very careful. Hed developed atiny packet to contain the
Maker. The packet had separate chambers, one for the Maker's computationa core, two to storeits
initial manipulator arms. The chambers were divided by soluble membranes. When exposed to an
agueous medium they would dissolve, dlowing the components to unite and the Maker to become active.
The packet was ensconced in the hollowed-out core of a defensive needle. AsVan Ness had explained
the system to Nikko, he'd seemed especialy pleased with that aspect of the design. The needle gun he
carried hidden in his chest was registered with the police, so its presence wouldn't arouse suspicion. Like
the chambered storage packet it contained, the needle would dissolve upon contact with flesh, or another
aqueous medium, releasing itstoxins. But so long asthe needle remained initslaunch cradle, invisble
under hisskin, it would be dry and safe. Van Ness had even arranged the thread of aneura connection
between the Maker's computational core and the Dull Intelligence that supervised the use of the needle
gun. He could communicate with the Dull Intelligence, and so, indirectly, he could a'so communicate with
the Maker's core.

It was agood system. But Van Ness had lost his nerve.

"You tricked meinto this!" he shouted at Nikko. "It'syour fault. Y ou don't love me. You're
nothing but awhore. And you poisoned me with abehaviora virus, didn't you? | would never have put
mysdlf in this pogition, never, never, never. Not for you. Not for anyone. If you'd just left me done.
You'veruined me! My life, my career. The police will execute me! And you're not even here, just a
ghogt. But I'll seeto it the police find you too...."

Play it calm, Nikko thought. It had been amistake to et histemper show. It wasthe heat, he
told himsdlf. The heat and the horrible fleas. Damn, but he hadn't expected Van Ness to guess about the
virus Hed used the virusto give Van Ness alittle courage, that'sdl. To ingtill him with some much
needed backbone.

"The police haven't even found you yet," Nikko said gently. He crouched beside Van Nessand
hugged him, trying not to shudder &t the hot, wet touch of the man's swegt-soaked clothes. Van Ness
smdled horrible. That and the stink of piss from the carpet made Nikko want to gag. Too bad Van
Nesssatrium delivered so well on redity.

"Loveand Nature," Nikko sighed. "What an awful hot stinking placethisis." He stroked Van
Nesss swest-dick cheek. "Y ou know, we can gtill get the Maker out. Y ou just haveto trust me.”

Van Nesswent preternaturally sill. His gaze fixed on the door. "What's that noise?"
Nikko listened, but al he heard was drunken laughter from an adjacent room. "What?'
"Shh"

Then he caught it: voiceswhispering outsde in thelocal language. "Hotel guests,” he said with a
shrug. "Beggars. Criminas. Who ese would stay here?!



"No, it'sapolicedog! Can't you hear it sniffing?”

Nikko listened again. He could hear odd sounds. But VVan Ness's senses were clouded with fear
and Nikko didn't trust them. "It's probably nothing,” he said. And if it were adog, well, the game was up,
that'sdll.

No dog materidized. "We can till get the Maker out,” Nikko repested.

Thistime Van Nesslooked at him. His eyeswere wild and bloodshot, his face bleached and
furrowed with worry. He pushed Nikko away and stumbled to hisfeet. "I don't care about the Maker. |
just want to get out of thisalive. | want to get back to my home, back to my job, back to thelife | had
before | met you. And the police will take me back too, when | show them the virus you planted in me.
The police are supposed to protect me from outside attack! It'stheir fault I'm here. It's not my fault. They
have to pardon me."

Nikko stood up to face him, his gaze deliberately hard. Van Ness had to be brought back into
line. "They won't pardon you. They'll execute you, and you know it. The law is very grict on these
meatters. Y ou should have ressted the virus, or gone for help. Besides, you head the division responsible
for developing defensive molecular security. It was your lapse that exposed you.”

Van Ness's hands began to shake. He cursed and spun on hisfoot, beginning to pace frenetically
from one end of the room to the other, three steps each way, back and forth, back and forth. "'If you're
that good a molecular design,” he shouted. "Then you don't need the Maker!"

But Nikko wasn't that good at molecular design. The behavioral virus had come from Fox's
collection . .. and Fox would never consider designing anything as potent as Bohr's Maker.

"I need it,” Nikko said camly. "Besides, we dways knew you'd probably have to sacrifice this
physical copy.” He reached out to touch Van Nesss hand, but VVan Ness pulled away. Nikko let hisown
hand fall back to hisside. "Y ou've dready been to visit your other self on RedCam. Y ou know
everything'sready. So trust me. Let me take your ghost out.”

"Oh no!" Van Ness squawked, hisfinger jabbing the air like aknife. "Don't try to lead meon. I'm
not stupid. | know I'm trapped here. The police will have my pattern in the data Gates by now. My ghost
will never get through.”

"Y our ghost doesn't have to go through the data Gates,” Nikko said. "Y ou've established a
communications link with the Maker's computationa core. So download your ghost into the Maker.
Storeit there. Let me carry your ghost out, along with the Maker."

Van Ness stopped pacing. He shook his head in wide arcs like awounded beast seeking aroute
of escape. Hisknees were actudly shaking now. "Trust Bohr's Maker?" he croaked. "Put my existencein
its—"

"Why'd you synthesizeit if you don't want to useit?" Nikko hissed.

Van Ness had intended to inoculate himself with the Maker—that's what he'd told Nikko—just
as Leander Bohr had done long ago with the Maker's original incarnation. But Van Nesswas not
Leander Bohr. He was afraid of the Maker—afraid it would get away from him, or worse, change him so
much that he would no longer recognize himsdf.

"It doesn't know anything,” Van Ness mumbled, his voice so soft and obscure Nikko suspected
he spoketo himsdlf. "It'savirgin copy. It was designed to function in ahuman brain; useitshost's
memories as adatabase. But | haven't taught it anything; it wouldn't know what to do with me."



"Thenteachit,” Nikko said. "L et it feed on the open datanet. Useit. It's your only chance.”
"l will useit,” Van Ness said. "But under controlled conditions. | can't trust it with my life.”

Nikko groaned. "Y ou haveto trust it. Y ou have to download your ghost into it. Y ou know it'll
work. Y ou know the Maker will preserveyou. You'l be as safe asthe Maker itsdf, and | can't make
you safer than that.”

Someone shouted on the street outside. Van Ness jumped asif held been touched with an
electronic prod. "1 won't doit!" he screamed. "I see what you're trying to do and you won't get rid of me
thet easlly.”

Nikko drew three deep breaths to bleed his temper. He had one offer |eft to play. Let Van Ness
see the advantage of it! "I'm coming through this city tomorrow,” he said. "In first person.”

Van Nessseyeswidened. "You'll actualy be here?"

Nikko nodded somberly. Thiswasalie, of course. He wouldn't be here. He could never come
Earth-side. His body would fail in such adeep gravity well. But Van Ness knew him under Sandor's
human-ordinary face and Sandor was Earth-side.

Nature save me! He hated to involve his brother, but he could see no other way. So he carried
onwiththelie. "I've been working in theidands for dmost three months now. But I've just had mysdlf
summoned to Cagtle. I'll be coming through the city thismorning. Y ou can walk right up to me and lay the
Maker—and your ghost—in my hands."

"Wheat diasareyou usng?"

"Sandor Jang-Tibayan." He winced. HEd just condemned his brother, if the police camein on
thistoo soon. But he needed the Maker. He needed it. Sandy would understand.

Van Ness looked glassy-eyed for nearly a minute as he used the atrium to access the net and
confirm Sandor'sidentity. "Y ou're from the House," he muttered at one point. "Not RedCam, at al. But
the House." He blinked nervoudy, as he began to understand the breadth of Nikko's deception. Then,
"Liar!" he screamed. "Y ou're not coming through today. It's tomorrow. Tomorrow! | can't last that long.
The dogswill find me. Y ou requested aday'sdelay! You did. Y ou want the dogsto find me!”

Nikko shook his head in confusion. He'd had Sandor transferred to Castle. The orders had been
easy enough to fake. He ran a check out of hisown datafield, only to confirm Van Nesssfindings.
Sandor had requested adelay in transfer. Damn! Everything had gone wrong on thisventure! Just
everything! Maybe it wastimeto pull out and start covering histrail.

"Y ou thought you could get me," Van Ness croaked. ™Y ou thought you could hang this crime on
me. No. There, I've doneit. I've fed your identity to the Maker. Name and face. Haha. Y ou're the one
it'll finger, not me. And I've entered your name and your face in my atrium notebook. The police will find
that too."

But it wasn't Nikko's name and face that Van Ness could identify. It was Sandor's.

Nikko felt the skin at the back of hisneck pull tight. Van Nesswas crazy, completely over the
wall. Nikko knew it; knew it by the ingtinctive loathing he fdt for the man, though he'd never encountered
madness before. Even so, Van Ness could make good on histhreats, would, if he had the chance.

Nikko had to fight back. He began searching the Spill'sillicit directories, accessing information
viathe datafield he occupied. He was only aghogt, enthralled to Van Nesss atrium. The atrium would



smulate aphysical attack on Van Ness. But he didn't think it would dlow him to kill hishost. And even if
the smulation did go that far, by destroying Van Ness he would destroy himsdlf, and have no way to
recover the body, or the atrium notebook, or the Maker. No way to recover the secret of Sandor's
identity, now that the Maker knew him, and the atrium notebook too.

But in the Spill help could be hired. He began making phone calls, only to be interrupted by a
knock on the door. Van Ness heard it and closed his eyes; then doubled over and held his stomach.
"Answer it," Nikko said. Van Nesswhimpered, shaking his head no. The knock sounded again, louder
thistime. A man'svoice cdled out in theloca tongue. "Stop acting like afugitive and answer it," Nikko
commanded.

Like adeepwalker, Van Ness moved to the door. He opened it acrack. Asif that could keep
the dogs out, Nikko thought. Peering over Van Nesss shoulder, he saw a dark-skinned, scrawvny man
inthe street outside. "' get cure, | get cure,” the man repeated over and over again, kneeling down on the
floor and opening a briefcase to prove to Van Nessit was s0. Nikko strained to see the case, but Van
Nesswouldn't look at it, so he could get only a peripheral view. And the light was bad.

"You crazy, hah?' the man said, looking repeatedly between Van Ness and the case. ™Y ou shout.
You talk self. No problem! | get cure, chase dat ghost right out!™

Nikko laughed. " A witch doctor! He thinks you're nuts. He wants to help you."

"Get away!" Van Ness shouted. "Get out of herel” Helaunched hisfoot at the case, sending it
tumbling upside down. Vials bounced helter-skelter into the Street. The man roared in fury, but Van Ness
continued his assault, stepping far enough out of hisroom to kick the case again. It dammed into the
canvaswall of asquatter's tent erected just insde the gutter. The witch doctor started screaming
imprecations. Perhaps he was afamous man; he certainly drew attention. Heads popped out of doors all
along the front of the hotel. Seeping beggarsin the street began to stir. Van Ness panicked.

Hejumped over the makeshift sheltersthat had sprouted like mushrooms on the Street after
midnight. Splashing through puddles of rain and excrement, he took off down the street. Nikko ran
helpledy after him.

Whoops rang out behind them, and again, just ahead. VVan Ness kept going until he reached the
corner, then he risked a glance back. Two young men pursued him, their faces split by manic grins.
Ahead, another youth holding alength of metal pipe blocked hisway. Van Ness dodged past the boy.

A second later Nikko found himsdf cut off from the world, trapped in aterrifying cocoon of
nonsensation. He couldn't see, he couldn't hear, he couldn't smell, taste, or fedl. Because Van Nessno
longer had any of those senses. Van Nesswas dead. Nikko wrote an address for home and fled before
the atrium's residua power ran down.

*k*

Nikko lay ill for atime, staring down the length of the tether to the inhabited sector of Summer
House three kilometers below. The experience Earthside seemed like adream, avery bad and vivid
dream. But of courseit wasreal. Van Nesswas dead. And when the police recovered his body and
deciphered his atrium notebook, Sandor would be awanted man.

Silently, Nikko cursed himself. How could he have been so stupid asto give up Sandor's
identity?

He switched on hisatrium, no longer concerned with the risk to himsalf. He had to synthesize
another ghost. He had to hire amule and find Van Ness's body and destroy it—before Sandor was



made to pay for his brother's crimes.

CHAPTER
6

It was gill night when Phousita awoke with astart. She shoved hersdlf up on one elbow and
dared at the eerie ydlow bioluminescent glow of Arif's deeping face. Darknesslay thick al around her.
She could hear the breathing of other deepers, the light wash of rain against the roof, the drippity-drip of
water where the roof had gotten leaky. She could smell the sweat on Arif's body and the musty odor of
the warehouse.

Y et the dream that had disturbed her played on, asif she were till adeep. She blinked and
rubbed her eyes. No change. There was the old woman, kneling on the corner of anearly new woven
mat, her wares spread out before her in the sunlight: powders ground from dried cat bones, amulets
made of feathers and bits of platic, thetails of rats, flayed, stretched, and dried (the old woman claimed
it was snakeskin), black pumice carefully stored in aglassjar (the cinders of shooting stars), dried flower
petds, bowls of foul-smdling liquids, mummified geckas, shiny beetles, namdess bugs. Every day the old
woman had displayed her pharmacopoeiain the marketplace, offering charms and potionsfor every
need. Here she was again.

Y et shewas not here,

Phousita stared into the early morning darkness listening to the rain, while sunlight baked down
on her head and shoulders, and the old woman smiled up at her as she used to do when Phousita
returned from an afternoon of foraging in the streets. How light Phousitafelt under the glow of that smile!
The old witch could inspire cheer in the worst of circumstances. Phousitaloved her so. She greeted
Phousita, jabbering in the hill didect no one understood. Phousita.smiled anyway, proudly showing off the
bananas sheld found buried in a rubbish hegp behind alittle restaurant.

A mosquito whined in the darkness of the warehouse. Phousitadapped at it frantically. How
could she bein two places at once? How could she see darkness and sunlight with equa clarity? Past
and present asif they were two views from the same room?

She must have cried out, because suddenly Arif's eyes were open, staring a her. She closed her
own eyes as the old woman invited her to sit down in the shade of the cardboard box that served asa
home for both of them when the market closed at night. " Arif!"

Hetook her hand, pulled her down in hisarms. The hilt of the knife he wore strapped to his chest
pressed painfully againgt her breast. "What isit?" he whispered.

She pressed her head againgt his shoulder. "The old woman—she's here!” Phousita drew back
and gtarted to point, but was suddenly unsure of the direction. Findly, she indicated her head. "1 can see
her, asclearly as| seeyou,” she hissed. " She serves me water purchased from the water dealerswhile
we eat the bananas I've found. Shetells meit's been agood day. Her charms enjoy a powerful
reputation. Many people come to buy them. Soon she will have enough money to take meto the Chinese
doctor. Can you see her, Arif?"



He shook his head and scowled. " Stupid old witch. We don't need her. Tdll her to leave.”

Instantly, she was gone. Phousita uttered asmall cry of surprise. Tears sprang to her eyes. The
old woman had been the first person to show her love.... "Arif!" Sheclenched hisarm, her nailsbiting
into hisflesh. "It'syou. Now | can seeyou.”

Herolled her over on her back, stroked her belly asif shewere achild. "Of courseit'sme,” he
crooned. "I'mright here"

"No!" She gtared past him into the darkness a anew vision. "It'sthefirst timel've ever seen
you. That night with tuan, your master, in the foreign hotel near the mosgue. Oooh, I'm so afraid. They
say aghost possesses you. Horrible night! How | want to leave. Don't touch me! Are you an anima?1
can smell the incense and the blood, your anger, everywhere. Tuan ill holdsthe knife. They've beaten

you, and you're crying—"
He clapped a hand over her mouth. In astrangled voice, " Stop it!"

The scene vanished. Only darkness surrounded her now. She lay back againgt the floor, shaking.
"It'sgone," she whispered.

Arif stared down at her. Helooked hurt, ashamed. He'd lived then asadavein abrothel onthe
edge of the marketplace. His master had been ahorrible man, but agreat sorcerer. HEd enlisted a ghost
to occupy Arif'smind and command his body. It wasthe only way Arif could be controlled. But even
that failed in the end, when Arif came upon a blade. While the ghost wandered, he cut out his master's
heart.

"I'm sorry," Phousitawhispered, reaching up to touch Arif'slips. "But | wasthere. Again." She
groaned, asahorrible, cramping hunger announced its presencein her belly. Sherolled on her side, then
dowly sat up, one arm pressed againgt her somach to ease the pain. "Come with me?"

He frowned suspicioudy, hislong, comica nose bending downward. "Where?!

She breathed quickly, shdlowly, trying to subdue the pain. "To the foreign hotel. We never went
hungry when we worked together.”

"We planted another tuan yesterday," he growled. "Therell befluff inthe morning.”

"l can't wait until morning! |1 need more. Now." She staggered to her feet. Around her, the
breathing rhythm of the deepers had changed. Many of them were awake, listening. She didn't care.
"Comewith me, Arif."

He shook his head, his gaze hard. Hetried to grab her hand, but she dodged. With alittle jump
she cleared abody. She could hear the breathing. Someone pretending to deep. She listened carefully to
the soft noises around her and from them constructed a mental image of the room and its occupants. Asif
her ears had become eyes, she knew where everyone was, what they were doing. She darted away, her
feet touching briefly on bare patches of floor and then she was free of the room, racing down the lightless
corridor. Behind her she could hear Arif bellowing some unintelligible order, but it wastoo late. She hit
the door with her forearms. It sprang open. She ran out into the street, while the two Knives who'd been
assigned to guard the door stared after her with startled faces.

She dowed for amoment, looking back at them. What was she doing? She and Arif had made a
pact: no more progtitution. It wastheir concelt that they could live without it. They'd founded the clan on
that bargain and rescued other children from thet fate.



Asif in answer, her somach twisted with a cramp that doubled her over and left her gasping in
agony. Shewas on her knees before the pain began to ease. "1 have to eat,” she whispered. And the
clan had no food l€ft. "1 have to eat!" Therewas never enough food. Too many mouthsin the clan. Even
with the riches they'd taken from tuan there wasn't enough.

"Phougtal”

She looked up as Arif bounded out the door. Without thought, Phousita leapt forward to meet
him. Her hand darted out. She snatched his knife from the sheath on his chest, then leaped back. Arif
brought himself up sharply, poised, quivering at the point of the knife. She looked at the weaponin
aurprise. It wasfirmly clenched in her outstretched hand, the tip pressed againgt Arif's chest. He glared a
her, hiseyes burning with betrayal. Her gaze darted back to the knife. Would sheredlly useit against
him?

Yes.

Tears streamed from her eyes as she pressed the blade alittle harder againgt his chest. She could
smdll the blood asit trickled from thewound. "I love you, Arif." But she could no longer control her own
body. Something el se lived insde her now, and it was stronger than she.

Too, it was very, very hungry.
"Arif, come with me, please. They dways pay more for two."

He nodded Hiffly, hisviolet eyeslike degp pitsin the soft glow of hisface. She lowered the knife.
Her nodtrils flared as she drank in the scent of him. He smelled of anger and of love. She turned and ran
through the dark streets, making for the lights beyond the dums.

*k*

Later, much later, Phousitatried to gpologize. "I'm sorry, Arif. | couldn't help it. It's dead tuan.
He's apowerful sorcerer and he commands me now. | had no choice.”

Morning had come. The sun peered around the corner of ahuge department store across the
street. Already, urgent crowds jostled on the sidewalk; vendors were setting up their stands. Taxisand
trucks raced quietly past, oblivious of the wary pedestrianstrying to crossthe street.

Arif sat huddled beside the plastic wall of amarket stall dedling in lamps and oils. He cried softly,
his face hidden between his knees. Phousita sat patiently beside him. She watched perfect memories
dance like visons behind her eyeswhile shewaited for him to cam down. He always cried on the
morning after (asif every timewere hisfirst time,) Hed never told her why.

Y et now she knew.

She gazed at him, her heart full of sympathy. She said: ™Y our mother used to sell you on the
streets as a punishment for your wickedness. So the pain returns. Y ou know she wasright every time you
=l yoursdf."

Heturned his head to look at her, tears still running down his swollen yellow cheeks. Anger
narrowed hiseyes. "You'relying."

She blinked. Sheld spoken the truth. (But how did she know that?) Softly: "Perhaps she was not
your mother.”

He bolted to hisknees. His hands seized her throat and his strong fingers began to squeeze. "She



was my mother," he hissed. "Shewas! She lied when she said sheldd found me. | was not thrown away!
No one threw me away."

Phousita couldn't breathe. Darkness crept up on the edge of her vison. She gulped, then forced
her body to go limp. As she collapsed to the sdewalk Arif let go. Shelay ill, her head swimming. For a
moment she thought she might lose the bellyful of food she'd just bolted down. But the nausea passed.
Arif took her hand, helped her up, then swept her into hisarms, crooning over her likeachild. "I'm sorry,
I'm sorry.” Thewoman in the market stand scowled at them, and Phousitatugged at Arif to get himto
move on.

They waked nearly amile, arm in arm, before Arif spoke again. "How did you know that about
my mother?'

"l don't know." Phousitastared at the sdewalk, swept clean by the inhabitants who'd dept here
last night. She'd been wondering the same thing. Certainly she hadn't known it yesterday. And Arif had
said nothing overnight. "1 think ... I didn't know it. It wasjust on my tongue, and | said it. Perhaps dead
tuan put the wordsin my mouth. He must be an evil sorcerer.”

She stopped before a booth that sold thin strips of barbecued meat skewered on stedl picks. She
dipped acoin from her sarong and paid it to the vendor. Though her belly was still swollen with food, she
could fed the hunger tirring again, asif the spirit that rode her knew she would find nothing more once
they returned to the riverfront. She offered mest to Arif, but he refused, hisface tight with despair. Hed
eaten nothing. It was a covenant of the clan that al food should be saved and shared at the evening medl.
So shed betrayed everyone, not just Arif. Guilt tried to work at her, but it was drowned by the heavenly
taste of the barbecue. She finished the meat, then carefully licked every trace of fat from the picks before
returning them to the vendor. She and Arif moved on. Severd minutes|ater: "1 know thingsthat | cannot
know."

Arif looked at her warily.

"I know that tuan who bought uslast night has awife heloves dearly and two grown daughters,
both employed by the Commonwedth.”

"It'spossble” Arif dlowed.
"I'm not guessing. | know this."
"I don't."

"Ah." Hisdoubt didn't disturb her. She could see clearly in her mind the steady sequence of
unfolding memories, her own, and others she didn't recognize. She smiled. The vendor at the barbecue
stand had been much impressed by her unusual figure: awell-endowed woman, perfectly proportioned,
inabody no larger than that of adight eight-year-old girl. "Why do you suppose tuan iswilling to pay so
much for sex with freakslike us?' she asked.

"Who cares?'

She shrugged, remembering again the face of the angdl. Thiswas not the face of dead tuan
whom sheld found in theriver. So who might thisangel be?

It would be good to find him, she redlized.

She glanced shyly at Arif. "1 think I'm becoming awitch.” She waited for some reaction from him,
but he said nothing. He stared straight ahead as they walked, carefully avoiding the squatters who



occupied theway. Shetried again: "Dead tuan that we pulled from the river was an evil sorcerer, and
he's turned meinto awitch." She'd been gpproaching that conclusion al morning. Now that sheld said it
out loud, shefelt inordinately pleased. She'd aways admired the old woman for her ability to cure people
with her potions and charms. And the Chinese doctor: he was the greatest sorcerer of al, amost agod.

"If you become awitch, we won't have to whore again,” Arif said.

Phousita smiled and nodded. "Y es. That's so."

CHAPTER
7

Kirgtin Adair sat on her balcony, drinking teaand attending to the backlog of calsthat had
accumulated during her hour with Nikko. She pulled them up one by one from the magordomo program
into her atrium: asuccession of routine business and little emergencieswdll-known to any high-level
adminigtrator. After dmost thirty years as Chief of Police she could handle them with unconscious ease.

Individua casesrarely cameto her attention. Most were routine violations of ordinance: the
inclusion of illicit genetic materia at conception; proscribed neurologica and physiologica talents, assault
M akers—germ weapons designed to force deleterious or illegaly advantageous mutationsin target
individuds, terrorist Makers, designed to attack essentia elements of
cities/corporations/families/individuas, Makers designed to Spy on corporate competition or estranged
lovers, Makers possessing generdized machine intelligence; Makers possessing sdlf-aware persondlities,
unregistered behaviora viruses, unregulated modification of plants or animals or the creation of artificid
plants or animass, duplicate personas existing in duplicate bodies.

Molecular technologies had alowed the celestia citiesto be built; they'd been used to restore
many of Earth's ecosystems. But molecular technol ogies demanded limits. They could not be dlowed to
run wild, or Gaiawould be broken, torn to pieces, and the pieces changed so that they could never be
put back together again. These days, it was the function of the police to ensure that never happened. But
thewar had been going on long before the Commonwealth, and Kirstin had been part of it even then.

She'd been lucky. Sheld had a daddy who'd been a professiond adventurer, amovie maker, a
writer, and arugged philosopher never short on grants and sponsors to fund his next expedition. Hed
had only contempt for the heated, sound-insulated, locked and guarded comfort of a condominium, and
he had custody of his daughter for six months every year. He taught her to be strong: physicaly,
emotiondly, and intellectualy. To be senditive: to the presence of agreater entity around her. In South
America, New Zedland, Antarctica, the Himaayas: she learned to sense the voice of the natura world.
Galaspoke in acomplex language of predator and prey, of growth and dormancy, of birth and migration,
of seasond change, of storms, of currents, and finally, of cruelty and desth and necessity. Kirgtin had
cometo fed part of the natura world, perfectly adapted to it, one strand in aweb hung in four
dimensions, spanning billions of years, a crestive system of immeasurable potentidl.

But her father's period of custody would inevitably end, and sheld be thrust back into the
crowded, mechanical, parasitic isolatorium of the city. She stood out from the pack at school likeawild
marten amongst trained rats, her individuality drowning in asea of sheltered classmates. Therat packs
lived their lives between the air-conditioned mall, the air-conditioned condo, the air-conditioned school,



and they thought they were elemental because they moved in tribes and carried guns and knew how to
lieto mommy. Disconnection. Cold winter: Daddy had come five thousand milesjust to see her. Now he
waslying in the street outside Mommy's condo, blood welling from his mouth, cut down by trained rats.
Kirgtin saw it happen. But she never screamed. She never cried. Instead, she woke up to the truth: Gaia
was under atack by an infestation of human rats feeding on the carnage of unsustainable technologica
explosionsthat tore through the body of the Goddess like bullets, blood 0ozing from the ruptured web of
life

But Gaiawas old and strong and wily. She adways produced corrective mechanisms. Feedback
response: a predator appears. There were too many rats to exterminate, but the problem could till be
neetly managed. First, disarm the rats. Then feed them, protect them, let them grow soft. See that their
nascent separation from the real world is made complete. Withhold from them the power to ever threaten
Gaaagain. And if someamong them still ingst on straying outsde their niche? Kirgtin smiled to hersdlf.
That'swhy she was here. That's why the cops existed. To pick off the maladapted and maintain the
integrity of the herd.

Andif she enjoyed her work, so what? Did the wolf fed guilty about bringing down the sickly
and the weak when it pursued aherd of deer? No. Like Kirdtin, it happily performed itsrole in the body
of the Goddess.

Not aone, of course. She kept hersalf aoof from the routine duties of the Commonwealth police,
leaving the daily challenges of enforcement to the discretion of her officers. As Chief of Police, she
focused her own attention on guiding the palitica currents of the Commonwed th, ensuring that citiesand
nations both ingde and outside the Commonwedlth were governed by reasonable individual s who
respected molecular law. Cities occasiondly attempted to passalocal ordinance easing some
Commonwedlth proscription, thinking they might devel op atrade advantage.... Or corporations would
push the boundaries of the law to impress arestless client. ... Or one of the nations outside the
Commonwedth might be persuaded to attempt the development of illicit Makers.

And why? Citizens of the Commonwedth had everything they needed: perfect hedth; perfect
bodies,; safe environments; fine homes, family life; entertainment; art; opportunitiestotravel. . . . They
ought to want for nothing. But of course there would always be a certain percentage of the dissatisfied.
Snakesin the Garden of Eden.

Fox Jang-Tibayan was one of theworst. To even conceive of creating something like Nikko
was repugnant. To have the talent to persuade atimid Congress to gpprove such a scheme was
diabalical. But Kirstin had made Fox pay for it in the years since. Sheld had him to trial threetimeson
marginal-tolerance technologies; and charged him in at least a dozen other casesthat were settled out of
court. The harassment had worked. Fox had become a conservative designer—at least on the surface.

And yet—Kirgin'slipsturned in ady, ferd smile—she owed Fox adebt of gratitude. Without
the research permit that permitted Nikko's existence, she would never have been able to inspire the wave
of public outrage that had carried her into the office of Chief of Police.

She chuckled softly to hersalf. And Fox had given her Nikko too.

Nikko wasn't human. Hewas afrantic anima, amora in his pursuit of continued life. Kirgtin
found him exciting, in much the same way she might find it exciting to toy with apanther. Tamingit.
Controlling it. There were so few chalengeseft. Dedling with the likes of Nikko kept her witsand her
ingtincts sharp for the greater game of preserving the Commonwedlth.

Too bad histime was dmost up. Sheld misshim. Sheld fed hisloss ... the same way she might
fed theloss of afavorite pet.



**k*

Kirstin wasn't haf through with her backlog of callswhen anew one camein under priority code.
It was from Allende, the Director of Interna Security for the Commonwedth Police. She frowned.
Allende wasn't one of her people. He was a Congressiona appointee; asmall-minded man with a
tendency to work behind the back of the Chief of Police. Kirgtin generdly had agood relationship with
the Congressiond body. She'd gpproved of the Reform Act, which had eliminated the presidentid office,
decentrdizing its authority across Congress. But at times there were conflicts.

While the senators were occasondly caled upon to clarify existing laws, or grant gpprova to
margina tolerance research proposas, or to determine the digibility of a state petitioning for
Commonwedlth status, their primary duty was to oversee the workings of the police. For that reason they
occasiondlly felt the need to assert their independence from the Police Chief. The creation of awatchdog
officer in the person of Allende had been their most recent rebuke. Kirstin found the Situation grating. She
needed to trust her officers—all of them—and she did not trust Allende. Sheld been angling to get rid of
him for months.

"Proceed, Allende," she said, wondering which of her officers he was harassing thistime.

The atrium acted as an interface, processing the incoming signd and feeding it directly to her
brain so that she"heard" Allende's voice, though her ear sensed nothing.

"Chief Adair. Weve got aproblem in our research division. Secure subject.”

"So come." Sheissued him aformd invitation; Allende's ghost arrived afew seconds later.
Ensconced in her atrium, nothing he said or did could be directly detected from the outside.

He appeared in the chair Nikko had occupied: astout, dark-skinned man with hard eyes and
heavy hands, dressed in the black tunic and shorts of a police uniform. By his giff posture, she knew he
didn't want to be here.

He nodded without smiling. "We have a serious problem.” His gaze wandered nervoudy. Swest
actualy began to appear on his pudgy cheeks. "Jensen Van Ness, one of our senior researchers,
physicaly resdent in Southwest Audtraia, used his security clearance to accessthe Bohr files. He
synthesized the Bohr Maker, destroyed the file, then skipped. That was yesterday. Almost thirty-two
hours ago now. I've tracked him through the Gates. He left the Commonwesdlth last night, for Southern
India... or perhapsthe Sunda Free Trade Zone. Of coursethe dogs are on it. All Gates are aware of his
profile. Sector commanders have been aerted and decontamination procedures are being prepared.

"| expect to have him in custody within the hour. In the meantime | think we should review our
interna security arrangements. Thisincident only proveswhat I've said in the past: our researchersare
alowed far too many libertieswith classfied files"

Kirgtin listened in silent fury while Allende's spid ran out. The Bohr Maker. Hadn't shewarned
the Congressional Committee on Molecular Law time and time again to get rid of that obscenefile? But
Van Ness had always gotten in her way. Now he was gone and the trail was cold and Allende was Sitting
here, trying to shift the blame to her account.

Sheleaned forward, fixing him with anicy glare. ™Y ou pompous bastard. Y ou tried to handle this
on your own, didn't you? How many hours has it been since you knew Van Nesswas gone?' Allende
seemed to shrink as every musclein hisbody tensed. "How many hours?" Kirstin snapped.

"Ten." Hesat up alittle straighter. "1t's been ten hours. My staff has pursued every investigetive
channd in that time and welll have him in custody—"



"You didn't think | needed to know thisimmediately? The Bohr Maker was stolen, and you
didn'tinformme?'

"My steff—"

"Y ou wanted to bring him in on your own, didn't you?Y ou wanted to grab alittle glory. But
you've put the police in jeopardy, instead. VVan Ness possesses aterrible weapon. And because he
destroyed thefile, we can't duplicate it. We can't useit againgt him. But you didn't think | needed to
know."

"WEell have himwithin the hour," Allendeindgsted.

But Kirstin knew he wouldn't have come to her unlessthe trail was stone-cold. ™Y ou'd better
bring him home within an hour, Allende, or I'll have your heed.”

*k*

After Allende's ghost had gone, Kirstin abandoned the rest of her cdlsto the holding tank,
changed into police uniform, and headed for the office.

The Bohr Maker. Her lipstwisted as she thought about it. It was an obscenity before nature. An
affront to the Mother. An evolutionary bomb that could explode in the body of Gaia, destroying the
natura order, ripping through the soul of afour-and-a-half-billion-year-old goddess.

Leander had understood that. HE'd never copied the Maker. Held kept it to himself. Hed
respected and loved the Mother, just asKirstin had, and held used the Maker only in her defense.
Leander Bohr had been agreat man. But life as afugitive had begun to weigh on him. Hed begun to talk
to Kirgtin of abandoning the Mother, of using the Maker to create an artificia world far from the sun, just
large enough for the two of them....

Kirstin had betrayed him to the police, feeling sure the Maker would be destroyed. But Van
Ness had fought against that and now the Maker was |oose again.

Van Nessdidn't possess Leander's ethical sense. In his hands, the Maker might soon be running
wild.

* k%

She found Allende physically present at the office. He told her: "The dogsin Sunda have scented
apeculiar line of sub-Makersthat may be associated with Bohr's Maker."

"Therearerecordson this," Kirstin said. "Can you confirm the link?"

"We'reworking onit." His eyes seemed to glaze over as he accessed police filesthrough his
arium.

Leander had designed his Maker to create molecular machines less sophiticated than itsalf.
These sub-Makers could be sent out into the world as microscopic information-gathering systems. Of the
millions of copiesit might generate, most would be lost, and after a preprogrammed period of time they
would sdf-destruct. But afew would drift home to the Maker. The lineage of these molecular complexes
was wdl-known.

Allende's attention returned to the rea world. "With minor discrepancies, they match the patterns
of known Bohr sub-Makers. Van Nessisin Sunda.”



Kirgtin smiled. So thethief hadn't |eft Earth. That was something—though he might be hard to
find in Sunda, aprimitive politicd entity that existed outsde the network of nations comprising the
Earth-bound members of the Commonweal th. Some nonmember states objected to police activities
within their territories ... not that they could stop an investigation. The Commonwesdlth Police recognized
no politica boundariesin the enforcement of molecular law. How could they? 1llegd technologies weren't
made safer by being developed outside the Commonwealth. And if aferal technology superseded the
police arsenal and made the cops obsolete, who would be l€ft to enforce the law? No one. The stability
and security of the Commonwed th could vanish—iterally—overnight.

So the police recognized no territoria limitations, and consequently, even the most disaffected
member-gates remained firmly within the codition. They had no redlistic option. Secesson wouldn't gain
them technological freedom, but it would deprive them of a politica voice within the Congress of the
Commonwedth.

Kirgtin called up achair. She dropped dowly into it, facing Allende, her arms crossed over her
chest while shewaited for hishour to run down. In an hour shed berid of him. Shedd dismisshim for
dereliction of duty—and let the Congresstry to argue with her!

She waited, watching him with argptor'sintense stare as he continued hisinvestigation. He
worked without console or voice, his atention fading in and out as he consulted with his officers through
hisatrium. Astime grew short, the sheen of sweat on hisface grew heavier. He glanced at Kirgtin more
and more often, with the white-eyed look of afrightened herbivore. Hisreactions actualy gave her
physica pleasure, and she grinned at him, which only fed his nervous sate.

Then, with only three minutesleft on histime he suddenly sagged forward, expelling amighty
breath of relief. Kirgtin scowled. He noted the expression and responded with atriumphant grin. "The
dogs have found Van Ness."

*k*

A few minutes later, Kirgtin stood between the huge animals. It was early morning in Sunda, and
she waded hip-deep in the crystal-clear waters of ariver that flowed beneath the decaying hulk of an old
warehouse—or at least that wastheillusion generated for her by the atrium of the alphadog.

Sheld gone Earth-sde as a ghogt, to observe the progress of the investigation. The dog's atrium
had recongtructed for her the smell of thefaling rain, the sound of treading feet in the structure overheed,
the taste of the dightly bitter water, and the fed of theriver's current as it washed past her legs. She
gazed a the young boy who clung to one of the building's vertica supports, seeing him just asthe dogs
saw him with their artificia eyes. But the boy couldn't see her.

Neverthdess, she scowled a him, thinking Parasite. He was one of the millions of unwanted
children infesting this backward country, plaguing the city, ascourge of human rats. An older girl had
abandoned him benesath the structure when the dogs showed up. Sheld screamed in fear, then shinnied up
aropetha hung from atragpdoor, before damming it shut behind her. Kirgtin could still hear her
screaming, somewhere in the structure overhead.

The boy—he couldn't be more than six or seven—was trying to hide from the dogs behind the
column, but his hands and legs were shaking so badly he kept dipping and splashing into the water.
Kirstin grunted in satisfaction. The police dogs were designed to intimidate. They were aterrible
derivation of magtiff and Great Dane. Their huge square heads reached a man's shoulder and they
massed nearly eighty kilograms apiece. The Sunda government permitted them in itsterritory in exchange
for certain trade concessions—yprimarily molecular technologies that kept the present rulersin power.



Kirgtin shifted her gaze back to the body of Jensen Van Ness. Held been secured to the
riverbed—sometime yesterday, judging by the body's state of decomposition. The microscopic Makers
that kept the water clean had aready dissolved agood twenty percent of the flesh, converting it into
edible fluff; white ribs glinted brightly through tattered muscle. The skull was dmost completely exposed.
The body had been stripped.

She watched thoughtfully asabit of fluff floated downriver. The current swept it up against along
boom congtructed of old plastic bottles that had been cut in haf. Many of the bottleswere full of fluff.
Kirgtin glanced at the body again, then chuckled in grim amusement. Rats would eat anything.

She ordered one of the dogs underwater, then dove after it, down to the river bottom to get a
closer look at Van Nesss body. The atrium collected enough data through the dog's eyes to extrapolate
apapable model. She was able to probe the skull with her fingers. Van Ness had suffered amassive
head wound.

She surfaced, throwing her head back in agreat arc to clear the water from her eyes. The drops
gplashed against the structure overheed, but they |eft no wet marks. These could be added, but on an
investigation she preferred the environmental mock-up to accurately reflect the outsde world. The only
phony thing she wanted in it was her own apparent presence.

She sniffed the air, searching through the dog's enhanced sensesfor atrace of the Bohr Maker.
The body wasfree of it; Van Ness had not inoculated himsalf. Then where had he kept the stolen
sample? Had he forced someone elseto carry it for him? (Someone who objected?)

She waded through the water, the dogs at her hedls, until she stood at the foot of the column,
staring up at the boy. What had the child been doing down here? One of the dogs stood onitshind legs,
gretching its head upward until it could run its sengitive nostrils across the boy'sleg. The child moaned in
fear, but the dog found nothing. It dropped back down into the water.

Y et the Bohr Maker ill existed. Somewhere, someone had a sample of it because every now
and then asthe dogs patrolled the riverfront they'd detected itstelltale sub-Makers. Leander had
designed the Maker to be eusive, dmost undetectable without a sample of theinfected cdlls. Leander
had been agenius.

Sheturned, ready to wade back to the concrete riverbank when the trapdoor opened. The dogs
turned around.

A swollen, luminescent yelow face with agreat hooked nose and comically rounded cheeks
looked through the opening. Nature stop us, Kirgtin thought in disgust. In the cdestid cities of the
conservative Commonwedl th, mutagenic Makers had long ago been outlawed. But they were il
common in the Free Trade Zones, generaly used against some poor, unsuspecting sap for the amusement
of minor powers. So long as the mutations were harmless and limited to somatic cdlls, Kirgtin had agreed
the police should tolerate them—for diplomatic reasons.

She started to whistle for the dogs when suddenly she noticed their tense posture, their flaring
nostrils. Had they picked up atrace of the Bohr Maker? From this goon?

One of the dogs growled and surged through the water, then leapt for the open trapdoor. The
goon ducked out of sght while Kirstin looked on, laughing in delighted disbdlief. Surely the beast wastoo
largeto fit through the opening? But no. It caught itsalf with itsforepaws and hung dangling, its head and
shoulders through the hole. Its mate came up underneeth it, reared up on its hind legs and offered its great
head as aplatform. Thefirst dog kicked off and vanished insgde the building.



Screams rang out overheed, the cries of children shrieking in terror. The pounding of running feet
on unpadded floorsrolled like thunder. Kirstin dogged through the water, grabbed the rope, and pulled
hersdlf up after thefirst dog.

*k*

Back on Cadlle, Kirstin's corporeal sdlf sat with Allende, reviewing Van Nesss communications
log. Hed entertained alot of vistors. Some of them as famous as himself. Others unknown. She had
officerstracking down the records of everyonewho'd visited himin the last three years. "No way hedid
thisaone" she muttered.

Allende grunted agreement. "It'snot in his psychologicd profile.”

In away, this exercise was awaste of time. They'd know who his accomplice was as soon as his
atrium notebook was removed from the body and trandated.

She l€ft the records, to stand by the tdl glasswindows, her gaze fixed on the dark line of the
Imperia Highway.

Behind her, she could hear a sudden, harsh intake of breath from Allende. She turned dowly, to
meet his narrowed gaze. "We've just arrested two youths who may have been involved in Van Nesss
murder,” hetold her. Then hislip curled. "Doesn't sound like well get any leads out of them, though. It
seems to have been a smple mugging. When the Idamic Resurgence turned up, they dumped the body in
theriver.”

"Nature save usl How long until that notebook isready to read?"

*k*

Kirsgtin's ghost followed the dogs through the city's rain-soaked, |abyrinthine streets asthey
tracked the various scents of the children who'd inhabited the warehouse. They'd brought down six so
far; none had shown any trace of the Maker. The rest had disappeared like rats into the maze of
crumbling buildings.

At mid-morning she decided to return to the Site of the warehouse. The air stank of smoke al up
and down the riverfront. She looked ahead for the warehouse. At first she thought the dogs had become
disoriented. Then she redlized the collapsed hesp of charred girders and melted plastic dag was all that
remained of the building sheld visited earlier that morning.

Apparently the Idamic Resurgence didn't gpprove of squatters who attracted the attention of
police dogs.

*k*

"Now herésan interesting name,” Allende said.

Kirgin'sorigina sdf broke off her review of the ghost's memories and alowed Allende to shunt
an entry from Van Nesssvisitor log to her arium.

"One Sy Gaudreau.” Allende read the entry aloud. " Affiliation: RedCam Corporate Group,
Farsaght City. An'historian.”" He pronounced the word asif it smelled of decay. "Y ou know the kind?
They dig up dirt on corporations, then expose them, or blackmail them.”

"I know thekind," Kirstin said. Nikko was the best of them. "Alert the Gatesto hisphysica
description. And trace that address. It's probably afake. RedCam'stoo conservative to tolerate an



historian. Dissect the plexus. Seeif those callsweren't routed from somewhere else.”

His gaze shifted minutely. The order had been sent. Kirstin had just turned back to the window
when along, low whistle escaped Allende. "Data findly coming in from Van Nesss notebook. Love and
Nature, that bastard was weird. Uh-oh. Uh-oh. Oh sweet mercy, you were right about that fake
address.™

Kirgtin glared a him, one eyebrow raised in irritation.

Allende grinned back, his pudgy facetwisted inasimian leer. "Y ou're going to love this, boss.
Van Ness recorded the name of his accomplice. One Sandor Jiang-Tibayan. Out of Summer House."

*k*

For amoment Kirstin was struck dumb. Then fury began to burn: asow, deep fire under her
heart. Jiang-Tibayan. Sandor she'd never heard of. It didn't matter. There were only two Jang-Tibayans
who amounted to anything, and Fox had never had a criminal mind. So it was Nikko. He was probably
using this Sandor asamule, playing games with VVan Ness behind her back. She'd been holding her
breath unconscioudy. Now shelet it go. Her gaze focused on Allende. " Alert the Gates to the profile of
this Jang-Tibayan. Issue awarrant to theloca police forcein Sunda. Send it through our ambassador, so
they know we mean business. | want thismule arrested!”

Then she cdled the mausoleum at Castle and made reservations. "1'm going to Summer House,"
shetold Allende. "In hard copy."

Physicd travel between the celedtid cities was uncomfortable and dull and could consume
weeks, or even months of time. Most citizens never bothered. Those who did travel generdly transferred
only their personas, downloading them into duplicate bodies kept stored in distant city mausoleums: hard

Kirgtin had accumulated hard copies of hersdf in mausoleums throughout the Commonwedth,
most of them never used and known only to hersdlf... like the one at Summer House. Shewould
download her persona, and she would be there. Sheld have Nikko under her hands.

"We have officers at Summer House who can handle theinvestigation,” Allende was saying.
"Theré's no need for you to go."

"Ohyesthereis." Thiswas persond. She wanted to take Nikko out hersdif.

Shelaunched hersdf out of the office, and headed for the mausoleum. Sheld have to put this
body on ice before bringing up the one on Summer House. It was a Commonwealth covenant that only
one physical copy could be active at any given time. That would take half an hour, at least. And another
half hour to awaken the body on Summer House.

But then she'd be able to hunt down Nikko and take him, face-to-face.

CHAPTER
8



Sandor Jang-Tibayan stared unhappily out the window of a Summer House corporate
helicopter, asit automatically carried him on a preprogrammed course across the Strait of Malacca. The
helicopter banked right, then left, flying around (never directly over) one of the hundreds of old oil-drilling
platforms that studded this section of ocean. The rigs had been towed to Maacca, anchored firmly on the
bottom and then christened, each one a separate nation.

Sandor was supposed to be working as an gpprentice in aproject to ingtal a security system for
the newest member of the community, a platform that would become regiona headquarters for Summer
House. But yesterday he'd been summoned to Castle. Nobody seemed to know why. He'd protested the
order, surethat it was another one of Dad's schemesto get him off-Earth. But hisbosstold him to go

anyway.

Fox had exaggerated ideas about the dangers of working in the Free Trade Zone. Thingsweredl
right here for the House. The cops | eft them done and the locas welcomed their business. The
ecoterroristswere a bit of aproblem, but that's what security wasfor. Sandor liked it Earth-side. Hed
been to Australiaand Tongaand he liked what he saw. HeEd even talked to his boss about applying for a
permanent position.

He sat up alittle straighter asthe helicopter crossed the shordline, continuing inland over an
agricultura plain. He could just make out the city in the distance—amaze of white buildings huddled
under adark ceiling of rain clouds. The city wasin the Free Trade Zone ... not part of the
Commonwedlth. His boss wouldn't let him take weekends here, so held only seen the airport.

Asthe helicopter descended, clouds velled the fierce gaze of the mid-morning sun. Soon rain
began to run in rivulets across the window. Moments later the helicopter landed, its hull rattling under a
fiercetropica deluge. A hangar extended out from the termina to cover the helicopter, and the roar of
the rain suddenly ceased. Sandor disembarked, then boarded a didewalk to the main building. It would
be at least an hour and a half before hisflight to Indiaand he was dready bored.

He decided to summon his resident ghost into existence. "Hey Nikko, wake up. Guess where we
ae”

The ghost crouched on his shoulder, atiny humanoid figure encased in a smooth, blue, armored
hide. It was House policy that apprentice corporate members be accompanied by aresident ghost at al
times Earthsi de—an dectronic babysitter to keep young minds out of trouble. Fox had wanted to issue
one of hisown ghoststo fill the position, but Sandor could guess how much fun that would be. So hed
begged Nikko to spare him a dedicated ghost.

Things had worked out. Sandor had been only afew months Earth-side, but he'd aready muled
for Nikko four times, playing therole of aradical historian out of RedCam to get interviews Nikko swore
he never could have gotten on his own. Sandor didn't mind fronting for his brother; it was fun. Nikko
knew the most interesting people.

Now Nikko's gaze swept the termind. "What are we doing here?' he asked. It had been afew
days since Sandor had activated him.

"On theway to Castle," Sandor explained. "Somebody up top wants me to run up the Highway,
but they won't say why."

"Layover?'
"Ninety minutes”

Nikko chuckled. It was an odd sound, coming from aface that never smiled. "Want to take a



wak around thetermina ?"

Sandor grinned. His boss wouldn't let him take weekends outsi de the Commonwedlth, so al held
seen of Sunda so far was sky and sea. But he could count on Nikko to overlook therules. "Let's drop
into the city. | want to know why this placeis off-limits.”

Nikko's head swiveled to gaze at him, thetiny black lensesthat covered hiseyesglittering in the
overheed lights. "Y ou're kidding."

"Uh-uh. Let'sgo."
"Have you got a bodyguard?'
"Oh, come on, Nikko."

But to Sandor's dishdlief, Nikko was shaking histiny head. "Y ou want to see the city? Then hire
amuleand ghost it."

"It's not the same!" he said, outraged.
"And agood thing too. It'san ugly neighborhood out there, Sandy."
"Nikko!"

"Sandor," he corrected automatically. " Show me you're not dumb, and stay insgde the termina
with your own kind."

"My own what?"
"Look a yoursdf."

"I don't haveto. | know what | look like." A lean eighteen-year-old, blond hair, milk-white skin,
blue eyes.

"Youreawaking jewedry store: earrings, cheek stones, coiffure pendants, rings, bracelets,
necklace, even achain for your boot. L eather boot?"

"Synthetic. So'sthe silk. Anybody could get it. Big dedl.”

"That'sright,” Nikko said. "Big enough to kill for. Thisisn't the Commonwedlth."
"It'sdifferent, | know. That'swhy | want to seeit.”

"Y ou wouldn't get a block without being assaulted. Uh-oh. Police dog. L ook innocent.”

Startled, Sandor stumbled off the end of the didewak. The animal sat on its haunches, studying
the column of arriving passengers with ablank-eyed stare.

"What'sit doing here?" Sandor hissed. He scowled at the ugly animal. "1 thought they were
confined to the Commonwesdth.”

"They run wherever the police have an interest. In answer to your first question, it's checking
chips"
Sandor hefted the bag as he walked around the motionlessanimal. A patch of skin on hisforearm

hid the ID chip that identified him to any police officer who cared to know. It functioned as a passport for
travel between the sovereignties. Usualy the police checked chips a Gates. Sandor guessed they had no



authority to set up a Gate here. " So I'm clean enough, right? he asked Nikko.

"Why? Guilty conscience?" Nikko laughed again. The House worked at the edge of molecular
law, and occasondly they pushed the technology beyond police tolerance. Sometimestheir client
corporations protected them; sometimes not. Sometimes the cops reversed a decision on apreviousy
accepted molecule. Sandor's back seemed to tingle as he walked away from the dog, but it made no
moveto intercept him.

"Love and Nature, Nikko. What's that?"

He stopped to Sare at atrio of human-creatures squatting againgt the wall of the concourse. One
of them seemed to have melted. Hisflesh hung down in black, decomposing waitles beneath his throat
while the skin on his hairless head had grown so thin it had become trand ucent and Sandor could see
patches of white bone shining through it. The sockets of the pitiful cresture's eyes had stretched halfway
down his cheeks. Dried mucus clung to his bloodshot orbs. His nose wobbled like abit of dead flesh at
theleve of hislips. His partner suffered the same afflictions, though her state seemed less advanced. The
gench was horrific. A child huddled with them, alittle girl, healthy-seeming, except for acrusty-looking
growth of dull blue enamel on her stunted forearms that was nothing like the smooth blue enamd platelets
of Nikko's skin. Nikko was strong and beautiful in the way of naturd things. These ... these people (they
were afamily group, he redlized, father, mother, daughter), how ugly and unfunctiona and unnatura they
seemed. The crowd flowed around him as he stared. A few individuas turned uncomfortable eyeson
him, but no one else dared to look at the plaintive creatures waiting mournfully beside empty bowls.

Sandor had never seen anything likeit. Why would anyone accept such hideous, nonfunctiona
modifications?""What are they, Nikko?"

"Victimsof acrud joke" he growled. "Someone cast a spell on them.”
mWhat?"

"They've been scarred by uncataloged Makers."

"Oh." Sandor frowned. "Involuntarily?'

"Sandy, you are so green.”

Sandor shook his head. Hed heard of such things before, but—"Thisis Sunda. Makers are
illegd here

Nikko snorted. "Come on, little brother. Y ou know better than that. Makers are everywhere.
The only differenceis, here they're not regulated. Y ou can buy anything here—anew face, anew body.
A curse. Now let'smove on.”

"But the police are here," Sandor said, stubbornly rooted in place. "They'd never alow this sort
of thing in the Commonwedth."

"Thisis not the Commonwed th. The police maintain a presence here, and they'll move on
anything they consder threatening to the Commonwedlth. But petty molecular crimesthey'll ignore. This
isnot ther juridiction.”

"Petty crimes?' he asked. "Isthat what you call—Hey look!" Thelittle girl had noticed his
attention. He knelt down and smiled at her, and she approached him cautiously. Her hands were knotted,
and nonfunctional. She held an empty bowl squeezed between her crippled arms. "So ... uh, what does
shewant?' he asked Nikko.



Inaflat voice: "She'sabeggar, Sandy."
He scowled, uncertain. "Begging for ... 7"
"Coins, trinkets, food, anything. That's how her family survives. Will you give her something?”

"Sure." He dipped abracelet off hisarm. If people needed help, they should be helped. Why
Sunda had dlected to boycott legitimate Makers he didn't know, but he doubted this child would agree
with that decision. He dropped the bracelet in the bowl.

She stared at it amoment, wide-eyed. Then she bowed frantically. A moment later sheld run
back to her father to display her prize. Sandor stood up, grinning. He scanned the overhead signs, then
cut left toward the corridor identified with SpanAir.

"Fed pretty good about yourself?' Nikko asked.
"Suredo. | don't see why—"

A commotion broke out behind him. A woman screamed. He spun around. A solid thunk! and a
child started sobbing hysterically. Sandor barely had timeto step aside asthelittle girl raced past him
holding her arms pressed against her head, her face streaked with tears and blood. Thunk!, thunk! Two
uniformed men stood over the pronefigure of her father, swinging their clubs mechanically againg his
fragile body. The woman huddled shivering againg thewall.

Sandor's hand closed into afigt. "Fascists!" he hissed. He dropped his bag and charged back
through the crowd.

"Stay out of it!" Nikko screamed in his ear, his voice touched by arare note of panic. "Sandor,
thisis not the Commonwedth. Thisis not—"

He stopped listening. He grabbed one of the uniforms by the elbow and wrenched him aside. The
shorter security guard he grasped by the wrigt, aborting the flogging. "Mercy, man!" he shouted. "He's
done nothing wrong. He's bothering no one."

The short guard stared at him with stony black eyes. After amoment, Sandor thought to release
hiswrist. Sowly, the guard lowered hisarm. He tapped the club gently againgt hisleg. The other, taller
guard stepped up beside him, hisexpresson officidly polite. "Y ou'reinterfering in an officid matter,” he
sad.

"They've done nothing wrong," Sandor ingsted. His gaze shifted to the man on the floor. He

could see no sign of lifein the bruised, maformed frame. This close, the odor of decaying flesh was
amog overwhdming.

"Onthe contrary,” thetdl guard said. "Begging isillegd. Thisfamily's been warned many timesto
keep out of the terminal. They continue to return, and so we must employ these brutal methods. But it has
nothing to do with you. Please continue with your vacation."”

Sandor continued to stare at the body. "Y ou've killed him, haven't you?' he asked.
The guard shrugged. "'If you would move on...." His hand invited Sandor to leave.

"Get moving before they get mad,” Nikko advised. "Béieve me, you don't want to get arrested
here"

"But they killed aman.”



"Thisis not the Commonwedth."

"Y ou keep saying that!"

"It'sworth repeating. Now let's go. These thugs hate ghosts and now they know you've got one
on your shoulder. Move on before they decide to censure you."

All pretense of politeness had vanished from the hard eyes of the taller guard. Sandor stepped
back hesitantly, then quickly turned and walked away. He could fed acrimson flush of shamewash his
face. He looked around for hisbag, but it had vanished. "Naturaly,” Nikko said.

"Sowhat?' Hishands coiled into fists so tight he could fed fingernails biting into skin. He wanted
the pain. Ugly fascist pigsl Un-nature. Dirty world. ™Y ou knew what it was like here, didn't you, Nikko?
Why'd you never tell me?

"Grow up, Sandor.” Then, "Uh-oh. Police dog just ahead. Copy two. It'sfixed on you. Why?1
don't likethisa dl."

The dog trotted toward them, the crowd parting beforeit asif it employed a priority
trangportation program. Except for Sandor. He refused to step out of itsway. No matter. Because
Nikko wasright. Apparently it had comefor him.

It stepped aside just far enough to let him pass. Then it turned around and followed at hished, its
great head dmost on aleve with his shoulder, its hot breath washing across his back asit snuffled,
searching his person for illega molecules,

"Beeasy, Sandy," Nikko crooned. "It's got nothing on you."

But Sandor felt hisanger wind tighter with every step. Hisfingernails bored deeper into hispams.
When the dog sniffed a his hed he could stand it no longer.

He spun around and struck out with hisfoot, cracking the animal in the jaw. It yelped and
jumped backward. "Thisis not your jurisdiction!" he shouted &t it. "Leave me alone!"

The dog lunged. Sandor twisted aside, but it struck him with its head, aglancing blow to the
chest that knocked him to the ground. He tried to roll away, but the animal was quicker. It pinned him, its
great jaws clamped snugly around histhroat. Mortal fear caused his anger to collapse like a bubble under
pressure. Thisis not the Commonwealth. Here the police charter was meaningless. Here, he had no
cvil rights. Thedog could kill him.

He thought of Fox. Dad had been bitter when held left Summer House. Earth was the same as
Hdll, in hismind. But Sandor had gone anyway, leaving hisorigind body lyingin cold sorageinthe
Summer House mausoleum. If Fox had to revive that body, held seeto it that the House never let Sandor
Eath-sde again.

Nature, the House would never let him stay Earthside. Not after this run-in with the cops. Copy
two was washed up. What happened to it now didn't really matter. Held like to preserve the memory of
thistrip, and yet.... "Fuck off," he said, employing language he'd first heard afew weeks ago on the
drilling platform. He stared into the beast's mechanicd eyes. "Y ou're violating my civil rights.”

The dog remained motionless for what seemed like an eternity, but finaly it released itsgrip on
histhroat and stepped back.

Amazed, Sandor rolled to hisfeet, one hand rubbing at his bruised neck. Briefly, he consdered
launching another kick at the dog. Then hisgazefdl asthe sgnificance of this moment hit him. Hed never



committed an act of violencein hislife... until today. What had happened?
"Move on, Sandor," Nikko commanded. "Just move on."

Hetook the ghost's advice, because he didn't know what else to do. Turning his back on the
dog, he started again down the corridor, pretending not to see the sympathetic stares of other travelers.
Hetried to understand what had happened. The House warned violence was contagious. GUess 0.
Suddenly, being sent back to Summer House didn't seem such abad idea.

He wandered aimlesdy, until he spotted a door that seemed to open onto daylight. He headed
forit.

As he passed through the door, humidity enfolded him like awarm, wet blanket. He sucked ina
heavy bresth. Taxislined the curb; agents shouted at him. The sun glinted fiercely off the wet pavement.
In the distance he could see the city's towers, their summits dmaost touching the bellies of broken black
clouds till heavy with rain. Curiogty stirred in him. "Don't even think about it," Nikko growled.

"Mr. Tibayan? Sandor Jang-Tibayan?'

Heturned, startled to hear his name. Two men, both dressed in green uniforms consisting of a
short-deeved tailored shirt and knee-length pants, looked him over. One had avery fair face, with Asian
features. "Y ou are Mr. Tibayan?' he asked.

"Yes, of course."Sandor glanced from one to the other nervoudly.
"We are officers of the municipd police" Heflashed an ID card.
Sandor glanced at it and Nikko nodded. "L ooks authentic,” he said.

"Mr. Tibayan, you are under arrest for interfering with the officid duties of an airport security
guard, and for attempting to vandaize an authorized security device."

"Y ou mean the dog?'

Thelight-skinned officer nodded. His companion stepped forward, aflexible wand in one hand.
On Sandor's shoulder, Nikko cursed. "Preparing distress packet,” he muttered. "Authorize send, Sandy,
right now."

Sandor's jaw dropped in confusion. But Nikko was his guide; he did ashe wastold. The
message went out. "What's going on, Nikko? What—?"

The second officer raised the wand and gently touched it againgt his head. Ingtinctively, Sandor
stepped back. Nikko said: "Kem-wand, kid. Been nice to know you." And athousand tiny firesignited in
his head. He screamed. Hislegs buckled. His head hit the pavement with a thunderous crack!

*k*

A voice spoke out of the dark, avoice that purred soft, threatening reassurance. ™Y ou're coming
out of it now, aren't you? There, there. A naturaizing Maker shouldn't have hit you that hard. What have
you got ingde that pretty skull? Not legd wiring, I'll bet.”

A blood-red light suddenly blazed in his eyes. He blinked and the color thinned. Pink. Blinked
again, and the white glare seemed to burn hisretina. Behind his eyes his skull throbbed. His shoulders
were on fire: hisarms had been bound behind his back. He hung suspended from hiswristsin adark,
gtinking room, with awhite light blazing in his eyes. He could barely bresthe.



"Nikko?" he asked softly. Hefelt asif hisbrain had been packed in foam, set aside for storage.
And one of hissenses had failed him. "Nikko!" he cdlled, more urgently.

He could see, he could hear, he could taste . . . blood in his mouth. Sweat beaded on his bare
chest, hisabdomen, his naked groin. He'd been stripped. And held lost one of his senses. "Nikko!" he
screamed.

"Hée'sgone."

Thevoicein the dark. Hetried to lift his head to see. A sharp thawk! and his back exploded in
pain. He groaned, his muscles cramping. Another blow across his back and the soft voice spoke. "Why
areyou here?'

"Goin' to India!" Sandor gasped. So hard to breathe with his arms pinioned behind him; and he
needed air to bleed this pain away. "Call home. Let them know—"

Thawk! "What isyour business here?"
"Nothing! Who—"

Thawk! "Why did you leave the termind ?"
Desperatdy: "Air."

"You had arendezvous.”

"No."

"With whom?'

"No onel" Someone threw a switch. The blazing light flickered as an eectric shock nearly
doubled hisbody over. It passed and he wanted to scream. But he had no breath left. Couldn't breathe.
What was happening to him? " Nikko."

"We have apicture of you. Y ou came hereto buy astolen Maker. But these instruments of Satan
areillega in Sunda" He chuckled softly, perhaps amused by his own hypocrisy. The government in
Sundaremained in power only becauise of the advantages conferred by their Makers. "We have friends
who've advised us about your activities. They say you're only afoolish child, and that we should spare
you. But first you must tdll us whereisthe origind thief?!

"l don't—" An dectric shock interrupted him. His teeth fused together, biting histongue. Blood
flowed in his mouth. When the shock ended, he gasped for breath, aspirating the blood. He choked, his
body writhing for air. He blacked out for afew seconds.

"Wewould liketo let you live," the soft voice said, pulling him back to consciousness. "Wouldntt
you like to return to your home? Y ou can. Just tell uswhy you cameto Sunda.”

Sandor tried to nod, eager to tell them anything. "Ingtall ... security. On a... platform.”

"Y ou belong to Summer House."

"Where were you supposed to meet the thief?"

They didn't believe him! They thought he was somebody e se. The redization horrified him. He



couldn't tell them what he didn't know.
"Where did you intend to meet?" the soft voice repested.

"Nowherel" Sandor screamed. "1 don't know—" Another electric shock racked hisbody. His
muscles spasmed so hard he thought his bones would break. He started to black out again, but the sharp
gting of aneedleinoculated him with aterrible, detailed awareness. He could hear everyone in the room,
amel hisown pisson thefloor.

He could not sense the atrium. It would not respond to his entreaties. He couldn't call out,
couldn't summon data, couldn't summon Nikko. "My mind isdead,”" he whispered.

"Ah, but your body isvery much dive. Sometimes abody can be aburden.”
Another electric shock, touching every cdl, confirming the avful diagnosis. "Alive. .. ?"
"Tel me" historturer crooned. "Tell me. We'd love to send you home.”

The House skirted thelega boundaries of molecular technology. Subtle advantages could be
mingled amaost imperceptibly in the complex human system. Most had to be controlled through the
atrium; but one had been devel oped as alast resort that would function even after the atrium was gone.
"Not alive," Sandor whispered. "Don't hurt when .. . not alive.”

He powered down. Voluntary control of the autonomic nervous system. He stopped his
heartbeet. Terminated al motor function. His last breath eased noisily out of hislungs and his bowe
falled. Hisearshe kept dive. And hisbrain.

Loud scuffling in the dark. V oices spoke, but Sandor didn't know the language. Someone
shouted in rage. His head thudded against the floor. The dull wallop of fist againgt flesh asthey tried to
restart hisheart. Cursing.

Slence
Helet himsdf breathe, imperceptibly. His heart squeezed out a hundred bests.

Later, four men removed hisbody. Shoosh of acar door, soft hum of itsengines. A long time.
He breathes occasiondly; lets his heart run. The car sops. Shoosh. Hum of crowd voices not too far
away. After atime, voices soft with tenson. The door closes; the car proceeds. Only afew minutesthis
time before they stop again. Groans and curses. His body's moved. Rippling sound of water flowing.
More voices. A great shout! Then—

Thefizz of bubblesfilled hisearsand dl the street sounds vanished. Something crunched under
his head with awful clarity, sound that moved too fast. In apanic he released his heart. It thundered in his
chest. He opened his mouth to suck in alungful of air. Water choked histhroat. M otor function swept
back into hislimbs and he thrashed. His arms were strapped to his sides. He bumped aong underwater,
driven by afierce current, pinned to the bottom by an awful weight that nearly crushed his shoulders. He
twisted, thrashed. Findly got hisfeet under him and pushed. His head broke the surface. Sunlight blinded
him. He kicked frantically, coughed, spluttered, caught a breath then plunged to the bottom again.

What had they weighted him with? He had to get it off, get it off. He could bend hisarms at the
elbow. He groped with hisfingers. Felt insulated wire wrapped securely around his chest. He pulled at it.
Y anked, fought, struggled. Shot to the surface again for another bresth of air.

On the bottom again. He redlized the wire had |oosened. Had aknot dipped? Had he smply
shifted position? Hetugged at it and it moved an inch up hisarms. He ducked and twisted, lungs burning



as he fought thewire.

It snapped. The weight vanished. Herolled freein the current. Which way was up? For a
moment he didn't know. Then he felt the bottom under his head. Herolled over and pushed, bursting
from the water in afountain of spray.

CHAPTER
9

Somewhere along the walk back to the warehouse, Phousitaand Arif had come to an unspoken
agreement. She should not return to the clan with him, at least not now. The children would be better off
if they didn't see her in trangition. Plague could be ahorrible thing. Evenif it turned out dl right in the end,
the hungers of trangtion could consume apersondity. They'd dl seen it: playmates eroding both in mind
and body as the disease progressed. Phousitawouldn't subject them to that again.

So at the edge of the market district she'd said good-bye to Arif and set out on her own.
Pedestrian traffic in the crowded streets moved dowly, held back by the fierce hest of the late morning
sun asit steamed through the remnants of the rain clouds that had soaked the city earlier that morning.

Phousitamoved at the leisurely pace of the crowd, and as she walked, she found hersalf
examining the faces around her, looking for onewith fair skin and blond hair who might bethe angel. He
seemed to be alwaysin her thoughts. He was the only memory the evil sorcerer had brought to her. She
didn't know if hewas good or evil, or what his purpose might be, but she wanted to find out. The spirit
insde her wanted to know. Twice she thought she saw him, and she hurried forward, only to draw up
abruptly in disgppointment as she redized her mistake.

Here in the marketplace only foot traffic could negotiate the narrow streets. People wandered
from dl to gdl, examining piles of merchandise, haggling, cursing, moving on. Vendors shouted the
quality of their wares. Laborers groaned and coughed under the weight of goods to be transported on
their backs. Phousitamoved carefully through the maze, down the street of the jewelers, on to those
sdlling cloth and spectacles, past the dectronics dley and the teashops. The commotion fascinated her. It
seemed familiar and foreign al at once, asif sheknew it wel, but not in this life

Shelooked in dl the stdls. Stopped to finger the merchandise until the vendors cursed her and
told her to move on. She was on sensual overload: the sights, sounds, smells—all gave pleasureto her.
At afruit stand she took out her last coin and purchased two bananas and adrink of river water.

She stood, dowly chewing, savoring the intense flavor of the fruit. Her eye delighted in itsgross
structure. Her tongue went further. With a sense she had never before possessed, she explored the
essentid structure of thefruit: the arrangement of itstissue, the careful order of itscdlls, the precise
Structure of its component molecules. As her vision shrank, her vocabulary vanished. She had no names
for the treasures she discovered. No interest in their meaning or their use. She existed only to observe.
And when she understood the most intimate details of the fruit's construction, she retreated until she
stood once again amidst the jostling crowds.

Her chin lifted. Shelooked about, nostrils flaring as she sorted the myriad scents born on the
searing air. The Chinese doctor had opened his office. The crowd noisesthat had roared so ebulliently in



her ears only moments before now seemed muted. Her gaze no longer wandered. She had agodl.

She glided easily through the throng, asif her sharp eyes could see, amoment before it
happened, just where the crowd would part. She crossed the last street of stalls and entered anew
section of the market. Here the buildings were planned, permanent structures, made of wood and
preserved with astabilizing resin. In the windows, brightly painted signs beckoned to the passers-by.
Phousita could read none of them, but then, she didn't have to. She knew what each shop sold.

She cameto Zeke Choy's shop. A line of customers aready hung out the door. They were
mostly women, mostly well dressed, with jewelry on their arms. Phousitatook a place a the end of the
line and stood cock-hipped, waiting patiently in the sun. The old woman stood at her sde. Phousita
started in surprise at her kindly face. Decades of sun had dried and bronzed the old woman's skin; her
frail shoulders stooped with age. She wore her thin black hair in atight bun held in place by tiny bone
picks, and sheldd carefully arranged her sarong to hide all sign of repair. She smiled a Phousita, reveding
blackened gums sparsaly occupied by teeth. Phousitaclung to her skirts and sobbed. She was terrified.
Shewas awaif, afreak, she had no right to be here with these finely dressed women. The old woman
caressed her shoulder, mumbling unintelligible encouragement. In the pocket of her sarong she carried the
money sheld saved over the past year from her business of selling charms and potions. Enough to buy the
services of the Chinese doctor. Such apowerful man! Phousitaquailed infear. | want to go home. |
don't want to grow up. Please, Mother! Though of course the old woman wasn't redly her mother. But
Phousitawas eight years old in mind and body and could remember no other parent. She'd been eight
yearsold for thirteen years, poisoned by her pimp because he didn't want her charm spoiled by maturity.
But today the Chinese doctor would command her body to grow. She looked up, her vision blurred with
tears. Who would she be tomorrow?

She reached for the old woman's hand, but there was no one there. She spun around, searching.
Behind her stood a man with raw red sores on hisface. Behind him, a pretty woman cradling atiny baby
in her arms. They waited in line, as she did. The old woman was a ghost, dead now severd years.

And Phousita had matured. She had the body of an adult woman, though sheéd never gainedin
height. A toy woman. That's how she sold hersdlf. Theline crept forward. Zeke Choy was avery busy
mean.

Late in the morning, Phousitagrew suddenly restless. A redlization had come upon her: the angel
was nearby. Somehow, she was aware of his presence. How could that be? She hadn't scented him. She
looked all around, but he was nowhere to be seen. She chewed her lip nervoudy, wondering how far
away he might be. How satisfying it would be to find him, to discover why the evil sorcerer had given her
thisvision of hisface. Y et she couldn't search for him now. She must see the Chinese doctor. That was
urgent. She needed his advice, his knowledge. She craned her neck to gauge the length of the line ahead
of her. Ah, not so long now. Only another two or three hours. Good. She would search for the angel
tonight.

At noon the shop closed. All the customers who'd been waiting in the cool interior retreated to
the streets, forming anest line besde those who continued to wait outside. Last of al, the doctor came
out. He seemed very tired. People smiled a him and murmured honored sir. He acknowledged themin
adigtant way as his gaze swept down the line. He seemed ready to turn away, hurry off to hislunch, but
he hesitated. "Phousita?' he called softly. He stepped toward her.

She bowed her head deeply. "Tuan."

"Y ou've changed. Y ou look different. More... vigorous?' He seemed suddenly aware of the
many people who listened. "Come," he said, crooking afinger. And sheleft her placein lineto follow him



down the strest.

"Tuan," shesad, hurrying after him. "I have changed. | think I'm becoming awitch. | see many
things| never saw before. The old woman's spirit comesto visit me now. | think she's pleased.”

Zeke snorted. "How many timesdo | haveto tell you there are no such things as witches?!

Phousita nodded patiently. "Yes, tuan.” The doctor would dwaysindst on that. "Still, I've come
to ask your advice. Though there are no such things as witches, there are many here who practice the
trade. And some of them are very rich and very fat. Since I've devel oped sometalents, I, too, would like
to practice the witch's trade. Though of course," she added hastily, "there are no such things as witches."

"Of course," hesaid dryly, leading her around the building and to the back entrance of his shop.
He passed his hand across awhite panel and the door popped open with a squesk. Using hisfoot, he
nudged it open further and went inside. Phousita passed her own hand across the panel, but nothing
happened. "Comein," Zeke called. "The door will close behind you."

Phousita had never been in the shop's back room before. She looked around curioudly, but there
was very little to see. Just the kit the doctor had brought to the warehouse, asmall refrigerator, a
telephone, aTV. Onthe TV, apicture of the shop's public area.

Zeke touched her arm. Startled, she turned. He had arubber cord in his hand. " So you want to
beawitch,” hesaid. "Well, | don't know anything about witches, but I'm sure one of the charlatansin the
market would be glad to find a talented apprentice.” He took her hand. "Turn your arm like this." Hetied
the cord around her upper arm and picked up asyringe. "Make afist. Good."

The needle dipped into avein. She watched the dark red blood bubble into the syringe. "Witches
practice deception, Phousita. They feed on hope and ignorance. Even the old woman, with her dried
spiders and herbs, never cast adecent spell in her life." He withdrew the needle and turned to his
diagnodtic kit.

Phousitagtared after him in utter confusion. "But awitch poisoned mewhen | wasachild,” she
sad. "Only you could break the spell. And awitch transformed Arif into aclown.”

"No," he said, hisback to her as he worked at the kit. Y ou were poisoned by aMaker, atiny
machine that tampered with your metabolism. Arif was poisoned by adifferent kind of Maker, one that
wrote out anew genetic program for hisface." He sighed and turned around. "Never mind how it works.
Just believe that there's no magic involved. The witchesin the marketplace don't know any more about
magic than you do. They just know the black market address where a good chemist can be reached—

"Ah, I'm sorry. Of course you don't understand.”
She bowed her head. "I'm stupid, tuan."

"No you're not, Phousita. You'vejust never had achanceto learn." The diagnostic kit chimed.
He studied it, afrown on hisface. "Have you had any more symptoms bes des the hunger?”

"Yes tuan," sheinssted. "I see many things| never saw before. The old woman visits me now.
| know things"

"Y ou've been infected with aMaker," he said, asif he hadn't heard her answer. "It's very eusive.
| haven't been able to determineits structure yet."

"l know what itis."



"Now, now. We don't know that it's plague.”
"It'snot plague, tuan. It'sthe spirit of an evil sorcerer.”

He sighed. Putting down the diagnostic kit, he turned to her, hisarms crossed over his chest.
"WEell find acure

She shrugged. She didn't want acure. "There are some things you don't understand, tuan,
because you're not from the city. Y ou're from the Commonwedth.” Her lips parted in dismay as she
redlized, "You used to be a cop!”

Anger darkened Zeke's face like a cloud across the moon. Phousitafelt the cold draft of his
bitterness, hisfury, hisvenerable sense of betrayd. She'd offended him! Horrified, she bowed her head,
hunched her shoulders, threw her hands before her face to hide her shame. "Forgive me, tuan!" she
sobbed. "Forgive me! | have astupid mouth. | don't know what | say—"

A harsh buzzer interrupted her. She jumped, her heart pounding.
"'Someone's tampering with the front door,” the doctor growled. Heturned to the TV.
Phousitafollowed his gaze and hissed. "Police!"

An officer wearing the black uniform of the Commonwedlth Police pounded on the door with the
flat of hishand. Two huge hunting dogs stood panting behind him. Phousitawhimpered and began
backing toward the door.

"Don't be afraid,” the doctor said. "They won't hurt you."

"They will!" she squealed. Zeke Choy was agreat man, but there really were things he didn't
understand! Likethe dogs. They were asign of death; the old woman had said so. To seethem twicein
S0 short atime was aterrible omen.

"Phougtal”
Shehid her face from hisfury. "Forgive me, tuan. Forgive me. | will never disurb you a—"

He grabbed her arm in a gesture so shockingly rude she amost cried out. "'Isthere something
you're not telling me?" he hissed, leaning over her. "Have you been working for the Commonwedth?"

"No, no! Of course not, tuan."
"Who told you | was from the Commonweath? Who told you | used to be a cop?’

"No one! | think—maybe you did?" She had only avague notion of what the Commonwedlth
was. amagic place in an undefinable direction where food was so plentiful it could be fed to dogsand
every child lived to grow up. "Tuan, you must havetold me."

"No! I've never mentioned it to anyone." He stared at her, suspicion sharp in hiseyes. "l won't go
back with them. Tell them that. | resigned and I'm not going to change my mind." He pushed her away.

"Tdl who, tuan?' she whispered, as she edged toward the door. Her hand touched it. It opened
with asoft click. What could he be thinking? What work could she possbly do for the Commonweal th?

But he didn't answer. He waslooking at the TV again. On its screen she saw the officer bending
over to examine the front door. One of the dogs had disappeared. "I haveto go," Zeke said. He dtarted
toward the front room.



"Don't go out there," Phousitacried. "They'll arrest you. Run away. Comewith me. | can hide
you."

"Nobody can hide from the dogs once they have your scent. If they'relooking for you, Phousita,
you might aswell comewith me."

She shook her head. Was he crazy? With one last backward glance she dipped out the door,
into the street. Instantly, a hand clapped over her arm. She was yanked down behind some cardboard
boxes stacked againgt the building. She started to scream but another hand fell like aclamp across her
mouth. A voice hissed in her ear. "Quiet, you stupid country girl!"

Arifl

When she relaxed, he uncovered her mouth. "We've been burned out," he growled. "The dogs
camethismorning and cleared out the warehouse before the 'Surgence torched it. It'sall gone. There's
nothing left but charcod.”

She sat for amoment, stunned. "The dogs were there? But they're here now.” Shetwisted
around to look a him. "Do they follow you?"

Hislip twigted. "Nothing followed me. Maybe it's Zeke Choy they're after. Come on. Let'sgo."

Obediently, she roseto her feet and followed him as he ducked into the steady stream of foot
traffic moving through the crowded aley. The sun stood high overhead. Its heat steamed in her lungs and
burned into her muscles. Shetrailed Arif, darting through the crowd with practiced ease. A Sde street
opened. Arif followed it. A few vendors had spread mats at the base of stucco buildings. The scent of
charcod filled the air, and the music of agamean. Behind them Phousita heard Sartled cries. She turned
tolook. "The dog's coming!" she cried. "Where can we hide?" She saw no shelter in this street, no open
door.

"Stay close!" Arif ordered. He cut through the crowd with the grace of a practiced thief. She
dtarted to follow, but afat merchant cut her off. They collided. He cursed and swung &t her, striking her
across the face with the back of his hand. She stumbled back, hunched over and tasting blood. When she
looked up, Arif was gone. Behind her, awoman was screaming. Phousita hesitated in confusion. Then
she caught Arif's scent, actualy tasted it. It hung inthe air, athin, broken trail that blazed incandescent in
her mind.

She plunged ahead, following it, picking it out of the thousand other scents of other people who'd
passed through this street. At last the stucco buildings ended. A cross street ahead. She hurried past it,
then stopped abruptly. Thetrail had disappeared. She backtracked. Swung her head. Caught the trace
and cut right.

"Phousital" He waited for her, crouching behind the whed of a dilapidated becak whilethe driver
fidgeted nervoudy. "Y ou seethat?' Arif pointed down the street. A truck rumbled toward them, its Sdes
marked with faded government insignia. The funerd truck. When the destitute died, its crew gathered up
their bodies and hauled them off. Phousitadid not know where. "Follow me!" Arif cried.

Asthetruck approached, he started cutting through traffic. The press of people parted dowly as
it advanced. Thetruck driver sounded his horn a another becak, but the bum had waited too long to get
out of theway. The truck's worn brakes engaged with a tremendous squeal. The two crewmen clinging
to the back of the truck swung forward. Onefell. The becak driver cursed and pedaled hisrig to the
Sde

Arif picked that moment to jJump. He landed on thetiny platform occupied by the remaining



crewman. Finding ahandhold, he crouched down and reached back for Phousita, ignoring the curses,
threats, and blows rained down on him from the crewman. Phousita scrambled up beside him. He took
her elbow and shoved her, sending her tumbling into the loading bin. Then he turned like asnake on his
tormentor. He struck, catching the man'sfree hand in his. Phousitalay dazed in the bin, sickened by the
stench. She stared up at him. He looked like amagic figure from a wayang vid. He moved hiswrist and
apurse gppeared in his hand, the straps neatly cut. Phousita stared at it. Where had it come from? The
crewman gtared &t it too, then turned a questioning eye to Arif. Arif nodded. "Let usridetotheriver,” he
said. The man's hand closed over the purse. He nodded in turn. Arif dropped into the bin beside Phousita
just asthe truck lurched forward.

"The dog comes,” Phousitamoaned. "Smell it ontheair?"

Arif scowled at her. But he peered over the edge of the bin to survey the street. A moment later
he dropped back down, cursing. "It's a the crossroad.”

"It'sfollowing you," Phousitaaccused. "Y our scent's as bright as the sun! Anybody could pick it
out. We haveto changeit.”

"Huh. Thisgtink should cover us."

She shook her head. "Not hide it. That won't work. We need to change it. | must change too.”
Her tongue darted out of her mouth, sampling his scent. His odor was a byproduct of the living processes
of hisbody, the slamp of his metabolism. To changeit much would destroy him. But the change needn't
be extraordinary. A subtle adjustment would confuse the pursuing beast and give them time to escape.
Her tongue darted out again, then she leaned forward, pressing her mouth againgt hiswide clown'slips.
He pulled away, startled. But the job was done. She lay back and closed her eyes.

Her body had a signature of itsown, just as bright, just as unique as Arif's scent trail. She
reached into her cdlls, into the metabolic pathways that nurtured them. She made adjustments. At her
command tiny hands pulled a the molecules, making subtle changes. Then the hands turned to one
another, adjusting their own structure too.

She opened her eyes. Arif was watching her with a suspicious scowl. "We must bathe in the
river," she said. "When we have cleansed oursdlves, the dogswill no longer know us.”

Arif's scowl deepened. "Are you awitch, Phousita?!

Sheamiled. "Will we makeit to theriver?'

CHAPTER
10

The transmission time between Summer House and Earth averaged three minutes. Nikko stayed
on the tether, clinging to asilvery tree branch with hislong, prehensle toes, because the continuous
tremor in hisfingers had grown so bad he no longer trusted his hands to maintain agrip. He waited out
the time that would have to pass before his ghost reached Sandor; beforeit could arrive on its emergency
beacon and deliver its warning; before an acknowledgment could be composed and sent back to him.



He switched on his camera pack and directed the lensto focus on him as he tried to summarize
what had happened. He sensed the scope of his documentary expanding as he spoke. "I learned today
that | dmost owned the Bohr Maker. Love and Nature! It hurtsto watch a chance like thisdip away. It
never come again. Maybe that'swhy | tried so hard to salvage the Situation. Tried too hard. The debts
aredill comingin...."

Summer House moved through itslong, dow spin. The silver trees that sprouted on the outer
walls of the tether turned their leavesto follow thelight. The distant gold sparkle of the magnetic launch
tube seemed to move in aswift arc overhead. Three minutes passed. Then four, then five. Nikko felt his
heart begin to besat faster, harder, asthe critical moment approached. He stumbled over hiswords. He
couldn't seem to focus on a coherent thread of thought. His breathing quickened.

The count passed six minutes and his atrium's emergency signa resounded through his skull,
again, for the second timein hislife, the second timein an hour. Momentslater aform coaesced into
existence beside him. Tdl, blue, manly figure; exaggerated fingers afflicted with agrotesque, insectile
twitch; exaggerated toes curled securely over black branches; an emotionlessface, likeamask. He
gazed & himsdf.

For amoment neither himsalf nor his ghost spoke. Then Nikko felt the fiery heat of understanding
grow with the relentlessness of ticking seconds, of passing time. If adestination address were unavailable,
aghost would automaticaly return toitsorigin.

So Sandor's atrium was unavailable.

Panic squeezed at histhroat. He felt mildly nauseous and his heart rate seemed to ingtantly triple.
Maybe Sandor was only crippled. Or maybe he was dead. "Go to Marevic," he croaked at the ghost.

Marevic Chun was his mentor. She was aso the regiond president of Summer House at Earth.
Shewas afossl—amost as ancient as Kirgin—ady old dinosaur who'd fed off the entrails of policekills
for ahundred years. Marevic would be able to find Sandor.

The ghost nodded agreement. It was himsdlf. He didn't have to explain hisintent. It downloaded
without uttering aword.

Nikko'sface had always been alie, an emotionless mask. But now heworeit deliberately, hiding
from even himself as he dropped back down through the forest to the nearest trandit node and returned
to his gpartment. Fox came up the corridor from the other direction and met him at the door, his ruddy
face creased with anger, hisred hair wild. He followed Nikko silently through the door. When it closed,
seding them off from the corridor, Nikko turned. The cameralensfloated on its tentacle, focused on
Fox. "Something's happened to Sandor. The police may have him. | don't know."

Fox blanched. Into the shocked silence Nikko poured his explanation. He held nothing back, not
even the theft of the Bohr Maker. There was no point now. Fox would still be here when Nikko was
gone. Perhaps he could help Sandor. The camerarecorded everything.

Nikko listened to himsalf spesk asif he were adetached observer, aslent third personin the
room. Now his voice wore the mask.

"Who wasit?' Fox asked.

The question seemed to hang in the room, detached from all reference. Nikko cocked his head,
then realized: Fox wanted to know who had attacked him. "I don't know. But he wasn't a cop.”

That seemed to anger Fox further. "A civilian got past my defensive Makers? A civilian?'



Nikko amost laughed. Professiona pride, evenin amoment of crisis.

"I'll need tissue samples,” Fox snapped. "Maybe | can identify the foreign Maker; get it out of
your system.” He sscomped to the door. "I'll get my things. I'll be back." Tears glistened in hiseyes. He
hesitated at the door. Nikko braced himself for agush of apologies; guilt-laden expressions of regret for
his hubrisin creating a son outside the human norm. But Fox was till working on his anger. "Wethink we
can plan our lives" he muttered. "We think we can modd redlity. But chaosis an intrusive, inconsderate
bitch."

The door closed behind Fox.

Nikko stood frozen in place, a alossfor what to do next. His neck twitched afew times. The
cameralens snaked around his shoulder, asthe Dull Intelligence guiding it decided to record his
deteriorating condition. He roared in rage, stripped the pack off his shoulders and hurled it into acorner
of theroom.

His blue hide began to itch intensdly. That was the influence of the foreign Maker, he decided: a
pollution in hisbody that his mind could not forget. He found himsdlf acutely conscious of its presence, of
the fact that he'd been colonized; controlled. It outraged him. He wanted to strike out at something, but
the room offered no ready targets so he smply stood in place, while heat began building up insde him.

Hefdt feverish. He knew he had to cam himself, or take a sedative. He closed hiseyes. Arms
twitching at his sides, he ran through a breathing exercise, deep cleansing bregths.

Thoughts of Sandor licked at his conscience. He tried to turn away from them. HeEd sent a ghost
Earthsde. There was nothing more he could do now.

Cleansang bresth.

He could fed the heat pouring off his kisheer. He needed to take a sedative. He could die of
overheating. That would be funny. Yes. But bad policy.

Cleangng breeth.

He must confessto the police. Exonerate Sandor.
Cleangng breeth.

Sandor was innocent.

Hetried to coil hishandsinto fists, but his rebellious fingers would not close. His breath ran out in
an angry hiss. Love and Nature, there had to be away out of this mess!

He remembered what Fox had said about the biogenesis function. Could he redlly retreet into
hidden code? But how wasthat different from dying?

The apartment door opened. He turned eagerly, expecting Fox. But it was Kirstin who stood in
the doorway, dressed in police uniform, ahungry half-smile on her plain face. She looked heavier than
she had on Castle, asif thisincarnation were more strongly muscled.

At first Nikko was only amazed. Then he ran acheck on his atrium, but no, she wasn't resident
there asaghog. "Y ou've come," he whispered, hiswords afloat in avapor of disbelief.

Hope surged through him. Had she reconsidered? Had she come to make amends? A warning
voice seemed to whisper in the back of hismind: ThisisKirstin.



Hisarms had been hdf lifted in tentative greeting. Now he let them fall back to his sdes, where
they danced and jerked like marionettes. He chuckled grimly. "Kirstin. What a pleasant surprise. Did you
miss me so much? How touching.”

Her smile faded. She stepped into the room. "Give me the Bohr Maker,” she said. "1 know you
haveit."

Nikko held himsdlf very till. She must have found Van Ness. But if shed found him, why hadn't
she recovered the Maker?"Y ou'rewrong," he said cautioudly. "'l don't haveit.”

"Huh. Y ou don't expect meto believe your little brother convinced Van Nessto run.”

"Sandor?' Nikko stepped forward anxioudly. "What about Sandor? What do you know about
him?'

"He'sdead. And if | have anything to say about it, helll stay that way.”
"No! You can't block hisresurrection. HEsinnocent.”
"So proveit. Give methe Maker."

"I don't havethe Maker! If | had it, do you think I'd be standing here, wasting my timeon a
twisted old fuck like you?"

Her chin dipped. Her eyes glittered dangeroudy. " Give me the goddamn Maker, Nikko, or your
brother is going to be thoroughly, utterly dead. The goddamn Maker and afull confession, you fucking
whore. Y ou fucking child murderer. How old was your brother? Eighteen? Y ou killed him. Good as
gticking aknifein histhroat. He's dead because of you. Have you fixed yoursdlf up yet with Bohr's
Maker? Are you happy to be dive?'

"l don't haveit!" he screamed. "If | had it | wouldn't be shaking myself to pieces” Heturned
away, hisfingers clawing convulsively a the memory of the soft, vulnerable fed of her neck. The
recollection intrigued him. He'd never redlly touched her before. But now, for thefirst time, shewasred
and hewasreal and Sandor would be better off in the hands of almost anyone but her.

But no. It would do no good. Kirstin was a creature of many incarnations. She'd just pop up
again in another city, and swoop down on Sandor and Fox and Summer House like a harpy from hell.

Heraised his handsin agesture of surrender. But Kirgtin must have misconstrued hisintent. She
hissed and darted toward him, a stun gun in her hand. He tried to dodge, but she was faster. Somehow
sheld managed to time her move perfectly, despite the unfamiliar gravity. She tapped himin the back. A
charge raced up his spine. Hisrib cage spasmed, driving the breath out of hislungs, and he sprawled
hard on thefloor, bruising his chin and chest.

In an instant she was on her knees beside him. " Confession time, Nikko. Where'sthe fucking
Maker?'

"l don't haveit,” he growled again, forcing the words from histingling throat. Hisarms and legs
were quivering, out of control. The kisheer had shriveled into apainful knot. "Van Ness synthesized the
bloody thing. He brought out a physical copy. | couldn't send that through the data Gates. So | don't
haveit. | never had it. Never!"

"And Sandor?"
He could fed the barbs of the stun against the back of his neck. If shefired it now, it could



cripple hisatrium. He sucked in breath after breath, fedling like alobster, set to bail initsshell. "Van
Ness knew me under Sandor's face, that's all. It was a convenience. Not everybody likesto fuck blue,
you know. And besides, Van Nessliked boys."

She struck him across the back of the head with the stun gun's housing. "Y ou dirty whore," she
hissed.

He grunted at the blow. Histeeth squeezed together, asif he could press out the pain. " Sandor's
innocent,” he croaked. "Didn't know anything. Didn't even know | wasusing hisface."

"That could have been avkward for him," Kirgtin said acidly, "if he'd chanced to meet one of
your clients"” Then, in awheedling voice hed cometo despise, "Why should | believe you?

Panic spread itswingsin hisbelly. She had to accept his confession. "Why should | lie?"

Kirstin chuckled. "It does seem abit out of character for you to play the hero. But technically, the
possibility that you might be trying to save your brother's ass congtitutes amo—" She screamed.

Thelightswent out. Nikko felt acrushing weight fal across him, engulf him. He couldn't bresthe.
He couldn't see. Hefelt himsdlf being lifted up; ferried away. Kirgtin thrashed against him. They rolled
together in athick, liquid world asfiery lancets of pain began to pierce his body, abillion tiny knives
carving hisflesh into abillion tiny flakes, pieces of himself cut loose and abandoned, faling away into
darkness. His structure was dissolving. Flesh was stripped away from bones. Bones eroded and
disappeared. Thoughts shot round and round in hisbrain in terrified loops. He was being consumed dive
by microscopic piranhas. Torn gpart by abillion hungry sharks, one bite at atime. And he could do
nothing to stop it.

CHAPTER
11

Kirgin sat in stony silence, staring at Nikko's corpse. It was sprawled in adense patch of grasses
on the edge of ameadow, the long blue limbs bent at awkward angles. His body had the dick, wet look
of anewborn baby. But he was dead.

She huddled afew meters away, crouched against the warm surface of arock that protruded
from the brown meadow grass, the two-thirds G of Summer House pulling like an oppressive weight
againg her shoulders. Her skin and hair and clotheswere dtill dick with the organic gd that filled the
trangt system of Summer House. The House was afully organic habitat—an entity, some would say.
And it had turned on Nikko. It had killed him.

She shivered despite the heat, remembering the Sight of the gpartment walls coming down around
them, asif reality had suddenly melted, pouring in upon them like hot jely....

To escape theimage, sheforced hersdlf to stand up, to pace the surface of the meadow. This
incarnation was heavier, bulkier than her primary on Castle, well muscled to withstand House gravity, but
less graceful than her accustomed form.

She flexed her arms and looked about. Except for Nikko's corpse, she was quite done. Birds



sang in the surrounding forest, undaunted by the oppressive heat. A dight wind flowed in from abreak in
the broad-leafed trees. With a shrug, she followed the breeze to the edge of the meadow—also, she
discovered, the edge of acliff.

Standing quietly afew steps back from the precipice, she gazed at the wal of another cliff, some
two hundred meters away across agulf of open air. It was studded with windows, and it rose far higher
than the one on which she stood. Her gaze followed it up, until she was forced to crane her neck,
squinting againgt the glare. Even then the summit duded her behind adowly roiling bank of fog.

Shelooked down. The windowed cliff seemed to descend at least a kilometer below her, rooted
in darkness.

Kirstin grunted, impressed despite herself. So thiswas the hollow interior of Summer House.
Sheld never experienced it directly, though sheld studied it for many decades.

The House was amockery of Gaia. The "oceans' were on the outside: walls composed of huge,
discrete cdlls of water that were maintained as ahabitat for amultitude of aguatic organismswhile
doubling asamassve radiation shidd. Insde thiswasthe city proper, afarly conventiond ring of
gpartments and parks, shops and offices, and factories. The windowed cliff that faced her acrossthe gulf
wastheinner wal of thecity.

But it wasthe hollow interior cylinder that made Summer House famous.

This massive space—over four kilometers high and two across—housed a vertical forest hung on
asupporting structure of fredy branching, curvilinear beamsfifteen metersin diameter. Thiswasthe
"heartwood," the bones of Summer House, amassive, tredlike structure upon which al the rest of the
House had been hung: the encapsul ated oceans, the apartment complexes, the forest. The heartwood
spanned the height of the forest, from bed to gpex, and provided the rooting foundation for most of its
trees. Its branches bridged the gap of open sky around the forest and fused with the surrounding walls.
Insde the heartwood, atrangt system piped nutrients, water, life-forms, heat, and light as Summer House
actively maintained an equilibrium between its varied components. Myriad tiny, nonsentient brains
regulated the system. Kirstin wondered if any one of them in particular had ordered Nikko's murder.

Her forced journey through the transit system had been blind, hot, and terrifying. Thered been no
trangt bubble to protect her from the heated fluids pumped through the circulatory system of thismindless
behemoth. She and Nikko had been wrapped in athin sac, like a chorionic membrane, two twins
pressed together in the womb. Hisfrantic struggles had bruised her. But his sudden stillness was worse.
Shed panicked, certain that her turn was next. But no. The House had freed her, dumping her through a
portal and into this meadow. Why?

A condor appeared in the gulf of open air, climbing up from below in alazy spird, its great wings
hardly moving asit mounted higher and higher, rising on a convection current until it encountered a patch
of ky: ahorizonta platform the size of asmall lake, mounted on abranch of heartwood. The sky emitted
blue light from below, while supporting atreeless bog on its upper surface. Tendrils of fog appeared
above the dense grasses, only to be whisked away by the wind.

The condor veered away from the obstruction, wheeling around the curve of the vertica canopy.
The sight stirred memoriesin her, of times aimost a hundred years past. She breathed in the scent of the
forest, remembering the dangerous days with Leander, the Colombian rain forest, the gunsthat had
flowed through her hands like water.

They'd fought for the Goddess then. And they'd won, in away. The ravaged body of Mother
Earth would need millenniato repair, but the Commonwedlth tended what it could. Not out of devotion



of course. But for purely economic reasons. Molecular prospectors were still extracting fortunes from the
forest resource. Fox had been one of them. He'd made hisfortune in Ecuador. Then, with exemplary
human illogic, he'd abandoned the Mother to construct this rubber-doll mockery of the body of Gaia.

She spat contemptuoudy into the grass.

Summer House was not real. None of the life-forms here were natural. Every one of them had
been gendticaly tailored to suit thisartificial ecosystemn. So the House could not even claim status as a
museum. It was a fatuous experiment, and no more.

"Chief Adair!" The shout resounded across the meadow. She turned, to see three uniformed
police officers emerge from the gray door of an arched porta set in arough earthen bank—the same
portd that had earlier spit forth hersdf and what was Ieft of Nikko. "We got your distress cal,” the lead
officer shouted. "But we had a bitch of atime finding you. The House didn't want to admit you were—

"My God," he said, as he amost sscumbled over Nikko's body. "What happenedto ... 7' His
question trailed off and he looked up guiltily. Kirgtin knew he was weighing the possibility that hisboss
had performed an unwarranted execution.

She crossed the meadow. By the time she reached the huddled officers, the portal was active
again. The slhouette of ahuman figure appeared init. At first half-szed, it grew rapidly larger. A moment
later ared-haired, florid-faced old man stumbled from the arch. She grinned as she recognized him: Fox

Jang-Tibayan.
She stepped aside, so that he might have aclear view of Nikko's corpse.

The sight seemed to transfix Fox. He uttered alittle cry of anguish, then fell to hiskneesbeside
the body, his hands running in apracticed medical routine across Nikko's neck, head, and chest. Kirstin
squatted acrossfrom him. "He's dead,” she said, more to inflict another wound than to impart any
information. "Y our House killed him. Did you design it to behave that way?"

He spared her a solitary glance, then bowed his head against Nikko's motionless chest.

At the portd, yet another figure was emerging, and then another and another until there were Six.
All with the appearance of twenty-somethings, they huddled around Fox, talking in low whispers. Kirgin
tossed back her gdl-dicked hair and strode into their midst. They gave way before her, sseming amost
asfrightened of her asthey were of Nikko's remains. She nudged at the still blue-chinabody with the toe
of her shoe. "Sowho do | arrest for murder, Fox?' she asked. "Y ou? Or the House? Who do | get to
charge with the kidnapping and assault of a Commonwedth police officer?"

"It was an accident,” Fox said, in aweak voice that was barely audible over the sound of the
wind inthetrees.

The twenty-somethings murmured angrily. "Leave him done," one young man warned. "Hissonis
dead."

Kirstin studied the body dubioudy. Nikko certainly seemed dead. But in the modern world it
was hard to be sure. She pinned the twenty-something with her gaze. "Why?' she asked. "Why ishe
dead?'

The young man seemed struck dumb. No matter. Fox answered for him. "He never had amind
for molecular detall. He would use my tools without understanding them. He would use them for things |
had never intended." Fox finaly looked up. Hisface was haggard. There were actua tearsin hiseyes. He
looked every part the grieving father. But someinner sensetold Kirstin she was watching a performance.



"Wereyou developing illegd tech, old man?"

"No!" Hefired off theword like abullet. Y our people watch me closely enough. Y ou know
thet."

"Then what happened to him?"

"Hewas using techillegdly. He wanted to live. He wanted to escgpe from you. He expected to
be arrested, you know. So he programmed the House to rescue him and record his pattern if it looked
like hisfreedom was in danger. He thought he could hide his pattern in the House neurd plexus.”

Kirgtin gtiffened. Shefdt her lips pull back from her teeth. "Can he?!
Fox's eyes narrowed. His bitterness oozed through. " That would beillega, now wouldn't it?!
"Can he, old man?" Kirstin pressed.

Fox's brief defiance faded. He seemed to sink in upon himself, and once again he was the weak,
grieving, aged father. "The House was constructed under the guidance of the Commonwedth Committee
on Technology. The plexus executes a search for unregistered programs every thirty seconds and evicts
any thet it finds™"

"Nikko must have known that," sheindsted.

Fox shrugged. "Nikko believed he could find away around every rule—and generdly, he could.
But thistime he didn't have a chance to work out the details.”

"So it was Nikko who ordered the House to commit his own murder.”
"Hedidn't want to beinterrogated; he might have given himself away."

Kirgtin stood cock-hipped, coolly evaluating the old man. She knew a piece of fiction when she
heard it. Nikko wasn't dead. He was somewhere in the body of the House; he had to be. Because a
devoted father like Fox could dways be counted on to shelter awayward child.

* k%

Nikko's ghost stood hunched in anger in front of the desk of Marevic Chun, regiond president of
Summer House-at-Earth. "I amost had it, Marevic," he hissed. "Bohr's Maker. Herein my hand. But
Van Nesslet it dip away. And how Sandor's gone.”

Marevic nodded grimly. She sat at her desk, adightly built, dark-haired, fragile-faced woman
who somehow looked her age, despite the youthful smoothness of her brown skin. Perhapsit wasthe
eyes. cold and reptilian. Perhapsit was the antique bent of her mannerisms.

Or perhapsit was the coloring of hisown prejudice. Heloved Marevic Chun ... the ssmeway a
schoolboy might have loved hisfirgt-grade teacher—most respectfully. Sheld taught him how to play tag
with the police and she'd never been caught.

They shared a deeper affinity too, though neither admitted it aoud. When Fox had developed
Nikko in hislab, hed started with genetic materid from himsdlf and afemale donor. Nikko had been
eleven when held broken into that research file. He'd been inspired by Sandor's birth to see how much
they had genetically in common. He recaled the pleasure and astonishment held felt at learning that
Marevic figured in his parentage. Sandor had been conceived from different donor stock. Why? Nikko
suspected that Fox had not been entirely happy with hisfirst child, and that he'd seen no reason to repeat



hisorigind mistake.

Marevic had never shown the same prejudice. She'd dways trested him in astraightforward
way. "Wereceived adistress packet from Sandor nearly hdf an hour ago,” shetold him. "Hewasin
Sunda at the time. We haven't been ableto trace him.”

Nikko fet hismouth fall open. "So the police don't have him?* That was very bad. If Sandor
were in the hands of the Commonwealth Police, it was reasonable to expect he would survive at least the
few hoursit would take to prepare atrid. But if he were smply missing....

Marevic looked down at her desk, while her smal fingerslightly stroked its marbled surface.
"Themunicipa police may havehim.”

"Loveand Nature"

If shereplied to his oath, he missed it. He was dready consulting the net, seeking out amuleto
ride through the hell of urban Sunda. He would find Sandor. He had to find Sandor.

"Nikko!"
His gaze roved outward, briefly.

"Don't go," shesaid. "l want you to stay with me. It's only amatter of time before Kirstin runs
over your trail. Shelll have the Gate filters set for you. Y ou haveto take care. Y ou could be the last
surviving copy of yoursdf."

"Huh. If she'shunting copies of me, she's not going to overlook your head.”
Anger flashed across Marevic's ddicate face. "Thisis serious, Nikko. Bigtime."
He nodded. "Cal meif you hear anything." Then he sent his ghost to Earth.

*k*

A few hourslater, Kirstin's consciousness rejoined the body shed left at Castle mausoleum.
While she dressed, she checked in with Allende, voice only.

Hetold her: "The dogs followed the Maker's trail to acity herbaist. Zeke Choy, an ex-cop out
of Haskin's"

Kirstin ran the name through her atrium notebook, but came up with nothing. "Never heard of
him," she said, as she pulled on the black tunic of her police uniform.

"He was adraftee. Had a bad attitude; didn't last long."

She jumped into her shorts, then checked the drift of her hair in the projection on the wall of the
trangtion room. "He the Jiang-Tibayan contact?'

"No." Allende sounded puzzled. "He doesn't seem to have any connection with Summer House.
But he has a patient—a young woman he calls Phousita—he believes she's been infected by an
uncataloged Maker, but he hasn't been able to identify its structure. He seems very fond of her; very
protective.

"Y ou've picked her up?'
"Uh, no. We haven't been ableto find her yet." After aheavy slence, Allende added reluctantly:



"Actually, we haven't found atrace of the Maker since detaining Choy."

"Loveand Nature," Kirstin hissed softly. "It's mutated.” She studied her reflection in the mirror,
remembering her dayswith Leander and how he'd used the Maker to change and change and change
again, leading the police on amerry chase that only ended when sheld betrayed him.

What worked once could work again. "Y ou say this Choy isfond of the girl?" she asked Allende.
"Then ask himif hell help usfind her. Suggest to him that if he does not, we can't be responsible for her
safety.” She amiled at her image. Choy would understand the socid structure of the Spill. And her ghost
could ride an ex-cop aseaslly asit could ride any other dog.

CHAPTER
12

Phousita blinked as bright sunlight fell across her eyes. She sighed and stretched, watching
sparkles of refracted light dance across her lashes. Sheld gone to deep in the shade, but the sun had
moved across the sky until now her skin burned. Timeto move.

Suddenly, anew scent came to her. She sat up abruptly, shoving her matted hair out of her eyes.
It was the angel; somehow she knew it. He was drawing nearer.

She looked around cautioudy, but saw no one. Where was Arif?

When they'd been running from the dog, sheld told him they must bathe in the river to erase every
trace of their old scents. But he'd indsted they go for aswim. Theriver had been chugging between its
concrete banks, swollen by rain in the distant mountains. She'd sobbed in terror as he'd dragged her into
the muddy waters, fighting him with every step until she could no longer find the bottom. Then she had no
choice but to cling to him as he rode the wild current nearly amile downstream. Theriver echoed his
raging mood. When he finally sought the bank, he carried her up the steep concrete dope, set her
stumbling on her feet, then screamed at her for ten minutes, hitting her periodically with his cupped hand
for emphasis. He screamed, but he said nothing. He was only venting hisrage. The clan had lost
everything, the children were scattered, dogs pursued them, and held sold himsdlf for her. And for what?
Sheld be dead soon. Plague would take her. Despite hisunfailing servicein her behalf. Why, look what
he'd endured for her today! And all because of tuan. (Asif it were her fault.) Why did we plant tuan?
he screamed. (He knew it was hisfault.) What is happening to our lives?

She couldn't answer that. All she could do was cam him, concocting aspell in her tearsthat
would enter hisbody and lull his mind toward deep. She couldn't dlow him to return to the clan now, not
inthis mood. He'd beet the children, hurt them senselessly, and maybe, maybe, the Kniveswould finaly
turn on him.

So sheld collgpsed at his feet, sobbing apologies, declaring her unworthiness, begging
forgiveness. He kicked her once and turned away. Then he seemed to reconsider, as she knew he
would. He returned to her, crouched at her side, and dipped hisarm around her shoulders. She looked
up a him, raised her head to rest it againgt his shoulder. With her fingers she rubbed at her tears. Then
shetouched hislips, and moments later aveil seemed to fall across his anger. He sghed, and she could
fed histense body begintordax. "I'm very tired,” she said plaintively. "I can't go on, | need to rest.



Please help me one moretime.”

He nodded. Together they explored the riverbank until they found shelter amongst the tumbled
concrete blocks of abroken foundation. Arif picked out a patch of shade near the water. He dragged an
old beggar out of it, then urged him away with afew hard kicks. Phousitawatched him sorrowfully, but
said nothing. "Sit down, you stupid woman!" he barked. She obeyed and he settled next to her. They'd
listened to theriver flow asthey gradudly drifted into deep.

But now the shade had gone, and so had Arif. Phousita stretched again, feding renewed,
refreshed. Not at dl iff from her ngp on the unyielding concrete. So strange. Of course hunger had
begun to gnaw once again at her belly. She tossed her head and her nogtrils flared. She caught Arif's
scent—very strong—and the scent of the angel, more nebulous. But he's coming, she redlized with
growing excitement. Hell be here soon.

She followed Arif'strail around alarge block of concrete to the river's edge. He squatted in the
aun, hisfeet in the water while hisfingers strained the river for fluff. Hed already collected afair pileof it
on the concrete bank. Sudden fear set her heart pounding. "Arif!" she cried. "Get back! Get away from
the water. Y ou know the 'Surgence will shoot you. Arif!"

Helooked at her camly. "The Resurgence has done dl they can do to ustoday. They're
celebrating.”

"They are not!" Burning the warehouse had been nothing to them. He knew that. He knew they'd
be back. He'd chosen to disregard it. HEd been pushed beyond his limit, and he would hide no longer
today, even if it meant his death.

"You're hungry again, aren't you?" Arif accused, turning around to gather up the pile of fluff held
collected. "Thisisfor you." He held it out to her.

She dared at it. Sdiva started to flow in her mouth.

Helaughed &t her, then walked up the concrete bank and sat down, pulling her down beside him.
"Eat," hecommanded. "l won't have you running off again tonight.”

She ate, staring at the water, too ashamed to look at Arif. As shefinished thelast of it, she
suddenly redized the scent of the angel had grown much stronger. She stood, staring upstream, her
nogtrilstesting the air. Arif watched her suspicioudy. "He's coming,” she said.

"Who?'

She shook her head. Arif cursed her. After amoment: "There. See?' She pointed up theriver.
But Arif was dready on hisfeet, gazing at the spectacle approaching aong the riverbank.

A raucous crowd of at least ahundred people waded through the edge of the racing water or
negotiated the steep bank, whooping and yelling, stumbling into each other asthey sought to keep up
with an object being swept along by the current.

"It'shim,” Phousitasaid, her voice soft with amazement. "L ook at hisgolden hair.”

The angel clung—or held been trapped—in atangle of deadwood. Only his head showed above
the water. She couldn't tell if he was now dive. He'd been deed; she knew that. She could remember
cagting him in the river. There had been much fear and anger and aneed to hide hisbody. "The river."
Someone had said it. Afterward no one was quite surewho. "The river will obliterate his corpse.”

Sheturned to Arif. "Look how they pursue him. They wait for him to wash up against the bank."



Arif's mouth turned in awicked smile. "Sure. He must berich. I'll take him mysdlf!”
"Yes," shesad, with anod of satisfaction. "Heisfor us.”

Arif legpt into the river. Phousitawatched hishard body dice the water like a spear. He surfaced
several meters away and struck off across the current. Smiling, she sat down to wait. The evil sorcerer
hed arranged everything so well.

*k*

The river seemed to be without end. Swollen by rain in the mountains, it raged through the city,
sweeping up filth and debris that had accumulated on its banks, giving up nothing. Sandor couldn't escape
it. He struggled to swim but he had no strength. Theriver rolled him over and over, filling hiseyesand
nose with grit, forcing silty water down histhroat. He retched and sputtered, fighting to keep his head
above the surface. Now and then he caught sight of the shore: dilapidated buildings leaning precarioudy
over the water, fine estates, burned-out ruins, luxurious gardens, ramshackle structures whose function he
couldn't guess. Theriver swept him past it al and he began to wonder if it would ultimately sweep him dl
the way to the sea. Heimagined himsdf lost in the blue waters of the ocean, circling sharks below and
gray seabirds overhead. Thefiercelight of the sun turning the wavesto gold—

He cried out as something struck himin the head. He turned and lunged for the object, felt asolid
something under his hands. He clung with primate tenacity to the broken stump of an uprooted tree. It felt
like heaven to him, the perfect float. He kept hisface out of the water for ten seconds, fifteen, twenty,
breathing, pumping oxygen into his starving tissue. The shore began to look less distant. His shaking
hands began to cam.

He pressed his head againgt a pillow of wood, wondering how long held be able to hold on to
this precarious raft, how long before theriver rolled it over. Hefound himsdlf staring at hisforearm, & a
puncture wound where the loca cops had ripped out hisID chip.

His eyes began to close. In hismind theroar of the river was transformed into the soft, pelting
rush of rainfdling in the verticd forests of Summer House. He clung to atree branch to keep from falling
in the easy gravity and napped while the monkeys foraged through the trees.

A hand clasped hisarm and yanked him off his perch. He surged forward to keep from faling.
Water closed over hishead as his arm was twisted behind his back. Someone was holding him
underwater! He writhed helplesdy. Then suddenly he wasjerked backward; an arm crossed his chest
likeasted strap. Air washed into hislungs. "Pay me," agritty voice hissed in hisear. He could fed a
rough hand searching his back, his buttocks, his abdomen. "Nothing?" his rescuer cried, asingleword
that exposed amountain of frusiration. ™Y ou have nothing! Why do they follow you on the bank if you've

aready been stripped?”

The arm that held him above the water was suddenly gone. He dipped beneath the surface.
Water flooded his nose and eyes. He kicked hard and burst once again into sunlight. "Help me!™ he
screamed, his head swiveling wildly as he searched for the other. "I can pay. Don't leave me here.”

Someone seized him by hishair. "What can you pay?"

"Money, goods, whatever you want." He reached back to grab his rescuer'swrist. He would not
beleft behind!

"I command many Knives. If you don't pay me, | will kill you."

"The House will pay. Take me out of theriver. Need to call home. No riversin Summer House.



No fascistss—" He choked on amouthful of water. "Vertica forests.. . have you been there? I'm il
there. Everything dive ... but me. | live here now. Die here...." Helistened to hisown babble, unable to
sopit. Eventualy, the roar of the river overwhelmed all other sound. Its voice poured through hisears
and into hismind, dissolving histhoughts until they ran together in a pleasant, bubbling stream.

*k*

Helay on ahard surface that refused to conform to his body or yield in any way. The afternoon
sun glared from agolden sky, blistering his bare skin, blinding him. He groaned and turned hishead. A
mongter crouched at hisside. A horrible yelow clown-monster with violet eyes, ahooked nose at least
fiveincheslong, and cheeks so round they looked asif they'd been stretched over billiard balls.

Dismissing the vison asaproduct of hisinjuries, he turned his head the other way. A pretty
young woman smiled at him. She had lovely brown eyes and dark tangled hair tied loosely behind her
neck. A worn blue breastcloth encircled a generous chest; afaded yellow sarong hid her legs. He
suspected faulty judgment, for she seemed no larger than achild of seven or eight.

He smiled at her. Lifting ahand, he touched her flushed cheek just to be sure she wasred.

But someone dapped his hand away. She pulled back, startled. Sandor turned his head. The
mongter still crouched on hisother sde. He swallowed hard, wondering if the rulesthat governed this
fantasy alowed the mongter to eat him.

The mongter spoke: "Where's your money?' The same gritty voice that had pulled him from the
river.

"Haveto cdl home," Sandor croaked. Histhroat was swollen, hisvoice dmost gone.

The pretty woman spoke to the beast. Her words ran like music, though Sandor couldn't
understand them. The cresture growled something in return. Strong hands grasped him under hisarms,
hauled him to hisfeet. With help he could stand. The pretty woman took his hand and smiled
encouragement. With the assistance of her monster he began to walk. "My nameis Sandor
Jang-Tibayan," hetold her. "l belong to Summer House. Please, | must call home.”

She looked distressed. Her gaze shifted to her pet.
"She doesn't understand English,” the creature growled.
"Whét's her name?'

"Nothing, to you."

They climbed the bank and threaded their way through avillage of crude shantiesinhabited by
dull-eyed, bony children. They reached a street. There were no vehicles, though foot traffic ran fairly
heavy as shabhily dressed men and women pursued their business. "Y ou have a phone, tuan?" Sandor
asked.

The mongter laughed. " Tuan? Y ou are tuan, though the river dmost had you. Call me Arif. |
have no phone. | have no home. | have no money. But then, neither do you."

CHAPTER



13

Phousita strolled through acloud forest, walking upright on the fifteen-meter-wide branch of a
tree so tdl it must span the distance from Earth to heaven. She looked up, and could see no top to the
grest tree. She looked down, and could see no ground, no roots, only more leaves and branches.
Smaller trees (though till giantsin her eyes) grew in thejoints of the world tree. Ferns clung to their
limbs, and thewarm air was sweetly scented by ahuge mass of brilliant red flowers borne by atrailing
liana. The world tree also supported patches of sky: smooth puddies of light, each oneashbigasa
neighborhood, aglow with a brilliant blue light like the sky over the Spill.

A monkey dashed past her, leaping off the branch-path, to land in the top of abananatree. It
reached down to a huge cluster of fruit, plump, and just turning yellow. Good banana, it Sgned, picking
one. Share with you?

Phousitalaughed. Sandor Jang-Tibayan—for that was the angel's name—Ilooked at her asif she
were apolice dog ready to crush his head. She Sighed. "Forgive me. It'sjust that it's..." So absurd. "So
odd to think that amonkey could talk . . . talk with its hands."

Sandor's eyes widened. He shrank further againgt the black, mildew-stained wall of the tiny room
the Knives had rented in arow of tenements three-quarters of amile from the river. Rats galloped
through the rafters and a pool of rust-colored water collected in one corner of the dirt floor. Sandor sat
on alow shelf, just large enough that two people could degp under it and two could deep on top. He
was gtill naked. Hed turned sidewaysto her so that hislegswould hide his genitals. The brilliant
afternoon sunlight that filtered through the curtained rectangle of the door lent his skin atranducent, milky
glow. Hishair gleamed gold. His thoughts were clean and bright and ddlightful in her mind, and his scent
tasted good to her. Sandor Jiang-Tibayan. Even his name pleased her tongue.

"What monkey are you taking about?' he asked, suspicion agathering cloud in hisblue eyes.
"Andwhen did you learn English?’

Phousita bowed her head. "The monkey you call Sax," she said softly. "I don't know when |
learned English." She'd had need of thetalent, and it had come. Another gift of the evil sorcerer. (Why
did he choose me? And what purpose did he have for this boy, Sandor?) Fear fluttered in her chest.
What was given could aso be taken away. The evil sorcerer could abandon her at any moment. He
could take Sandor away and leave her with nothing, once again. (I will burn incense. | will pray to his

Spirit.)

Shedevised aspdll to calm the looming panic in her breast. Gently, she shooed away thetiny
children who clustered at Sandor's side and kndlt to examine hiswounds. In the cloud forest the first
monkey had been joined by another. They moved away from the bananatree to continue their meal ona
fruit that looked like guava, though it grew on avine. Theinner vision and the outer vision: her mind
observed both with equal clarity. Did a goddess see the world like this? Through many eyes at once?

Sandor winced as she touched the burns on his chest. She knew hisfear: of her, of the rats, of
the poverty that surrounded him ... of what had happened to him in the police ation. Softly, she said:
"It'snot your fault. Sometimes, it just happens. The cops hear aname, someone's arrested. It matters
littleto them if acrime hasredly occurred.”

Hisface squeezed tight in remembered pain. Then his eyes opened and confusion filled his gaze.
In hiswords she heard a desperate need to understand. "1 didn't know what they wanted, or why
they—" His gaze darted away, to fix on awide-eyed toddler stlanding at Phousita's side.



"Perhaps they don't know the reason either.” She pressed her fingertips firmly againgt the burns,
and then againg the shdlow cut in hisforearm. "I've touched you with a spell. These wounds will not
scken now."

"Awha?'

"A spdl." How could she explain to him the complexities of the invisble world that inhabited her
fingertips? Thetiny spirit-servants that could weave spells on command from infinitesimal grains of matter.
She had no understanding of them hersalf, and possessed no words that might interpret them to others.
For her, explanations weren't necessary. A new ingtinct had roused within her, and as she knew how to
eat and drink, so she knew how to heal with atouch. She sighed. "Y ou need food, but we don't have any
now. If we can get more water, Sumiati will cook ricein the afternoon.”

Sumiati had been a hero today. When the dog had attacked the warehouse, she'd grabbed the
stove and therice pot, while ordering the children to save the rice before they fled together into the street.
The hammocks had been lost though, and most of the plastic jugs. Also the collgpsible plagtic crates and
the tarp that had been their home before they found the warehouse.

"l need atelephone,” Sandor said.

Phousita nodded. "Arif has goneto find one. But he has no money to pay the operator. He must
find someone willing to provide the service on credit.”

Where money was absent, sometimes skills could be bartered. The Knives had hired themselves
out to pay the rent on thisroom. They'd earned their first night here by evicting the previous tenants: three
men, al infected with adehilitating plague that gradudly turned their skininto beautiful, inflexible golden
shdlslike the skin of the Buddhathat presided over the temple by the park. A statue cannot walk or
work. Thefat old matron who owned the line of tenements had related the unhappy fact that it had been
aweek since any of them had left the room, aweek since the rent had been paid. The Knives carried the
afflicted men nearly amileto the Christian hospitd, then left them at the end of along line of sufferers.

Now Phoudtasinner vision had shifted to adifferent forest, adifferent point of view. She
crouched in the shadows, her whole body focused on the progress of a bright red, stilt-legged bug as it
walked through aswath of sunlight that had fallen across her ledf. Ingtinct spurred her to action. She
scuttled into the sunlight, snatched the bug in her jaws and bit hard. Horrible poisons flooded her body.
Her mouth opened. She dropped the carcass and staggered back toward the illusory safety of her shady
lar.

"Why do you live likethis?' Sandor asked.
Shelooked a him in surprise. "What other way isthere for us?*

Sandor'sfists closed indignantly. " A thousand other ways! There are new ways being invented al
thetime. It does not have to be like this." Hishand swept the room in acontemptuous gesture. "There
can be enough for everyone. It'sjust that your government has forbidden Makers. For religious reasons,
| think."

Phousita shrugged. She didn't understand this. She wondered pensively if Sandor were
completely sane. His memories were too wonderful. Who could live in acloud forest with no canopy and
no ground, where the monkeys talked like men? Who could have a brother who was not a man, but a
blue chinahuman spider? Her eyes flew open wide; her hand covered her mouth. The old woman had
vigted her thismorning. The old woman had tried to warn her. Sheld talked of such outlandish things so
many times.... "Areyou agod?' Phousitawhispered.



Sandor closed hiseyes, and for the first time since Arif had pulled him from theriver, he seemed
to rdax. "Not me," he said eadly. Then he opened one eye. "How about you?'

She ducked her head, her face flushing hot. Shame crowded her mind. Hadn't she just wondered
if she'd been granted agoddesss vison? Stupid country girl! "I'm only awitch, tuan,” she whispered.

He Started to lean forward, then remembered his nudity and covered himsalf with hislimbsas
best he could. She sighed. Though she respected his modesty, she could do nothing to help him. The clan
had no clothes to spare.

"How'd you know about Sax?' Sandor asked. "And don't just shrug, please. Who hired you?
Wheat do they want with me? What's going on”?"

Sheturned away, Startled at his accusation, so Smilar to the harsh words of the Chinese doctor.
"It'snot likethat, tuan." She couldn't imagine who would hire her, who would entrust her with the care
of this stranger—so healthy, pure, beautiful—he must be the cherished servant of agreat power. "1 don't
know anything. I'm just awitch."

"But that's something, Phousita. I've never met awitch before.” Helifted hishand, wanting to
touch her, though he didn't quite dare. What was the custom here? She seemed to be something of a
shaman. Though she didn't demand respect, he wanted to offer it. He didn't know how. And the tifling
heet in this shack had numbed hisbrain. Or wasthat aresdud gift of theloca police? He didn't know,
couldn't think. He wanted to go outside, bregthe clean air, eat. But he had no clothes and didn't want to
offend anybody. Oh, Summer House, hurry before he ran the wrong code and somebody took mortal
offense.

Helooked up asthe bright rectangle of the doorway darkened. Arif swept aside the thin cloth
that served as adoor and entered the foul little room. A boy with nut-brown skin and wispy blue hair
followed him. Sandor forgot hisvow of decorum when he saw what the boy carried in hisright hand. He
legpt to hisfeet, dmost cracking his head on the rafters. "You got it!" he shouted, reaching for the
precious telephone.

The boy snatched it out of hisgrasp with avicious snarl. He jabbered angrily at Arif, then started
to leave. But Arif barked a quick command, and two children blocked the door, aknife dancing silently
between their hands, passed with the skill of practiced jugglers. The boy turned back to Arif, muttering
something that sounded obscene. But he offered the telephone.

Arif took it. "Make your cdl," he growled, handing it to Sandor. "Make sure you get through.
Thisboy's papawill use white skin in hisbrothd if he can't get paid any other way."

Sandor took the phone with shaking hands. He felt asif held dipped through the Looking Glass
into aworld that was an inverse of hisown. Poverty, violence, exploitation: before today held never
witnessed them. He hadn't redlly known they'd existed. Why? Why had the House kept him ignorant of
thisworld?

He turned over the phone; stared at it amoment. "I, uh ... | don't know the number. The cops
wiped that out when they—"

Arif said something to the boy. The kid sneered and rolled his eyes, but he took the phone back
from Sandor and punched in acode. Arif listened to his explanation, then trandated: "Information,” he
sad. "Thevoicewill hdp you. Y ou do know who you want to talk to?"

"Sure." Regiond headquarters. "Summer House-at-Earth,” he told the computer, while keeping a
wary eye on Arif. A moment later he was greeted by a pleasant, masculine voice.



"Summer House Incorporated: Achieving persond security through diverse and abundant life.
Y ou've reached our offices at Castle. How may we help you?"

"Thisis Corporate Member Sandor Jiang-Tibayan declaring a persond emergency. | haveno ID.
My codes are broken. I've sustained persona and system injury. Help me. | must spesk to David
Enberg, now."

"Pleasehold."

He closed his eyes, breathing dowly through the suspense. How would the computer answer?
Please don't tell me I'm dead, hethought. Just don't tell me I'm dead.

David Enberg directed the regional security wing. (Should | have asked for a subordinate?)
Maybe the computer would classfy him as a crackpot. But he didn't know any of David's subordinates.
Didn't know David, redly. Had only met him for afew minutes nearly amonth ago. Sandor came from
Summer House, not Castle. First time Earth-sde—

"Sandor?' adoubtful voice spoke from the telephone.

"David, it'sme!" Sandor shouted. He paused long enough to nod triumphantly at Arif. "l was
arrested! The municipa police. Oh, David, you don't know what it's like down here. They wiped out my
atrium, and—and Nikko, too, | guess. Everything. Help me, David. Send somebody for me, please.
Send money. They'll kill meif they don't get something.”

"It'll bedl right now, Sandor. Calm down. Calm down. We got your distress packet. We know
you had arun-in with the municipd police.”

"A run-in? David, they had mein their gation.” He heard his voice going shrill; took abreeth to
cam himsdf. " Send somebody, David."

"Sandor?' A woman'svoicethistime. "ThisisMarevic Chun."

His mouth opened in astonishment. Marevic Chun wastheregionad president of Summer
House-at-Earth; she commanded all corporate operations Earth-side. Why had she come on line for
him?

"We're astounded to find you dive," she said. "Our agents on the ground led usto believe the
worst. Where areyou?”

"I don't know. In asum somewhere. The cops thought | was dead so they dumped mein ariver.
Arif fished meout. Y ou can trace thiscall, can't you, Marevic? Send somebody for me?"

"Areyou safe where you are?’

Hefrowned in confusion. Arif observed his change of expression and stepped forward, his eyes
hard. Turning away, Sandor hissed into -the phone. "What's the matter, Marevic? Why don't you just
send someone?”’

"Wed like to, Sandor. But things are areal mess up here. Nikko had some trouble with the
Commonwesdlth Police, and unfortunately, your name got mixed into thefray. If Kirgtin Adair finds out
youredive, shell haveyou ontrid inan hour. So stay put. Stay hidden. | need time to sort through
Nikko's notes and prepare your defense or the police will crucify you."

"But why?What did | do wrong?"



"Nothing, Sandor. Y ou just got caught up in other people's games.”

"But you can't leave me here! Y ou don't know what they said they'd do to me!" Arif Sarted to
snatch the phone. Sandor jerked it away from him. "Marevic, you haveto help me!™

Arif caught hiswrigt and yanked the phone out of hishand. ™Y ou want this boy back, you will
pay for him now," Arif growled into the recelver. He glared at Sandor while he listened to Marevic's
reply. It seemed to go on so long. But findly, he nodded. " Sure, if that'swhat you want." He clicked the
phone off and handed it back to the blue-haired boy, awicked grin on hisface. He uttered an
ear-splitting whoop of triumph, then turned to Phousita, caught her up in hisarms and kissed her.
Incomprehensible words ran off histongue, interspersed with laughs. Phousita gppeared uncertain.
"You'regoing to stay with usl" Arif barked. Then helaughed at Sandor'slook of dismay. "Marevic's
paying usto take care of you. Hope you likeit herein the Spill. She saysit could be acouple of days
before they can retrieve you."

* k%

The afternoon ground past with impaossible downess. Sandor's captors had |eft him doneinthe
shack. He could hear some of the children playing outside, but he didn't hear Phousita, and he didn't see
her when he peered past the curtained doorway .

Where had she gone? Inexplicably, he found he missed her. He held his head in hishands. The
heat and humidity were making him dizzy. Or maybeit wasthe lack of food. Hisbelly growled. He
wished he knew the local word for water. Y esterday, it would have been so easy to consult alibrary.
Today ...

Hefdt likeavictim of tunnd vison. All he could see were the crumbling wals of thisroom. All he
could hear was the brave laughter of the children out in the street and a blend of voices beyond them.
These had become the boundaries of his perception.

What had Nikko doneto get him into this mess?
He dozed.
Or at least that's how he accounted to himsdlf for the time that ultimately passed.

Hewasroused by ashrill cry in the distance, acommanding ululation that rose suddenly over the
dum'’s continuous low mutter of noise. The children outsde quieted instantly. Sandor sat up. In their low
whispers he heard Arif's name.

The whoop sounded again and this time the children answered with their own shrill cries. Sandor
crouched in the shadows near the door and looked out.

Arif had come back. Hed brought Phousita with him. They each carried two distended plagtic
sacks. The children crowded and cavorted around them while Arif set the sacks on the ground. Sandor
watched in fascination as he began producing treasures from the bags. Bananas—one for
everybody—mangos, thin dices of meat on agtick, calorie bars, abag of peanuts—

Sandor felt awave of dizziness sweep across him. He pressed hisforehead against the
termite-eaten wood. Splintersjabbed at his hands. He tasted dirt in his mouth. Someone nudged &t his
shoulder. Pushed harder until herolled over. He found himsdlf lying on hisback on the shack's dirt floor,
looking up at Arif's laughing face athousand kilometers above him. "Don't die on us, tuan. Marevic
expects to have you back someday.”



"Here, drink this," Phousitasaid. She kndlt at hisside, holding aplastic jug to hislips. "Forgive
me, tuan. | should not have left you done.”

Hedrank. The warm water did down histhroat and the awful buzzing in hishead began to
recede. He pushed himsdlf to aSitting position; held his pounding head in hishands. "We have food,"
Phousitasaid.

"I'm not hungry.” He thought he might pukeif he put anything in his mouth now.

Arif laughed at him. " Got one of those 'delicate’ congtitutions?* he asked. "Too bad. But well eat
again tomorrow." He dropped abundle at Sandor's feet. "Get yoursdlf dressed. I'm tried of looking at
your dick."

Arif had brought him apair of khaki work pants, patched at the knees and butt and alittle too
small, but Sandor took them gratefully. He dipped them on, while alittle girl stood in the door eating a
banana and watching him.

Phousita brought him two bananas and a dice of meat on astick. He took the food and ate
ravenoudy, his nausea forgotten. Phousitawatched him, a pleased smile on her face. He grinned at her,
then drank more water. Outside, Arif produced another prize from hislast bag. Some sort of confection,
Sandor surmised, by the squedls of the children. Arif carefully divided the treat amongst the little ones,
then sguatted on the pavement, his clown face reflecting smug satisfaction as he watched them greedily
devour hisgift.

"Did you spend everything?' Sandor asked.

Arif scowled at him. "Stay out of sight,” he warned. Then: "I spent only atiny part of it." He
patted the belt at hiswaist. "I've never held so much money before, not even that |last night when | parted
from my magter. But it's nothing to Summer Housg, isit?"

A child pulled at the hem of Arif's shorts, interrupting him. Thelittle girl who'd been watching
Sandor dress. She rubbed her ssomach and groaned, then sat down abruptly on the pavement. Arif'sarm
went around her shoulders as she began to jerk convulsively. She threw up on the ground, then stared in
shock at what sheld done. A moment later she was sobbing hystericaly againgt Arif's chest.

He stared past her, his absurd face stunned, helpless. The food had been too rich, Sandor
redlized. Her system wasn't used to it, couldn't handleit. Other children were dready holding their
middles, groaning in pain astheir bellies cramped in protest a the unaccustomed feast. Arif had poisoned
them with his gift.

"It'sdl right,” Phousitasaid. Sandor's gaze followed her voice. She crouched beside alittle boy
who lay on the pavement, his knees pulled up to his chest, hisface knotted in pain. She pressed her hand
againg hisbelly, and afew seconds later hisface began to relax, his body began to straighten. Phousita
left him to visit another child, then another. She touched each one of them, easing their pain with asoft
stroke of her palm.

Sandor stared after her in amazement. Without thinking, he stepped outside the hut and
approached her. She kndt beside the last child, thelittle girl who'd dready lost her mea—the only med
she could expect that day. She said something to the girl, and the child smiled and nodded. Then Sandor
was at her side. He caught up both her handsin his and turned them over. Tiny white glands glinted wetly
in her padmsjust below the knuckles, dong her fingers, and on her fingertips. Sandor touched them
gingerly. Hed never seen amutation like this one. She could hed with atouch. Somehow the glands must
generate healing Makersthat could cross the barrier of apatient's skin. But how did she program the



Makers? How did she direct them to their tasks? (And how had she developed this remarkable talent
amidst the degradation and ignorance of the Spill?)

Shelifted her hands, staring at them asif sheld never seen them before. "'I've changed them,” she
muttered.

Hefrowned. "Y ou didn't know?'

She shook her head dowly, wonderingly. "There have been so many changes, so quickly,
gnce.."

"Ah ...": asoft Sgh of disappointment. HEd imagined the hedling touch to be a systemn of her own
design. "Y ou don't understand your abilities, do you?'

She bowed her head, her shoulders hunched asif in shame. "No, tuan. I've become awitch but |
don't know what | can do, or why, or how, until the very moment something needs to be done. Even
then, | do nothing but obey the spirit of the sorcerer that inhabits me.”

Sandor nodded his understanding. He imagined thet it could fed that way. ™Y ou command avery
powerful Maker," he said. "How did you learn to do that?"

She gazed at him with a confused, disoriented face, so that he knew immediately she didn't
understand him. He bowed his head and sighed, hisfingers rubbing at the stinging sweet that clouded his
eyes. Her Maker had taught her to speak English; she knew every word he knew. Y et he sensed she did
not understand the words. Raw knowledge without an adequate frame of reference.

"Leave her done," Arif growled. He stood behind Sandor's shoulder. As Sandor started to turn,
Arif placed hisfoot against Sandor's butt and shoved, toppling him to the pavement. Sandor scrambled
quickly to hisfeet, anger rushing in discrete packets through hisveins. " She's a sorceress and her powers
aregrowing,” Arif shouted a him. "You are the one who doesn't understand what's going on here." Arif
stepped forward, closing the distance between himself and Sandor. "L ook here. And here," he said,
jabbing his steely fingersinto Sandor's chest, forcing him to stumble back. " She touched you. Look what
her magic has done.”

Sandor looked. His chest was unblemished. His jaw dropped. Gingerly, he touched the Site of
the burns held received under interrogation, the laceration where they'd cut his 1D chip out of hisarm. ...

All sgnof theinjuries had vanished.

Sandor's gaze jerked back to Phousita. "Thisisnot magic,” he hissed. "It'stechnology. A
technology banned by the Commonwesdlth.” The children crowded them anxioudy. In their dark eyes
Sandor read confusion, and fear. They couldn't understand hiswords, but like Arif they recognized his
doubt. And they resented it. Why do you question Phousita? their earnest faces seemed to demand.
For she must be as agoddessto them. A sweet savior ready to lift away some of the agony of their
existence. And now he must condemn her.

He spoke softly, earnestly, knowing he had to convince her. "Thistalent that'staken you ... it's
not ablessing. Thisisnot away you can live. Phousita, you have to be careful. If the police discover
what you can do, they'll extradite you. If they can't cleanse your body of the Maker, they'll terminate you.
Therés no mercy in this. The Commonwedlth existsto ssamp out the kind of talent you've become.

"Liar!" Arif shouted. "Y ou want her for yourself."

"I'mnot lying! I—" He broke off aoruptly. What was he trying to do? He couldn't help her. Hed



had some nebulous intention of offering her refuge at Summer House, but that was absurd. Even if she
werewilling to leave Arif and the children, she could never get through police Gates carrying an illegd
Maker. "I just want you to live, Phousita. Get rid of the Maker now, if you can. All the money in the
world won't stop the cops once they scent your trail.”

Arif stepped forward, shaking his outrageous head. "Back insde,” he growled. "Y ourethe
fugitive. Back ingde before the police find you."

*k*

At nightfdl the children started crowding into the shack, lying down upon the floor or under the
shdlf, giggling and whispering until Sumiati shushed them with asong.

Phousita cameinto the dark hut later, carrying aflashlight. Sandor watched her, his eyes haf
closed. She stepped carefully over the deeping children; he didn't know how she found room to place
her feet.

Suddenly, heredlized she was coming to him. He stiffened, caught between anxiety and glee.
What could she want of him? Wherewas Arif? In a panic, he closed his eyes and pretended to deep. A
moment later, he felt the touch of her hand againgt his shoulder as she lay down, squeezing in between
him and ayoung boy of eight or nine. Wherewas Arif? He could fed her bresth on his cheek. It was
scented. It reminded him of the perfume of some exatic flower. Againg his best intentions, he looked.

Shed dipped abrown cloth over the flashlight, so only alittle light came through. It was enough
to set her eyes aglow with an auraheld seen only once, in an old Dutch painting. His heart raced. He
tried to remember if Arif had come into the shack with the children. He didn't think so, but it was so hot.
He couldn't be sure. What did she want from him?

Phousitafrowned, a puzzled expression on her face. Then she touched afinger to his neck, and
immediately, his body began to cool. Fear left him, tension began to bleed out of every pore, and the
shack no longer seemed so oppressive. Her frown turned to asmile. "Arif won't be back for many
hours," she whispered.

Sandor nodded, his mind toying with the possibilitiesinherent in that news. Her facewas dl that
he could seein the world, and he wanted nothing more. "What did you do to me?" he whispered.

"A spdll to soothe, that'sal.”

He smiled, delighted at her kill. "1 want to touch you."

She seemed pleased. "Yes. Do."

With hisfingertips he touched her cheek, her lips. Her skin was smooth and dry. "Who are you?'
The smileleft her face. Shelooked away, and he was instantly sorry he'd asked. "No one."
"Phousita—" Hishand was|eft hovering in midair.

"I'm only aservant of the sorcerer who rides me," she whispered. She looked at him again, took
his hand and placed it once more againgt her cheek. He drew closer to her, until their foreheads touched.
"He brought you here, you know," she said. "They were going to put you on the funeral truck, but he
suggested they throw you in theriver instead.”

Sandor scowled, confused. "How—"



She showed him her palm again. "I have many tiny servants. They drift about the air like dust.
They tell me of the world, and sometimes, they'll do thingsfor me."

Sandor nodded his understanding. "They're like behaviord viruses, then.”

"I don't know, tuan. I'mjust glad that they—" Her gaze fell; shetook his hand, pressed her lips
againg hispam. "I'm so glad you're till dive. | have never ... I—I. ..." She closed her eyesand sighed. "'l
enjoy what | senseinyou. It makes me happy." Her eyes popped open. "Y ou're happy too? With me?"

He dmost quailed before the earnestness of her gaze. He had never been happier, he wanted to
tell her that, but it wastoo ridiculousto say. Proper words eluded him, until suddenly he redized he didn't
need words. She smiled and nodded and they kissed. Her mouth was warm and inviting.

"Y our face wasin my dreams," she muttered. "I had to find you."

He kissed her cheeks and her neck. She was so tiny! He didn't want to go too far. There were
children al around. His hand found away inside her breastcloth though, and he stroked her nipples, while
her tongue performed delightful actson hisear.

"Come back to Summer House with me," he begged.
She drew back, her eyes aglow with pleasure. "'l will dream of that."

"No! I'll makeit redl." His own determination frightened him. He didn't understand how his
fedlingsfor her could be so strong, so soon.

Senging hishesitation, she pulled away. "1 till don't know who you are,” she said. "Why are you
important to the sorcerer? When hefirst came to me, the only thing he could remember of all theworld
wasyour face. Why?'

Sandor shook hishead. "I don't know. It doesn't matter. Come to Summer House with me." He
started to kiss her again, but she turned her face away.

"Don't," shesaid, acold chill of fear in her voice. "l waswrong. Arif iscoming now. He
despises you. Please go to deep.”

Sandor brigtled. "I'm not afraid of Arif."

Shetouched her Fingersto hislips. "Then be afrad, for me" Sheflicked the flashlight off, then
wriggled over so that her back wasto him.

"Phousital” he hissed. He touched her shoulder. "Phousita!™ But she refused to answer. By
her breathing, she seemed to be already adeep.

Sandor sighed and lay back against the wooden shelf. He didn't find the trangition to deep so
easy. He stared into the dark, listening to the sounds of the deeping children, wondering what magic it
would take to get Phousita out of the Spill. After awhile, the cloth that served asadoor rustled, and Arif
camein. Hisface glowed an eerie ydlow in the dark. He crouched by the door, staring into the hut asif
he were trying to find someone. Sandor watched him until fatigue finaly closed hiseyes.

He awoke at dawn, Phousita till beside him. He stood dowly, cautioudy, unsteady on hisfeet,
then picked hisway carefully to the door through atangle of degping bodies. He must relieve himsdlf in
the street. His hand touched the soft, splintered wood of the door frame. He lifted the cloth door
aside—and swayed in shock!



A mass of humanity filled the street. Intent. All eyes on him. Except for ameter-wide demicircle
around the door that they'd left respectfully void, he couldn't see how another individual could squeeze
into the alley. He shivered in the eerie silence and ducked back inside the hut.

Arif sood at his shoulder. "They've come," he said quietly, asif held expected this.
"Why arethey here?' Sandor whispered.

Arif stepped past him, to peer around the edge of the cloth. "To see the messah. Thefools. But
I'll make her their queen.”

CHAPTER
14

Kirgin's ghost stood with Zeke Choy on the edge of a preternaturally silent crowd that packed a
narrow aley deep in the Spill. She and Choy were both far taler than most of the people jammed into the
aley, so she could see easly over their heads. Far down the crooked little street the morning sun blazed
againg the face of along, dilapidated shed. Doorways opened into the narrow building at intervals of
three or four meters, each of them—save one—crowded with spectators. It was the one curtained
doorway upon which the crowd focused its attention.

"Thisisvery bad," Choy muttered. "Very bad." Kirstin had to agree. People were jammed in so
tight, there was no way her officers could force a passage through the mob. If Phousitaredly wasin that
curtained hovel, asthe rumors on the street claimed, they'd have to walk on the shoulders of her fansto
get to her.

And what then? It wasn't hard to imagine how the crowd would react if the Commonwealth
Policetried to arrest their newest messiah.

Choy turned to look at her. Deprived of hisvisud input, the shifting crowd froze in Kirgin'ssght.
She scowled a him in annoyance. But he took no notice. "Call your people off,” he said. ™Y ou can't get
to her now. Y ou're going to have to wait for a better time."

"What's on the other side of the shack?' Kirstin asked.

Allende, who was ligtening from his post on Castle, answered: " A narrow aley; about two meters
wide. But it's jammed too."

"Bring up thedogs," Kirgtin told him. "We can't do anything until these Streets are cleared.”

"No!" Choy cried in outrage. He grabbed her wrist. She was aghost, but she existed within his
atrium. Shewasred to him. "Bring in the dogs and you'll start a panic. Anything could happen. People
will die™

"I don't think you understand how serious this contamination could be," shetold him camly. "If
we don't contain it quickly, well have to consider radica measures, even therma Sterilization. A lot more
peoplewill diethen."

Choy's mouth dropped open. He gazed at her in open horror.



"L ook at the crowd,” shetold him. "I need your eyesto see what's happening.”

**k*

Sandor crouched by the curtained door, squinting againgt the glare of the morning sun ashe
gazed out past the cloth at the crowd. The sight terrified him. Held never seen such agathering
before—so many people, slent, intent. Sum-dwellers. Each one of them painfully clean and neat despite
worn and faded clothing. Somehow they'd heard of Phousita, and overnight thislittle shack had become
thefocus of their desperate lives, aplaceto find savation. Could they believe that?

He knew they could. He could seeit in their stance, in their determined eyes. And hefdt tiny
before them. He knew he could easily be trampled here. He turned to Arif, but the other had moved
away. Sandor had no desire to be left at the door alone. He turned to follow.

The sun had found itsway into the torrid little hut. Initslight, Sandor could see Phousitadeeping
peacefully on the wooden shelf, adight smile on her face, while alittle boy cuddied againgt her belly.

"Get up, country girl," Arif growled, laying aheavy hand on her shoulder. "The day is here, and
you have athousand dlients waiting to buy your talents.”

Her eyes opened blearily. Shelooked at Arif, atiny scowl of confusion on her face. Then her
gaze shifted to Sandor, her wide dark eyes aglow with concern. "Areyou al right, tuan?'

"Sure," Sandor said. Hetried to smile, but instead he glanced nervoudy toward the door.
"There's a problem, though. Things have gotten out of hand, and—"

Arif turned and cuffed him. His head snapped back as a hot wave of pain sent colorsdancingin
hiseyes. He sumbled half astep. Little hands pressed desperately againgt histhighsto prevent hisfaling.

"Dont let thisboy scareyou,” Arif said to Phoudita. " There are some people here to seeyou,
that'sall."

She scrambled to sit up, fear bright in her eyes. Sandor hated to seeit there. He wanted to help
her, hold her. Hide her perhaps? If only they could both vanish like ghosts. Resppear together on the
other side of the sun, in some cultivated city where no one ever went hungry. Why were they stuck in this
hdlhole?

"Isit the police?' Phousitawhispered.

Arif laughed at her: contemptuous, mocking laughter. Stupid, stupid, stupid, he seemed to say,
while she hung her head in shame. And Sandor wanted to kill him. For thefirst timein hislife, hefet hate
strong enough to ignite the desire to kill. His hands flexed, fingers curved like claws. A growl rolled up
from deep in histhroat. He laid arough hand on Arif's shoulder; yanked him around.

Suddenly Sandor found himsdlf without breath, on the ground, on his back. He could fed
children wriggling desperately to get out from under him. His sternum was ablaze with pain. Arif had hit
him. In retrogpect he saw it: one sharp blow to the chest, no more effort than it took to shoo afly and
he'd gone down. How could the man move so fast?

And now? Already Arif had returned his attention to Phousita. Sandor knelt, racked with shame
and sdf-derison while Arif took Phousita's hand.

"The police wouldn't dare touch you now, my magic princess.” Arif pulled her to her fegt. "Come
have alook. See how your reputation has spread.”



Sandor watched, befuddled, uncertain, wanting to interfere yet hesitating while Phousitafound a
path between the children. She tentatively lifted asde the entrance cloth. Immediately she drew back,
uttering atiny cry of darm. "What have you done?' she whispered to Arif.

Arif flashed an ugly leer of triumph. "All | had to do wastak about you in the right places. You
and your healing powers. A hundred other people did the same—everyone who saw what you did last
night—it'sin the nature of peopleto talk. By tonight therell be no onein the Spill who hasn't heard of
you. You are agoddess.”

He reached out and ripped the cloth from the door frame. Morning fell acrosshim likea
benediction, yellow clown aglow in ydlow light. Brave and aosurd lord of nothing, wanting everything.
He reached a hand toward Phousita

A low murmur ran through the street, rapidly rising in volume. People surged forward. Hundreds
of hands stretched toward her. The crowd was an entity, demanding her presence. Sandor could fedl its
need, its desperation like a brittle wavel ength shuddering through his mind.

Phousita seemed stunned. But shetook Arif's hand.

The children were dl awake now, jabbering like smal birdsin the dawn. They pressed around
her, staring out the door, and suddenly Sandor couldn't see her anymore. Sheld disappeared amongst the
kids and once again he redlized how truly tiny shewas. He scrambled after her, trampling toes and
earning curses until hewas at her shoulder. He siwept up her free hand in his. "Phousita?’

Sheturned to him, her eyes glittering with excitement. "Come," she said. "Y ou and Arif must
shelter me”

He swallowed against the pressure of fear in histhroat. He didn't want to go into the crowd. But
he would not tell her no.

He pressed Phousita's arm under his and together the three of them stepped forward.

Immediately the crowd flowed around them, cutting them off from the shack. Bodies pressed
againg him. Intent, frightened facesjostling on al sdes. The air was thick with a stench of swesat and
perfume and incense. Someone shoved him. He ssumbled againgt Phousita, struggling to keep hisfedt.
His heart was racing, agquiver with a contagious panic that seemed to be sweeping through the mob. And
he could see no way out of this. Noway at dll.

Then suddenly everything changed. The morning light seemed less stark. The facesthat whirled
around him began to soften. The press of the crowd eased, and smiles flashed from face to face. Sandor
felt his own heartbeat dow. He drew a deep bregath, eager to pull in more of the magic that Phousita had
loosed upon the air.

He could see the wave of her influence traveling outward in ademicircle through the Street, a
spirit of peace, sweeping through the mob. People relaxed. They no longer shoved against each other.
They stood quietly, eyes bright with expectation, al anxiety gone.

Those nearest still reached for her. Countless fingers stroked her face and hair, the folds of her
sarong, the dark skin of her arms, the soft curve of her hands. Fingers like the close press of vegetation,
touching and sweeping past, giving way as she dowly moved through the crowd.

As she passed, joy blossomed on face after face. Sandor could fed hisown mouth turnedin a
giddy grin. Hedidn't know what Phousitawas doing, if sheredlly was casting hedling spdlls or only
charming this audience. He didn't care. This moment seemed to outweigh hiswhole life. He was beyond



questioning; beyond fear. He could have continued in this State forever.

**k*

Kirgtin's ghost hovered on the edge of the crowd, watching as Phousita emerged from the shack,
escorted on one side by the clown-faced goon she'd seen the day before, and on the other by atal blond
youth.

Sandor Jiang-Tibayan! Kirgtin redized with agtart.

But he was supposed to be dead, the victim of an overzealous municipa police officer. And
besides, Nikko had sworn Sandor was not involved.

Y et here hewas.

She felt the rush of astrong emotion, something fierce, between fury and ddlight. Nikko had lied
to her again. He'd lied to protect his brother. But to no purpose. Because here was Sandor
Jang-Tibayan, exposed in guilt that would follow him al the way back to Summer House.

Allende cdled. "The dogs are coming in on atruck. Twenty of them. They should beinthe
vicinity within three minutes.”

Kirstin beckoned to Zeke Choy. He stood transfixed by the sight of Phousita. "Look how she
controlsthe crowd," he said in awe. "How can she do that? How?"

"Come," Kirgtin said. "The dogs will be here soon. We need to get out of the street.”
"No."

She glared a him, annoyed. Then she shrugged. What did she need with Choy now? She
shunted her electronic pattern into one of the approaching dogs .. .

... and trotted beside the animal asit |eft the truck and entered the streets. Its great head swung
from sdeto Sde, scanning its surroundings. Thefew people still in sight fled at its gpproach.

It passed an intersection. Kirstin caught astrong whiff of gunpowder. The dog stopped. It lifted
its heed, its nodtrils delicately combing the air.

A truck approached from the cross street. Olive-drab, and painted with the raptor insgnia of the
locd government. The dog stood in the vehicle's path. The truck roared toward the animd. At firgt,
Kirstin thought it would refuse to stop. But at the last second, the driver dammed on the brakes. It
squealed to ahdt just a meter from the beast.

Municipd police officers dressed in light green combat fatigues began to pile out of the back.
Each one of them carried an automatic rifle.

Outraged, Kirstin opened alineto Allende. "What are the loca cops doing here?' she shouted.
"Don't they know we have an operation going on? Call them off!"

Themunicipa cops gave the dog awide berth as they moved down the street. Still, many of them
gestured menacingly at it with their rifles, muttering ugly words. One spokein English. “Thisis our dty,”
he warned. "We will maintain order here"

* k%

Sandor noticed a sudden change in Phousita. Her chin lifted. Her body stiffened. She turned to



look over her shoulder, eyeswide with fear.

Hefollowed her gaze to thelow roof of the long shack. Three police dogs trotted aong the
canted surface, tongueslolling. Their eyes seemed to be fixed on him.

A little cry of fear escaped Phousitassthroat. Sandor felt it asaphysical sensation, the same way
he'd felt her joy. So did the crowd around them. A ripple of terror ran out from their locus, rapidly
growing more strident. It swept through the crowd like flash fire.

Arif tried to shout ingtructions, but his voice was logt in a sudden cacophony of panic. People
screamed and Started running, ssumbling. Cries of agony rang out as some fdll, and were trampled
beneath panicked feet. A dam might have broken at one end of the dley, so rapidly did the mob drain

away.

Sandor fet himsdf running too. Phousitals arm was till tucked under his. Arif's clown face
bobbed on her other side. "No!" she screamed at them, fighting their forward progress. "We have to go
back. The kids—"

Bodiesflowed past them, pummelling them. Uniforms began to gppear amidst the ragged dress
of the street people. Sandor recognized the indgnia of the municipa police. Guns went off, dmost on top
of them. A whiff of smokeranintheair, and suddenly a degp-voiced whump followed by alow roar.

Phousita screamed in agony. She doubled over and fell to her knees. Sandor thought she'd been
hit by gunfire. But she was on her feet again amoment later. "The kids! The kids! They're still in the
shack," she screamed.

She legpt away, running back up the street, against the flow of the crowd.

Sandor gazed past her in horror. The shack was an inferno. He thought he could hear shrill
screams from insde it. He bounded after Phousita.

She raced toward the door of their tenement. But it was curtained with a sheet of flame!
Child-sized, fiery figures seemed to move within the incandescent light. "Phousital™ Sandor screamed,
when heredlized she wasn't dowing down. She was going through the door, inferno or no.

He dovefor her ankles, tackling her. He brought her down in thefilthy street, the searing flames
only meters away. She clawed at the ground to get away from him, struggling toward thefire. "Thekids,"
she sobbed. "Thekidsare dill insde.”

Hefought to hold on to her. His nails clawed into her legs. His hair began to smolder, the firewas
S0 near. "Phousita,” he pleaded. "Phousita, please.”

Shehit himwith aspdll. It was only abehaviora virus. Heknew that. But it struck him likea
bullet. He felt her despair explode ingde him. It seemed to rupture his nervous system. He cried out, and
fell to the sde. For amoment, his heart stopped besating. The fire seemed to arch over him. He gazed up
at it in wonder, welcoming its seering truth.

Then the spdll broke. A municipal cop was standing over him, leering. The bastard kicked himin
the ribs. He heard bones crack. He screamed and curled in on himsdlf. The next kick landed in his back.
He braced himsdlf as best he could, but the third kick never came. Then Arif wasthere, yanking him to
hisfeet and pitching him into the street, away from thefire.

He didn't remember hitting the ground. He opened his eyes, to find himsalf lying in the muddy
sreet, staring into the ill, bloodied face of the municipa cop, the green combat fatigue and brass badge



marbled with red. Phousitals soothing hands were stroking his face, her voice asweet burr in hisear as
shemuttered, "I amsorry, | amsorry, | amsorry," over and over again in asoft, hysterical chant.

Heturned hishead to look at her. He could hear bones scraping in hisrib cage. But he could fedl
no pain.

He gasped when he saw her face. It was burned red, her cheeks and forehead covered with
bligters. He started to sit up, and she helped him. Then Arif appeared and urged him to his feet. He stood
with their help. Hislungs were gurgling as he breathed, but he felt no pain.

Except for the bodies the street was empty. Mixed in with the trampled human corpses, Sandor
counted the bodies of at least fifteen police dogs. Some of them were twitching and snuffling, the way
dogs do sometimes when they dream.

At Arif'surging, he moved forward one step. Then another. His legs wobbled under him. His
lungsfelt peculiarly full and heavy. Suddenly, he coughed hard. Blood filled his mouth and he spat it out
on the street. But he felt no pain.

Helaughed, suddenly giddy. Then he was on his knees. Phousitaand Arif were arguing over him.
"You haveto leave him!" Arif was saying. "He'sdying."

"But | can hed him!"

"Therés no time, stupid country girl!" Arif'svoice was high and frantic. ™Y our tricks frightened the
cops away, but they'll be back. They'll come armored next time. Y ou have to run from them. Y ou have
to hide." Hisvoice cracked. He was screaming through tears now, begging. "Don't let the cops take you,
Phousita, please. You'redl that'sleft. You'redl that'sleft.”

"But | can heal him. | can, | can."

Sandor blinked, and found that his cheek was resting in the mud of the street. He was staring at
the burning shack. Theroof had collapsed. Thefire had spread to the buildings beyond.

Then Phousita bent down beside him. Her lips met his, there on a pillow of mud. Her tongue
darted into his mouth. A moment later, the joy of her benediction exploded once more across his brain.
"Y ou will come back to me," she swore. "Y ou will come back."

Then shewas gone. And 4till, hefelt no pain.

CHAPTER
15

A snaking line of fire ran through the city. The black smoke that rolled off it was choking, toxic.
Helicopters buzzed the air, dousing flames where they could. Below the agrid assault, Nikko's ghost fled
with his mule to the broken concrete bank of theriver. They clambered past shattered foundations and
sprouting banyan treesto asheltered spot by the water, where they huddled, hemmed in by thousands of
stunned residents of the Spill.

Nikko shuddered againgt an assault of foul odors: the stench of smoke, the urina stink of



overcrowded humans, the sickening smdll of burned hair and flesh. He hunched his shoulders againgt the
olfactory assault, againgt the nerve-grating cries of human misery that mobbed the air, while hisrage grew
helplesdy greeter.

He hated this place! Love and Nature, how he hated it. And as he crouched beside theriver,
invisible to everyone except the corpulent, balding, unwashed scoundrel hed hired for amule, he began
to consider for thefirst time that he might not be able to escape the Spill. Kirstin must have dready set
the Gate filters against him; he wouldn't be able to upload to Castle. HEd have to hireamule with an
unregistered atrium to carry him up the Highway. But how would he pay for it? If he accessed his
accounts now, Kirstin would know it. She'd trace the transaction back to the source.

He dapped the ground in frustration. And he hadn't found a trace of Sandor! He'd been here
hours, chasing rumors, each one more absurd than the next. Y es, athousand people had seen Sandor.
No, no one knew where he was now. They spoke of awitch. It was said she'd cared for Sandor after
he'd escaped the loca police. Perhaps shed lifted him to Heaven.

Perhaps she had, Nikko thought. And where was Heaven?

A cal camein for him. It was arecorded voice message from Marevic—meaning she didn't want
two-way communication. Very bad. The pressure was on.

Nikko, Sandor was picked up in the Spill nearly two hours ago by the Commonwealth
Police. He's being transported to Castle for trial. I'll defend him myself; with your testimony, he
should be all right.

I'm more worried about you. A substantial bounty's been put on your ghosts, and the Gates
have been set to filter your pattern. You can't get out of Sunda unless we smuggle you out.

But there is some good news. Our security team may have located the Bohr Maker.
According to policefiles, it's infected a young witch named Phousita. The police have been
trotting in circles to come up with her, but so far she's evaded them.

It might be easier to find the man she runs with. He's called Arif. He was once a slave, and
he still carriesan illegal atrium. A slave atrium, Nikko. You could inhabit it. You could control him
through it, and you could control her through him.

| bought the address of Arif's atrium from the estate of his former master. I'm giving it to
you.

*k*

Phousita huddled with Arif in ameta culvert that ran under a street on the northern side of the
city. A garish green stream trickled across the bottom of the culvert. The fumesthat rose off the water
were dizzying, so that even the neighborhood beggars refused to shelter here.

She crouched on the dick, curved floor, trying to keep her feet from diding into the weater. She
felt like atree that had been stripped of its leaves by typhoon winds, uprooted, tossed into the air, now
faling, faling, falling past the edge of the world. Fire danced before her eyes. The voices of the children
wailed to her from the afterworld. Sumiati with her unborn baby, Sri and Maman and Pieter and dl the
rest of them.

And Sandor. She'd abandoned Sandor to the police.
She could have saved him. She could have saved dl of them. Her spells had subdued the police



dogs, sending the beastsinto a harmless deep deep. Her spells could have smilarly camed the municipa
cop who'd garted thefire, if only sheld been aert enough to notice him sooner, if only she hadn't lost
hersdf in the celebration of hedling, if only she weren't so dow and stupid and unworthy of the evil
sorcerer's powers.

Arif sat acrossfrom her, on the other side of the vile green stream. He hugged his knees againgt
his chest, his head bowed, his shoulders trembling with quiet sobs.

Arif hated her. She could fedl the searing heat of hisemotion; another blazing fire.

She wanted to comfort him, but he'd warned her not to touch him with her spellsand she didn't
dare disobey him. Now he wouldn't talk to her at all.

And shewas so hungry. Sheleaned back against the curved wall of the culvert, struggling to
keep from diding into the green stream. Hunger was making her faint. It angered her that she could think
about food now. But the spirit of the sorcerer was beginning to command her asit had that first night
when sheld run away with Arif. How much longer before she must run away again?

Arif dtirred. She eyed him warily as he roseto hisfeet. The culvert was low; he couldn't stand up
sraight. So he bent over the stream and stared at her with hisviolet eyes, asif held never seen her
before.

Her heart began to besat in deep, powerful strokes. She drew her feet up, watching him closdly,
ready to run.

"Y ou—are—Phousta?' he said giffly, in English. Hisvoice sounded forced, asif he were saying
the words againg hiswill. "Y ou—are—Phousita?'

She moaned and began to dide away toward the mouth of the culvert.

"No, wait! Don't—run." He sat back down, hisbody unnaturally stiff. "See, | don't want to hurt
you. | want to help you. | want to see you to a safe place.”

"Who are you?' she squeaked. For it was obviousto her that aghost had possessed Arif just as
it had on that night long ago when she'd first met him. Arif wasterrified of ghosts. His master had used
ghoststo control him.

"I'm sorry to cometo you like this. I'm sorry to frighten your friend. But there was no other way."
Arif's mouth shaped the words, but it wasn't Arif talking. Y ou are Phousita?" it asked again.

She nodded dowly. She could sense nothing of the substance of this ghost. But itswords were
polite. Nothing like the ghost Arif's master had employed.

"My name's Nikko."

Phoustafdt her heart trip. "Nikko?" In Sandor's memories sheld met a brother-spirit of that
name. "Do you belong to Sandor?' she asked. "Did he send you here?"

Arif'sbody leaned forward, to glare a her. ™Y ou were the one with him, then. He's been
arrested. But hell bedl right.”

"They'vetaken him away."

"They'vetaken himto Cagtle." The ghost's speech flowed more easily now. "But he hasn't redly
broken any laws. HEll be dl right. The police won't go so easy on you, though. Y ou have to get out of



Sunda"

Leave the city? Sandor had suggested the same thing, but even yesterday she'd known it was
only adream. Her place was here. The spirit of the old woman had visited her to remind her of that. In
life, the old woman had cared for her, asking nothing in return. Phousita could give of hersdf in the same
way. She knew she could. Why else had she been given such agreat gift? But after today—

The brother Nikko must know she was unworthy of the sorcerer's gift. "But | can hide from the
copsnow," Phousitasaid. "I'm adow learner, but the evil sorcerer isvery powerful. Hes taught me
better how to hide, and how to soften the hearts of the cops. | will do better. | promise. What happened
today will never happen again. | will make up for it. | will give everything | have to those who need
me—"

But the brother Nikko was shaking his bulbous yelow head. "Y ou don't understand. The police
will find you. And when they do they'll be ready for you. They won't be subdued by your talents again.”

He crept closer to her; held her with hisviolet eyes. "1've heard people talk about you, Phousita.
They say you're ahedler, and that you've been blessed with extraordinary powers. But the power that
possessesyou isnot ablessing. It'sacurse. It will bring the Commonwed th Police down on you, and
everyone around you unless you run away. What happened today could happen again. Don't |et any
more people die because of you, Phoudita. Trust me. Put yoursdlf in my hands and let me hide you.
Theresno other way."

Shefet stunned. Thewords of the brother Nikko so closely echoed what Sandor had told her.
Sandor had warned her that the police would come. But she hadn't heeded him, and now the children
were dead. It was her fault. She'd been too proud to listen.

Now she bowed her head in acquiescence. "Where will you take me?' she asked softly.
"To Summer House."

Her head came up. Her heart begt faster. "I've been therein visons," shewhispered. "I've seen it
through Sandor'seyes. It isHeaven ... isnt it?!

Nikko didn't answer for amoment. Then he nodded thoughtfully. "It could be," he said.

*k*

A few minuteslater acar stopped on the street above the culvert. Nikko led her out of her hiding
hole. They got into the car. It was driven by a dark-haired young woman. She stared for amoment at
Arif's grotesque face, then she turned her attention to the road. Some twenty minutes later the car drove
down aramp into adimly lit garage. Another woman met them. She handed Nikko an Arabic woman's
vell and gown and helped him put them on. Then they all got out of the car. Phousitafelt wobbly on her
feet; desperately hungry now. Shefollowed Nikko onto an eevator. It rose up afew floors, and then its
doors opened on apalatia suite. She was offered a bath; fine clothes; rich food.

Nikko commanded athing that looked like arearing cobrawith aglassy face. He said it wasa
camera. He asked her many questions as the cameralooked on.

Shetold him about the evil sorcerer, and about Sandor, and about how she'd learned to disguise
hersdf and Arif from the dogs. Thislast seemed to amuse him. He asked her if she would change both of
them again. So she did. After that there was another bath, and more food.

As her strength returned, her senses seemed to awaken. She became aware of Arif once again.



He was an imprisoned consciousness, adave insgde his own body: terrified; furious; helpless. She saw
hersdf through hiseyes. Felt hisraging sense of betrayd. "Y ou must let him go!" shetold Nikko.

"No. | need him. Hisatrium's unregistered. The cops may overlook it."
IIBlJt_II
"No. | won't hurt him. But | haveto do this."

She pretended to deep. But while her eyes were closed, she used her talentsto investigate
Nikko. She could still sense nothing of him, but after awhile she located the evil filamentous growth in
Arif'shead where the ghost kept itself. Sheleft some of her tiny servants there to watch and learn.

Nikko didn't seem to notice. He got a needle from one of the two women. "If you're going to
pass as a Commonwedlth citizen," hetold her, "you'll need an ID chip." Heinjected something under the
skin of her forearm, and pleaded with her to let it alone and not changeit.

Later, they both dressed in the robes and headgear of women of strict Idamic faith. Arif's
bulbous face disappeared behind the veils; only hisviolet eyeswerevisible. "If anybody asks" Nikko
sad. "I'm going up the Highway for trestment.”

They took the eevator to the roof. Night had falen. They boarded awaiting helicopter. Asthe
craft roseinto the air, Phousita caught sight of the city lights. She gazed in unabashed wonder at the
towers of brilliant gold, the incandescent white riversthat swept around their bases. A sense of
displacement swept across her. Wasthis the same city sheld known al her life? But how could it be?
When night had dways seemed so dark in the Spill.

*k*

Hours later she stood a another window, her gaze fixed on another view. Shefdlt herself
trembling, caught by an emotion somewhere between fear and marvel as shelooked out on the world.

So the brother Nikko had named it. The world.

Palms and forehead pressed against the cold glass of the window-wall, she saw the world asa
jet would seeit, acloud, agoddess, asatellite. The huge foreign city they'd left only an hour before had
vanished to nothing in the immensity of thisvision. The land that had seemed so vast when the helicopter
had flown acrossit now seemed small enough to cradlein her arms. The clouds were tiny scraps of white
slk unraveling in the wind. She grew somber as she considered the ocean. Alone on the world, the ocean
remained immense.

"It's so beautiful," she whispered. She glanced shyly at Nikko. The ghost had said very little
sgncethey'd sarted thisjourney on the Imperia Highway.

Shed heard of the Highway dl her life, never understanding it. The Imperid Highway: alegend, a
story, so sheld thought, like the tales the old woman had spun to keep her from crying on dark, hungry
nightslong, long ago. Y et here shewas, apassenger in abuilding that rose higher and higher, climbing a
magica thread stretched taut between the sky and the world.

She and Nikko were safely ensconced in a private room with two huge beds, akitchen, and a
TV. To Phoustait seemed both grand and dien. But it was only one room among a hundred, on an
eevator car the Sze of amultistoried building.

Nikko sat cross-legged on the carpet, gazing out the window-wall. Hed taken off hiswoman's
clothes. He was shirtless, dressed in close-fitting pants, the camera pack strapped around his shoulders



... Arif'sshoulders. Its glass eye gazed at her.

The ghost had been afraid when they'd passed through the police Gate in the port city. The
termina had been very crowded. The Gate had scanned their new 1D chips and surveyed them for illegd
substances. Nikko said that sometimes the police took daysto anayze the scans. They wouldn't know
for sureif they'd made it through until they'd passed the second Gate at the top of the Highway. But for
now they could relax.

Phousitawalked over to one of the beds and sat down on it tentatively. It was plush and so
comfortable, but the associationsit stirred in her mind were not pleasant. A sense of entrapment closed
around her. Sheleft the bed and returned to the window, stretching out on the carpet beside Nikko. His
violet eyes shifted to gaze at her. Arif'smind-numbing fear pulsed in her consciousness.

Shewas beginning to understand the dave atrium. In her mind, she was comparing it to the atrium
of Zeke Choy. She'd found that she could recall the structure of Zeke's atrium in detail, though the last
time she'd been with him in his shop, she hadn't been aware of its existence. One of her spirit servants
must have learned the device and brought its secretsto her.

Nikko seemed unaware of her efforts.

Her gaze roved out across the world again. "In the Spill they say that if you lead agood and
generous life, when you die your soul will ride the Highway up to Heaven."

Nikko was slent for amoment. Then: "l think |'ve died. Marevic won't tell me of course, but |

think it'sreally happened.”

*k*

It wastwo and ahdf dayslater when they findly approached Castle. Up and down had
reversed during the journey, and the car had actudly turned over to compensate for this, so that they
seemed to be descending rather than rising, diding down toward amountainous temple of white stone, its
dopes studded with intricate towers divided by winding parks that made Phousitathink of green, flowing
rivers of vegetation. A trangparent bubble enclosed the city. The devator car dipped into it. The window
clouded white. Seconds later they were on the other side, dropping down amidst the city towerstoward
aterminus at the center of ahuge, circular plazaroofed with the woven branches of living trees. She
could see people beneath the pleached canopy.

The devator settled imperceptibly to rest. Phousitajiggled experimentaly. Through the journey
sheld fet increasingly light upon her feet, at onetime even drifting off the floor. She dill fdt asif her ams
and legswere winged by invisblefariesthat tried to carry her into the ceiling with every step; asif her
material substance had declined, and she had become more spirit than mass, abeing caught partway on
the journey between Earth and Heaven.

The room's voice warned that they had one half hour to exit the elevator car before it was shifted
onto an Earth-bound track where it would receive passengers for the return journey.

Curtly, Nikko told Phousitato put on her ISamic garb. He did the same. Then he stowed the
camerapack in asmall suitcase, and they left the room.

The hadlway was narrow, and crowded with other passengers eager to disembark. They held on
to handrails and moved in snglefile. At the end of the hall, adoor opened directly onto an arrival
corridor in the multileve termind. They found themsdvesin a passage dightly wider than the hall on the
elevator car. A friendly femal e voi ce spoke from overhead, offering advice on the best way to movein
the near-weightless conditions.



"That's the Castle Gate," Nikko said, his voicelow as he nodded toward a black arch at the
corridor'send. Hetook her hand and held it in apainfully tight grip. She could scent the fear on him. It
was hisfear, not Arif's. He commanded the body more every hour. It was becoming hisbody. Arif was
beginning to fade.

She mouthed a silent prayer for Arif to hold on. Even now her tiny servantswere at work on his
atrium, changing it to more closely resemble the atrium Zeke Choy had kept. Intime, Arif would be &ble
to force Nikko out. She'd take the ghost into her own head then. By then, her own atrium would be

ready.

She looked straight ahead at the Gate. It was a black-walled tunnel about five feet long, narrow,
but well lit. Stewards at the entrance instructed people to passthrough it one at atime. Phousita listened
to the other passengers laugh as they moved through the Gate, joking about being picked up by the cops.
Then it wastheir turn. Nikko wasfirst. His hand squeezed hers even tighter, dick with sweeat. Then helet
go, and stepped through. She followed him, and amoment later they were on the other Sde, swiftly
descending on amoving ramp into the open-air plazathat shed seen from the elevator window only a
few minutes before. The plazawas lightly shaded by itslacy canopy of woven tree branches. And there
were no copsin sight, no copsat al.

Phousitalaughed in joyous relief. Shetried to hug Nikko, but he would have none of it. "It's not
timeto celebrate,” he growled at her.

She amiled at him in turn, understanding hisfear, but not sharing it. Fear seemed a superfluous
emotion. What was there to fear? Sheld already died, there in the Spill, when the children had burned
and her world had come gpart. Now she was a spirit hafway to Heaven, enjoying thelight, fine air of this

city.
An empty bench moved up to them from an underground tunndl. It floated afinger's width above

the plazatiles, asif buoyed on acushion of air. It seemed to offer itsalf to them. Phousitastared at it, her
eyeswide. Nikko took her elbow in afirm grip. "Sit down.”

She obeyed him.
"Dedtination?' the bench asked.
"Gold Wing terminus,” Nikko said.

They sat shoulder to shoulder, while the bench ferried them across the plaza. Phousita grasped
the edge of the bench, twisting in her seat as she sought to see everything at once: the people, colorfully
dressed, traveling swiftly on benches and chairsto disappear down dark tunnel mouths set in the plaza's
white floor, or into bright open-air alleys roofed in twining branches. The birds, as colorful asthe people,
flitting through the branches, filling the air with raucous songs. The tresses of flowers: purple, white,
yellow; exuding pockets of scent into the air. And overhead: she craned her neck, peering beyond the
network of branches and flowersto the city'stal, sculpted white buildings with their hanging gardens, and
beyond that, to the black thread of the elevator cable. The sky was adeep, dark blue, its periphery
studded with afew dull tars, while directly overhead there loomed adark circle, illuminated on one sde
by awide blue crescent aswirl with white. That was the world, she realized. And by the stars she knew
that night had falen. Y et it seemed to be daytime here in the heart of the city.

The bench suddenly did downward. She gasped, asthe light dimmed. They sped through a
tunnd. A few minutes|later the bench emerged on the edge of asmall lobby, brown carpet on thefloor,
three rows of padded chairs, awindow on the far sde of the room that looked out on agray metal wall
only afew metersaway. "That's our ship, Phousita,”" Nikko said, nodding toward the window. The room



was empty. The bench ferried them across the carpet to ametal door. Nikko urged her to stand.

Onthewall beside the door was an dphanumeric pad. Nikko punched acodeinto it. The door
hissed and then swung open in dow mgesty, ashield of sted aswide as Phousita's forearm. Beyond it, a
short halway edged with handrails led to an opulently furnished living room. "Home sweet home," Nikko
said. He started to lead her across the threshold, but she pulled up in sudden darm.

One of her tiny servants had come hometo her. From where? Back in the Spill, Nikko had
commanded her not to release any to the open air until they were far beyond the reach of the police. And
sheld obeyed him. Y et the servants were here, drifting like dust upon the air.

"Comeon," Nikko growled. "The ship's ready. We need to go."

"But Sandor is here”

"Of course he's here. | told you the cops were bringing him up to Castle.” He tugged at her wridt.
Phousitafought his demanding hands. "No! | haveto find him. | sworeto him | would.”

"Leave him done! He's safer without you.”

"He'snot!" She shook her head, trying to make sense of the news her tiny servants carried.
"That's not what | fed. He's afraid. He believes he'sto die very soon. The trid—it went badly.”

Nikko froze. He dropped her hand and edged away. Then he turned, grabbed a handrail, and
launched himsdlf into the ship.

Shefollowed him into the living room. They were adone. There would be no one el se aboard the
ship. Computers would guideit.

Nikko leaned over aconsole set into awooden desk on one side of the living room. He barked
ordersa it as she came up behind him. She touched her small hand againgt his back and felt him flinch.
"You'reright,” hetold her in ahollow voice. "The court found Sandor guilty of conspiracy. A party to the
theft of the Bohr Maker." Heturned to look at her, violet eyes searching, asif she kept the answer that
eluded him. "But Sandor's not guilty. The cops have to know that.”

"Maybe they want to draw you out," Phousitasaid.
Henodded dowly. "That'sit. That must beit."

"Don't go to them." She put agentle hand on hisarm to stay him. "Let'swait here afew minutes.
Thingsmay change.”

CHAPTER
16

Sandor sat huddled in the corner of abunk in awindowless cell on Castle. He stared at the walls.
They were aplush, soft gray, very businesdike. He pulled hisknees closer to his chest, breathing
shalowly. It hurt to move. It hurt to breathe. The medic who'd been in earlier said hisribs had been



broken. The shattered bone ends had punctured both hislungs. Hed been more or less dead, therein the
Soill.

He shifted, trying to find a more endurable position, but only managed to shove himsdf away
from thewall in the amost nonexistent gravity. Hislast memories before waking here were of apainless
gate of grace, lying in the mud at Phousitals feet. He had no idea how much time had passed between
now and then.

The cdll door dipped open. Two police dogs entered the little chamber, shuffling forward, their
feet never breaking contact with the floor, so that Sandor knew they'd been dedling with the micro-G all
their lives. Onetook up apost by the door. The other glided to him asif it were the family pet, shoving its
hideous head into hisface, its nostrils whuffing hot air. He started to twist away, then winced in pain.

Behind the dogs came a uniformed cop. She paused at the door, studying him with eyesthe color
of honey inapot. Her hair waslong, full, kinked and coppery; she kept it off her face with ablack sash
across her forehead—a style that seemed vaguedly African. He recognized her, of course. Mogt citizens of
the Commonwedth would. Shewasthe Chief of Police, Kirstin Adair.

She gpproached him, then knelt at the side of the bed, her gaze till fixed on hisface, studying
him asif he were some mindless exhibit sheld cometo view, and not aself-aware being at dl. Hefdt his
heart hammer in his chest. Hislungs burned.

She said: "I knew your brother Nikko. We were very close, you know."
Sandor's voice cracked. "The medic told me he was dead.”
She nodded. "Heis. Even hisghosts are gone."

Sandor thought about the copy of Nikko's ghost that had accompanied him on the flight to
Sunda, wiped out by the kem-wand of the municipa police. That had been hisfault. If he'd followed
Nikko'sadvice, if hed stayed in the terminal, maybe things would have been dl right. Maybe the loca
copswould have left him aone and—

"Why did you let Nikko get you involved in thismess?'

He blinked and looked up at Kirgtin, suddenly aware that his attention had wandered. "What
mess?' he asked. "Why am | under arrest? | didn't do anything. | was assaulted by the municipa policein
Sunda. Why aren't you following up on that? Why am | here?’

Kirgin's heavy lipsturned in adight, hungry smilethat belied her kindly voice and made him
shiver. "You'reinvolved in avery serious crime, Sandor. Y ou're presently in possession of anillega
Maker that isfunctioning as abeacon insde your body, continuoudy shedding information packets that
advertise your pogition. Weve identified it as a derivative of an antique Maker whose pattern was stolen
from policefiles." Her eyebrowsrosein question. "Are you expecting arescue?’

"No!" Sandor blurted out. He gazed at her in stunned disbdlief. "I don't know anything about a
stolen Maker. I've never accessed policefiles. | don't—"

His protest broke off in mid-sentence. Once again he was seeing the odd little glands on
Phousital's hands. He felt acold sweat bresk out across his face. " She was poisoned,” he whispered.
"She didn't know what she had.”

"Y ou mean Phousita, don't you?"

He stared at Kirstin, dread flowing like cold water through hisveins. "Did you arrest her too?”"



Kirgtin's expression stiffened into a macabre facamile of asmile. "Y ou'rein very serioustrouble,”
shetold him. "The research scientist who committed the theft named you as awillful accomplice.”

"No! That'salie. | don't even know—"

Sheinterrupted him, her voice gentle, sympathetic, ingstent. "Y ou ressted arrest by the Sunda
police”
"No. They never gave me achanceto—"

"Y ou refused to cooperate with their lawful interrogation. Y ou escaped from their custody by
employing anillegd physiologica modification. Immediately following your escape, you joined your
accomplice, this Phousita. How long have you known her?'

"She wasn't my accomplice. | didn't know her a al, until then. The municipal police assaulted
me! She helped me survive.”

"Helped you? By turning over to you anillegad Maker. How much did you pay her for that?"
"| didn't pay her anything. I'm not part of anything. Neither isshe.”

"You deny it?"

"Of coursel deny it."

"Yet you carry anillegal Maker. How do you explain that?"

"Have you ever been down there? It'sa sewer of illega Makers. Why don't your officersdo
anything about that ?'

"Why were you named as an accomplice?"
"How should | know? | don't even know the person who was supposed to have—"

"Enough!” Kirdin said. Sheroseto her feet, her eyesflashing. "1 was hoping you'd give me some
reason to stay your execution. After dl, you're only achild."

Sandor felt his heart trip. " Execution...!" hewhispered.

"Thejudiciary hasaready ruled againg you. Y our origina body at the mausoleum on Summer
House has already been destroyed.”

IIYOLI Ca’]'t—"

"We haveto, Sandor. The laws of the Commonwedth were not made lightly. And it isthe duty
of the police to enforce them with an asolute hand.”

* k%

Kirgin felt atrifle dgected as she left Sandor's cell, the two police dogs at her hedls. She'd had
Sandor interrogated before he'd been returned to full awareness, but he'd revealed no more under the
unconscious influence of drugs than he had under the consciousinfluence of fear. Whatever he might have
known must have been lost when the municipa police destroyed his atrium. She liked her casesto close
nestly. A confession would have quieted the protests from Summer House. And a confession might have
led to bigger game in the corporate hierarchy.

A motion sensor followed her progress down the corridor, past other, unoccupied cells. After



assessing her identity, it opened a second locked door, and let her through. A handler waited on the
other sde. He leashed the dogs and led them away, leaving her alone in the narrow passages of the
detention facility. The musky scent of the animals clung to the air. For amoment, Kirstin wondered if
Sandor might redlly beinnocent of conspiracy. Not that it mattered.

Molecular law was not asystem of justice, it was a system of enforcement. Personal innocence
could not be amitigating factor. The judiciary could only be concerned with persond involvement. If an
individud carried anillega Maker, that individua must suffer the consequences, or the use of illegd
Makers would spread beyond the ability of the police to control them. In thisway, molecular law was
anadogousto naturd law: shove someone over atall diff, and that individua,, though personally innocent,
would ill die. There was no mercy in the application of the law of gravity. There could be no mercy in
the gpplication of Commonwesdth law.

Sandor Jiang-Tibayan wasin possession of anillega Maker derived from the Bohr Maker. The
seriousness of this association aone had persuaded the magistrate to consider this as apotentia capital
case. When police attempts to eradicate the derivative Maker failed, the verdict of execution was
assured. But at that point the case might have been considered only second-degree termina: Sandor's
origind physical copy at Summer House aswell as his ghosts might have been spared if they could be
shown to befree of agmilar violation.

Enter the factor of willfulness: Sandor had been named by VVan Ness as an accomplice. HEd
escaped from the custody of the Sundamunicipa police, thus avoiding arrest by the Commonwedlth
Police. And upon his escape hed immediately appeared in the company of Phousita, the mule Van Ness
had used to carry the Maker.

Sandor's protestations of innocence didn't count for much against the roster of his actions.
Besdes, memories could be edited. Eveniif he couldn't recdl participating in aconspiracy, he obvioudy
had. Willfulness elevated the case to afirst-degree capitd offense, in which al physica and eectronic
manifestations were forfet.

Kirstin might have introduced some doubt by reporting Nikko's confession at Summer House.
But why confuse the issue? At that point, Nikko had known himself to be a condemned man, and heldd
had nothing to lase by lying about his brother'sinvolvement. Sheld thought it best to omit his testimony
from her report.

With no legally acceptable proof of Sandor'sinnocence, the verdict was unavoidable: execution
in entirety, with serilization of dl remains.

Aloneinthe corridor, Kirgtin'sthoughts turned to Fox, and she smiled. Thirty-one years ago hed
mocked the law, using bribery and coercion to win the research permit that alowed Nikko's existence.
Kirgtin had been making him pay for that victory ever snce. Thiswas one more installment on the debt.
But not the last. Oh no. The score wasn't even yet.

*k*

The termination chamber was another cozy gray room, equipped with soft white furnishings. Six
chairs had been arranged in an arc for the audience. Three of them were dready occupied by uniformed
police officers, chatting idly as Sandor was led into the room. Kirstin Adair was one of them. She
glanced a him, then leaned over to whisper with the other two officers.

The guard who escorted Sandor nudged his elbow, indicating that he should Sit in a seventh chair,
onethat faced the others. He obeyed numbly, pulling himself down into the chair. The painin hisribswas
excruciating. He watched as hisarms and legs were strapped into place. Then the medic came and



insarted an 1V into hisforearm.

He closed hiseyes, tdling himself that thiswas only adream. It could not be redl. Very soon now
he would wake up. But thefiery pain around hislungs bdlied that. Why hadn't the medic given him
something for the pain? Love and Nature. Love and Nature. They'd give him something soon enough.

Hetried to dow hisragged breathing, knowing held fed better if he could manage it. But he was
too scared to concentrate. His heart fluttered unevenly. He felt nauseous. Wake up! he commanded
himsdlf. Wake up!

He heard the chamber door dide open. He looked up, to see Marevic Chun dart into the room.
Immediately, his hopesfixed on her. Lovely, fragile Marevic Chun. The president of Summer House at
Earth. She knew the cops. She knew the system. She could get him out of this. She had to!

She glided gtraight to Kirgtin; touched the arm of Kirgtin's chair to stop her forward motion.
"Chief Adair, you must delay this barbarous execution! Stop it at once, or | warn you, you'll endanger
your position. | have amagistrate considering this case. I've offered you copious notes derived from
Nikko'sown filesthat prove Sandor had no involvement in this case. Y ou must reconsider.”

Kirgtin looked around irritably. "Marevic. Have you found a copy of Nikko's ghost?'
Marevic froze. Her dark eyes became obsidian.

Kirgin sad: "A magistrate has dready ruled that the noteswhich you clam beong to Nikko
cannot be admitted as evidence. They are aslikely to be forgeries as anything else. It'stoo easy to blame
adead man. Unless you can produce aghost to testify to the validity of your evidence, it can't be
consdered.”

"But acourt is congdering it. And you have amorad duty to delay this execution so long asthat
court isgill perusing theissue.”

The Chief of Police gazed up, her expression annoyed. "The only issueinthiscase” shesad, "is
whether or not the Board of Directors of Summer House—yoursdf included—had prior knowledge of
thiscrime”

Marevic'slipsmet in athin, hard line. "We had no involvement." She sat down in one of the
empty seats. Her angry gaze fixed on Sandor. "I'm sorry,” shesaid in acam, cold voice. "I've done
everything | could.”

It took a moment before he realized she was addressing him. When he did, hiswhole body
began to shake. Marevic was giving up! Shewas giving up. His breath surged in and out of hislungs. He
fet himsdf sraining againgt the straps. ™Y ou can't say that!" he screamed at her. "1 didn't commit any
crime”

"It'sdl right," Phoudtasad.

His head snapped up asif it had been yanked in anoose. His wild gaze searched the room, but
shewas nowhere to be seen.

"It'sdl right," shesaid again. "l know how to carry you now."
He had no functioning atrium. She had no atrium. She could not be with him.
Phousita? hethought.



She didn't respond. He tipped his head back and studied the ceiling. Odd, silent tears dipped out
of hiseyes. Hethought of hiswalk through the airport termina in Sunda, of thelittle girl with the begging
bowl! and of how much hislife had changed. It seemed like magic.

Phousita believed in magic. Where was she now?

A wave of dizziness swept across him and he sagged back againgt the chair. "It's all right,"”
Phousitawhispered again. He smiled. He didn't believe her, but it was good to hear her voice,

Someone tugged lightly onthelV line. His eyesfluttered open. He half expected to see Phousita.
He blinked hard, struggling to focus hissight. But it was only the medic, adjusting the flow rate onthe IV.
"Thepainisgone," hetold the medic. Hiswords were durred. She looked at him fearfully and backed
away. He stared after her. Something was wrong with him, he redlized. The dizziness was getting worse.
It filled hisearswith aroar and arush....

His head snapped up. He was awake again, aert. His gaze swept acrossthe gallery. Kirstin was
garing at him, adark, suspicious frown on her face, asif held suddenly become something dangerous.
Marevic looked scared, her smdl frame pressed into the seat asif she could hide hersdf there.

One of the uniformed officers sitting with Kirstin cleared histhroat impatiently. Kirstin glanced at
him, then nodded. "Proceed," she said.

Sandor |ooked around. The medic had left the room. A stranger in surgical scrubs stood in her
place. At Kirgin'sword, he plucked a syringe from awaiting tray. Calmly, methodicdly, he injected the
contentsinto the tube feeding into Sandor'sarm.

Sandor's eyes widened. He stiffened reflexively as the poison rushed down the tube. His thoughts
fled home. "I'm sorry, Fox," he whispered.

Hetried to keep awake, tried to count. One, two, three, four, f—

*k*

Phousita stood swaying, just insdethelock of thelittle ship. Nikko stood behind her, hardly
breathing, his anxiety adrug exuded into the air to keep her aert.

Phousitafdt hersalf looking down upon towers, upon gardens. Her vison was aswide asthe
city. Somewhere, not far, her tiny servants steamed off Sandor like vapors off avolcanic vent. They
returned to her in guds:

She saw him walking anarrow corridor, his hands shackled to hissides, police dogs at his hedls.
Every breath made fierce by pain.

She saw him seated, bound, terrified.
Knew hishope; hisdespair.
Then shewasingde him.

She became an insect, no larger than agrain of dust. On her back, like aminute pearl nestled
between her wings, she carried an empty world. She set the world down and began to pray, and soon a
snake wound down to her from out of the firmament, athread of story, twisted, knotted, turning back
upon itself, mile after mile of it coiling down toward her. She scuttled aside and watched the head of the
snakefdl into the basket of her world. The threadlike body followed, settling in neat coils. She guided it
with her insect feet and watched her world fill with days, with years. More. With life. Down, down, down



the thread of the snake came, until she began to fear it would be too much, more than she could carry.
Thenthelast link of the snake collgpsed into her globe and it wasfull. Shelooked up anxioudy, but the
sky overhead was empty. So she rubbed her papery wings together and swallowed the world. Then she
rose into the sky and flew home.

*k*

Phousitaturned to Nikko. She felt as numb and cold and sterile asthe air that nurtured this city.
Whoever had started the rumor that Heaven could be found at the end of the Highway had been afoal.
Shelooked into Arif'sfearful eyes, till waiting for asense of joy, afeding of triumph to envelop her. It
didn't come. Perhaps she wastoo tired to fed anything.

"Sandor'swith me now," she said to the ghost that parasitized Arif. "We can go."

CHAPTER
17

As Chief of Policeit wasKirgin's prerogetivetofill al the executive positions on her staff, save
one—the Director of Interna Security. Allende was a Congressiona appointee; hisloyaty was given to
the Committee on Molecular Law and Police Matters, and not to the force itsalf. So it came asno
aurprise to Kirstin when the Congressiond dog finaly howled to his masters. Indeed, sheld anticipated it.
Thetime was right to bring the matter of the Bohr Maker to the attention of awider audience.

So shetook her place willingly at the witness table in the Congressiona hearing room, her
expression atentively polite as the obscure senator chairing the investigation finaly came round to his
point.

"Chief Adair, this committee has been charged with investigating the report of a serious breach in

police security. Weve asked you to attend today to confirm or deny whether such an incident has taken
place”

Kirstin nodded dowly, still absorbing an abstract of the senator's biography from her atrium.
Congressiond representatives could serve only asingle, one-year term in the Commonwedlth offices on
Cadtle. They were as ephemerd as celebrities, and Kirgtin rarely came to know them asindividuals.
According to hisbio, this one was a conservative corporate member out of Julevy-On, a professed
staunch supporter of molecular law enforcement who'd voted to her direction three of the last four times
she'd bothered to make her opinion known in the capitol rooms. She anticipated an easy afternoon.

"Yes, Senator," shesaid. "An incident has occurred.”

He nodded, asif to congratulate himsalf for having gone straight to the source by summoning her
here. "Would you please explain the exact nature of the incident?”

"Yes, ar." Sheld be happy to do that. The raw facts would be enough to frighten these senators
and buy her afree hand in the investigation. ™Y ou may be familiar with a device popularly known asthe
Bohr Maker. It's an enhancing Maker that was retrieved from the body of the convicted crimind,
Leander Bohr. It'san adaptive artificid intelligence, imbued with Bohr's talentsin molecular design. It will
modify the body of itshog, alowing that individua to become alitera molecular factory, capable of



producing Makersfor nearly any function, including camouflage, espionage, and assault. Although it'san
antique, the police have never been able to devise aMaker of smilar talents, because to do so would
require the revocation of current statutes limiting the independence of artificid intelligences.”

The committee chair frowned, his expression one of open concern. "So in effect you're saying the
Bohr Maker isanillegd atificid inteligence.”

"That's right. Its capacity for independent action exceeds statute limits."
"Soit'ssmarter than police Makers."

"Intelligenceisathorny issue, Senator, intelligent behavior being so dependent on natural ingtinct,
which thisMaker lacks. Let us say instead that it would be more adaptive than police Makers."

"And better armed.”

"It'spossble" she admitted, with ddliberate reluctance. She didn't want the populace to think she
lacked confidence. They would be voting for her againin ayear.

"Could you explain that answer?' the senator asked.

"Of course. The Bohr Maker has no core persondity and therefore it has no inherent ambitions
or ingincts. Its developmentd direction is determined entirely by the personality of its hogt. If it attaches
itself toawarrior, it will develop awarlike demeanor.”

"And hasthat happened, Chief Adair?'

"Our best evidence indicates not. On the contrary, the Maker seemsto have taken up residence
inthemind of anilliterate progtitute.”

There was atitter from the gallery—asmall corpored audience, mostly students come to observe
government in action. Of course the dectronic audience would beimmensely larger.

Kirgin waited for the sounds of amusement to subside before she continued. "Thelifestyle of this
prostitute hasled her to ingtinctively hide from the police. She's used the Maker'staentsto aid her in this
process, making her apprehension difficult.”

"lent it true that your one attempt to arrest her resulted in disaster?”

Kirgtin smiled indulgently. " Police operations are dways unpredictable, Sir. Our investigation led
usto thelocation of the suspect. Because it wasin aterritory outside the Commonwedth, it waslegally
necessary for usto inform thelocal government of our activities ahead of time. Unfortunatdly, a sense of
nationalism afflicted thelocd police force. They resented our intrusion, and sought to settle the problem
themsalves, in their own way. Ther interference prevented us from making the arrest.”

"But isnt it true that this illiterate progtitute’ incapacitated over twenty police dogs?'

There was agasp from the gdlery, and for thefirst time Kirstin felt aflash of annoyance. That
bastard Allende hadn't eft anything out when held squedled to his Senate masters.

"lsn't thistrue?' the Senator pressed.
"Yes, gr. It istrue. The dogs were drugged into atemporary state of somnolence.”

"They were madeto deep?’ Again, atitter from the audience.



"Y%"
"And whereisthisilliterate progtitute now?"

"We don't know, Senator. She could be anywhere."

*k*

In hindsight, the flaw in the arrest procedure was obvious. They'd pushed Phousitatoo hard.
They'd forced her to strike back. Like agame of coevolution, when predator shapes prey and prey
shapes predator, they'd forced her to adopt an aggressive defense. And now that she'd become
acquainted with her capacities, would she maintain her newly acquired aggressive nature? Or would she
revert to her inoffensve former sdf?

To answer that question, Kirgtin had detained Zeke Choy once again, questioning him extensively
on the subject of Phousitas personality. Hisfina comment still haunted her: "I can tell you what she was
like. But that isn't going to mean much anymore. Because when | knew her she wasn't a messianic
healer. When | knew her, she hadn't yet seen her family burned alive. When | knew her, she feared
police dogs. | don't know her now."

Phousita had literaly disappeared. The dogs could recover no trace of her. The Gates reported
no sgn of her. Even the rumor millsin the Spill were hel pless, running on fase, frantic tlesthat falled to
explain thefate of their vanished sorceress.

Thetrail wasworse than cold. It was nonexistent.

Kirstin thought of her dayswith Leander Bohr. Leander had always used the Maker righteoudly,
in the service of the Goddess. Hed never used it to violate the body of the Mother, or sought to change
her natural order. Thered been no harm in him. But how many people could she say that about?

Sheld dreamed of Nikko this morning. In the dream sheld entered his apartment at Summer
House. Not aone thistime, but with a contingent of officers as backup. They'd al worn isolation suits.
They'd bombed the room with assault Makers, the best in the police arsend, programmed to destroy any
Makers not bearing the latest police identity code. Nikko had been hanging by hislong blue toes upside
downin atree. Hed laughed at her. Then hed waved hishand in theair. A moment and her isolation suit
began to dissolve. He waved his hand again. She fdt her body changing. When sheraised her fist against
him in agesture of defiance, shewas aghast to find it armored in enameled blue.

She did not believe Nikko was dead. Somehow, somewhere, his consciousness must still exist.
Somehow, somewhere, he must be pursuing Phousitajust as shewas.

She no longer believed Phousitawas till in the Spill. Messiahs were notorioudy difficult creatures
to hide, yet Phousita could not be tracked even through rumors.

So Phousita had |eft the Spill, and that meant she could be anywhere, in contact with anyone.

Fear was an emotion Kirgtin had not experienced in many years. It caught her by surprise when it
came. When she redlized what this pounding heart, thisfluttering gut meant, she reacted in irritation. She
wastoo old for fear! If she couldn't find Phousita directly, then sheld haveto do it in aroundabout
way—hy finding Nikko first, whatever was left of him.

To Summer House, then.

She prepared her ghost, and departed.



**k*

Over three minutes e apsed in objective time, but to her it seemed only amoment before she
arived in the atrium of the police captain on Summer House—an undistinguished administrator who had
command of ahandful of on-gite officers. She continued to consult his biography. The captain had been
born in the EC sixty-seven years ago and so he had no natal corporate affiliation. He'd been assigned to
Summer House for the past year, and was presently due to move on.

"Have you enjoyed your stay here at Summer House?' she asked him.

He seemed taken aback by the question. Severa seconds passed before he came up with an
answer. "It's been anice assgnment,” he managed at last.

"Corporate membership in Summer House is notorioudy difficult for outsidersto obtain,” she
sad. "Yet many of our officerswho've served here have been offered that privilege at the end of their
tour of duty." Shelet him think about that, while she watched the anxiety grow in hiseyes. "Such a
Stuation naturally leads usto wonder what favors our officers might be doing for the Board of Directors
here, to earn the privilege of corporate membership.”

His cheeks seemed to go hollow. "Theranks of the Commonwedth Police are full of many fine
individuas. Just because the House recognizes that, it doesn't imply acrime.”

"Have you been offered a corporate membership?’

Sweet actualy appeared on hisbrow. "I have been," he said iffly. "I haven't decided whether to
accept it."

Hadn't decided? Right. It amazed her that such a transparent man had risen so far in the ranks of
the police. But if hisloyalties had already been taken over by the House, she would need to find another
mulefor her investigation.

"Thereare somethings1'd liketo look into here," shetold him. "But | know you're much too
busy to assst me. I'll summon one of your officersinstead.”

"Yes, maam." He seemed more nervous than ever.

She turned her attention away from him, to scan the personnel roster, checking the political
backgrounds of the on-site officers. She moved from one entry to the next in growing dismay. Every one
of them harbored radical sympathies! Apparently the House had been exerting considerable influence
over posting procedures.

She made no effort to hide her anger from the police captain. But apparently he didn't trust his
comradesin her presence, because he stepped forward with a political solution.

"Might | suggest instead ... well, it sounds like an insult, but you could access the House plexusin
complete privacy if you rode one of the animals.” Kirgtin must have looked puzzled, because the captain
immediately added an explanation. "Monkeys and birds and such," he said. "The House has doctored a
few of 'em with dave atriums. Y ou can ride insde their heads and send ‘em where you want to go. And
of course you'll have full accessto the plexus.”

"I'm familiar with dave atriums," Kirstin said. "They've been used by corporate pirates for
decadesin the rape of Mother Earth.”

"Yes, maam."



"But | suppose the House uses them only for research.”
"Werefar from the Mother here, maam.”

Kirstin raised an annoyed eyebrow. Y et the proposd intrigued her; it would alow her to examine
the House plexus without interference. And despite the captain'sfears, she had no interest just now in
investigating the didoyalties of her forces on Summer House.

"Wevedl kinds of animas," the police captain said, sensing her interest. "But the baboons are
best. Big and smart. Let meroll acatdog for you."

Datafed into Kirgin'smind. It felt asif she were remembering in alinear way the highlights of a
long ligt of anima hogts. "What's that?' she asked suddenly, and theroll paused. "Back search for
Jang-Tibayan," she said, and found hersalf considering ababoon by the name of Sax.

"Oh," the officer said, asif Kirgtin had committed asocia blunder. " Some of the monkeys are,
well... kind of like pets, | guess. Seg, it saysin theligting, that one belongsto Sandor Jang-Tibayan."

"Not anymore," she pointed out coldly. "I'll have that one."
"Mdam—"

She didn't stay to hear the captain's objections. The routine was easy enough to adopt. She
issued a code for the monkey's address, and downl oaded.

*k*

Sax woke up with a start. He'd been degping with his head on afemal€'s rump, but when Kirstin
entered his atrium, he stood up abruptly, stretching like adog and sniffing expectantly at the forest air.
Awaiting an old master? Kirstin wondered.

The baboon pair was at rest on what might have been a horizontal section of heartwood, part of
the supporting "bones’ of Summer House. The humus-covered surface was heavily forested and
oppressively hot under ashimmering blue swath of artificid sky that hung not a hundred meters overhead.
Sax sat back down on his haunches and started grooming the female.

Kirgtin took afew minutesto accustom hersdlf to her new sensory environment. She enjoyed
sght of ahuman quadity while scenting with ababoon's skill—a fascinating change. The captivating odor
of the femae mixed with intoxicating vapors from overripefruit, and a heavy, pervasive sweetness so
intensethat it must be issuing from some treein full flower. Other scents she couldn't even guess &,
because though the baboon's perceptions belonged to her, its knowledge did not. Not yet. She sought an
atrium notebook, wondering if it might house adictionary that she could subsume,

The atrium notebook.

Sandor's atrium notebook. The boy had been guildess by dl reports, yet devoted to Nikko.
What persond information had he seen fit to record?

She summoned the index and began to look through the listings. She found the dictionary. And a
file on the behavior of the baboons (they were an artificia descendant of an African species of forest
baboon). There was an extengve collection of private materia: reminiscences, poems, descriptive
writings on the forest, half-formed ideas for research, molecular histories, acalendar. And severd short
fileswith peculiar names: Bird Park, Rat Heaven, Budding Bears, Eve's Wall.... And then: Nikko's
Score.



Kirgtin opened thislast file. It was another list of Smilar nonsense: Lizard Fruit, Bat Berries,
Fish Sones.... Each entry was accompanied by abrief description, as Solar Flies: observed hatch out
from grapelike fruit cluster on seed tree in outer forest, prox. 400m S tether center-point, 60m W.
Slver wings unfurl like butterfly, but crawl, don't fly. Designer: C. Furui. Background check fails!
Christy never got approval on solar flies! No genesis. Nikko, you liar.

But the other entries had apparently been corroborated. Animals sprouting from plants, or
hatching from rocks, or emerging from heartwood. Biogenesis of adult organisms.

Nikko and Sandor seemed to have enjoyed a running competition to see who could locate the
most sites of active genesis. Why not simply consult corporate records? Kirstin wondered. She queried
Summer House. But no matter how she phrased her question, the House denied her any information on
biogenesis. Corporate privilege, shewastold. The House was not at al impressed by her status asan
investigating police officer. All queries into this subject must first be authorized by corporate
officials, or information will be denied.

Corporate privilege. Limit the available information, and locating Sites of biogenesisbecame a
kind of Easter egg hunt. She reviewed thelist again. Eve's Wall sounded provocative: Evita Rodriguez
doubled herself here! Sax scented her the day before she emerged. This has to be worth two
points. More, if you're a cop. But an entry under alater date dampened Kirgtin'sinterest: Board of
Directors furious; site dormant.

Amongst the other entries, Bird Park was closest. Chandelier tree, protected from predation.
Adults of various avian species observed emerging from genesis pods. Nearly inaccessible; birds
safe from predators while plumage dries. Designer: P. Cartmin.

Kirgtin decided to have alook at it. She was wondering how to steer Sax in the proper direction
when the anima stood up again and started waking dowly down the branch.

Kirgin had never utilized adave atrium before. Never had she encountered such an intimate form
of trangportation. She experienced the play of the baboon's strong, lean muscles asit walked on all fours
down the forest highway. The soft, cool fed of the humus under powerful hands. The rough, gnarly
texture of bark against furred skin as Sax clambered over atree root. The grunt of the femae asshe
finaly got up and began to follow. Fascinating.

Sax jumped suddenly, taking Kirstin by surprise. He legpt off the heartwood and caught alarge
branch heavy with fruit. The branch grew from atree rooted in ameadow somefifty feet below. Sax
plucked one of the fruits and took abite out of it while the branch bobbed and swayed under hisweight.
Kirstin recognized the taste and texture of mango.

Shefdt herself being drawn in by the charm of this place. Forcefully, she reminded hersdlf that
thisforest was not the Mother. It was an artificial construct, full of artificid life, desgned by Fox
Jang-Tibayan who thought he could improve upon the Goddess.

She dipped into command mode and tried to forcefully guide the monkey's limbs toward Bird
Park. The method worked for about three seconds. She got Sax to drop the mango seed. He looked up,
and reached out with amonkey paw for an overhead branch. But she overestimated his reach and the
poor animd's hand closed on nothing. Sax fdll forward, tumbling out of the tree. Kirgtin fled command
mode, returning control of the body to the monkey. Sax recovered ingtantly, catching alower branchin
his paws, then clambering back up to the female who was screeching at him from the heartwood.

Kirgtin sghed interndly. Obvioudy, the monkey should guideitself. But how to get around? She
examined the system. Between passive observer and active command modes there lay an intermediate



level of communication with the monkey. Thiswould alow dl specific movementsto come under the
baboon's control, but the rider could influence the monkey to movein adesired direction, or evento
proceed to a preprogrammed destination. How thoroughly had Sandor trained this monkey?

Bird Park, Kirstin urged experimentaly. And to her surprise, Sax began to move. Bird Park,
she thought again, more passionately thistime, and Sax began to scamper aong the heartwood with the
happy abandon of achild at play. Bird Park! Thefemae pursued, dapping at his rump whenever he
alowed her to catch up.

Along the heartwood they ran, for nearly aquarter mile beforeit finally branched. Sax took the
smaller fork, followed it for only afew hundred yards until they'd cleared the patch of sky just overhead,
then he started to climb. Once Kirstin ordered him to stop, so she could gaze &t the glowing blue oval,
one of hundreds of little bits of sky that brought light to al levels of the vertical forest. Thisclose, Kirgtin
could see thefaint shapes of aquatic creatures moving inddethe light. Curious, she consulted the House.
Y es, the skies were a so aguatic habitats, populated with organisms adapted to the bright, warm waters
of tropical sees. Artificiad congructionsin an artificid world.

Bird Park! she commanded Sax, and the monkey sprang upward.

They climbed beyond the sky. A meadow grew on its upper surface, cut through by atiny stream
that fell inamisty spray of water to aclear pool hollowed out of abranch of heartwood. There was no
visble outlet from the pool, so Kirstin surmised that the water drained into the heartwood's transit
sysem.

They went on.

The forest changed gradualy asthey climbed, becoming wetter until Sax began to dip on the
mosses that clothed the branches of the trees. A breeze started to blow, and tendrils of mist floated past.
The breeze freshened, setting the branches swaying dowly up and down.

What happened when atree fell? Kirgtin wondered. Sheld seen the trunks of small treesthat had
falen, clothed in moss and fungi and epiphytic plants, wedged against the roots or branches of other
trees. But what happened when aforest giant, rooted in the heartwood, toppled? Or was the House too
young to have ever experienced that particular disaster?

The girth of the branches Sax choseto climb had thinned. They'd gone up as high asthey could
on atree whose canopy blazed in orange flowers. Sax looked down. Kirgtin saw athin weave of
branches below him, and then aroute of heartwood, at least three hundred feet below. She quailed. Sax

leapt.

Kirgtin wanted to close her eyes and scream, but of course neither response was possible. The
monkey remained undisturbed. 1t caught aflexible green branch no thicker than Kirgtin's finger, and hung
ontoit, bobbing up and down like achild at the end of abell rope. His presence startled aflock of large
fruit bats that had been roosting on the pendul ous branches. They flapped away with cumbersome
strokes, disappearing briefly behind athin vell of leaves before they emerged into the open air, whedling
ingreet circlesasif they couldn't decide where to go. Beyond them Kirgtin could see the
window-perforated wall of the apartment complex.

Sax climbed the pendulous branch. 1t was part of atree that grew upside down, hanging like an
elegant chandelier on atrunk barbed with thorns and glinting with amoist gdl. The trunk was suspended
from heartwood; it looked to be at least two hundred meterslong. The brancheswere al pendulous,
whip-thin green cords like the one Sax climbed. They were sparsdly leafed but heavily in fruit with green,
gourdlike pods that ranged from the size of afist to the size of acoconut. A few of the pods had turned



red. Sax climbed until he drew even with alarge green pod. Then he leapt through space once again,
grabbed abranch, and sat down upon the pod like a child seated on aswing. He didn't seem inclined to
journey further.

Bird Park? Kirstin wondered, but of course Sax didn't respond.

If thiswas Bird Park, it certainly didn't deserve its name. There were amost no birds around.
Just apair of little finchesin dull green plumage squabbling over aperch on atiny red pod. Kirgtin
watched them, and after a moment she noticed that the red pod had a crack in it. Another pod, farther
down on the same branch, had dready split open, its shell pedling back like the petals of aflower. A bird
hung ingdeit. A little green bird. It was suspended by its feet, twitching occasionaly, itswings making
frantic flapping motions every few seconds. Its plumage |ooked unkempt, somewhat wet and sticky. At
first Kirgtin thought it had been trapped by the flower/pod, which must be of a carnivorous nature, and if
she sat here the whole dow afternoon, she would see the petals close over the sorry victim. But no. As
she watched, the bird's movements became more vigorous. Soon it was swaying back and forth asif it
hung from atrapeze, and findly it dropped free, flapped itswings, and shot into the forest, the other small
birdsin noisy pursuit.

So thiswas a biogenesistree. Kirstin watched the red pod with the crack in it for over an hour.
When theflower findly opened, it revedled atiny brown hummingbird. The cresture revved itswingsfor
afew minutes, then flew off into the forest.

She watched it go, her mind troubled by the implications. Automated biogenesis. An artificia
world that could bring forth its own life, dmost ingtantly, apparently without immediate supervison.
Dangerous. But not illegd, so long asthe biologica machinery wasn't devel oping the design. That would
be aviolation of Commonwealth covenants. Nonhuman intelligences could not be sdf-aware or act
without grict direction. Thiswas probably just amanufacturing process, under strict control. And yet,
and yet...

Shefindly pinpointed the source of her growing alarm. Thistaent had no purpose. Not here on
Summer House anyway, where the forest community was reportedly self-sustaining or so the line of
propagandawent. Then where?

The answer cameto her immediately: anywhere; everywhere.

If the corporation wanted to duplicate the House, what would be the best way to go about it?
Follow the same process of tria and error, setback and failure that had led to the origina? Or create a
program employing al that had been learned in the design of Summer House? Could dl of that be coiled
into one package? An egg that could hatch aworld? Ddlivered by automated machinery.

Another thought swiftly followed; an even darker thought. In al that greet, winding,
cross-referenced chain of data, might the pattern and personaof one Nikko Jiang-Tibayan be hidden?

The possihility left her oddly cam. She could fed the hand of the Mother guiding her. Caution,
the Goddess seemed to whisper. Move slowly. Indeed. She must not aert Fox to her suspicions. He
must have no chance to erase evidence before she could investigate. But how to conduct an
investigation? The staff on Summer House could not be trusted. No, anew staff must be brought in.

She would route a police ship to Summer House, one with a proven commander. It might be
severa weeks before the new staff could reach the city, but the evidence would wait. Given the political
climate, Fox couldn't be thinking of recovering Nikko for tens, possibly hundreds of years. She would
have more than enough time to trap Fox in his own schemes.



CHAPTER
18

Nikko awoke with astart. How could he have been deeping? It wasn't possible. Even when
Arif's body subsided toward deep, his own consciousness would continue. He was an electronic
program, aghost. He was not Arif. And yet he'd been deeping.

He sat up. He found himself on aplush pdlet, on the floor of one of the ship'stwo cabins. The
wallswere tuned to amock-up of the forested interior of Summer House in s mulated moonlight; soft
insect sounds rolled out of the air. The bedding was crumpled, and it stank, asif heldd inhabited it for

days.

Phousita stood in the door, watching him. She was dressed in new clothes: agold breastcloth,
and awhite sarong stitched with flowers of red and gold. Her hair hung down her back in along, black
cascade. Nikko fdt hisfist clench. "What did you do to me?' he growled.

"I'm sorry," shesaid. "But | had to. Y ou'rekilling Arif. Can't you fed what you're doing to him?
Y ou'reviolating him. He can't ¢and it. He can't.”

"So you made him deep? Y ou made me deep too? How'd you do that?"
"l wove adream for you, and fed it to the atrium.”

"Y ou synthesized the sensory input? For how long? How long, Phousita? | don't even remember
leaving Cadtlel™

"Threedays," she sad. "Werefar from Castle now. Were safe. You haveto let Arif go.”

His bladder felt ready to burst. He staggered to the head and relieved himsdlf. Arif's body ill
seemed awkward to him: too short, too tightly muscled. But very strong. Strong enough to put hisfist
through thewall. He resisted the impulse. Instead, he pulled on apair of shorts, then dug the camera
pack out of his briefcase and strapped it on.

Asan higtorian, he was very conscious of the political shock waves the theft of the Bohr Maker
might generate. At minimum, the historical record he was compiling would demondirate to every citizen
what agauzy thing police "security” must dways be. Beyond that, anything was possible. Inaworld
where police Makers were no longer supreme, what law could be enforced? He could envison the
Commonwedlth crumbling around him, an outmoded fortress to be ripped apart molecule by molecule,
opening the way to anew and unpredictable torrent of social change.

He touched the small control pad on his chest strap. The cameralensreared up on itstentacle,
then the Dull Intelligence guided it around to focus on hisface. He gazed at the glassy eye, then began to
dictate.

"Phousitatells me I've been adeep for three days. If that's so, then I've commanded Arif's body
sx days." He hesitated at that statistic. For six days heéld kept the dave atrium in command mode.
Without respite. Never letting Arif assert hisown will. Actualy denying him existence.



Six days.

"Loveand Nature," he whispered. "1 would never have done that to the animas on Summer
House"

The camera stared blankly. His gaze cut away. He glanced at the cabin door, then wandered out
to the living room in search of Phousita

She emerged from the kitchen, carrying atray that held ahuge, steaming platter. A swest, spicy
odor filled the room. Nikko suddenly redlized this body was very hungry. But Phousita had already
known that. He felt a sudden flash of anger at the way sheéld anticipated him.

She st the platter on alow table. "The ship's kitchen has made food for you. Come edt. Y ou
must carefor Arif'sbody.”

"I had no choice, you know," hetold her defiantly. "It wasthe only way | could get you out of the
Sill."

She glanced at him, her gaze softly chiding. Even Phousitaknew that it was possibleto ride an
anima without being in command mode; that it was possible to occupy an atrium only as an observer.
"Pleaseedt.”

Heglared a her, stubborn asachild, refusing what he really wanted. "What happened to
Sandor?' he demanded.

"He'swith me." She knelt beside the table, across from the platter of food. Her handslay pam
up in her lap, one nested in the other. Thetiny glands shone like drops of water.

"What do you mean heswith you? Did they execute him?”

"Yes. But | contain him, like a seed.”

"His pattern’?"

She nodded. "Thereisaway to reduce the information of aman into along, knotted string.”

"Condensed data. Can you really do that?' Could onetiny cell contain all the information
necessary to construct a human being? That was the myth helived by. He swallowed hard. "Can you
restore him?'

"l don't know yet." Her gaze shifted minutely, asif held touched a sore point. "Come edt. You
must carefor Arif'sbody.”

Arif's body. Shewouldn't let him forget it.

He sat down on the carpet. She'd brought him diced white megat laden with oils and spices,
served in apapaya shdl, with fruits al around. He picked up the chopsticks and began eating.

The flavor seemed to explode in his mouth: luscious fats; protein-laden meat. As he ate he
watched Phousita. She sat beside him, her eyes demurely downcast. But she would glance at him
occasiondly from under her long lashes, with an inquiring look, asif to ask Was the food good? Was
everything all right?

He'd come to know her on the long ride up the elevator. She was a precious thing. So sweet. So
pretty. Y et she made him nervous. He was afraid of her.



Not because she held the talents of Bohr's Maker in her hands—though he might have to
reevauate his attitude there. Sheld just shown him she could be atyrant like any other individud, sending
him into deep for three days to teach him what it waslike to be controlled.

Or had she only sought relief for Arif? The solace of deep. Kindness glistened like water in her
hands.

Y et hefeared her. Because despite her pliable, inoffensive nature, she ill held him to account for
what he was doing to Arif.

Hetook another bite of chicken, but it didn't taste so good anymore.

The stuation couldn't be hel ped, he told himsdlf. It was him or Arif. He had nowhere elseto go.
If hetried to move through the net, Kirgtin'sfilterswould trgp him.

But Phousitawas there with him, her sympathetic gaze grazing him like asoft ray of solar
radiation, which felt warm and good in the moment, but would inevitably develop into aburn.

Helaid the chopsticks down on the table. His belly felt mildly nauseous.
"Tuan?" Phousitaasked in concern.
He stared at his hands. Arif's hands. To be helplesswas a horrible fate.

"Too much of my lifel've used people," hetold her. "It'san old habit. | excused mysdf on the
groundsthat | was adying man. | had to do what was necessary to survive, you see?"

She only gazed a him. She didn't even nod. But he knew she understood. She understood
everything. Shetold him: "I'm making ahomefor you, tuan. Herein my head. Y ou'll be ableto be
yoursdf there"

He nodded. Sheld told him this before. Sheld started a Commonwealth atrium growing in her
head. He would inhabit it, and he would fed real. But he would not be redl. He was dead. "How long

until it'sreedy?"
Her gaze did away quiltily. "Severd more days, | think."
"Arif won't be able to survive methat long, will he?'

"Hewill, Ghogt-Nikko. If you let him go."

Arif was being dowly crushed out of existence by Nikko's dominating presence. Evenif he
survived, hewould not be sane after such along time as a prisoner in his own body.

Nikko let a shaky breeth dide out of hislungs. Arif's lungs "All right,” hesad. "I'll let him go."

Heingructed the atrium to disengage command mode. Control did away from him. It wasa
peculiar sensation. He'd half expected to fed divorced from hisbody, but no. Its physical presence
continued unchanged. He fdt everything as he had before. The input remained just the same. But he
could no longer output his own will to the gpparatus of thisbody. It no longer reflected his emotions. He
could not speak or blink or scratch. It was aterrifying sensation.

He amost seized command mode back again. But herefrained. Arif had felt thisway for days.
For days. Love and Nature.

Disorder seemed to sweep across him as he thought about it. So many days. How could he have



donethisto any man?

The body began to stir. Its heart began to race. All the muscles seemed to tense at once and then
Arif screamed: along, long roar of agony. Love and Nature.

Abruptly, he lunged a Phousita. He grabbed her by the hair, struck her vicioudy across the face,
berating her savagely in alanguage Nikko did not understand.

Nikko plunged back into command mode. The body froze, itslungs heaving in exertion. "Listen
to me!™ Nikko bellowed, knowing that Arif would hear and understand him. "I am till here. | have not
gone away.

"l am haunting you.
"Move againg Phousitalike that and | will endave you again. And | will never et you go. Never."

Phousita stared up at him from the floor, wide-eyed, a bruise darkening her cheek. "Please let
him go, Ghost-Nikko."

"l won't et him hurt you."

She nodded. "Just pleaselet him go.”

*k*

Despair was difficult to avoid. Nikko felt himself caught in anebulous existence. He had no way
to interact with the world. He was chained to Arif, yes. The dave atrium forced him to experience every
move Arif made, every breath, every itch, every time hetook a shit. Everything. Unremittingly.

But he couldn't manifest asafully redized ghost—the stunted dave atrium didn't alow for that.
He couldn't divorce himself from Arif's senses—the atrium wouldn't permit that either.

He could not degp—not even when Arif dept. Those were the worst times. He could see nothing
then. Behind Arif's closed eyesthe world was endlessy dark. All he could do was listen to Arif breethe,
until the dow, drawing, hesitating grumble of ar in and out of lungs he could not command threatened to
drive him from the atrium.

But he couldn't leave the atrium. There was no place to go but into the net, and that would be
deadly. All the data Gateswould be st to filter his pattern. Kirstin would pluck him out of the lightspeed
transfer of dataand erase him. Or worse, hold him in a prisoner plexus, jacketed by a program that
would not let him write his own destination.

So he was trgpped in ahyperconscious hell.

*k*

Arif was aonein theliving room. Phousita had gone into the bathroom to shower. They'd beenin
the ship two weeks. Arif was much calmer now, calculating. He lounged on the carpet, his gaze locked
on the smooth ceiling. Nikko experienced with him the sensations of his body. It was changing. Phousita
must have touched him, because thelivid yellow glow of his clown face had faded. His cheeks weren't so
prominent. His huge, hooked nose had begun to recede. Nikko was aware of al this. But he had no
accessto Arif'sthoughts.

"Canyou hear me?' Arif said, inagruff, unforgiving voice.



Phousitawas out of the room.

"Can you hear me, Ghost-Nikko? When my first master sent ghosts to endave me, they would
talk to me sometimes. Can you?"'

Nikko thought about it. After ceding control of thisbody held felt helpless. But the dave atrium
must have functioned, at least in part, asavoyeur's habitat. 1t would make sense to have equipped it with
at least thislevel of communication. He explored the system, and shortly, found avoice link.

Like this? he asked.
"That'sright,” Arif said. "1 can hear you." He chuckled darkly. "Do you like this body?"
Nikko felt repulsed by the question. Not much, he growled.

"No? My master's clients paid alot to experience this body. But then, they were dways
fascinated with freeks."

You're beginning to heal, Nikko pointed out, in an effort to be friendly.

Arif overlooked it. "Y ou being afresk yoursdf," he said, "maybeit's not so interesting to you."
Nikko's patience was never more than aveneer. What do you want, Arif?

"You owe me. | got you out of the Spill."

Ha. | got you out.

"Then you are my new medter."

The accusation stung with truth. Nikko denied it anyway. No!

" am not your dave?'

Of course not. Hefound the direction of this conversation excruciating. He didn't want to think
about where he was or what he had doneto Arif. What he was ill doing. Love and Nature. To be
haunted by an unwanted ghost, to have your every action, your every move surveilled by someoneyou
loathed. It wasintolerable.

Arif chuckled. "Y ou need meto survive, don't you, Ghost-Nikko?"
Grudgingly, he admitted it. Yes.
"Thenyou oweme."

In the equation of their relationship, Nikko knew he did owe something. What do you want
from me?

"Teach me about your world. | want to know everything you know."
Nikko reacted with open surprise. Do you?
"Of course, Ghost-Nikko. Even with such afine master asyou, | don't enjoy beingadave.”

*k*

They started with the ship's systems. Nikko withheld the command codes that would permit a
change to be entered into the ship's navigation system. But he taught Arif how to use the console to



access the Commonwedlth net. If you had a legal atrium, you wouldn't need the console, Nikko told
him.

"Then | could throw you out, couldn't I?"
I'll go as soon as Phousita's ready to take me.

"Think of another plan, Ghost-man,” Arif warned. " She's not for you. | won't have you fuckin' her
indreamland.”

Anger was adifficult emotion to maintain without the physical expression of abody. But Nikko
managed it anyway. You're the slave, Arif. Not me. I'll leave you whenever | please.

"Not for Phousita. Y ou won't be curling up inside of her while I'm dive."
Think you can stop it? You're not her master.
"You say that? Y ou don't know her at al.”

It went on like that alot. They were two rats gnawing at each other in an empty cage. It was
horrible.

But it was better than the helplessisolation he might have had. And by teaching Arif, he bought
himself accessto the data net.

After the Congressional hearing, news of the Bohr Maker's escape had gone public. It had
become afavorite subject of talk shows. People claimed they were frightened, but most grinned when
they sad it, asif they were caught up in the giddy hysteria of an interactive horror flick and not dedling
with redlity at dl. Maybelife in the Commonwealth was too secure.

Phousita sat with Arif, watching the showsin her quiet, patient way. She seemed tired most of the
time. She didn't say much, and she wouldn't let Arif move on her in asexua way—much to Nikko's
relief.

Days passed, and they drew nearer to Summer House. Arif began to look like ared man. Asthe
goon's mask faded, his true face emerged: a smooth, powerful visage, bisected by the harsh ridge of his
nose, shadowed by heavy brows. A sparse black beard sprouted on his chin. Nikko convinced him to
record the dow transition on the camera pack.

Phousitawas changing too. Day by day she grew tdler. Already her head reached Arif's chest.
Kirstin, Nikko thought, would be pleased at this surfeit of normalcy.

* k%

They werefour days out of Summer House when Phousita made her announcement. Sheand
Arif had just finished dinner. Now they were lounging on the soft carpets, watching an Asan medieva
dramathat was playing on the net. Arif had his head pillowed in her lap. Shelooked down at him, and
spoke suddenly, without preamble. "My atriumisready. | can take Ghost-Nikko from you now."

Arif looked up at her. Nikko could fed the sudden tension in hisbody. "No."
Oneword. Phouditas lips started to tremble.

Arif raised his head. His hard fingers pressed againgt her throat. "If you say the address, I'll tear
your tongue out,” hewarned her. "Nikko is not going to have you.”



"But it'sbedt, Arif. It'storture for him to be with you. He has no body. But helll be ableto fedl
red if heswith me." She moved her handstoward hisface. The glands on her hands glistened in the low

light.
Arif sprang away from her with feral speed. "Don't touch me with your spdlls,” he warned.

Her hands closed into fists. She crouched in front of him, aspark of anger in her eyes. Nikko
watched it dl, debating with himsdlf. He wanted to dip into command mode; to scream at Phousita,
demand that shetell him the address so he could come to her now. But that would enrage Arif.

Arif glared down at Phousita. " Stupid country girl. Y ou think you don't want me anymore. Y ou'd
rather be fucking Nikko. Or that dead boy | found for you in the river. New gods and heroes for your
bed. Queen of witches. Y ou'll haveto kill mefirgt."

Her anger burned like ablack firein her eyes. "Like | killed our children?"

He sprang into the air. Hisleg shot out. The ball of hisfoot struck her cheek aterrible blow. Her
head snapped back and she crumpled to the carpet. "Queen of witches!" he screamed at her. ™Y ou killed
al of uswith your speld™

Nikko tried to dip into command mode. Tried again, but he couldn't find the proper path.
It was gone.

Arif seemed suddenly aware of his efforts. His body went till, his head cocked asif listening.
"Ghogt-Nikko?' he asked in asoft, dangerous voice. "Aren't you going to sop me from beating her?!

Phousitalay motionless on the floor. Nikko tried again for command, but the mode no longer
exiged. Arif'satrium had changed. Phousita had given him hisfreedom.

Arif seemed to redlize thisin the same moment as Nikko. His cheeks stretched as agrin spread
across hisface. "Ghogt-Nikko, the Queen of witches has given me arich man's atrium. Now I'm free—to
throw you out. Go now. Or | will erase you."

You bastard. You can't go on treating her like this—
"Get out of my head!" Arif roared. "Get out now! Right now! Or I'll wipe you out of existence.”

There was no sanctuary in the net. Kirstin would be waiting for him there. You goon-faced
bastard!

ll@!ll

He had no choice. He addressed himsdlf to Fox, at Summer House—though he had no
expectation of actudly arriving there.

He downloaded.

CHAPTER
19



Get up, Phousital Get up!™ Arif screamed. His voice seemed to come to her from the other sde
of distant mountains, muted thunder rolling in from over the horizon tofill the air abovethisforested valley
with agloom so thick it threatened to bow the treetops.

Phousita huddled between the knees of amonstrous tree, its surface roots enclosing her like
walls. She was naked, soaked and shaking. Her own disembodied voice wailed far above her head,
haunting the rain-soaked canopy. The treetops tossed in storm winds.

Too much! Sheld tried to do too much. There were limitsto everything, even the power of the
evil sorcerer.

"Get up!" Arif's distant, monstrous voice continued to demand. "Come back to me. Please. |
need you."

Sheld tried to divide her attention between too many tasks. Sheld set herself to healing Arif's
atrium and face. Sheld set her own body back on its natural course of growth, enhancing it with an atrium
of her own design that went far beyond the pattern laid down by the Commonwesdlth. Sheld filled up the
atrium with thisforest world synthesized from her borrowed memories of Summer House—and then
she'd set hersdlf to reconstructing aghost of Sandor from the knotted string of data that pretended to
describe him.

It had been too much.

Sometimesin the Spill there would be only a handful of rice for the evening med. Phousitawould
divideit. Everybody got ataste; nobody got enough to matter.

Someone touched her cheek. She flinched. Sandor crouched beside her, the whites of hiseyes
reflecting his natura horror. Hed tried to warn her she was going too far. A Commonwedl th atrium could
support one ghost in good detail, or two, if resolution and verisimilitude were sacrificed. Phousita had set
hersdf to constructing an atrium that could contain three: hersalf, Sandor, and Nikko. Her mind had been
fixed on the effort of construction for so long, so intently, that shed essentialy forgotten Arif. Sheld
wanted to forget him. Sheld been so tired of hisanger, hislatent violence.

Sandor brushed hisrain-chilled lips againgt her forehead. "'I'm sorry, Phousita. | should have let
you go. I'm sorry. It was my fault.”

"NO."

Hishand dipped between her legs. Hisfingers swiped at the threads of sticky semen held left
there, asif he could remove that evidence of himsdlf, recover it, change what had happened. But to
change the past was beyond anyone's power.

"l didn't want to leave you!" shecried. "l didn't want to leave you."

Shattered. Shattered. She'd given al but aveneer of her attention to Sandor, hisbody and hers,
illusory ghosts tangled in mock-redlity. He'd wanted it so much. Just once more, held begged her. Just
once more, before Nikko comes, while were still aone.

But something had told her to be afraid. She'd held Sandor tighter, but sheld let awisp of herself
go, abreath of mist drifting up out of the forest in search of her other self—

—Wwhere she sat cross-legged on the carpet of the living room, her hands tenderly stroking Arif's
hair as he lay with his head pillowed in her |ap, watching amedieva Asian drama. She didn't want to be
here. His presence cut her like an accusation, areminder of the children shedd lost for him. She didn't



want to spend any time at dl with him. So she spoke quickly, without thought, wanting only to return to
Sandor and screw, screw, screw, forever seeking the orgasmic ecstasy that enclosed her likea
swaddling cloth, insulating her from the bitter, bitter world. "My atrium isready,” she said without
preamble. "I can take Ghogt-Nikko from you now."

"Phousital" Sandor said. His hands on her shoulders, hisfingers pressing painfully into her flesh.
She gazed up into his deep blue eyes, wanting to wrap hersdf in their color, so clean, like atwilight sky at
the end of arainy day when al the pollutants had been washed out of the air.

Her hand knotted into afist. She pounded her thigh in impotent anger. "How can you cometo
me?"' she cried. "How can you bear to look at me? | killed your brother. | wastoo dow. Too stupid. |
killedhim."

Shewrenched away from him. But he tackled her before sheld gone a step, ralling her down into
the humus, her back pressed againgt the spongy, rotting layers of decay, the feet of a hundred wriggling
insectstramping across her skin. Rainfell in her eyes. "But | loveyou," he said.

It was too much. Shedissolved in hisarms, rising up out of the forest in adrifting pillar of mist.

Her eyeswere closed, but she could fed the gravity of Arif beside her. Heraised her up, cradling
her in his sinewy arms, rocking her like ababy, sobbing over her. Her head throbbed where held kicked
her. She sent tiny servants to ease the pain and amoment later her eyesfluttered, focused.

"Phousdita," he Sghed. Hisrdlief stung. She couldn't meet his eyes, so she looked away.
Queen of witches.

"I'm sorry," hewhispered. "I'm sorry." Maybe heredly was. "You'redl | haveleft.” Again, that
sense of |atent accusation. Curtains of fire seemed to blaze acrossthe field of her vision. "We don't need
Nikko," he said.

Sheflinched.

He held her tighter. "Forgive me," he begged. "'I'd be lost without you. Don't leave me. Don't ever
leave me done.”

Shefelt smothered by histouch; his need. It felt mechanica, impersona. Hewore her like
clothing; a utilitarian garb to keep the sun from burning his skin. He didn't need her; only her talents, the
thin comfort she could offer him. "What am | to you?' she demanded.

Hedidn't hestate. "Y ou belong to me. Y ou are mine.”

The despised object of hisdesire. A taisman held held close on dark nightsin the Spill when
sheld been ableto offer him the faith he lacked. ™Y ou don't want me," shetold him. ™Y ou want what |
have. And that's al right. I'm happy to giveit to you. | can do that now."

He drew back, the handsome lines of his renewed face reflecting a sudden wariness. She noticed
that hiseyeswere alittle violet still. Shetold him: " Sandor warned me that the spirit of the evil sorcerer
was dangerous. Nikko said the same thing. But we're far beyond the reach of the cops now.”

They werein atiny room on atiny vessdl that sped at unimaginable speeds across a great abyss
of utter emptiness hodtileto dl natura life. Beyond the wals of this ship there was nothing for milesso
numerous they could be comprehended only in dreams.

"If you want to take the spirit of the sorcerer into your own body, | can giveit to you. Y ou can



hed yoursdf, Arif. Y ouwon't need to keep me anymore.”
"It'snot likethat," he objected, his voice pained.
But shewastired, irritable, ingstent. "Do you want it?"
His arms shook as he held her, but he nodded.

So she began to weave a spell between her hands that would pass the seed of the sorcerer to
Arif.

"But it's not thet easy. It can't be."

She sat up, startled by the sudden presence of a stranger. He crouched on the carpet, not an
arm'sreach away, asmadl, lean man, with a breathtakingly precipitous forehead and astonishingly fair
skin. Hisfashion was European, hiswhite-blond hair arranged neetly about his shoulders.

"What isit?" Arif hissed.
"A ghogt," Phousitawhispered. Then louder: "Y ou are aghost?!

"Yes, it'strue. 'maghog,” the gentleman acknowledged. Hislipstwisted in an uncertain little
smilethat was quickly washed away by asigh. "I've had aworld of trouble getting in touch with you. |
amost gaveit up as hopdess, if you want to know the truth. Then | remembered Zeke Choy. It would be
natural for you to try to copy hisatrium, | thought. Even duplicate it down to the address. And so you did
... duplicate the address, that is. But you've designed your own atrium, haven't you? An awfully complex
one. Two levels of synthetic redity. Very impressve.”

"Who areyou?' Phousita asked. Her hands still prepared the spell for Arif. The task divided her
attention.

"Ah, forgiveme." A red blush crept across the stranger's cheeks. "'I'm Leander Bohr. | guessi'm
responsible for your troublesin arather roundabout way. | designed the Maker, you see. Though | hadn't
intended it for genera use.”

"You'rethe evil sorcerer?' she asked, incredul ous.

"Isthat what they're caling me now?" He laughed nervoudy. " Serioudy. Don't give away the
Maker. Not until we've had achanceto talk. | thought you might come visit me. Soonest, you
understand? | wouldn't want to give away your position to the police, but if | haveto, | will. Thisismy
address. Do come, please. Good-bye." He vanished as abruptly as he had appeared.

* k%

Fear set in as soon as the sorcerer was gone. Phousita stared at the soft, blank face of the
carpet. Her hands began to shake, and she dropped the spell sheld been trying to weave. It dissolved
into harmless traces. Numbly, she communed with her atrium, ingtructing it to withdraw her soul from her
body in the way Sandor had explained.

Arif plucked at her arm. "What isit?" he hissed. "What have you seen?’
Sheturned to look at him, her eyes wide with dread. "The evil sorcerer has summoned me."

Arif swallowed hard. "Y ou aren't going to him, are you? Y ou can't go. Y ou know he only wants
to stedl his spirit back. Then helll destroy you."



Phousitafeared this. She didn't want to lose her soul. And yet Sandor had carefully explained
that the spirit now forming in her atrium wasn't redly her soul at dl, but only animage of hersdf,
something akin to theimage she might seein amirror. Perhaps. Y et she knew from the old woman's
teachings that the soul wandered free of the body in dreams....

She shook her head. She knew so very little. With dl that she'd learned, with al that had been
revedled to her, she fill knew amost nothing. Worse, what she knew wasin pieces, and she didn't
understand how to fit them together. "1 haveto go," sheinsisted. "The sorcerer has summoned me."

In the old woman's stories the world had aways been strictly divided between gods and human
beings. The one to command and challenge and torment. The other to struggle, to obey. Phoustawasa
minor woman, at best. The evil sorcerer though: she suspected he might dwell on the other side of the
divide. How could she not obey him?

"He said hewould tell the policewherewe are, if | didn't go to him."
"Can the police ftill reach us?'

"l don't know."

Arif looked away. "Be careful,” he said. "Don't let him—"

"Oh, you came. Oh good. | didn't want to scare you.”

It was the sorcerer who spoke. Phousita blinked at him in confusion. Just amoment ago—But
no. Though it seemed asif no time had passed, somehow she knew that many hours had gone by since
her spirit had left Arif. How did she know that? She couldn't say. Some new sense. A tiny servant .. .

The sorcerer stood before her, clasping and unclasping his hands, his bright blue eyes seeming
anxious asif he wanted her to speak.

They werein acourtyard. There were walls of white limestone on three sides nearly obscured by
alush garden. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers. Dark wooden doors led through one of the
walls, presumably into abuilding. A fountain bubbled merrily under alarge frangipani tree. The courtyard
was U-shaped. It opened onto aview of abarren, jumbled dope of cold black lavathat fell away at a
steep angle until far below the dope vanished abruptly asif cut off by aknife. And where there should
have been something beyond that—avalley or mountain, an ocean or a desert plain—to meet the jagged,
lifeless dope, there was only asea of stars. And overhead a great round moon loomed, like ahuge seaas
blue as the sorcerer's eyes. Phousita gasped in fear, expecting it to pour down upon them at any moment.
But for now, it held.

Shivering, shelooked once again at the sorcerer.

"Thisismy home," he said softly. (Almost shyly, sheredized with agtart.) "It'snot redl, of
course. But then you must have guessed that. No atmosphere on arock like this, isthere? Shouldn't be,
anyway. But sncemy homeisafiction, I can furnishit with fictiond eements. Everything you seeisa
ghog, indudingme.”

Phousitacamly rearranged the folds of her sarong as she weighed theimplications of this
confession. She understood the structure of this place. It was very smilar to her own inner world. Too
smplefor agod. Could that mean the sorcerer was only human? Drawing a deep breath, she decided to
find out. "Tuan, you have summoned me, and | have come. But could you pleasetell me, sothat | might
offer you the proper respect, are you agod? And isthis the spirit world?’



The evil sorcerer laughed, but only for a second. Then he seemed to grow thoughtful. "I'm not a
god, no," hesaid. "I'm just the ghost of aman called Leander Bohr. He died quite along time ago, you
see, and I'm Al that'sleft of him. But isthisthe spirit world? | never thought of it that way before, but |
likethat ideg, | do. Certainly the physical basis of thisexistenceisvery smal. And theré's dwaysroom
for anew mythology, isn't there? The spirit world. Yes, | like that very much.”

Phousitafrowned at this answer. Did he toy with her? It was too much to think that one as
learned asthis sorcerer might be ignorant of the structure of the world and his station init. The spirit
world, theworld of people: they were two parts of awhole, afundamental that ran through every tae the
old woman had ever spun. She studied this Leander Bohr thoughtfully. Had some god stripped him of
this most essential knowledge? Oddly, she began to fed abit sorry for him.

"Tuan," she asked, when the silence had grown long and she sensed he waited for her to speak.
"Areyou tha which inhabits me?"'

He shook hishead. "No. That'sathing | made. Y ou've kept it to yoursalf, haven't you?'
"Yes, tuan."
"Good. Good." He amiled: shy and charming.

Shewasn't lulled by his expression. She knew she'd trespassed on hisinterest. He must want the
gpirit back. Why ese would he have summoned her?

His smile faded. He seemed confused; concerned. "'Y ou mustn't giveit away to anyone e se, you
know. It would be very dangerous. Y ou wouldn't want to be responsiblefor that."

Hiswarning seemed to conjure bright waves of fire: aseaof flamethat rolled in and surrounded
her, licked her legs, kissed her skirt. She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the vison.

"The Maker's brought you nothing but terrible pain,” Leander said, hisvoice gentle, persuasive. "'l
know you'd never wish that on another.”

She stiffened. Anger edged her thoughts as she began to see beyond hiswords. Y es, shed
trespassed on hisinterests. But the spirit was hers now! It had cometo her. It was a gift, not a curse, and
she would shareit out as she liked.

Shemet hisgaze. "1 won't giveit back to you. My people need thisthing."
That startled him. "Y our people?’

His doubt seemed to fuel the flames. They legpt again on the edge of her vison. But her anger
quickly chased them back. Did he believe she had no people l€eft?

"My people!" she shouted in open defiance. Her finger thumped hard againgt her breast. "The
people of the Spill. | will sharewhat | have with every one of them."

His eyeswidened in sudden panic. "Y ou can't mean that!" he squeaked. "Y ou can't mean to
release the Maker on Earth.”

"But why not?" Her frudtration twisted like awire through her voice. "With this spirit, every
person would be ableto hed hisown life. If that could happen, then naturally the world would be well
too."

He shook his head, his gaze reflecting deep fear. "Other people aren't like you, Phousita. They



don't want to be healed. They want to be more than human. They want to remake the world. They will
murder the spirit of our Mother. Y ou must destroy the Maker. | have to ask you to destroy it."

Her lips pressed together in abitter line. "I cannot do that, tuan."”

She would not betray Arif and Sandor, her vanished children, everyone she'd ever known who
might benefit from thisthing, even the memory of the old woman, just to satisfy this man. Just because he
didn't want to share histalents? He said he wasn't agod ... yet he acted like one. Shetold him so: "I've
heard that gods are stingy with their gifts, that they enjoy the suffering of the people.... it makestheir own
livesmore swest."

"Ah." Heturned half away, to stare degjectedly at afruit tree laden with huge, colorful bats. "Wéll,
at least now you know my wishes. Perhaps you can be persuaded, | don't know."

"Will you torture me?' Phousita asked.

"Oh. I never—I—" His moon-white skin blushed ashy pink and he spoke asif histongue had
suddenly grown thick and clumsy. "Yes. Yes, it may cometo that. Y ou can't leave until | let you go, and
you can't erase yoursdlf, you know. I've edited your personathat way. Bit of afascist, | guess. So sorry.”

Oddly, Phousitawasn't afraid anymore. How could she be? Of this man who seemed like ashy
and demure little boy and not agreat sorcerer at al. Perhagps this was only aguise he woreto put her off
her guard. That would be afamiliar ruse; the old woman had told her countless talesin which demons
masgueraded as friends. So she held on to her suspicions, even while shetried to approach him. Y ou
don't seem evil," shesaid.

His gaze shifted nervoudy, never meeting hers. "Don't be too confident of that. I'm acoward
mysdlf, but | can command Makersto do the dirty work."

"Why do you want to destroy this spirit you've made?"

"Becauseif it becomes naturaized, it will destroy our past.” Heimmediately suppressed her first
objection. "Oh, not our memory of the past,” he snapped. "Of course the Maker remembers everything.
That'sone of itsfunctions. But it will destroy our connection with the past. The biological continuum. The
billions of years of change, the billions of deaths of human and nonhuman entities, the congtant,
unconscious improvisation of atrillion genetic lines. The body of our Mother will belaid to waste. After
the Maker there will be no placeleft for chance and no history.”

Phousitaturned away in disgust. This man made no sense. He had to be aman. No god could be
so foolish.

"Y ou seethe Maker asasavior," he said, speaking from behind her. "And | commend you for
that. | don't condemn you at all. Y ou've seen horrible sufferings, I know, and it'sacredit to you that you
want to end them. But the Maker's adestroyer, not asavior. It will preserve theindividual, but not the
continuum of life"

The continuum. What was that but pain passed from one generation to the next? She turned on
him suddenly, anger flaring sharply from her tongue. "No one suffersin the Commonwea th—"

"Fah! The Commonwesdlth isnot important. You areimportant. You arered. The Spill is
important. And S0 is every other place that refuses the insured existence of the Commonwedlth. Life
needsrisk. It needs uncertainty. Or it becomes passive; vulnerable.”

Phousitaforced her hands to her side. Her gaze wandered out across the starry seawhile she



drew three calming breaths. Somewhere, afrog began to softly call. "Y ou live done, don't you?' Phousita
asked at last.

The sorcerer backed off astep; cleared histhroat asif she'd brought up something unpleasant.
"Well, I, uh, yes, 1 do."

Phousita scowled her contempt. "Forgive me, tuan, for my stupid question. Y ou have dready
told me you are aghost. And ghostsdon't live at al. Do they?'

Hisfingers began to tremble againgt histhigh. "Not in the way you mean, of course—"
"Of course. | didn't mean to distressyou. | am a stupid woman.”
"Stop it, please.”

"Yes, of course, tuan. But tell me something first, if you can. After you've tortured me, and
persuaded me to exorcise the sorcerer's evil spirit—Oh, oh, pardon me for my clumsy tongue. After
you'verid me of the Maker —(How foolish of meto think of it asyour spirit!) What will you do? Will
you remain in this empty world, and not-live in your nonlife and not love and not be horrified at death?
Tuan, who are you to command the world?"

At first he offered no answer. He stood before her, eyes downcast, histoe tracing circles upon
the ground. Then a parrot squawked in the tree overhead. He looked up at it and waved his hand. It fell
dlent ashe met her gaze. "1 made thisthing, Phoudta. It's my responsbility, my fault. | should have
destroyed it long ago, but | couldn't get to it. So | thought it was safe. Then that damned Nikko
Jang-Tibayan turned it loose.”

Her heart seemed to stop cold in her chest. She didn't want to ask him, she didn't want to be
beholden to him, but she had to know. "Nikko? Do you know of him?"

Helooked at her in surprise and sudden suspicion. "Do you?'
"He'sdead," shesaid.
"Yes"

From hisface, she knew it didn't matter to him. She ssomped her foot in anger. What
acquaintance did this man have with death that he could think it led to anything better than despair?

He seemed to hear her thoughts. He stepped closer to her, though he had enough respect not to
touch her. "I'm not evil, Phousita. I'm not cruel and | am not heartless. I've been hungry too. | had three
ggters. Plague took them al within amonth of birth. My mother abandoned me when atrick offered her
aride over the border. | lived with my best friend until hismother discovered | had alittle talent with
molecular design and then she sold meto aclan of criminas. | know how horrible the world can be."

"Then why won't you changeit?' she pleaded.

"Theworld ischanging itsdlf. | know the agony. | fed it every day. But every parent knowsa
child must be dlowed to suffer.”

"So much that the child never grows up?'
"Theworld will go on, oneway or another.”

Her head jerked up. "Oh yes! The Commonwedth will seeto that! We gtill have things they
want."



"So long asthey leave your naturd citiesaone.”
"You are heartless”

He nodded reluctant agreement. "'l suppose you'reright. Y ou put an honest name on everything.
That'srefreshing, and | won't insult you by pretending to less. | must torture you now."

Her heart thundered, but she didn't let it show. She wondered if he knew anyway. Did he spy on
her mind?"What will you do?" she asked.

"1 will rewrite your ghost and infect you with part of mysdlf. My beliefsand my convictionswill
become yours. It'sthe same result I've tried to achieve today through persuasion, though obvioudy I've
faled miserably at that. Y ou will carry these convictions hometo your origina and you'l act onthemin
the best manner you can.”

"Youwill possessme.”
llYall
"You are evil."

"I never thought so before, but now, well ... you may beright.”

CHAPTER
20

Kirgtin sarted her investigation anew after the news of the Bohr Maker's escape became public.
There had been some cdlsfor her resignation after the Congressiond hearing, but the complainants were
quickly hushed. Her reputation for ruthless persistence still made her the favorite candidate to find the
Maker.

Allende knew that, and kept his distance. But he sill dogged the investigation. As Director of
Internal Security, it was hisjob to investigate cops. Hisrole in the case had begun with the defection of
Jensen Van Ness and should have ended there. But held hung on, investigating the cops who investigated
the case, developing areport that would ostensibly explain why the Maker was still missing. He watched
Kirstin. He reported to Congress that the Chief of Police had mishandled the case. He sought to wound
her. But she had the agility to turn his assaults to her own advantage.

Allende had engineered her appearance in Congress. But Kirstin had benefited from the publicity.
No longer did she need to conduct a subtle investigation. After the hearings, she commenced a series of
massive data searches, ingpecting every form of survelllance recorded sincethe origind theft.

So much information was transcribed in the Commonweslth that a known fact could disappear as
eadly into the sea of dataas an unrecorded fact could vanish into the past. Nevertheless, Kirtin
commenced her investigation. Never before had such athorough survey of records been contemplated.
Asthe weeks passed and the monumenta procedure ground on, the news feeds began to mock it as "the
dow eye of God."

Kirsgtin continued to pursue her quarry.



DI'swereinstructed to review dl visua records collected at the Gates, searching for:
(1) an optica identification of Phousitaand Arif.
(2) an optica identification of dl individuas gpproximately the body sizes of Phousitaand Arif.

Thefirst target achieved zero results. The second achieved three hundred thousand in the first
week, each requiring a secondary evauation.

A human investigator was assigned the task of developing a projection of what Arif would look
likeif hisface were heded. Another human investigator was given the objective of developing a
psychologica profile of Phousitathat would predict how she might change her physica appearance.
Kirstin regarded this assgnment as the ultimate soft science. Little more than witchcraft, redlly. She had
no faithinit. It produced no usable results.

Another DI checked scents recorded at the Gates and on the Highway. Another investigator
developed a projection of the possible evolutionary scenarios of Phousitals and Arif's changing scent
profiles. The DI was ingtructed to search for those, aswell. Again, no results.

Another DI was given the task of performing background checks on all identity chips recorded at
the Highway Gates, to ensure that each one led back to ared person with averifiable history. No
anomaous results.

Another DI was set the task of combing through al the surveillance data recorded on Castle:
every bit of information pulled in by thefilters, cameras, and microphones set to watch over the city at the
end of the eevator. Every public areaand many private ones were covered by the surveillance net and
the quantity of data collected wasimmense. The time needed to sort through it was measured in days.

But in the end the effort paid off, with the discovery of asingle word uttered within range of a
microphone a the Castle docks. "Phousita.”

* k%

Though Nikko had written Summer House as his destination when he fled Arif's atrium, he had
no expectation of actudly arriving there. He knew the copswould pick him up in trangit. In al likelihood,
Kirgtin would greet him hersdf.

So it came as no surprise when he found himself seated across adesk from auniformed cop, in
an environment so close to weightless that he had to be on Castle. He did fed amild jolt when he
realized the cop was not Kirgtin.

The officer scrutinized him with small, dark eyes—a stout man with heavy handsthat rested
tensdy againg the desk. By his uniform, a high-ranking cop, a section commander. With alegd atrium.

For thefirgt timein weeks, Nikko found himsdlf physicaly manifest. The sheer joy of
experiencing his own existence dmost overwhemed hisrationa mind. He hardly noticed the annoying
twitch in his hands. Then his gaze met that of the hard-eyed cop and he knew he must seek a measure of
the Situation. "1 know you," he said bluntly.

It was haf true. HEd seen this man before. He searched his memory for aname to match against
theface.

"ItsAllende," the cop said. "I've been waiting along time for you to show." Helooked up and
down Nikko'slong blue body with an expression that wavered between admiration and disgust.

"And Kirgtin?' Nikko asked.



Allende smiled coldly. ™Y ou don't want to see her, do you?'
“No."

" She's been hunting hard for you—but under afase pattern. Y ou see, | revised your file. Now
I'm the only one who has your true pattern." He grinned. "We can dedl with each other, | think. Y ou have
the Bohr Maker?'

Nikko studied him, feding hisway into the Stuation. Was Allende looking to cross the cops?
"The Bohr Maker," Nikko said. "Y ou want to dedl for it?'

"You haveit, don't you?'

Nikko leaned back in his chair and drew a careful breath. He took a second to explore the
atrium that held him. He discovered the prisoner's jacket Allende had written around his eectronic
pattern. He was trapped here—unless Allende freed him.

"What are you prepared to offer?' Nikko asked.

"I'll open the Gatesfor you. Y ou can go whereyou like."
"Why?

"Kirgtin wants to destroy the Maker."

Nikko nodded, understanding. "And you don't."

"Give up our finest wegpon?' Allende asked. "It's absurd.”

"l do haveit," Nikko said, cherishing his blank, blue, expressionlessface—it could never betray
him. "But not with me"

"| traced your path," Allende said. "I know you originated on aship in the void."
"The Maker isthere," Nikko agreed.

Allend€eslips pulled back in ahungry expression. "Then it got past two Gates and all thefilterson
Cadllél Incrediblel”

"It isthe Bohr Maker," Nikko reminded him. He leaned forward. "I can give you the ship's
command codes. But the rest will be up to you.”

"Thendoit."

Nikko shook his head. "I want to get through the Gatesfirst. When I'm on Summer House, I'll
giveyou the codes."

Allende's eyes narrowed, "But Jiang-Tibayan, | don't trust you ether.”

Nikko nodded. Hed dealt with smilar situations before. "Then I'll leave the codes here," he
offered. "But eectronicaly seded. Jacket me with arebound signa. When | reach the House, the signal
will bounce back and rel ease the codes.”

Allende nodded dowly. "That'll do," hesaid. "That'll do."

*k*



Kirstin had encountered hundreds of fase leads during the weeks-long data search. She no
longer had the capacity to get excited when an investigator brought her the latest, not even when it was
the clearly recorded name of the primary suspect: "Phousita.”

But her interest grew asfurther investigation revedled that the name had been spokenina
concourse lobby serving (et the time) a ship belonging (through acomplex trail of subsidiary
corporations) to Summer House. After that it was abrief operation to call up the identities of the two
passengers as recorded from their implanted chips. Not surprisingly, their documented names were
meaningless, their life histories generic. But when their route was backtracked, it led to the Free Trade
Zone.

A few minutes later it was discovered that Marevic Chun had issued the ship's guidance program.

Kirstin decided to visit Marevic Chun in person. She assembled a cadre of uniformed officersto
accompany her. At thelast minute, Allende showed up and included himsdlf in the party.

Marevic's home territory was high up in the Castle tower that belonged to Summer House. She
rarely emerged from her suite of officesthere. Naturaly, by thetime Kirstin had led her officers past the
maze of security devices and secretaries set up to impede the progress of any outsider through the
corporate grounds, Marevic had ample warning of their impending arriva. She greeted Kirgtin coldly, but
without surprise, from her seat behind alarge wooden desk. "Chief Adair. I'd thought your investigators
were through examining our corporate records.”

Kirgtin grinned. "No, Marevic. In fact, I've just obtained awarrant to open your persond files.
You are under arret.”

Marevic's ddlicate face didn't change expression. "On what charge?'

"Forging identity chips.”

She blinked at that. "Do you have evidence?'

"I havetwo individuas entirely unknown to anyonein their professed hometown."
"And what connection do they haveto me?"

"You wrotetheir travel orders.”

* k%

Nikko had haf expected Allende to betray him to Kirgtin. But apparently the Director of Interna
Security redly did have his own agenda, because when Nikko manifested again, he found himself in
Fox's gpartment at Summer House.

A holographic smulation of avertica cross section of Summer Housefilled the center of the
room. Fox stood beside it, regarding Nikko with acomical expresson of mingled suspicion and
agonishment.

Nikko whooped in joy, dapping his projected blue pdms againgt the ceiling. "1 madeit, Dad!"
His amazement at his own good fortune bubbled over in ahearty laugh. "'l actualy made it home!™

The past weeks had not treated Fox well. He looked considerably older. Gray streaks ran
through histhinning red hair, his shoulders were stooped, and deep lines of worry tracked across his
face.



"Hey Dad,” Nikko said. "Things aren't as bad as you think."

Fox took one step forward. His hand came up. "Where did you come from?' he asked, ina
hoarse voice that was bardly more than awhisper. "When did you originate? How did you get through
the Gates?'

Nikko glanced away, uneasy at the distress he saw in Fox, uncertain how to respond to it. His
gazefdl on the holographic display, and lingered there, drawn in by the exquisite detail. He could make
out birdsflitting through the canopy of the forest, and people walking in the corridors. He glanced at Fox
again. Fox wasn't paying any attention to the smulation, yet the atrium followed the changing display with
no loss of resolution. How many times had Fox watched this smulation run?

He shook off the thought. He had more pressing business. "I need your help, Dad.”

But his gaze was drawn back to the smulation. Something had gone wrong with it. He watched
asthe House deteriorated: itsinner features dissolved; the forest rotted away; people disappesared. The
scene unsettled Nikko. It was like looking at atime-compressed video of natural decay, except that the
decaying body was that of Summer House.

Within seconds, adark lattice appeared as corridors expanded vertically. A few seconds more,
and the House had been divided into cells of varying sizes, from afew tensto hundreds of meters per
sde. The cdlls clustered into groups, separated by narrow, black-walled channels. There was amoment's
pause. Then the cdlls split gpart and spun off into the void.

"Love and Nature!" Nikko exclaimed, shaken by the destruction. "Fox, what isthat?"

Fox glanced over his shoulder. His eyes opened wide in astartled expression. "Digplay off!" he
barked. He looked back at Nikko, his brow furrowed with anger. "It's nothing,” he snapped. "Just a
project one of my students submitted.”

Nikko didn't believe him. "1t's more than that. Have you found something wrong with the House?
Isit ungtable?’

"No, no. TheHouseisfine. What you saw was asurviva srategy.” He chewed hislip nervoudy.
"Look, Nikko. Youre afugitive. Thelessyou know, the better.”

But Nikko's guesses were aready legping ahead. "A surviva strategy? Doesit have to do with
the biogenesisfunction, then?

Fox didn't answer, but his expression gave him away.

"It does," Nikko said. "But why destroy the House? A surviva strategy?' His kisheer pulled in
close around his neck. "Those were reproductive cells, weren't they?' He shook his head, incredulous.
"A survivd drategy, in case of disaster. That'swhat youre working on." Helaughed in disbelief. "Do you
redly think the House can be seeded?"

Fox shrugged. He looked unhappy.

"Listen," Nikko said. "I really do need your help. Theresaship just afew days out of Summer
House. Aboard, in the possession of one of the two passengers, isaphysical and psychological record of
Sandor. But the ship's not going to stop here. It'll passthe House and return to Cagtle. | haveto get the
passengers off before that happens. Y ou'll help me, Dad? Won't you?'

*k*



Marevic's defensive Makers were very, very good. Also unregistered and thereforeillegd. It
took the police research divison severa hoursto define their structure and devel op an assault Maker that
could overcome them. But after that it was easy to introduce a psychoactive drug to her system. Minutes
later, she reached a state in which she could not resist answering any question put to her. Shesat ona
couch in anisolation chamber at police headquarters, her lawyer a her sde. Her tiny mouth was turned
in aforeboding frown. Shewasnt at al tipsy. Merdly irresigtibly talkative.

Kirstin stood in the center of the room, studying her, weighing the possibility that research had
missed something. Could Marevic be faking her cooperative state?

Research inssted they redlly had her. And they were Kirgtin's people. She had to trust them.

She glanced at Allende. He stood in one corner of the room, ostensibly observing. But his gaze
was fixed on the floor, while aworried frown played across hisface. Kirstin's brows rose in sudden
suspicion. Was he afraid Marevic might reveal something about him? She determined to study the record
of this sesson and gauge his reactions. But for now, she sat down with her team on a couch across from
Marevic.

The interrogator took that as a cue to begin. He leaned forward, his gaze fixed on Chun'sface.
"Marevic Chun. Y ou're aware of the case againgt you. Tdll usthered identities of the recipients of the
fdselD chips”

Marevic shuddered, and shifted in her seat. "They're nonentities within the Commonwedlth,” she
growled. "They have no identities.”

"Tdl usthe names of the recipients of thefase ID chips” theinterrogator said in precise,
measured words.

Marevic's breathing suddenly became deep and husky as she fought to resist the biochemical
urge to speak. "Phousita,” she grunted. "No known last name. Arif. No known last name.”

Kirgtin grinned, while her officers muttered in quiet triumph.

"Phousitaand Arif," theinterrogator said, the only one in the room who hadn't changed
expression. "Are these two presently aboard avessel bound for Summer House?'

Marevic's hands had been lying ill in her 1ap. Now they suddenly grasped each other, the fingers
working madly. "They're bound for Gold Wing," she said, between clenched teeth.

"And is Gold Wing an on-ste subsdiary of Summer House?"

Her face wasturning red; her expresson wasfurious. "Yes."

"IsPhousitaor Arif presently in possession of the artifact popularly known as Bohr's Maker?"
"l don't know."

Theinterrogator didn't sumble. "Do you believe that they are presently in possession of the
artifact popularly known as Bohr's Maker?"

"Yed" Theword emerged likeasmall explosion.
Kirstin leaned forward. "Are you aware of the location of any ghost of Nikko Jang-Tibayan?'
"That question does not pertain to thisinvestigation!" the lawyer protested.



But Marevic answered it anyway. "Yes."
"Admission of afelony,” Kirdin said. "Were broadening the investigetion.”

"Not without awarrant.” The lawyer roseto hisfeet. He stood in front of Marevic, asif he could
protect her.

From his corner, Allende spokein adeep, angry voice. "Thisforced interrogation isfor the sole
purpose of investigating Marevic Chun'sinvolvement with the forged identify chips. If you venture beyond
that specific without awarrant, Chief Adair, | will have you removed from the police force."

Kirgtin felt achill run up her spine. Allende was hiding something. She was certain of it. "Request
awarrant,” sheingtructed one of her officers.

Therewas slencein the room for savera minutes. Then the warrant arrived smultaneoudy in the
atriums of everyone present. The lawyer sat down again beside his client. The interrogator repeated
Kirgin's question. "Marevic Chun, are you aware of the location of any ghost of Nikko Jang-Tibayan?'

"Yes" shesad agan.

"Whet isthet location?’

"Andrium."

"Whose drium?'

"Avrif."

"Thisghogt isaboard the ship that—"

Marevic's chin came up. Her eyes squeezed shut asif she'd been lanced with sudden pain.

Kirgtin roseto her feet, sensing disaster. "The control codes!™ she shouted. "What are the ship's
control codes?’

The dphanumeric sequence emerged from Marevic'sthroat in forced, guttura, monosyllabic
burgs. After twelve digits she collgpsed against the back of the couch. Her head lolled on the cushions.
Kirgtin stood over her, fists clenched as she resisted an urge to dap her avake.

One of the medics skidded to her sde. The lawyer tried to shove him away, but Kirstin sgnaed
to her uniforms, and they hauled the lawyer out of theway. "Tdl uswhat's wrong with you, Marevic,”
Kirstin commanded.

"I don't remember.”

"Tel usyour name," the medic said in agentler voice, as he pressed a series of dermal patches
againg her neck.

"Marevic Chun."
"What are the ship's control codes?' Kirstin growled.
"What ship?' Her eyeswere open now, fluttering.

Theinterrogator tapped Kirstin on the shoulder, inviting her to step back so that he could resume
his job. She cast him ascathing glance. But thiswas his specialty. She stepped aside.



Ignoring the lawyer's protests, the interrogator crouched in front of Marevic. "The ship weve
been discussing,” he said gently. "Y ou remember it, don't you?"

Marevic douched in her seat, a confused frown on her face. "No, | don't remember.”
"How can shelie?' Kirgin demanded.

"She's poisoned hersdlf,” the medic said. He examined one of the dermal patches on her neck.
"There areindications of brain tissue destruction.”

"Where do you live, Marevic?' the interrogator asked.
"Ecueador.”

Kirgtin'steeth came together in ahard line. Marevic and Fox had lived together in Ecuador
amogt eighty years ago. "How old are you, Marevic?' she asked, in avoice cold with fury.

"Thirty-four."

Theinterrogator settled back on hishedls. Helooked up at Kirgtin. "We can keep trying if you
like, but it'sfairly obvious she'sinduced extensve—and probably permanent—amnesia”

Kirgtin's hands clenched behind her back. "Issue awarrant for her ghosts." Not that she expected
to find any. Not at thislate hour. But she had twelve digits of the ship's control codes. It should be
possible to work out the remainder through trial and error. And once they had control of the ship, it
would be asmall task to program amissile to destroy it.

She glanced again a Allende. He was glaring & Marevic, hisyelow teeth bared.

*k*

Fox wanted to say no. Nikko could seeit in his posture. He paced back and forth across the
wheat-colored carpet, shoulders bowed, hands clasped behind his back, hisred hair bouncing up and
down around his ears. He did not want to cross the police. But he wanted Sandor. Fox was a devoted
father.

He stopped abruptly in the middle of the room and straightened his shoulders. Sweet shone on
hiswrinkled forehead. His eyetooth bit down so hard on the inside of hislip that Nikko was sureit must
have drawn blood. "1 can't act autonomoudy,” he announced. "I'll have to get the approva of the Board
of Directors.

Nikko felt thefirst flush of triumph. ™Y ou can sway them.”
"The rescue should be as secretive as possible.”
"Sure”

"I've got aschemein mind, but it requires you to go out after them, inasmal ship, without life
support.”

"Redly?" Nikko found the notion both appealing and frightening. Hed never been away from
Summer House. Not physically anyway. Then he remembered: "What can | do on my own?I'm aghost.”

"We can addressthat. | recorded your pattern, you know." His brow wrinkled uncertainly. "No.
Y ou don't know. Thisghost originated before that event...." He Started pacing again. The swest on his
brow began to bead on the crests of thoughtful furrows.



"Y ou're saying you can resurrect me, then?" Nikko pressed.

Fox looked put out. "The biogenesisfunction,” he said. "Remember?’

"Y ou preserved my code. But it'll take monthsto develop aphysical clone.”

"No. It'll only take aday and ahalf."

"You sad aday and ahdf."

Fox frowned. "Maybe not that long,” he admitted. "Maybe thirty hours.”

"But that'simpossible. It takes haf ayear to grow aclonein the mausoleum tanks."

"The biogenes s function involves amodular growth system. Wevetested it on various animals.
The assembly takes place in segments, under low temperatures. The available work surfaces are
enormous and of course the nutritional matrix is kept fully supplied.” He stopped pacing again to look at
Nikko. "But I'm alowing mysdlf to be overconfident. | won't midead you. Weve never doneit quitethis
way before. Y ou see, after Summer House mapped your cell structure, the data was scattered in packets
throughout the biogenesisfunction to make it harder to detect. Thelinking codes were highly redundant
of course, and reassembling your physica structure shouldn't be aproblem. Still, redlity remainsthe only
good check of avirgin system.”

"Thanksfor the shot of confidence, Fox. Are you going to be able to correct the nervous
disorder?' He held up histrembling hands.

Fox stared at them resentfully. ™Y ou'll be exactly the same as you were when you went in. | won't
introduce any modifications until you're whole again. After that..." He shrugged. "No point in holding
back now, isthere?

"l never saw any point toit." He wondered for amoment if Fox would have bothered to go after
the fugitive ship if Sandor had made it back to Summer House, and Nikko had been the one stranded on
therobotic vessdl. But that wasn't fair. Fox had preserved his pattern in defiance of the lav—although at
very littlerisk to himself. Nikko's fingers tapped againg histhigh. "So tdl me, Dad. If thisghost hadn't
made it back here, how long would you have kept me dormant?”

Fox shrugged. "Until you were safe.”

Nikko didn't like the vague fedling that answer gave him. He visudized himself, tucked away and
forgotten. "And how long did you think that would be?' he pressed. "A year? Fifty years? A few
hundred?’

A guarded expression dipped across Fox's face. "I hadn't worked up a projection.”

"No, of course not. The cops might have been looking over your shoulder. They might have
caught on. Right, Fox?"

"Theré's no point in snapping a me, Nikko. I'm on your side.”

But Nikko hadn't had physiologica responsesin so long—even smulated ones—that he felt
overwhelmed by them now. Bitter. Angry. Almost out of control. He could fed himsdlf didinginto a
reflexive verba assault. Y ou're on my side so long asit's safe for you and the House. That's how it's
aways been with you."

Fox gazed at him, hisexpresson oddly calm. "1 know you think I'm a coward. But you don't



have children. Y ou don't know what it'sliketo redly be afraid.”

"Right. Well you didn't fight too hard to keep me around. And now that Sandor's gone, you don't
have any children at dl, do you, Fox? Not anymore." The words emerged out of anger. But once
spoken, they were impossible to recdll.

Fox went very still. His chin came up. "It'strue | could have done more for you, Nikko. | guess|
probably should have. But revolutions have away of consuming their originators. | was afraid for mysdif.
| was afraid for the House."

"TheHouse that'syour firgt child, isn't it?"

Fox didn't deny it. Instead he returned to the business at hand, asif he could eliminate the hurt by
pretending it didn't exist. "1 want you to download into your physical construction as soon asthe brain
tissue is adequate to support you. If the police suspect your ghost exists, my atrium isthe first place they'll
look."

CHAPTER
21

Ghosts could claim no freedom. While Summer House developed his physica clone, Nikko
could do little except tag dong with Fox. It was an awkward situation. They'd never been ableto put up
with each other's company for long. But they both tried hard to ignore the history between them while
Fox went about designing the craft that would rendezvous with Phousita's ship. Nikko looked over his
shoulder, and offered suggestions when he could. His ghost il imitated the tremors that had afflicted his
now-vanished body, reminding him of why he'd gone after the Bohr Maker in thefirst place.

Shortly before the scheduled departure they took the elevator up through the core of the tether to
the central docking ring. The local police captain was there. But he worked for Fox now, assigned to
clear the area of any police Makers.

With Fox, Nikko examined the little ship. It was ajury-rigged vessel, composed of three coffins
from the mausoleum, set end to end and attached to afusion motor that Nikko would control through his
atrium. Smart glue knit the molecular structures of each piece to the next. The craft would be secured
with atemporary bond to the side of arobotic cargo vessel that had been held back in port for aday. It
would remain coupled to the cargo ship for the taxi out to the magnetic launch tube and the subsequent
burst of acceleration. After that, the bonding agent would wither, and Nikko would be on his own.

It was adizzying sensation to see hisinert body being loaded into the lead coffin. He watched as
apink-tinged, semitransparent acceleration gel was hosed in on al sides. A quick system check followed,
confirming that al waswell. Then the lid was closed and sedled.

Fox said: "I'm till working on the Maker that was used to sabotage your atrium.”
Nikko had amost forgotten about that; it seemed so long ago. ™Y ou haven't cracked it?

"It waselusve. Very sophigticated. Self-protective. The originad sampleislong gone, of course.
I'm trying to deduce its Sructure from environmenta clues.”



One of the workers approached Fox. "We're done here. Time for Nikko to download—if he till
wantsto go." Only ahandful of Fox's assstants were aware of Nikko's return. They seemed ambivaent
about the stuation—exhibiting an underlying resentment because they'd compromised themsdveswith
the police, but at the same time enjoying their act of defiance. That was Summer House: strong on
revolutionary talk, uneasy with action.

"Tdl him | won't be backing out,” Nikko said. "Tdl him, if he's getting nervous, he can dways
reformat his memories and forget | ever happened.”

Fox smiled uncomfortably. "Take care, Nikko."
"Sure, Dad."

Wasthat dl they could find to say? The tenson between them weighed in multiple G's, but it was
too late to change that now. Nikko wrote himsdlf to hishome address.

There was amoment of blankness, and then agrowing, vague awareness of the cramped fed of
his body, the dow breath in and out of hislungs, the claustrophobic press of the acceleration gel that stole
any possible movement from hislimbs.

He remembered hislast living moments on Summer House, when Kirstin had cometo visit him.
He remembered his weeks with Phousita. So the ghost had dready assmilated. He must have been
unconscious for awhile. But peering out the trangparent cover of the coffin, he could still seethe lights of
the loading bay.

His heart began to beat faster. HeEd never ventured beyond the outer walls of Summer House.
He knew absolutely nothing about boarding areluctant ship.

Fox rapped on the transparent lid. Okay? hissilent lips asked. Nikko nodded. From this point
on therewould be no radio communication.

Asif to enforce hisisolation, his kisheer responded to the declining level of O, in the coffin by
diding past the regtrictive gd to fuse with the papillae of his mouth, nose, and ears. No more atmosphere
for him. He would breathe through the kisheer until he reached the target ship, or until he died.

Fox withdrew. The coffin shook asatractor engaged. A pump hummed, then gradually faded
into silence. A gentle nudge of acceleration from the tractor sent the ship drifting out of the bay. After a
few minutes it engaged with aclang to the robotic cargo vessd that would carry it piggyback through the
launch.

It took nearly two hoursto taxi out to the magnetic launch tube. That wasalong timeto be
awake, and unmoving. A long time to think about what he was doing.

The acceleration came without warning. Nikko wasn't even aware the two ships had entered the
launch tube when suddenly his brain dammed againgt hisskull. A huge weight crushed his heart. Hislungs
were ajoke. He blacked out.

*k*

When he cameto, the coffin lid was fogged. The acceleration gel had been absorbed by the
coffin's maintenance system and he was free to move in the cramped space. He raised hisarm and wiped
at the transparent lid. He saw stars beyond. In the coffin it was very dark. He checked his atrium clock.
Four hours had passed since he'd left Summer House. He had a headache.

He ordered the coffin to open. It depressurized, then the lid popped free. Hefelt cold for a



moment, then the fedling was gone. He climbed carefully out.

His hands were dready shaking badly under the influence of his advancing pasy. Fox had given
him aMaker to correct the disability, but it hadn't done athing yet. Hefound it achalengeto grip the
handholds.

Fortunatdly, he'd been fitted with a shoulder harness and tether before leaving Summer House. It
kept him secured to the little vessdl as he clambered back to the next coffin. He opened thelid, then
pulled out the camera pack he'd ordered stashed there. He dipped it on, then drifted out on the tether's
dack. The camerahovered on itstentacle, recording an image of thelittle vessdl.

While on Summer House, Fox had helped him recover the data from the camera pack he'd used
before his "death." When he combined that with the data stored in the camera pack aboard Phousita's
vessdl, heldd have a continuous history of events surrounding the Bohr Maker's liberation.

"That'smy ship," he said, continuing his documentary. He subvocalized the words. The atrium
trandated them and sent them on to the camera. " Absurd-looking, isn't it? But functiond, | hope.”

He went on to describe how it had been designed and assembled. Eventualy, the radiation from
the sun began to upset histhermoregulatory system, so he pulled himself in on the rope and sought refuge
in the shade of the lead coffin, asfar from the engine as he could get. He was concerned abouit radiation.
Fox had indsted it was safe enough, and he had Makersto repair any damage. Still, he didn't like being
closeto theengine.

Hewas hungry. He popped the lid off the coffin and withdrew along tube. He wrapped histoes
around a handy grip, then struggled with his pasy until finally he was able to stick the end of the tubeinto
asocket Fox had fixed in hisforearm. Nutrients began to flow directly into his bloodstream. His mood
improved briefly, though he was hungrier than ever when he removed the tube. Hisbelly did not
gppreciate being cut out of thefeeding cycle.

He began to record:

"The emptiness and silence of the void are beginning to weigh on me. | fed utterly aone, with
Summer House unimaginabdly far behind.”

Hiswords opened acavern of emotion. Suddenly, hefelt every kilometer of separation likea
minute in time, hard and redl, but impossible to cross again once held gone by.

But gradually his perspective changed. "Asthe hours pass | find mysdf growing used to the
isolation. It beginsto seem less threatening, more beneficent. | understand now why Fox ingsted this ship
be assmadl aspossible. Because | am tiny, I'm dmost invisblein the vast empty reachesthat surround
me. I'm so far from anywhere that it's unlikely anyonewill notice me, even when the fuson enginesfindly
fire on schedule. Some astronomical instrument may record my presence. But will any human eye ever
review that record?'

He checked the time. Not long now.

Hewas just about to return to the coffin and prepare for the next leg of acceleration when a
ghost cameto him.

"You again!" Nikko hissed, as he recognized the odd little gentleman who'd sabotaged his
atrium so many weeks ago.

Hisvidtor sa cross-legged on nothing, hislithe figure floating in vacuum about a meter off



Nikko'sright shoulder. Hisblond hair waved asif he were underwater; he wore no vacuum suit.
"Success" hesad. "My assault Makers were replicated along with your body. | guess Fox didn't notice
thet."

"What do you want from me?"' Nikko demanded.

The man'slower lip swelled in an angry pout. "1 wanted you to stay away from the Maker!" he
said. "'l warned you weeks ago, but you wouldn't listen. Oh, you're good. But now you've forced meto
move againgt you. I'm sorry for what | have to do to you. Save atriums repulse me. But you should
understand their occasiona necessity, better than most. | can't change the course of thissilly ship you're
on. But | can control you. | can prevent you from taking on any passengers.”

Nikko gtared at thelittle gentleman, feding brutaly, utterly terrified. The kisheer reflected his
emoation. It swelled up in histhroat until he thought he would choke. " Slave atrium? But you can't—"

"I'm sorry. | redly am. But you've left me no choice. My assault Makers are modifying your
arium now."

"But you don't understand what's going on!™ Nikko protested, the atrium working an interesting
croak of panicinto hisvoice.

"Oh I'm sorry. But you're wrong. | do understand. Phousita's aboard that ship, and she has my
Maker."

"Your Maker?' Nikko blinked in astonishment. Wasthislitleman redly... ?

"Phousita hasto stay aboard that ship! So the police can recover her. Kirgin'sfindly figured out
how you got the Maker out of Castle, you know. Marevic gave her the ship's control code, or most of it,

ayway—"
"Kirgtin?" Nikko echoed dumbly. "Marevic?'
"Y our schemesfdling apart,” Bohr said. "It was avdiant effort, though.”
So Marevic had been arrested. She was probably dead by now. And Kirstin ...

"Kirgin will have Phousitaexecuted,” Nikko said, wondering what it would taketo dicit
sympathy from this ghost. Do you know Phousita? Have you met her? Therésno harmin her. She
doesn't deserveto die”

The ghost looked suddenly uncomfortable. "Nature can be so unkind,”" he admitted. "But it hasto
happen. She'stold me she will share the Maker with anyone who wantsit. | can't let that happen.”

"Why not?'

Bohr seemed to curl into himsdlf like a spider that had been knocked from itsweb. "L ook at
yoursdlf,"” he mumbled, his eyes averted asif he were embarrassed to speak of these things. I don't have
anything againgt you persondly, understand. But you're not a child of the Goddess. Y ou don't belong to
the Earth. Y ou're not apart of the continuity of life that is unique to our Mother. What'sto stop the
development of morelike you if my Maker iswidespread? The lineage of the Goddess will be broken.
Thenatura continuum shattered.”

"That's crazy!" Nikko hissed. "Natureis blind and deaf and dumb, a reactive machine, no more.
It doesn't matter if we changeit! It'sagood thing. Look at Summer House. The technology that made
Summer House can fill the void with life. That can't be bad.”



Bohr's chin came up in alittle boy's stubborn gesture. "What's crazy,” he said, "isour
presumption that we have the vison to be the guiding hands of evolution.”

IIBlJt_II
"I'm sorry," the ghost interrupted.
"But my brother's pattern is on that ship. If the police recover it—"

"I'm sorry,"” the ghost repeated. He seemed truly gpologetic. "Thiswhole affair has become so
ugly.”

Nikko's kisheer fluttered across hisface. He struggled to camit. "But Phousitawill dieif—"

"Phousita made her choice—What's this? What's this? Oh, damnation! Y our dad's got anew
Maker inyou. It's attacking the atrium. Smart move. That'll get rid of me, won't it? More effective than
attacking medirect.”

The ghost was gone.
What for the love of Nature?

Nikko stiffened. He'd meant to speak the words. But they were athought, no more. Hisvoice
was gone. He ordered a check on his atrium, but his command went unacknowledged. Hetried to
access his atrium notebook. Hetried to get areading on the time. The atrium didn't respond. He felt
suddenly dizzy. Pain flared through his skull. What had Fox done to him? He pressed hishead against the
deep cold of the coffin, trying to hold on to consciousness.

Fox had destroyed his atrium.
Fox had saved him from davery.

Fox had stranded him in the void, because without afunctioning atrium, he had no way to sgna
this absurd little ship to begin the voyage home.

* k%

He blacked out. When he cameto, he found himself in the coffin. He didn't remember climbing
in. But the engine had kicked on, so it was good that he'd managed it. He tested the atrium. No result.
He drew nutrients from the coffin and mulled his problems and grew hungrier, until he could think of little
else but his hunger. If the atrium were working, he could suppressthat physiologica reaction....

The atrium was gone.

Hedidn't climb out of the coffin again. He felt weak, and vaguely dizzy. The shaking in hishands
was beginning to be replicated in histoes. There was nothing he could do abouit it. There was nothing he
could do about anything. He couldn't even dictate to the camera.

Hiswas amiserable existence. Yet it could have been worse. Fox had looked to hisbodily
functions. He didn't have to defecate because he had no food in hisintestingl tract. He didn't have to
urinate, because his genita organ recycled his urine, while the excess fluids and toxic excretions were
sweated off inathinfilmof ice.

After aday the engine dowed. The steering mechanism turned the vessd about. Deceleration.
Nikko was a piece of baggage, badly packed. Another day passed. The engine cut off for the last time,
and Nikko blacked out, avictim of exhaustion.



Hewoke up only when hislittle vessdl banged againgt the target ship. The hull of the coffin
immediately fused with the hull of Phousitas ship. The glue would hold until he sprayed the bond with a
little can of propellent stashed in the middle coffin.

Clumsly, he reached up to his chest pandl to activate the camera. The gesture sent waves of
crampsthrough his hands. His numb fingers were yanked into sudden, excruciating circles. Sowly, he
exercised them, opening and closing hishands. At first hislong fingers tangled with each other, but after
ten or twelve repetitions, they began to remember what they were for. With the camera on, he opened
the coffin lid, then climbed out, craning his neck to get alook at the ship that had carried his ghost out of
Cadlle.

It was asguat, ugly cylinder, just large enough to contain three decks. The engines were working
to produce a comfortable decel eration. Recessed sensory equipment studded the hull, but there were no
windows. Nikko pulled out some dack on histether and clambered around the hull, using handy grips
ingtaled for the benefit of maintenance personnd. He found the air lock. The outer door was closed.
Accesswas controlled by anumerica keypad affixed to the hull, minimum security for avesse that
would dock in crowded inner cities. He'd recorded the access code in his atrium notebook—Dbut of
course the notebook had been destroyed aong with his atrium.

He punched experimentally at the keypad, but it rgjected his attempts. He wondered if there was
adoorbell. Inthe end, he decided to knock.

Phousitasat huddled in the living room of thelittle ship. A sogp operawas playing, but the
volume was turned down. Arif was adlegp on the floor. She watched him, hishandsome face so camin
deep. What to do? What to do?

She till waited for her ghost to return from the evil sorcerer. It had been dmost three days now.
Sheld begun to wonder if it had been lost. Perhapsit would never return.

What to do?

Sheld thought it wise—for the time being, until she knew more—to obey the evil sorcerer. So
sheld reneged on her offer to share the Maker'stalents with Arif. Held flown into arage. HEd hit her
again. But that wasthe last time. She made a spell that would send him to deep any time he moved
against her—an absurd solution that did nothing to heal the deep woundsingde him. The Maker could
do that. She wanted to share it with him. But she was afraid of the evil sorcerer and so she waited for the
return of her ghogt.

A dull, distant banging intruded upon her consciousness. Her chin lifted as she listened to abarely
audible pounding that seemed to roll up from the deck. She tested the air, but sensed no change aboard
the ship. Arif tirred restlesdy in hisdeep. The pounding continued in adowly varying rhythm. It seemed
to come from the lock, from the door. She swallowed hard as an unreasonable fear gripped her. There
was nothing on the other side of the door. There would be nothing, until the ship docked at Summer
House.

The pounding went on.

She got dowly to her feet and walked to the lock. The door itsef was only acolored outline. Its
material had bonded with the inner hull of the ship. Using the terms of address Nikko had taught her, she
asked it politely if it would open. The outline faded away. A thin crack appeared in the gray surface.
Severa seconds passed as the crack degpened, then the door did aside, out of sight.

When Phousita had boarded the ship at Castle, there had been a short passage between double



doors. Now the passage was filled with a curious, semitrangparent wall. She reached out to touchiit. It
was cool to her hand but not cold, and it yielded to her touch, like soft flesh. She could see the hazy
points of stars through its mass. So the outer door must be open too. She pushed harder and her hand
sank into it. It was very broad, more than the length of her arm, but if she leaned forward, perhaps she
could reach dl theway outside....

A bitterly cold hand grasped her arm from outside and shoved her back into the ship. She
screamed in surprise and stumbled backward. A moment later she saw Nikko pulling himsdlf through the
membranous wall on a succession of handgrips. Despite dl the weeks sheld spent with his ghost, sheld
never actualy seen him hersdlf. But she recognized him from Sandor's memories. He dipped out of the
gd, thefamiliar eye-tentacle of acamerapack hovering over his shoulder.

His own eyes were occluded behind dark lenses. But the lenses cleared rapidly and in afew
seconds she could see the blue of histrue eyes. He towered over her, histdl blue body like achina
sculpture. Beads of water condensed on him from out of theair. Theliving kerchief that covered his
mouth, nose, and ears shivered, then unfurled until it lay like amantle across his shoulders. Thedien
profile of his scent set her trembling.

Helooked past her.

She followed his gaze, to see Arif crouched on the floor. Quickly she turned back to Nikko and
laid ahand on hisarm. His smooth skin wasicy cold. She could fedl the muscles quivering under her
pam. Hisfingerswere in congtant, erratic motion. "Please don't kill him, Brother Nikko," she whispered.

"I don't need you to defend me!" Arif shouted. He roseto hisfeet, his body flexed, ready. She
sensed then that he would not be unhappy to die.

Nikko's contempt was abitter perfume on the air. But he showed no interest in fighting. He
shrugged, and awave of shimmering blue ran from his shouldersto hisknees. "The police have taken
control of thisship," he said. "It's not going to Summer House anymore. It'll probably be brought back to
Cadle. If you want to dodge the cops, you'll have to come with me."

Phousitafrowned at the gl membrane. She could sense no duplicity from Nikko. Still . . . "How
can weleave?' she asked. "Outsde there's nothing. It's death.” Shelooked at him in surprise. ™Y ou have
aship?'

"You could call it that. It'l get usback to Summer House, anyway. Y ou still have Sandor?"

She looked down in sudden shame. She hadn't been back to visit Sandor since Nikko had gone.
Sheld been too mortified to face him. But Nikko wasn't gone. He was here. Alive and whole.

"Phousita?' Hisvoice wasworried now, riven with ahint of anger. "Y ou gill have Sandor's
pattern, don't you?"

"Of course," she whispered.
"And you'l comewith me?'

She gazed up at him again. She could fed tears tanding in her eyes. Her chest wasfilled with a
great sadness. "'l want to go home, Brother Nikko. Can you help me go home?”

Thetaste of hisregret flooded her senses. "I don't know if you can ever go home again,” he said.
"It depends on you, and how well you can hide from the cops.”

She nodded her understanding. " The cops haven't called on me yet. But | have had another



vigitor. The evil sorcerer sent aghost to me.” Shefelt hisalarm, and nodded again. "He gave me his
address, Brother Nikko, and he told meto visit him. | sent a spirit there, but it hasn't come back.”

The chill in Nikko's voice made her shiver. "Did he give you his name, Phousita?'
"Hesad it was Leander Bohr."

Nikko hissed hisanger. "And do you still have his address?

"Y es, Brother Nikko." She shared that with him, while the cameralooked on.

Then abruptly the scent of Nikko's mood seemed to change: anger |eavened with something like
shame. Heturned to Arif. "'l need your help,” he said.

Arif diffened. Hisface went hard, locked down in a stubborn expression that Phousita knew too
wall.

Nikko seemed to senseit too. His kishear went till across his shoulders. His reluctance clouded
theair. "My atrium's been destroyed,” he said. "I have no way to initiate the autopil ot aboard my ship.
But you candoit.”

"Y ou need to get ingde my atrium again?' Arif growled.
"No. | need you to command my ship."

Arif was slent for amoment. And then agrin dowly spread across hisface.

*k*

Nikko retrieved two pressure suits from alocker in one of the bedrooms. He shook them out,
revealing two long white coveralls, much too big for either Phousitaor Arif. "Y ou'll have to remove your
clothes before you put thison," he said.

Phousita nodded and began to strip. After abrief hesitation, Arif followed her example and soon
they were dressed in the baggy garments. Phousitalooked down at hersdlf.

The suit covered her body from toes to neck. Even her hands were hidden inside baggy gloves at
the ends of long deeves. She found the sense of enclosure deeply disturbing. Her senses seemed to
shrivel benegath the dense cloth. Then Nikko touched a pand on the breast of the suit, and it began to
ghrink. She gasped alittle. "Don't worry,” Nikko said. The suit pulled tight. Within seconds, it had
achieved asnug fit.

Phousitaheld hersdf iffly, repulsed by the garment. Shefelt violated, asif sheld taken on
someone ese's skin. Her heart fluttered in her chest. She sent servantsto investigate this disturbing cloth,
but they quickly returned to her, unable to penetrate it without damaging it. Arif watched the process
warily, then repested the gesture with his own suit.

"Thisisyour hemet," Nikko said. He handed aglobe to her. It was solid white plastic on one
sde; the other sde was transparent plastic. "Goes over your head.”

Her heart thudded in dull fear. The helmet would complete her enclosure, and cut her off from the
world. Shewatched Arif place his own helmet over his head. Nikko locked it down and turned to her.
She swallowed her fear. She could not go back and she could not stay here. A path had been laid out for
her, and she must follow it. She dipped the helmet over her head. Nikko locked it with his clumsy,
trembling hand. A hissof air, asudden change in pressure. Then silence.



She drew adeep bregth to calm hersdlf. The air tasted dightly different from that of the ship. She
thought of dl thetiny servantsthat <till roved the room. She couldn't recover them now. Nikko beckoned
with along, curling finger.

"Let'sgo." Arif'svoice growled in her ears, both ears at once, asif he stood on two sides of her,
hislips but a bresth away.

Hetook her arm and steered her toward the gel membrane, eager to be off. Nikko had taught
him to speak to the new ship with hisatrium. He would command it. He seemed to have drawn new life
from that mplerole.

Nikko spent afew seconds fussing over his old camera pack, then he shrugged his kisheer up
over hisface, and backed into the membrane. It closed around him as he dipped outside. Arif went next.
Phousitawatched him closaly, then she reached into the membrane, caught ahandgrip, and pulled herself
through. Outside, the suit seemed to tiffen dightly. It squeezed her body ever so gently.

Nikko had waited for her. He showed her how to climb using the handgrips. He hovered close
beside her asthey clambered acrossthe hull to histiny ship. He helped her lie down in the coffin. Then he
closed thelid.

CHAPTER
22

Kirstin headed home after Marevic's execution, bone-tired but aglow with a sense of triumph.
The Bohr Maker was hers again—not in hand yet, but under her control. Her staff had extrapolated the
ship's control codes from Marevic's aborted testimony. They'd communicated briefly with the ship,
obtaining video and auditory imagesthat confirmed the identity of the two passengers as Phousitaand
Aurif.

And she'd ensured the ship would never come back to Castle. Already the police ship
Galapagos, routed toward Summer House, was moving into position to launch amissile at the outlaw
vessdl. Nikko's desperate caper was nearly at an end.

For amoment adarker mood eclipsed her triumph. Nikko's ghost was aboard that ship too. She
had no direct proof, but every ingtinct told her it must be. She would have liked to vidit him; et him know
that he was not so clever after dl; that in the end histreachery had failed.

But the ship's communications systems had been shut down to prevent any ghosts from escaping,
and shewouldn't compromise thet.

She smiled as she reached the wel coming door of her apartment. She would not let Nikko stedl
her pleasure. No, the only red disappointment in the case was that Marevic's testimony had offered no
linksto Fox.

The mgordomo program greeted her as she stepped insde, informing her that she had two
hundred ninety-seven cdls or ghosts waiting, one hundred thirty-four of them coded urgent priority. She
returned the greeting with afew choice epitaphs.



After abath and dinner, she replayed an atrium record of one of Nikko's vidits, then dept
contentedly. So another full day passed before she finaly turned her attention to the backlog of cdlsand
waiting ghosts. Even then, shefailed to notice his presence until shed worked through nearly half the
urgent list. The mgjor-domo program had taken no specia notice of the waiting ghost'sidentity. But the
tag caught her eye, and brought her up sharp.

Leander Bohr.
She blinked in shock that quickly turned to anger, then to cynica amusement.
It was ahoax, of course.

Stll, it had got her attention. She called up the ghost, curious to see what cocky bastard would
dare use Leander's name.

The ghost appeared for her.
"You!" shehissed.

He shrugged deferentially. The white-blond hair, the cool blue eyes, the milky skin ... just the
same as she remembered. Just the same.

But it wasimpossible. Hed died so long ago. He could not have hidden from her dl thistime.

Fury setin. HEd played her for afool! But no longer. Now she knew he was extant, she would
find him. But she kept these thoughts hidden.

"Leander," shesaid coadlly. "Or adamn good imitation.”

He seemed confused, but that was aways hisway. "Kirstin. Y ou look imposing. More grand
than | remember. Oh, but you've kept mein the tank so long. Have they made it to Summer House? Are
you watching closdy?'

She shivered a this haunting from the past. But it had to be Leander. The mannerismswere
perfect.

"It'sabit of asurpriseto seeme, isn't it?" he went on, when shefailed to answer. "Sorry. | hadn't
intended to stick my noseinto your business, but thetruth is, I'm beginning to doubt you. Y ou let them
take the Maker."

"What do you know about it?"

"I've taked with Phousita”

" OU—"

"I'vetaked with Nikko."

She went very ill. "The ghost, you mean. Marevic admitted that."

"No, theman. Y ou're not aware of him? That's bad. HE!ll have taken the Maker from you by
now, then. | tried to stop him, but Fox had booby-trapped his atrium.”

"Youidiot! Try to make some sense.”

He smiled asif she were an embarrassing child. "Nikko will have taken the Maker from you by
now. That'sal. Can't you stop him?"



**k*

The ghost wastrangtory. It answered her questions about Nikko and about the little craft Nikko
had been piloting toward an interception with Phousta. Then it dissolved itsdlf, leaving no trail, no hint of
whereit had come from, not even a pattern that she could feed to the Gates.

The experience |eft her shaken. She no longer felt sure of the extent of her powers. Leander had
duped her al these years. Now Nikko thought he could fool her too? Her doubt turned to hot anger. She
checked the time. The police cruiser had fired its missiles severa hours before. They were scheduled to
grike the ship in approximately twenty-three minutes. She ordered communications with the ship
reestablished. She had to confirm Leander's warning.

* k%

A machine can't duplicate human senses. Thiswas neither a philosophica statement nor a
scientific opinion, but alaw within the Commonwedlth, and Kirstin experienced its severity when her
ghogt arrived aboard the police ship. She "heard” through the ship's audio pickups, "saw" through its
video eyes, "smdled" through its molecular filters, and fet nothing. She had no body and no fixed
position, either mental or physical. She saw the whole ship at once, heard it, smelled it. At once she knew
that it was empty.

She wanted to breathe.

Instead, she reviewed the ship'smemory, scrolling rapidly through the days since launch until the
moment the visitor was first detected. Now she perused the records more dowly. She watched asthe
strange craft approached and locked to the hull of the police ship; she saw afamiliar figure emerge from
it. Shelistened to conversations aboard the ship.

She wanted to breathe.

Nikko Jiang-Tibayan mocked her. A dead man, now heartily dive. Like Leander, hed played
her for afool.

She must breathe.

Shewent home.

*k*

Immediately, she convened a closed-door meeting with select members of the Congressiona
Committee that oversaw police activities. "It's the biogenesis function,” shetold them. "I filed areport on
its potential weeks ago; now my worst fears have been confirmed. Fox has stored illegal codein the
function and used it to recreate a proscribed life-form.”

"Y ou don't know that for sure,” one of the politicians objected.

Kirgtin glared at him. "That'swhy I'm here seeking awarrant,” she growled. "So | can conduct an
investigation. | want awarrant that will alow meto review every line of codein the function. | want
another warrant that will dlow meto arrest Fox on unspecified charges. | don't have any proof of his
involvement at thispoint, but if | postpone the arrest, he's going to disappear. Were not talking about an
ordinary citizen here. We're talking about Fox Jang-Tibayan. And he may have dready armed himsdlf
with the Bohr Maker. We smply can't afford to wait.”

The Congressiona people looked worried. Good. Get them scared enough, and they'd let her do
anything.



"All right," the ranking representative said. ™Y ou can have your warrants. But you will take no
punitive action without our gpprova.”

Kirgin gave him alook of open contempt. "1 appreciate your delicate mora senshbilities,” she
sad. "But thestuationiscritica. Wewill do whet is necessary.”

"Within the bounds of thelawm!"
"Well try."

CHAPTER
23

Nikko's condition steadily worsened as the craft neared Summer House. He couldn't fool himself
anymore. The medica Maker Fox had devised to correct his degenerating nervous system simply wasn't
working, and he could guesswhy. The journey through the void had been arduous. His metabolic rate
had climbed steadily in afurious effort to keep him warm, to power chemical exchangesin the kisheer, to
maintain even alethargic level of motor activity. He was|eft in astate of perpetua exhaugtion. There
samply wasn't enough metabolic fuel availablein hisbody to satisfy the threshold energy requirements of
the medica Maker, and so it remained dormant.

His consciousness blurred, so that it didn't seem so long before he could pick out the winking
blue gtar that would resolve into the rotating body of Summer House. He left his coffin and pulled himsdlf
aong thetether. The musclesin hishandsfelt week. He could hardly close histrembling fingers around
theline. He moved dowly, carefully, concentrating on every gesture until he reached the control panel on
Arif's coffin. He battled with hisfingersto enter the short sequence that would initiate Arif's awakening.
Guided by its Dull Intelligence, the camera hovered at his shoulder, recording it all.

He went on to Phousita's coffin and did the same. By the time he managed it, the blue star of the
House had resolved into the distinct shapes of the mother asteroid and the blue teardrop of the enclosed
ocean, rolling down upon him in athreatening circular mation, like rotating hammersfixed to anearly
invisible spoke.

The sght mesmerized him. He shook his head, striving to focus his concentration. Bardly visble
beyond the House was the gold metdlic glint of the magnetic launch tube. And something dse. A gray
point. A ship, herealized. Moving out of the shadow of the launch tube. A new arrival. Robotic merchant
shipsvisited the city every couple of weeks, sometimes more often.

Sowly, carefully, he made hisway back to Arif's coffin. He could sense movement in there, so
he popped the lid. Lights fixed on the coffin rim illuminated Arif's features benesth the clear faceplate of
his helmet. He studied Nikko calmly. His gaze narrowed as he watched Nikko reach for the umbilicals
and miss, reach for the umbilicals and miss again. Nikko cursed himsdlf. His kisheer went taut againg his
facein areflection of shame. He closed hisrebellious hand into atangled fist and dammed it against the
coffinhull ... asif pain might force his musclesto obey him.

But he hardly felt the blow, and that scared him more. Hetried again anyway, summoning al his
will and thistime hisfingers closed in aclumsy grip around the bundled umbilical cords. Arif's gloved



hand covered his and together they disconnected the suit from the coffin.

Nikko pulled back, hisbody quivering in exhaustion. Arif climbed out. He stretched tiffly, while
checking his harnessto see that it was secure. He looked pointedly at Phousita's coffin. Nikko nodded.
Heflexed hishands afew times, then began to make the laborious three-meter journey.

*k*

Phousita awoke with aterrible awareness of age, her own age. She'd grown so very old.
Lifetimes of experience weighed upon her, pressed upon her. She knew more about the human condition
than anyone had ever known before her. Sheld lived the lives of men, the lives of women, sheld known
poverty and wedlth, joy and suffering, shed been frivolous, melancholy, devoted, treacherous, loving,
despairing, curious, petulant ... everything that a person could ever be. Sheld ditilled dl this experience
until she'd become the paradigm of humanity, the spokesman of aworld, the one best suited to judge
what path they dl should take.

Except that it was not her experience ... thiswas her second thought. No, these lifetimes
belonged to another, to Leander Bohr. He'd laid the weight of them upon her, transforming her into a
lesser copy of himsdlf. Thiswas how he'd tortured her.

She cried out in anguish. She pounded her gloved fist againgt the transparent plastic shield that
kept the void out of her coffin and screamed. Her tampered soul had come home sometimein her deep,
had dipped quietly in through her atrium. She hadn't even been aware of it asit dissolved itsdf into her
mind. Sheld dept on, while the memoriesit carried became hopel essly entangled with her native mind,
until the two could never be separate again. Leander Bohr had colonized her, and she screamed at the
agony of hislife.

Shehit the plagtic shield. It bubbled under her fist. She hit it again. The bubble deepened. Again.
It broke. A pinhole. Air screamed through the tiny opening. Her ears popped, and then the suit
pressurized. She hit the shidd again.

Dimly, she was aware of movement eclipsing the stars. Nikko's passionless face stared at her
through the glass. His camera hovered above his head like an intelligent snake. She cringed at the sight of
him. His presence repulsed her. This creatureisn't natural, she thought. He wasn't made of Mother
Earth.

Anirrationa fury began to build in her as shelooked at him. Hissing air became the voice of her
anger. She yanked the umbilicalsfree, then struck at the plastic shield again just as Nikko popped thelid
on the coffin. She exploded out of her prison.

* k%

Nikko recoiled ingtinctively as Phousitadove at him. But he wasn't fast enough. Her helmet
gruck him in the chest, knocking him off the coffin. She clung to him. They shot out together the length of
his tether, then snapped back. They hit the seam between two coffinswith athud. He caught an unsteady
grip with histoes, arresting their motion. Then he glimpsed Phousitasface. Her featuresweretwisted in
an expression of unreasoning fury. Her gloved fingersfound hiskisheer. Shetoreit, asif sheweretrying
torip it off hisneck. A muffled howl of fury reverberated in histhroat. Blinded by pain, hetried to dap at
her, to thrust her away. But she clung like aburr. Her strength amazed him. A wispy cloud of minute red
ice crystals drifted past her face. He felt the bite of intense cold in his kisheer, and he knew hed taken
damage. Hethrust a her with both hands.

Shewas gone. He threw himself in the opposite direction, scrabbling aong the hull until he



reached the lead coffin. A searing pain pulsed through his kisheer. His heart hammered in awar-beat and
he could hardly breathe. He pressed his face against the hull of the coffin and tried to stifle a scream that
threstened to rise from the growing nauseaiin hisbelly.

When hefindly lifted hishead, the coffin'shull was coated in arime of redice.

He looked down the length of the jury-rigged craft. Some five meters away, two space-suited
figures huddled at the end of atether.

*k*

"What's wrong with me? What's wrong with me?' Phousita sobbed. Her voice rang shrill indde
the artificia confines of the hemet. Arif held her in astrong, steady grip while they drifted at the end of
thetether. "1 hate him. | want to kill him. He's not naturd. He must die. Help me, help me, Arif. Theseare
not my thoughts. | don't want to fed thisway. | hate him. Let mego. Let mego.”

Her ranting was insufferable in her own ears, yet she couldn't stop. Tides of hate pumped through
her blood. Bohr had poisoned her; polluted her. She was not herself. Her thoughts were not her thoughts.
Her fedingswere dien. Sheleaned back againgt Arif and moaned in heartfelt agony.

"It'sdl right," he kept whispering, hisvoice awarm buzz in her ears. Y oull makeit dl right. It
was anightmare, that'sal. Cam down. It'll bedl right.”

"It won'," shecried. "It won't. Not until he's dead.”

* k%

Some part of Nikko whispered that hed misread Phousita's attack. It had been an accident, a
nightmare carried into wakefulness, nothing more, and that he should go back and check on her, see that
shewas uninjured. But amore basic ingtinct kept him frozen in place. The hate on her face had been
focused on him, and him aone.

Motion drew his gaze around. He looked, to see that the rotating hammers of Summer House
had drawn appallingly near. They rose overhead and plunged downward like some hellish machine bent
on crushing thetiny craft on its dow approach: fist of rock, fist of ocean, in adow booming rhythm that
drew ever nearer, more menacing.

The merchant ship had drawn much closer too. He could make out its shape now: cylinders
bundled in adiamond pattern. It was no robotic vessd, heredized. This craft was manned. And too, it
was no merchant ship. He stared at the formal Chinese charactersonits sde that identified it: thiswas
the Galapagos, a ship of the Commonwedth Police.

He wanted to believe its presence was a coincidence, but that was too much to ask.

A sense of helplessfury rolled over him. Hed come so close to bringing the Bohr Maker home.
So close. But the cops had caught on. How? Suddenly he knew. Bohr's ghost had turned himin. That
sniveling, limp-spined bastard.

Thefigt of rock came hammering down, occulting hisview of the police ship. Therock swept
pas, lessthan akilometer away now. He could see the clawlike pattern of the ceramic pipesthat drained
the asteroid's artificia frosting of cometary ice. It plunged away. The police ship had turned its prow to
face him. A white light bloomed againg itsbelly.

Nikko jerked in shock. The fucking cops were shooting at them! He scrabbled at his harness, his
tangled fingers ressting. But terror had steadied them somewhat. The clasp snapped open. He dove aft.



Phousitaand Arif were gtill drifting on the end of the tether. They hadn't seen what was coming. Probably
wouldn't understand, even if they had seen.

Holding on with histoes, Nikko perched on the rim of the middle coffin and worked at the
anchor that held Arif'stether. Got it loose. Turned his attention to Phousita's and freed that one aswell.

*k*

Phousitafelt ajerk against her harness. Shetwisted in Arif'sarms. Nikko had the end of the
tether in his hands. Over his head, the hugefist of a blue ocean was plunging down fagter than afdling
gar. "Arif!" she screamed, in aviolent combination of rage and terror. Nikko heaved on the tether. He
was holding on by histoes. She felt the harnessjerk, knocking the breath out of her lungs, then sheand
Arif were shooting helplesdy toward Nikko. He let go of the tether and ducked. Her armsflailed as she
tried to reach him. Arif was screaming manic threats. They shot past Nikko, past the little spacecraft.
Their tetherstrailed after them like broken strings from akite as they swept under the path of the plunging
bluefist. She screamed in utter terror, knowing that the hand of God had reached out to crush her from
exigence.

But the hand swept past. She blinked in amazement. Her perspective seemed to shift. The silvery
scars on the receding wall of encapsulated water became distant trees, the airless forest of Sandor's
memories.

Stll clinging to Arif, she twisted around to look back.

Nikko had jumped. He dove after them like ablue arrow in the void.

*k*

It was asuicide leap. Nikko knew it, but he took it anyway. What choice did he have? The
police ship had fired itsmissile. A sudden wave of light and heat washed over him, and he knew the
missile had found itstarget. He curled his body into aball as chunks of debris swept past. Smdler bits of
shrapne peppered his back and shoulders, igniting fires of bitter cold. Something struck him hard in the
shoulder, sending him into aviolent spin. He dmost blacked out from the bruising pain.

He caught aglimpse of the distant, entangled figures of Phousitaand Arif. A halo of frozen
vapors surrounded them. So one of them, at least, had taken damage. But the suitswould salf-sedl.

Thefig of rock swept down on them. It looked like afaling world. Nikko had never seenthe
House from this perspective. It horrified him: this mercilessimage of stone-cold power. He fully expected
to be swept up, crushed, like an insect beneath arock.

But the rock swept past. It hurtled beneath him. Or he tumbled past it. At jet Speeds he spun
over the plain of ice and rock and back into open space, wobbling in amad, helpless rotation. He caught
aglimpse of Phousitaand Arif. They were far beyond him now, at least half aklick, small white entangled
figures. A shadow swept over them. They disappeared. Then reappeared moments later, black
slhouettes againgt a blue ocean. They were going to hit the surface. He knew it. They were going to hit.
He spun away.

Hefdt the presence of the House at his back like athousand gravities. When he completed his
rotation he was facing awall of blue. He could see the spongy surface texture of the lower House. It
couldn't be more than twenty meters away. It seemed to fill the Universe. Hed seldom come exploring
here. There were no trees. Nothing to hold on to. Just acurving plain of blue that seemed to fill the
Universe. Home. Only fifteen meters away. Then ten. Then unbdievably, five. He stretched his body out,
reaching for it, knowing theimpact would kill him and not caring, wanting only to go home.



Hislong fingers brushed the surface, meeting no more resistance than he might have met from
amaosphere. He cartwheded into an insubstantia blue sea. Bluelight blazed on every side. Then
suddenly, darkness. The searapidly thickened. His spin dowed, then ceased dtogether asthe gelatinous
matrix enfolded him with al the protective warmth of amother'swomb.

CHAPTER
24

Kirgin's ghost arrived in the atrium of the commander of the Galapagos. Beryl wasahard-line
cop with abuzz cut and a system-wide reputation for molecular intolerance. She and Kirgtin went back a
long way, and they welcomed each other with a hearty hug. When the clinch eased, the commander
leaned back and treated Kirgtin to awide grin. "Fried hisglass ass," she announced.

"Nikko Jang-Tibayan?' Kirstin asked eagerly. "Y ou got him?"

Beryl nodded. "It was close. He was only afew klicks off the station when we got avideo ID.
We had to fire aswestie right through the arc of rotation. Redl cute. Nailed him in hisnuclear ass."

Kirgtinfet athrill of triumph. Nikko had dmost sneaked past her again, but not quite. "Nature. |
wish | could have seen it happen. Bet the BOD's screaming about the rads, though.”

The commander frowned. "Y ou'd think so, wouldn't you? But except for alittle grousing from
traffic control, Summer House hasn't said aword. Y ou'd think we were exterminators they'd hired to do
ajob.”

Kirdgtin felt abrush of concern then. It wasn't like the board of directorsto lose an opportunity to
fileacomplaint againgt the police. "Y ou sure you hit them?”

"Sure. They're dugt.”

She kissed the commander on the cheek. "Dock the ship, then. I've got a corpse warming up and
awarrant to arrest Fox. I'll meet you in the city.”

*k*

As soon asKirgtin emerged from the mausoleum, she summoned the contingent of officers
stationed at the House. The Galapagos was till in the process of docking, but she could begin her
investigation with the staff on hand.

"Thefirg thing we do isfind Fox," shetold the reluctant police captain, the same man sheld
vigited weeks ago on her first ingpection of the House. Histour of duty was nearly over now. Hed
aready submitted hisresignation and accepted full House citizenship. Obvioudy, he didn't like the
gtudtion one bit.

"They're hiding him," the captain said. "The House won't say where heis.”

Kirgin'seyes narrowed inirritation. "We have awarrant,” sheinformed him. The data Gates had
aready been indructed to filter hisghogt.



The police captain nodded nervoudy. "That's fine. Well need to take it to the corporate offices
and get someone to open the House security system to us.”

Her frown deepened. "We've got Hunter Makers. We can find him on our own."

The palice captain averted hisgaze. "Could be," he said. "But the hunt will be easier if wego
through channels™

Sheglared a himin open indignation. "Y ou're saying our Hunter Makerswon't work here?"

He glanced at her, then quickly looked away. "No, no, I'm not saying that at all. If that werethe
case, | would have reported it, wouldn't 1?"

"Damnright.” If he hadn't reported it, shed have him up on charges.

"It's the organic nature of Summer House," he explained. "We can't just flush our Hunters through
the air system. Therésalot of undifferentiated tissue to inspect. It could take hours."

She was not convinced. But for the moment, she agreed to go along. "All right,” shesaid. "To the
corporate offices, then.”

*k*

The corridors seemed oddly empty. When they did encounter people, it was mostly children,
playing tag and hide-and-seek and other games. The few adultsthey saw were openly hostile, scowling
at the contingent of police officers.

They found the corporate offices nearly deserted. A few kidswere playing in the outer rooms.
They scattered when the cops showed up. The desk consoles had al been shut down and wouldn't
reactivate when Kirgtin punched in an experimentd command. She glared questioningly at theloca police
captain, but he only shrugged, hisface creasing inworry. "I've never seenit likethis before” he said.
"They're usudly fully staffed here, round the clock.”

He led them on. The doors to the various offices stood open, but one after another, they found
each room empty, the consoles unrespongve. Findly, they cameto the president's office: Fox's old haunt.
This door was closed, but it did aside at the request of the police captain.

A red-haired figure sat behind the desk, idly swiveing from sideto sidein the office chair. For a
moment Kirstin thought she'd found Fox. Her eyeswidened. She started forward. Then the chair's
occupant looked up.

He was ateenage kid. His gaze met hers. Amusement glittered in his eyes. Hisface was astudy
ininsolent self-assurance, asif held discovered the big bad wolf had rotten teeth. When she saw that
expression, shefdt asharp pang of worry.

"We'relooking for Fox," the police captain said.
Thekid's gaze remained fixed on Kirgtin. "Fox isgone." He had the effrontery to actudly grin.
Kirgtin carefully pulled awrap over her outrage. "Gone where?' she asked between gritted teeth.

"Wadl, nobody knows. He'sjust gone. All his personal files, too, if you want to know." Thekid
leaned back in his chair; kicked hisfeet up on the desk. "Sound like asuicide to you?”

Kirstin glared for along, cold moment. "Where's the corporate staff ?' she asked. "Who isacting
president?'



"Well, the staff stepped out for afew minutes, you see. But I'm till here. I'm the new president.”
Helaughed again, then popped a stick of gum into his mouth.

* k%

Two hours of searching turned up no sign of Fox, or any other member of the corporation's
Board of Directors. Sometime during that interval, the police captain aso disappeared. After Kirstin
discovered his absence, she ordered the rest of thelocal officers aboard the Galapagos, which had
finally completed docking procedures at the central tether. House personnel had not assisted in the
process. The staff was ostengibly on holiday and officially the dock was closed, while al corporate
citizens observed aday of grieving over the supposed suicide of Fox, their corporate father. There didn't
seem to be any formal ceremonies.

The police manhunt continued. When afew members of Fox's staff turned up, Kirstin summoned
them to the Galapagos for questioning. But nobody would admit to knowing where the missing
corporate members had gone, or who had overseen Nikko's resurrection. They gave her no useful
information &t al, and when she threatened them, they showed no fear.

So she released the Hunter Makersinto the city—three waves of them over aninety-minute
period. Six hourslater none of them had obeyed their programmed limit and returned, leaving her with
the inescapable conclusion that something out there was egting them. It seemed impossible. She should
have had the best arsend in existence. Y et her finest molecular devicesfailed to return.

The hunt took on acritical fed. Summer House was not like other cities. She couldn't just run the
dogs through the corridors. The corridors represented only asmall part of the body of Summer House.
Manufacturing facilities and secure labs were set awvay from the inhabited levels and could only be
accessed through the trangt system. The multitudinous level s of the forest had to be accessed on foot.
But what concerned her most was the uninhabited and unimproved zone between the outer oceans and
theinner city. The areacongsted of little more than mass: an undifferentiated gelainous medium through
which the lanes of the transit system passed. Fox could hide aworld in that vast, interdtitial space. But
without the Hunter Makers, she had no way to ingpect it.

Her frudtration grew with the passing hours. Ingtinct told her awhirl of activity was proceeding
just beyond her perceptions, yet she couldn't accessiit. The Situation was dipping out of her contral.

CHAPTER
25

Phousitafet hersdlf cradled in awarm, thick darkness. She was done. Arif had been torn from
her arms when sheld died. She must have died. And been reborn, or at least conceived in thewomb of a
new mother. Her memoriestrailed after her, acontinuous stream linking her to alife now past. She
surveyed that fact with wonder. The darkness shifted around her. A voice spokein her mind. No. It was
no voice. It was the memory of avoice, someone questioning her: who are you? A voice aswarm and
reassuring as the darkness.

"Phousita," she whispered. But she couldn't speak. Her own voice went out through her atrium.
In that moment, when she spoke her name, she understood that she had not been reborn. She was il



the same unworthy creature sheld aways been. "But where am |7 The words were a subvocalized
whisper, but the darkness understood.

Sheld entered the body of Summer House: the knowledge came to her not asavoice, but asa
memory, newly retrieved.

Summer House.

She must learn more. She began to compose aspdl| of tiny servantsto explore this place, then
stopped. She till wore the suit, the hdmet, the blinding gloves. "May | remove these garments?* she
asked.

It would be safe. The House would evacuate atransit bubble around her.

The gentle pressure of the darkness seemed to recede. She could fed soft walls forming under
her hands, like smooth, bonelessflesh. Shefelt hersdf sink until her booted feet touched a curved floor.
Then athin blue phosphorescence developed around her, gradually brightening, illuminating the interior of
aspherica chamber barely large enough to hold her.

Sheworked at the clasp of her hemet until it snapped open, then she lifted the burdensome thing
from her head. A puff of warm, moist air greeted her. She breathed it in deeply. Ah, so much better than
the nasty cold stuff in the suit.

She punched experimentaly at the control pane of her suit until the garment finally released its
form-fitting grip. It sagged into athin, oversized unit. She pedled it off and stepped out, leavingitina
heap on the floor. Her hands glinted in shiny, moist patches. She clapped them gently together, and her
eager servants legpt away in aminute cloud of mist. From the House she sensed a sudden disquiet, but
shechosetoignoreit. "Whereis Arif?' she asked.

Arif: the House had established communication with him. Hed entered the House with suit
damage and was being trangported to the infirmary for treatment of hisinjuries. The House expected a
full recovery.

Phousita swallowed hard against a sudden knot of tension. "And whereis—" It took a
discernible effort even to say the hated name. "Where is Nikko?"

Sheld glimpsed him just before the ocean swallowed her up. Histrgectory had changed. Hed
been hit by apiece of debristhat sent him careening in awild spin over the edge of theworld.

The House needed clarification. Did Phousitarefer to the corporate citizen Nikko Jang-Tibayan?

"Yes" An unsettling mixture of delight and dread ran through her veins as she anticipated the
House response.

The House was unaware of the present location of Nikko Jiang-Tibayan.

She sagged down against the floor of the transit bubble, her naked body pressed against the
discarded suit. So Nikko had never returned to the House. HE'd plunged past the edge of the world.
He'd missed this sanctuary and fdleninto thevoid.

Shefet apiousjoy, arighteous triumph at that terrible accident. But why? How could she
despise him s0?

Abruptly, she sensed an gpproaching presence. She sat up, astheillumination began to fade from
atall section of the sphere. The curved wall seemed to thin, then it drew apart like contracting flesh,



reveding the interior of another blue-lit sohere and an old man with wild, gray-streaked hair that took the
color of old blood in the cold light.

"Fox," she whispered.

Helooked at her askance, perhaps embarrassed by her nudity. Thelinesin hisface were deeper
than she remembered. ... No. These were Sandor's memories. He seemed gaunt, his shoulders bowed.
He reeked of grief.

"You madeit," hesad, asif he could hardly bdieveit himsdf. "We were watching for you. We
saw it dl. Wetried to warn you, but Nikko wouldn't answer."

"His atrium was dead," Phouditasaid.

Fox stared at her, aghast. Fox had engineered the destruction of Nikko's atrium. Phousita
wanted to say something to comfort him, but an aien sense of contempt held her back. Leander Bohr did
not like Fox any more than he liked Nikko.

Fox swallowed hard. He seemed to gather himsdlf. "I don't suppose ... in dl the chaos ... you
managed to—" Hislipstrembled. His forehead shone with sweat. " Sandor?' he croaked.

Phousitaturned half away from him, repulsed at the thought of giving Sandor to this man. Until
sheredlized he'd asked for Sandor, not the Maker. He was the first person she'd encountered who
hadn't shown an activeinterest in that talent. She blinked, and quickly looked back a him. "Can you
meke himliveagain?'

"If the code is good, maybe. Maybe. But time's growing short. The biogenesisfunction's been
initiated. We have to bring Sandor back now, beforeit'stoo late.”

Phousita nodded dowly, uncertain of hisintent.

"It'sadangeroustime,” Fox explained softly. "The cops have guessed Nikko came out of the
biogenesisfunction. They've got awarrant to inspect the code, and of course to interrogate me—though
I'm not going to be around to talk to them. We have to keep them doubting long enough to make good

our escape.”
"Y our escape?' Phousita asked. She had thought Summer House might be akind of sanctuary.

Fox nodded shakily. "Wevetaken avoteonit,” he said. "And we won't give up what weve
gained. The biogenesisfunction is our only insurance, and we aren't going to let the cops take that away
from us. Here. Here's the eectronic address for Sandor's code.”

Sherecorded the address in her atrium. There was an awkward silence. "Y ou'll send it soon?" he
asked.

She nodded.

He seemed ready to go, but he hesitated. "Y our friend Arif wasinjured by shrapnd," he offered.
"He'sintheinfirmary. Hell bedl right. The copswon't recognize him. 1t's best, though, if you stay here.
The copsthink you're dead. They didn't see you jump ship. They won't be looking for you, so you'll be
al right, too, if you stay out of sght.”

Again, he seemed ready to go. But again, something held him back. "We can't find Nikko," he
sad.



Shefdt hersdf siffen. "l know."

"I can bring him back, of course. His codes till in the biogenesis function. But it won't be the
same. Hismemorieswill be antique. Hed changed alot, you know. Hed learned alot from you."

She shuddered. Nikko had tried to murder her. That'swhat she'd believed when held flung her
and Arif from the ship. But moments later the ship had exploded. So redlly, held saved her life. And he
was Sandor's brother. Sheloved him too. She knew it. She didn't hate him. The contempt was
Leander's, not hers. She bowed her head, asa storm of conflicting emotionswelled up inside her.

She could not go on likethis.

*k*

She hadn't vidited the valey since the terrible ssorm. When she findly returned, she was surprised
to see how much the forest had recovered from the assault of winds. The trees were sending out new
leaves of soft green and dull gold. The air was till. And the sun, where it filtered through the canopy,
nourished with its hegt.

She codesced out of migt, to stand on a smooth spill of rock just outside the mouth of asmall
cave. Shewas nude. The sunlight touched her brown skin with tender hands. Her hair hung loose and
long, brushing the small of her back. Shefelt strong, but dirty too.

Sandor seemed to sense that. He'd been sitting just insde the mouth of the cave, cross-legged,
his skin alittle darker than she remembered. He jumped to hisfeet when he saw her. "Phousital” He
started to reach for her, but stopped, put off perhaps, by the expression in her eyes. ™Y ou've been hurt,”
he said. "Y ou've been changed.” He backed off astep. His voice shook. "What's been done to you?"

Her chin dropped dightly. She was caught off baance. Sheld expected anger from him. Didn't
she deserve it? Sheld abandoned him for days. But there was no anger in his eyes, only horror, ashe
seemed to look past her face and into her soul, to recognize the evil sorcerer: the true spirit of Leander
Bohr now. Not smply his servant anymore, but himself.

His hesitation hurt her more than hisanger ever could.

"I'm possessed,” shewhispered. "Theevil sorcerer livesingde me. I'm not myself anymore.” She
raised her hand tentatively. "Do you remember me? Do you remember who | was?!

He reached for her then, and enfolded her in hisarms. His scent swept around her in an
intoxicating cloud. She wanted to make love. She wanted to fed the false promisesthat camewith
orgasm, thelying certainty that everything would be dl right, dl right. But she knew that nothing would
ever bedl right so long asthe spirit of Leander commanded her.

She clung to Sandor. She pulled him againgt her with adl her strength, asif by sheer physica
pressure she could force him to become part of her, so that his soul might dilute the influence of Bohr.
"Help me, Sandor, please. Bring me back. Bring me back to what | was. Y ou knew me best. Y ou can
do that."

He shook hishead dightly. Hislips brushed her cheek. His breath washed against her skin, warm
and full of life. Morelife than most living men could command. He was only aghost. She could taste his
regret, like abitter tea. "1 don't know what's happened to you," he whispered. "But | do know there's no
going back. I've learned that at least. Y ou taught me. Y ou've pulled me past dl the horrors, Phousita
God, you haveto pull us past thistoo."



"But | can't,” shemoaned. "I can't get rid of him." Leander couldn't be exorcised. He wastoo
thoroughly entangled in her memories. She could never remove him.

"It'strue," Sandor said. "Y ou can't get rid of anything. It dl stayswith you, becomes part of you.
| remember—" But he caught himsalf. He wouldn't spesk of it. Still, she knew. She'd lived his memories
too. "You can get past it," heingsted. " Set yourself gpart from your memories. Make yourself new. It's
the only way to move on.”

Make yourself new? Sheclung to him, savoring thisidea.
Could it be possible to smply—
—Ileave Leander behind?

But if shedid that, wouldn't she risk losing other things dong the way? Sandor's arm tightened
around her. She could smell hisfear. He sensed the danger too.

She pressed her head againgt his chest. "I have to send you away,” she whispered. "Weve come
to Summer House. They're waiting for you. They want to make you red again.”

He sucked in aharsh breath. His grip tightened further. "Come with me."
"Il follow. | promise.”

Hedidn't believe her. "Phousital" he pleaded, his doubt pa pable. "Y ou come and go, and go and
go. | can't hold on to you."

"No," sheagreed. "It'susdlesstotry.”

They wereinsubstantia ghogts, ever-changing vapors adrift in time, impossibleto hold onto
anything with the damnably infirm grip of ahuman hand. "But | will follow," she swore. "'l will." She kissed
him deeply, then let him fade away.

* k%

Sheleft therock shelf to stroll among the trees. The humusfelt coarse beneath her feet, warm,
and full of living things. She knelt down, and scooped a handful of it, bresthed upon it to blow some of
the finer particles away, then watched thetiny, crawling beings that inhabited it asthey went about their
ingtinctive business. She must go beyond ingtinct, beyond any pattern set down in her cells. She must
write her own future. Wasit possible?

She gazed a thetiny crawly things, with their many legs, their smplelives, and tentatively, she
began to weave her spell. The effort was spontaneous, not intellectual. She worked with avisceral sense,
feding, never planning. How could she plan? Sheld descended into the handful of humus and become a
worm, blind and dumb and living in darkness, chewing through the humus of the forest floor, egting
experience, her own, and that of others. Digesting memories. She spun the silk of her spell, woveit
around herself, wrapped hersdlf up init until she could no longer move. She became a pupa, outwardly
quiescent, sheltered in darkness. Changing. From the pupa hatched a small brown moth. It crawled up
through the humus to the surface of the forest floor and stretched itswings. Suddenly, she shuddered.
Everything was so much brighter here, more intense. She caught the fading scent of Sandor's love upon
theair. Shedrew it into her mind, and as she held it there it seemed to swell and grow, filling her until she
thought she would burst; aterrible, sublime ache that spilled acrossthe plain of her experiencelike cold
moonlight, touching everything she knew.

And then it was gone. Her eyes flew open; she gasped for breath. Her soul wasasmall brown



moth, and everything was brighter, more intense. And sheredlized: it must be so. If shewould fly above
the plain of her experience, then every sensation must fal across her with the intensity of afirst encounter.
But like rain on the scales of amoth's wing, the experience would flow away, aflash flood of emotion
awash on the plain below.

Far abovetheflat Earth, her wingsdried rapidly in the sun. She grew lighter, flew higher. She had
no master. Certainly not Leander, though he was part of her. And not Arif, or the old woman, or the
pimp who'd owned her long ago. Or even Sandor. They were al there below her. She could see them,
tagte the scents they'd given to her life, but they couldn't hold her. Shewasasmall brown moth fluttering
so far above their heads they couldn't see her. Shewasfree.

CHAPTER
26

The biogenesis function was an awesome assemblage of information. AsKirstin watched the
investigative staff aboard Galapagos wade through its complexities, she began to fed asif they were
attempting to decode the entire history of life on Earth. Hours passed. No one was allowed to go off
duty. Sleep suppressants were passed around. Meals were served on the bridge. The work continued.

Odd reports began to come in from the scattered officers sent to patrol the House. Most of the
animd life had disappeared from the rain forest. The trees were beginning to wither, and the light to fade.
Most of the adult human population had also vanished, leaving the children to run about the corridors of
the House, unattended. And the kids wouldn't come near the cops, wouldn't talk to them. They werelike
wild animds, loose in a deteriorating habitat, refusing the help of human hands. A few officers had tried to
catch some of the errant children. But the kids had dipped out of sight and disappeared. Just
disappeared. Not knowing where they went—that was hard on the officers. They could rationdizeit;
intelectualy convince themsalves that nothing bad had happened to the little ones. But there were dways
nagging doubts. And after awhile, the cops |eft the kids alone. No one wanted to be responsible for the
lossof achild.

The Houseitself continued to cooperate with the police except when their inquiries trespassed on
"secure information avenues." But those roads seemed to become more and more common as time wore
on.

Kirstin could not foresee aneat end to the Situation.

She watched the newsfeed out of Castle. Like most mgjor corporations, Summer House
operated its own public information channd. The kids had taken that over too, suspending the usua
programming, and replacing it with roving footage gathered from around the eerily empty House. There
was no narrative. Just endless pictures of the silent kids, the fading city, leaving the viewer to doubt and
wonder and doubt. Always, the invisible conductor behind this orchestrated decline seemed to play on
doulbt.

The genera newsfeeds loved it. They picked up the vids for system-wide audiences, and added
narratives of their own—shamel ess speculation about the role of the policeininitiating “The Incident.”

The Incident: that was what the debacle at Summer House was being cdled, avague term for a



vague event that no one outside the House could redlly explain.

And the system-wide audience grew steadily larger. Billions hung on every lurid speculation, and
increasingly, convoluted logic worked up the police asthe culprits, the ingtigators, the party responsible
for thisdowly unfolding disagter. Kirgtin watched the programming and felt her coin shrink. She knew
that even on Cadtle, the very heart of the Commonwesdth, the mood was turning againgt the police.
People feared the palice reaction more than the odd events on Summer House. Even Congress had
publicly caled for acautious response, asif the party to be mistrusted was the police and not the deviant
House. It was amagterful feat of propaganda, engineered by an invisible hand. And it worried Kirgtin. If
the time came, would she be allowed to carry out her duty to safeguard the Commonwesdlth?

Thirty hoursinto the investigation, with these and other thoughts on her mind, she was on the
bridge of the Galapagos, huddled in a strategy session with that ship'scommander. A staff of twenty
investigators surrounded them, al working on athree-tiered horseshoe ring of consolesfacing the
command podium. Above the genera speculative mutter of the investigators, one voice suddenly rosein
measculine triumph: "Wefound your nemesis, Chief!"

Silenceimmediately enveloped the room. Kirgtin looked up. Her gaze fixed on the speaker.
"Which nemesis?' shegrowled.

"Nikko Jang-Tibayan," he announced. "The one who ingtigated thiswhole affair.”

Nikko? Kirstin straightened, hardly daring to breathe as she approached the console. "Y ou
found him?" She glanced at the display, but al she saw was a screen full of genetic code.

"Yep, that'shim,” the officer said. "That's the DNA sequence coding for theenamd in his
carapace—or at least amagjor segment of the gene. As soon as | decode the end markers, welll be able
to tease out the sequence defining his entire composition. Weve got him."

Sheturned away, acold feding in her chest. She didn't bother to point out to the officer that
Nikko was aready dead, that he'd been killed aday ago by the Galapagos's missiles, that the genetic
description just found was that of a deceased being, and that what she really wanted was the author of
that description. She didn't bother. Congress had convened its daily session less than an hour ago, and if
thisfool couldn't deliver her Fox, she could at least use hisfool's gold to blind the eyes of Congress. "l
want aCongressiond report ready in five minutes,”" she said. "Forward it to my mule on Castle.”

As she returned to the command podium, she felt the gaze of the Galapagos's commander.
"What are you up to, Kirgin?"

"Wevejust proved Summer House has used the biogenesis function to disguiseillega data. I'm
going to petition Congress for permission to destroy the function. That'll either force the Board of
Directors out of hiding or ingpire them to move againg us."

Either way, it would bring theissue to ahead.

*k*

The Congressiona response came twenty minutes later in the form of an order to proceed.
Kirstin read through it grimly, then opened aline to the acting president of Summer House. The
gum-chewing kid appeared on her console. His desk had aready received a copy of the order. "Were
coming,” Kirgintold him.

Judging from the cold glare on hisface, hewasfinaly taking the police presence serioudy. He
cracked his gum, his gaze reflecting the consderable passion an adolescent could muster. 'Y ou can't



touch us," hesad.

Kirstin bit down hard on her retort, reminding hersdlf that this kid was not Summer House. He
was just adumb termind plunked down in front of acamerato frustrate her. Arguing with him would be
the equivaent of arguing with apiece of furniture. "Were coming,” shetold him again, fulfilling her legd
duty to notify.

He only shrugged. " Come ahead. We won't stop you. ‘Cause you can't touch us. Y ou can't touch
the biogenesisfunction. It'll beared laugh, watching you try."

The gum popped and cracked. He glared alost-rebd glare. And then he cut the connection.

A sudden commotion broke out on the bridge. Kirstin whirled around, to see severd of the
investigators on their feet. Others were hammering at their consoles. "Wevelogt it!" one of them shouted.
Hisvoice rose above the genera cacophony.

"Silence!" Kirdgtin barked. The black-uniformed mob froze obediently, but fury showed in the
eyes of more than one. She pointed afinger at the senior officer. "Report.”

"Wevelost the biogenesisfunction,” he said. "It's disappeared from the House plexus.
Disappeared, just like everything esein thishouse of horrors.”

"Loveand Nature" Kirgtin swore softly. "Why are they going thisfar? Don't they believe well
respond?’

The officer grunted hisdisdain. "What do they need to worry about?' he asked curtly. "They've
eaten every one of our assault Makerslike so much caviar. They've got the molecular arsend to best.”

She stared past him, gathering her thoughts. The Situation was out of control, and her options
were narrowing.

CHAPTER
27

Sandor gpproached consciousness gradually, first aware of himself, then more dowly, his
surroundings. He found his gaze fixed on the curved wall of atranst bubble only afew centimeters away.
He stared at it in confusion. How had he cometo be in atrangt bubble?

Lifting hishead, he looked around. It was alarge transit bubble, at least eight feet long. Helay on
thefloor. Fox sat cross-legged beside him. Tears stood in the old man's eyes.

Sandor stared at him amoment. He couldn't say he was surprised to see Fox. Not intellectualy,
anyway. Phousitahad told him they wanted him back. Still, he felt visceradly astounded. Emotionaly
confused. Not well grounded in redity anymore, he suspected.

"Fox!" he blurted out, sitting up. "I never thought I'd—" But wordsfailed him, so he smply
spread hisarms and they embraced. "I don't know what's real anymore, Fox. I'm so glad to be home."

Hefdt the old man iffen alittle. But then Fox tenderly stroked his head. That's when Sandor



noticed they'd forgotten the hair. His pate was as barren as the moon. The rest of his body, too, was
smooth and hairless. Hisfinger and toe nailswere sumps. "They'll grow out intime," Fox assured him.
"See?' He rubbed Sandor's head again. "I can fed ahint of stubble aready.”

"Where's Phousita?'
Fox's momentary good humor vanished. " She's nearby.”
"Isghedl right?'

Fox's arms dropped from around Sandor. He backed off alittle. "Not redly. She's withdrawn.
Shel's—" He frowned unhappily. "Truth is, she's comatose. She's been that way since she delivered your
code. | don't know why."

"l do. Whereis she, Dad?'

"Nearby."

"You sad that. What's going on? Why arewe in atrangt bubble?’

Fox sghed. "Wdll, the police are here, and werein hiding. Actudly, the Houseisin revolt.”
"What?"

"Y es. Well, the cops guessed Nikko's code was hidden in the biogenesis function. They've found
it at last. Of course we knew they would, if they redlly started looking.”

"Havethey erased him?"

"They want to erase the whole project.”

"on"

"Wewont dlow it, of course”

"No?'

"The decision's been made. The people seem to agree.”
"l don't understand, Fox."

Fox glanced away for amoment. He seemed mildly troubled, mildly pleased, like afather & the
gart of hiswife'slabor. "We knew it had to happen sooner or later. Thisisabit sooner than expected,
but we're ready just the same.

"The House is coming apart, Sandor. Thisiswhat the biogenesisfunctionisal about. The House
isaready in the process of absorbing all interior Sructures. When that's done, it'll divide into athousand
propagules, little vehicles of life, each one capable of regenerating a new House onceit latches onto an
appropriate substrate.”

Sandor blinked, astounded. Fox had never talked about thisvision before. "And the people?’ he
asked, too stunned to disbelieve anything Fox said.

Fox smiled and nodded. "It didn't St well with alot of the citizens to be reduced to code. Y ou've
been through that. Guessit'sahdplessfeding.”

Sandor shrugged. He hadn't done so well when he was corporedl either.



"Well, that'sthe generd feding anyway. So most of uswill continueto exist in thetissue of the
largest propagules.” He grinned. "Like legendary homunculi embedded in the ovaries of afecund mother."
Sandor stared a him blankly. "Wdl," he said with a shrug, "you were never much for biology. But the
point is, therell be too many of usto police. That'sthe beauty of it. The status quo will have to change.”
Fox's eyes shone as he spoke of it. But he sobered quickly. "The cops are hot on us, though. If that
Kirgtin Adair suspects what were doing, she could finish uswith onemissle”

"I've met her," Sandor said. They were sllent amoment. Finally, he thought to ask: "Did you get
the Bohr Maker from Phousita?'

Fox shrugged. "We don't need it. The House can do more than Bohr ever did. Much more."

Sandor looked at his father with a measure of suspicion. The cops had pursued Bohr's Maker so
relentlesdy that he'd been forced to assumeit was of stellar importance. How could Fox dismissit so

eesily?

"Oh, I don't dismissit,” Fox explained when pressed. "The Bohr Maker, from what I've heard, is
an amazing adaptation. But you see, the House represents a completely different solution to asimilar
problem: how to harness the powers of molecular technology. The Houseis an externd solution. It can
be used by great numbers of individuas as an externa creative and computative organ, and because of its
vast 9ze, its complexity, and the sheer volume of resources it can command a amature stage, it will
away's represent a superior solution to an internally contained modification such asthe Bohr Maker. The
limitsimposed by the minute volume of a human body will aways dictate alower limit on cregtive and
computetiond abilities”

"With the trade-off being individua freedom," Sandor said.

"Yes. That'sright. I'm aconservative old man. | don't mind limits, so long as | impose them on
mysdf. And I'm pretty typicd of the population here.”

"Phousitawantsto go back to Earth.”

"Does she?' Fox seemed mildly surprised. But then, held never been able to understand why
anyone would want to go there.

"Sheld be taking the Bohr Maker with her.”
"Yes. | suppose shewould.”

Sandor could amost fed the heat rising off Fox's head as hisfine brain mulled this bit of
information. "Y ou don't object, do you?' Sandor pressed. "Y ou're not on the cops sidein this?'

Fox looked startled. "No. Of course not. She can do what shelikeswithit. It'sher business. In
fact, it could benefit—" He caught himself. His cheeks reddened.

"Whet, Dad?'

"Sometimes | think 1've run too many equationsin my life" he said. "Everything that enters my
mind seemsto emerge in terms of costs and benefits. | don't intend it that way. It just happens. But I'll
say it outright. If Phousita takes Bohr's Maker back to Earth, that'll be one more distraction to pull the
cops off our tails. And if she managesto keep her freedom and her life, then the status quo will haveto
change. Every new House that grows from the propagules will ook hopelesdy conservative next to the
society she could creste.”

"Will you help her, then?"



"I'll takeit up with the Board," Fox said.
Sandor frowned a him. That was a Fox stock response.

"Well, it shouldn't be a problem convincing them," Fox said defensively. "Assuming, of course,
that any of uslive"

They were slent for awhile. Then Sandor asked tentatively, "Dad? Nikko didn't know any more
about thisthan | did, right?"

Fox stared at his hands for severa seconds. " Secrecy was so important,” he muttered. "Until a
few days ago, only ahandful of usknew."

"Nikko never would have gone after Bohr's Maker if you'd let him in on your plans. But you
didn't trust him, did you?'

"Nikko had his own agenda. I—" Hisvoice broke off. He bowed his head into aframework of
fingers made clawlike by tension. "It wouldn't have made any difference” he muttered. "Nikko would
have gone after the Bohr Maker anyway. He wanted to live. He didn't want to be reduced to code. He
went after the Bohr Maker—and he forced usto act.”

Sandor found it hard to be angry. He'd paid in plenty for Nikko's adventurism. But he'dd found
Phousitatoo. "Whereisshe?" he asked Fox.

The old man nodded, his mood dark and heavy, asif he sensed he would soon lose his son
agan."I'll takeyouto her."

She was stretched out on the floor of atransit bubble, in the comatose state Fox had described.
Sandor kissed her and called her name until she smiled. A moment later her eyelids fluttered open.

*k*

Phousita stretched and looked around, to find herself in an expanded transit bubble, one that was
tall enough to stand in, long enough to walk five or Sx paces. Sandor gazed at her questioningly. She
turned her hands pam up and shrugged. "Y ou wereright,” shesaid. "I have learned to move on.” The
glands on her pams glistened in the cold blue light. She reached out to touch Sandor's face, relishing the
sense of hisredlity. Not everything had been | eft behind.

He pressed her palm againgt his cheek. "'l heard you were under along time. I'm so glad you
came back."

"It was hard. Sandor? | want to go home."
"I know. | told Fox. The House will hep you." Hekissed her hand. "'I'm going with you."
She amiled. She aready knew that, but it was good to hear. "1've been exploring the House."

"Then you know it's coming gpart. | can't believeit. Fox never even hinted that anything like this
was possible. | knew the biogenesis function was away to replicate the House, but | never
thought—Wél, it's my home. It's been my home. And it's about to tear itsdlf apart. That's staggering. It's
like I'm aghost insde adream world. Sometimes | wonder if any of thisisred."

She closed her eyes and sighed. She could taste redlity in every molecule that crossed the
thresholds of her body. Sometimes, it wasall too redl.

"The funny thing is," Sandor went on, "I'm not afraid. We can't sop what's happening. We just



haveto ridewithit. | just wish Nikko was here.”

CHAPTER
28

"Something big is hgppening inthere.”

Kirstin stood on the bridge of the Galapagos, studying the young officer who'd made this
satement. He'd just returned from the city—or what was left of it—and fear showed in hiseyes. "The
Houseisdissolving. Theforestisdying. Thingsarejugt... vanishing, being sucked up by thewalls" His
eyes were wide with horror. "Even the people. We encountered a group of children. Wetried to get
them to come with us, but they ran away. | know we should have let them go, but—everything's falling
apart in there! Sowe pursued. They couldn't outrun us. So they just stepped into awall and

disappeared.”

He shook his head in grim disbelief. "They never came out again. Thewall hardened behind them.
Then the passage started to close. Thewalls pressed in on us from both sides. So we fled. Weran. And
the corridor sealed behind us.

"Everything was changing. Connecting passages that had existed only afew minutes before were
gone. We didn't know where we were, or where we were going. But it was obvious that we were being
driven, with no option to turn, or go back, until finally we entered a huge cavern. Half aklick high but no
more than a hundred meters wide. We met some other patrolsthere. Their experiences were the same as
ours.

"Together we moved through the hdlway. Tremors shook the floor every few minutes. A few
civilians began to show up, looking dazed and scared. None of them were corporate citizens. They were
all here on visas. We escorted them. Not that we could have offered them any protection against the
sheer power of thisplace. It could have closed in at any time and crushed us so easily. Buit it let us go.
I'm convinced of that. We were being forced ouit.

"The halway eventudly brought usto the devator. It was thefirgt recognizable feature we'd seen
in hours. And it was working, praise the Holy Mother. We came up the tether without further incident.”

His breathing was harsh and labored, and he paused in an obvious effort to gather his
composure. When he spoke again, his gaze fixed on Kirstin. "1 don't know if we can go back. This place
doesn't want us. It'slike amonster, out of control.”

*k*

Kirgtin retired for an hour to asmall cabin aboard the Galapagos. She turned the lights down
low and sat in darknessfor several minutes, considering her career. It would be over if she could not
somehow retrieve Summer House from the brink. She shuddered to think of the political consequencesif
shewere forced to use the nuclear missiles carried in the armory of Galapagos. But use them shewould,
if it cameto that.

Ongoing footage of the debacle on Summer House was still being transmitted to the newsfeeds,
though the pictures seemed to be coming from robotic cameras now. She watched them for awhile,



trying to understand what was happening. Why had the House reacted so powerfully when wrongdoing
had to be limited to only afew, abeit powerful, corporate citizens? Summer House was a graduated
democracy. It made no sense.

Unless... could one of her assumptions be wrong?

Her heart began to beat in powerful strokes. She'd come herein pursuit of the Bohr Maker. It
had eluded her for months. But in the end it had been destroyed by the Galapagos's missles ina
firestorm worse than the one that had consumed Leander ... or at least that's what she'd been told. Sheld
hadn't checked the records hersdf. Maybeit wastime she did.

She cdlled up the video record of the missile strike on awall display, then frowned at the lousy
image. The police cruiser had been standing off nearly ahundred kilometers when it fired at the absurd
little vessdl. The magnification resulted in adightly blurred image. And the passengers were in shadow.
Still, she could make out two tiny figuresfloating at the end of atether. And there was no mistaking
Nikko's spidery frame.

The Galapagos fired its missile. It was moving dmost too fast to follow. But obvioudy Nikko
knew it was coming. Kirstin watched him bound to the prow of the ship, detach the tether that held his
two human companions, and fling them toward the station's arc. She watched him jump.

Seconds later, the missile reached itstarget and the little ship evaporated in afirebal. But the
passengers were dready far away. The video didn't follow them asthey fell toward the station.

Kirgtin couldn't be certain they'd made contact. But a chill ran through her just thesame. Ina
sudden gestdt vision sheimagined the Maker taking up residencein the organic neura network that
controlled the House. If the Maker could transform a pathetic prodtitute like Phousitainto awitch
capable of duding the best efforts of the police to capture her, what could it do in the vastly larger and
more complex neura system that regulated the physiology of Summer House? What better explanation
for the sudden, disastrous demise of athriving corporate entity?

But had it redly happened?

She might never know. Every effort by her saff to penetrate the shield of defensve Makersthat
guarded the hidden portions of the House had failed. She could make no detailed assessment of the
Stuation. But the mere possibility that the Maker had colonized the neura structure of the House was
enoughtoignitein her anindinctiveterror.

Her thoughts turned to the remaining missilesin the Galapagos's armory. Nobody would be able
to tdl truth from rumor if the House were to vanish in afirebal of itsown.

Sterilization wasaword the police rarely used. It didn't St well with the civilian population. But
they understood its necessity.

Kirstin viewed the video once again, watching Nikko with a sense of grudging admiration ashe
deliberately dove into the abyss. Who e se but Nikko would arrange for ten thousand innocent lives to
share hisfunerd pyre?

But Kirgtin was moving ahead of the game. It was not too late. She might still be able to convince
some corporate citizens to abandon their lost cause before the police strike. She could at least try. Such
ashow of magnanimity under extreme circumstances would be good for her image. The Congressiond
inquiry that would inevitably follow this affair would be blunted if she could show sheld taken every
possible step to savelives, if she could show that in the end the citizens of Summer House had decided
their own fate,



She summoned the commander of the Galapagos to her quarters. Beryl arrived, looking tired,
worried, and older than a Commonwedlth citizen should. Kirgtin had felt that way only afew minutes ago.
Now that she understood the situation, though, her vitality had returned. She looked forward to the next
few hours. "Recdl any of our people who are il inthe city,” sheingructed. "The Galapagos will
disengage from the docks within haf an hour. Y ou will take the ship a least ahundred klicks off the city
and you will wait there, with your remaining complement of missles poised tofire."

"What have you found?' Beryl asked, her expresson carefully neutral. But Kirstin could almost
scent her sudden fear.

"I have evidence that the House neurd systems have been colonized by Bohr's Maker."

In redlity the "evidence' was no more than speculation, but she needed to be sure of Beryl's
unhesitating cooperation. It was not every day a police commander was asked to destroy an entire city.

Her old friend was quick to point thisout. "If you're considering sterilization, were required to
seek Congressiona approvd.”

"I've dready applied informally, and the response was favorable. But you know how dow the
committee works. We might not be able to wait for an officid sanction. There may be no time."

Nobody knew the committee better than Kirstin. The Congressional representatives would never
have the spine to order the necessary job done. After the fact, though—that was different. When the
deed was complete and there was nothing |eft to fear, the committee would cooperate. It would bein
their interests to shore up the good name of the Commonwedlth Police,

Sill, the commander hesitated.

So Kirdgtin leaned. "Even if the forma approva failsto come through, we arefirst svorn to
protect the Commonwedlth, and only secondly, to uphold the letter of the law. If you believe as| do, you
won't hesitate to risk areprimand in the interest of the state.” For amoment she thought she'd been too
heavy-handed. But no. The circumstance called for extreme professons of faith.

"All right,” Beryl said dowly. "Y ou'll bewith meanyway. Y ou can givethefina order.”

Kirgtin charmed her with adight, indulgent smile. "I'll givethefina order,” sheagreed. "But |
won't bewith you. I'm going down into the city to seeif | can persuade any of the inhabitantsto come
out. Well hold off aslong aswe can. There are thousands of human lives at stake, after dl."

Beryl's brow furrowed with doubt. "But weve tried persuasion. No one's responded. Y ou could
be trapped in the House."

Kirgtin shrugged. "This corpseisdisposable. I'll stay until we're forced to launch the missiles.
Then I'll upload aghogt.”

Her old friend nodded dowly. "Asyou say then, Kirgtin. But damn, thisisabad end.”

CHAPTER
29



Nikko had been taken in by dreamtime for along, uncertain era. The House nourished him, and
he began to hed, at least partiadly. He sensed Phousita's presence in the darkness, afleeting awareness,
no more, nothing he could pin down. He dreamed of Sandor. Strength seemed to be returning to his
fingers, his hands, hisarms. Or maybe that was just part of the dream.

Then change set upon him. He felt the darkness grip him with a determined tide. He began to see
occasiond lights: nebulous blurs of ectric blue that flowed past him, awaystoo far away to touch.

Then ahead, the darknessfinally began to ease. Blackness became adark gray that rapidly
lightened to blazing white. Firm ground congealed under hisfeet. Thetide pulled away from him. His
kisheer shivered and peded away from hisface. He felt the light touch of air against his skin. He breathed
itin: it was supercold and terribly thin. Immediately, he knew that something was wrong.

Hetried to look. The light wounded his dark-adjusted eyes. He squinted againgt it, to see where
he'd emerged.

Astonishment took him. He gazed at avag, utterly empty hall. The nearest walls stood at least
fifty meters gpart. They rosein pardld, like the faces of adeep chasm, until far overhead they findly
curved together to form arounded celling. Even in the easy gravity of Summer House, he didn't think he
could throw aball far enough to touch that roof.

The hallway waslong too. He couldn't see either end. It curved away at an impressive distance
on both sides.

The wallswere smooth, afleshy brown surface marbled with black. Light came from oblong,
glowing panels set high overhead. His eyes were adjusting now, and he redlized the brightness he
perceived was only an artifact of his night-adjusted vision. The empty hallway was dimly lit. And even as
hewatched, theleve of light seemed to dowly fade.

His camera snaked over his shoulder, dutifully recording the scene. Nikko's gaze fixed on it while
his heart boomed in deep, frightened beats. There was something familiar about this halway.

Then he remembered. It was only afew days ago. Hed seen aholographic smulation running in
Fox's gpartment. The House had consumed dl itsinner structureswhile dividing itself into hundreds of
discrete cells designed to part along the open channel s that separated them.

Hefdt asif held been trangported into that smulation. This hall was a channdl between groups of
cdlls. When the process reached its conclusion, this great chasm would peel open to the void.

He spun around and threw himsdlf at the wall from which held just emerged. No longer wasiit
soft and pliant. The camerareared back, recording his hands asthey scrabbled in panic at the rapidly
hardening surface. He pounded hisfists against thewall, leaving smdl indentations. "Take me back!" he
screamed. " Take me back."

His voiced echoed through the cavern, startling him.
"Fox!" hecried. "Hear me."
But how could Fox hear him? Nikko had no atrium. His voice could not get beyond these walls.

He stood, shoulders heaving. Hed become an invisible man. Without the atrium, Summer House
could not recognize him. And if Summer House didn't know him, then Fox wouldn't even be aware that
he was here....

A sense of estrangement washed over him. Hefdt asif the pleniverse had cast him out, locked



him somewhere outsde itsdf in dreadful isolation.

The cameradowly drifted across hisfield of view. He glanced up at it. The lenswas focused on
him. The Dull Intelligence must havetired of the view of the darkening hdl. He stared at it, anicy fury
running through hisveins. His hands twitched, blue fingers knocking againg histhigh ashefought an
irrational urge to tear the tentacle out of the camera body!

Suddenly, his hands went ill.

The camera. The camera could send transmissionsinto the House plexus ... if the plexus il
existed ... could he communicate with Fox?

He reached for the chest pand. He couldn't remember Fox's address. That had been lost dong
with the atrium. It didn't matter. He coded the transmission emergency priority, continuous feed. The
camerahovered in front of hisface, sending hisimage out in red time to whoever choseto receiveit.
"Fox," hesad. "It'sNikko."

A tremor shook the great hal. Thefloor buckled under hisfeet, tossing him to his hands and
knees. The walls groaned. The ground subsided. Or perhaps the celling rose, he couldn't be sure, but the
lofty space seemed to grow eventdler.

The wallswere changing too. The black marbling seemed to be expanding. He touched avein of
it on thewall behind him. It was smooth and very, very hard.

Inthe smulation it had taken only afew seconds before the House was ready to divide. In redity
he should have more time. But how much? Surely when thewall became dl black, fission would not be
far behind.

*k*

Startled, Phousita opened her eyes. "Nikko?' she whispered. Sandor gazed at her, hiseyes
wide. Hed picked up the transmission too.

"It'sgot to be afakel" he hissed. His gaze was focused inward, to the image of Nikko. "Some
trick of the copsto lure usout.”

But Phousitawasn't sure. As she studied the image of Nikko in her own atrium, she felt touched
by asense of d§avu, asif on some level shed dready known of Nikko's presencein the House. She
reexamined her memories, and discovered a packet of data that had come to her sometime during her
deep. It described Nikko. There was no doubt. Hed been adrift in the basal tissue of Summer House
while hisinjuries and debilities gradualy hedled. Shelooked at Sandor's anxiousface. "The House
doesn't recognize him."

"Summer House!" Sandor commanded, sending hiswords out through his atrium. "L ocate
corporate citizen Nikko Jang-Tibayan."

The response arrived in both their atriums smultaneoudy. Nikko Jang-Tibayan was not resdent
a the House.

"Then who isthe being who shares his pattern?' Phousita asked softly.
The House couldn't answer.

"He hasno atrium," Phousitasaid. " The House doesn't know him."



"Then hel's been here dl thetime? We haveto get to him!"
Phousita shook her head. "It'stoo late," sheredized. "Thewalls have gone up.”

**k*

Nikko spoke to the camerafor severa minutes, hoping for some kind of response, some kind of
acknowledgment. Hoping that the wallswould dissolve and take him in again. It didn't happen. After a
while he waved the cameralens away and turned his mind to his predicament.

Perhaps there was something about this section of the chasmad hdl that prevented him from
contacting the plexus. He should move down the corridor. Sooner or later he had to come in range of
someone's atrium. There had to be people still awake, still avare. The whole city could not have gone
dormant yet.

The moment the thought formed, he sprang away, loping down the hdl, not in a panicked sprint,
but rather, at afast, determined pace, his gaze scanning the wallsfor any discontinuities as he moved
around the hdl'sdow curve. He continued to transmit, muttering amonologue, still composing his
documentary:

"Thedimillumination isfading. The light tubes are dissolving, being taken in by the obsdian walls.
If you can hear thistransmission, please dert Fox. Thisis Nikko Jang-Tibayan. I'm dive, and trapped in
ahdl. Loveand Nature! Thelight'sgone!” He stumbled, then caught himself. Picking up his pace again,
he bounded forward in the dark.

"l can't seeathing. It's pitch-black in here. The only sound isthe rhythm of my footfals, the harsh
wash of my breath. The air seemsto be thinning rapidly. Isthat good? It meansthe walls here are il
active. Can anyone hear me? Find me, please. Thisis Nikko Jiang-Tibayan."

Histhroat burned asthe fiercely cold air dragged in and out of his lungs. His kisheer beganto lap
up around his cheeks. The low O, had confused its sensory system, so that it hovered uncertainly, ready
to engage.

"I'm running blind. Doesn't this corridor have an end? Doesn't anybody hear me? Am | one?’
He stumbled, shaken by the possibility. Suddenly, he felt like the last man on the last day of the Universe.
"Where have you all gone?' he shouted into the darkness. "Why have you forgotten me? Thisis Nikko
Jang-Tibayan. Respond if you can.”

Sandor called Fox. Fox assembled aquorum of corporate officers. Everybody's atrium was

tuned to Nikko's ongoing broadcast asthey huddled together in a cramped transit bubble and debated
what to do.

"It'sgot to be atrick of the cops,” inssted Caroline Bukey, the corporate vice president in charge
of security. Her choleric temper was reflected in the grim set of her face. "We have no corroboration that
thistranamissonisactudly originating with Nikko."

"You're not listening!" Sandor snapped. "'Phousita has already provided independent
corroboration.”

Bukey turned askeptical gaze on Phousita. "After thefact,” shesaid. "And I'd like to point out
that she's not a corporate member. We don't know what her motives are.”

"Nikkoisdive" Sandor said, bardly reigning in histemper. "Phousitawouldnt lie.”



"But it seemsimpossible,” Fox said. "If Nikko had survived, the House would have reported it."

"The House can't recognize him without his atrium, Dad! And his atrium was annihilated. He
didn't have an ID chip because he never traveled. He has no identity, so the House evicted him dong
with every other noncitizen. We can't even talk to him."

"He'sin oneof theinterditia halls" Phoustasad.
Fox shuddered in open horror. "Those hdls are the seams along which the House will fisson.”

"We haveto retrieve him, Dad. Y ou know it's him. Just listen to his monologue. It's pure Nikko.
The cops couldn't fake that.”

Fox looked doubtful; scared. "Where exactly is he?"
"Moving pardld to cells 412 to 433, Dad."

Fox blanched. "Love and Nature," he whispered. "There are nearly three hundred walls between
thiscell and Nikko. It'd take hoursto get through them."”

"And we have only twenty-three minutes," Bukey said.

"We don't have to go through them," Sandor inssted. "All we have to do is open one of thewalls
and let him through.”

But Fox was shaking hishead. "It'snot that smple. Those cdlsaredl tiny, uninhabited units.
Theres nobody there! Their interior mass has been reduced to undifferentiated matrix, and thereisn't
enough of it to support a corpored person anyway. Even their industrial Makers are dormant.”

Sandor frowned. His head moved dowly back and forth as he sought a solution. "But all
noncitizens were evacuated in the vicinity of the primary eevator column, right? Can Nikko accessthe
eevaor?lsit dill operationd? Could it take him to a habitable cell ?*

Caroline Bukey held up ahand for quiet. Her habitualy grim expression had degpened to a
forbidding solemnity. "The House plexus reports that Galapagos has begun to disengage from the
gation,” sheannounced. A stir went through the small assembly. "Timeiscritical. Do any of you doubt
what the ultimate solution will be?"

"Y ou want to abandon Nikko, don't you?' Sandor demanded.
Bukey looked at him asif he were apetulant child. "We don't even know if it is Nikko."

"I believeitis" Fox said. He caught Bukey's eye. An inaudible exchange seemed to pass
between them. "Clear?' Fox asked tentatively.

Bukey scowled and nodded. "Command priority one," she said aloud, though her unfocused gaze
madeit clear she was peaking through her atrium. "Modify fisson procedure: delay disassembly of
prime elevator column until further notice. Restore any sections which may have aready been disrupted.”
Her cold gaze fixed on Sandor. "Theres a cluster of large cells near the bottom of the eevator column.
They're not inhabited, but we will modify the programming of their industrid Makersto develop a
life-sustaining habitat—if we can get him down to that leve "

*k*

Kirstin had haf expected the devator to beinoperable. But it was still functioning when she
disembarked from Galapagos. She took two police dogswith her, each one inhabited by the ghost of a



police officer. Their artificid eyeswould record everything that happened below. Since the House plexus
would no longer relay police communications, she strung aland line dong her route, an ultrathin cable
that would carry her transmissions past the radio-opaque walls of the House. The line waswired to one
of thedogs. If communicationsfailed, Galapagos was under ordersto fire without hesitation.

Kirsgtin entered an eevator car and descended the tether, | etting the [and line unred with fiery
speed through the shaft. She emerged from the elevator near what had once been the corporate offices,
only to find hersdlf intota darkness. Switching on the headlamp of her environment suit, she keyed its
broad beam up to abrilliant maximum.

Thelight ran out in asemicircle around her, illuminating what appeared to be an immense halway.
The nearest walls were perhaps a hundred meters apart. Like the floor, they appeared to be smooth,
hard, and dark as obsidian.

Shetilted her head back and the beam swept overhead. Thelight rays grew diffuse with distance.
She couldn't make out any ceiling. Sight tremorstestified to the halway's ungtable Situation.

The dogswhined nervoudly. "God, it looks like the end of theworld in here," one of the ghosts
sad through Kirgtin's atrium. One dog snuffled at scents wafting from the hallway beyond the reach of the
light. The other appeared to listen. Kirgtin couldn't hear anything beyond her own ragged breathing. Her
lungsfdt touched with fire. The air must be very thin. Certainly, it was supercold.

"Can you pick up anything?' she asked the ghosts.

"Nah," the samevoice said. "It'sablank out there. Seasonally empty. Spookiest thing I've ever
sensed, like every molecule more complex than carbon dioxide has been sucked right out.”

The second cop made no comment.

"I'm going to try making contact,” Kirgtin announced. But with whom? Wasthereredly
anybody |eft dive? She adjusted her atrium, then sent acall through to the House. "Thisis Chief of Police
Kirgtin Adair, requesting communications with the corporate offices of Summer House." She received no
answer. Similar hails on different bands brought no more success.

They st off down the hdl, but there was nothing to be seen besides the radio-opaque black
walls. Severd minutes |ater they reached the hdl'send: averticd obsidian wall that confounded her
search for adoor, apassage. "Those poor, dumb bastards,” the same ghost muttered. "They've really
donethemsdlvesinthistime.”

They jogged back to the elevator, redling in the land line as they went.

Kirstin explored another level, another hadlway asvast and empty asthefirst. Her attempts at
communicetion, both with the House and its inhabitants (did they still own acorpored existence?)
continued to produce no results.

As she stepped onto the brightly lit elevator car once again, the dogs at her hedls, she began to
regret the ploy of magnanimity that had brought her here. She was achieving nothing. And the prospect of
facing her own desth no longer seemed quite so easy, now that the time was drawing near. It wastrue
that her ghost would escape, her personawould survive the nuclear immolation she planned. But another
copy of her consciousness would be trapped here, forced to face the blast.

For amoment she considered recalling the Galapagos. But that would be the equivaent of
backing down. Bad PR for sure, and after the city blew, she was going to need dl the public support she
could muster to keep her job. So sheld just haveto ftick it out.



But there was no reason to explore every empty hallway. Beryl was reporting that the blue
oceans that had once sheltered Summer House from cosmic radiation had blackened, congeding into the
same dark material that walled the interior of the House. It was an eerie, unsettling end to a grest city.
What was under congtruction here she couldn't guess, but she sensed the transformation was nearing
completion. She would haveto act soon, if she wanted to be sure of annihilating this dangerouslittle
world, so frighteningly out of control.

But she had her own roleto finish firg, that of the magnanimous police chief, striving through the
last moment to rescue the doomed citizens of Summer House.

She scratched one of the dogs behind its ear. "Let's go to the lowest level," she said. If the
Stuation there echoed what sheld already seen, there would be no point in further delay. She would order
Beryl to carry out the strike.

They'd just stepped aboard the car when the same ghost spoke up again. "I'm picking up some
untrandatable radio activity."

Kirgtin scowled. She didn't redly want to find anybody. She didn't want areason to hold off on
the strike. " Someone trying to contact us?' she asked, suspicion in her voice.

"Probably not," the ghost admitted. "Just alesk from the plexus, maybe."

Theland line glistened like a spider's thread where it hung down from the elevator shaft, an
unblinking witnessto the play of events. Kirgtin knew her rolein the drama. "Let'sgo lower,” shesad, in
addiberate effort to please her invisble audience. "'If we change position, we may get a better sgnd.”

Fox, Sandor, Phousita, and even Caroline Bukey listened in silence to Nikko's ongoing
transmission. Fox and Sandor were grinning. Phousitafelt her own heart lighten despite Nikko's

gpocayptic mood. Nikko was jogging toward the elevator! He was going to find hisown way out. Ina
few minutes he would step aboard the car and be whisked away to safety.

Suddenly, Phousitatiffened. Like the others, she was continuoudy monitoring House progress
reports. One had caught her attention.

"Did you hear that?" she whispered to Sandor. " There are police dogsin the city.”

Sandor smiled absently. "That'sgood,” he said. "If the cops are dtill trying to root us out, then
they'll hold off their assault abit longer."

But Phousitashivered. In the Spill, police dogs had dways been aharbinger of death. She
remembered terriblefire; lost children. "It'sabad sgn,” she whispered.

Sandor didn't seem to hear her. Sheraised her hands and gazed at the sparkling glands there.
Sheld learned the dogs pattern on that horrible day. Sheld sent them into deep there on the edge of the
conflagration. Almogt ingtinctively, she began weaving the spell again.

Then she hesitated. How could the tiny servants pass through nearly three hundred impenetrable
wadls?

Nikko's breeth was whistling in and out of hislungs now, raking histhroat with painfully cold
fingers. It was getting harder to speak. But up ahead: his gaze fixed on something.

"What's ... that?" he gasped. "A tiny green light... in the darkness.”



His eyes had played tricks on him before, reacting antagonigtically to sensory deprivation by
filling the dark with false colors. But thislight did not diffuse or float away. It held steady, asmall green
point that gradualy resolved into anumbered column. He approached it with asense of wonder and laid
hisfingers upon it, forgetting, for the moment, to speak. He could fed avibration in thewall surrounding
the panel. The devator shaft! herealized. And it wasworking.

The camera peered over his shoulder, reminding him of its presence. "Y ou see this, Fox?' he
shouted. "I'm on the twenty-first level. By the devator shaft. Come get me, Fox. Send somebody for
r],E.ll

* k%

In the descending elevator car, Kirgtin caught Nikko's transmission, static free. She dapped the
stop button and chuckled increduloudly. "Nikko?' she asked doud, studying the dim picture that camein
over her atrium.

"That transmission originated only afew hundred meters away,”" the ghost cop announced.

"Sure" Kirgtin said. "On the twenty-first level." She punched the revised destination into the panel
and the car began to ascend.

* k%

"The cop!" Phousitacried. "The cop istracking Nikko. Look! Look at the House reports. She's
goneto mest him."

Her frantic gaze swept round the small group in the transit bubble. Fox looked stunned. Sandor
confused. Caroline Bukey had turned a ghastly pale color.

"Nikko knows enough to recognize the biogenesis function, doesn't he?' Bukey asked.
"Hewon't give usaway," Fox said.

"Maybethisisgood,” Bukey muttered. "He can engage the cops attention while the House
completesfisson.”

"Y ou can't sacrifice him," Sandor said. "Y ou can't.”

CHAPTER
30

Nikko was blinded by thelight that spilled from the elevator car. He ducked his head and
backed off astep, as his eyesfought apainful struggle to adjust. When he looked up, Kirstin stood
bathed in the white glare like some foul goddess emerging from the netherworld.

"You!" he growled.

She studied him warily, ahaf-smile on her face. "Who were you expecting, Nikko? Were you
expecting Fox?"



Nikko'sworldview seemed to undergo a sudden convulsion. The chasmd hdl had left himina
gate of psychicisolation. Now Kirstin was here, intruding on hisfantasy of gpocadypse. In an ingant the
outside world became hard reality once again. If Kirsten were here, then the Galapagos with itsnuclear
missiles could not be far off. Redl apocaypse faced the House if those missileswerefired.

The camerahovered beside hisface, sudying Kirgtin with its unblinking eye. Nikko noticed the
glistening thread of the land line then, asit hung down in front of the open eevator door. So Kirstin had a
link to the outside world. She could command the Galapagos tofire....

Or to hold itsfire?

Hisragged breathing was not entirely from exertion or the declining levels of oxygen. He wanted
to get past Kirgtin, past the dogs, onto the elevator and lose himsdlf in the depths of the House. But with
viscera certainty he knew it wastoo late. He could not leave Kirstin now, not when she held avoice
trigger on anuclear missle aimed at the heart of the House.

The only thing left for him to do was buy time for the process of fission to reach itsown
conclusion. It wouldn't be long now.

He drew in adeep breath, and with amentd effort steadied his kisheer. "So you received my
transmissons” hesaid, hisvoice only dightly hoarse.

Her hands twitched in adight gesture. The dogs responded by moving out on either side of him.
"What's going on here, Nikko?' she asked, in avoice held carefully neutrd for the cameras. "What's
become of the corporate citizens? Are they dead?"

"No, they'redive. Y ou haveto hep them." He surprised himsdlf with his own words. They
emerged indinctively. But amoment's thought convinced him held sumbled on theright strategy. If he
could plant doubt in her mind, she'd have to hold off on the nukes. The land line would carry arecord of
thistransmisson to the Galapagos. It would be part of the public record. She could not destroy Summer
House while there was till achance the city could be saved....

"Where are they? And why don't they respond?”

"It'salong story." Heraised his hands, intending to unbuckle the camera pack. But the dogs
mistrusted hisintentions, and growled awarning. He froze. "I want to take off the pack," he said. "I want
to giveyou what | know."

She scowled a him in dark suspicion. ™Y ou say the residents of Summer House are dive?”
"Y es. Though they're probably al in cold deep by now."
IIWMI

"It'san emergency response,” he said. "'l don't know what initiated it, but when the perceived
threat is pagt, the House will regenerate. That's the biogenesis function. Y ou've heard of it, haven't you?'

She skewered him with her cool gaze. "Could the House be reacting to the presence of Bohr's
Maker?'

Nikko held himsdlf very till. So she knew Phousitahad lived. "It'spossble,” helied. "It's
possible the House is defending itself against the depredations of Bohr's Maker. Y es, that could beit. If
the Maker threatened to contaminate the House neural system, that could stimulate an emergency

response.”



She looked openly doubtful. But what could she do? Hed just implied the House might save
itsdf. As Chief of Police shewas mordly obliged to investigate that possibility.

Quickly, he reached for the fastenings on his pack and tarted |oosening them again, despite the
dogs growls of warning. "Listen, Kirgtin. | know theré's no way I'm getting out of here dive. But ill,
maybe we can bargain." He shrugged the pack off one shoulder. The dogs tensed. One stepped forward.

Heignored them, and held the pack out to her. "I have information in here that you'll want. For
your future security, you'll need to know how | escaped with Bohr's Maker. And I, being an historian ... |
want everything on the record. Everything. Down to the address of Leander Bohr.”

Her eyeswidened just alittle, and he knew that he had her. She asked softly: "What do you
know about Bohr's ghost?"

"I know the bastard ratted on me. He warned you about me, didn't he? That's why you're here.”

Desire burned in her eyes. But he saw doubt there too. "How could you have Leander's
address?'

Nikko chuckled. "Even the best of us make mistakes. He gave his address to Phousita, and she
gaveit tome." He hefted the camera pack. "Disconnect the land line, Kirgtin. Plug it into my camera
pack. The data can be transferred in only afew minutes, and you'll have Leander for your very own." His
kisheer rippled as he passed the camera pack to her hand. It hurt to give it up. The pack contained the
entire history of the Bohr Maker's liberation. But more than dry fact, the records hed accumulated were
solid proof that the Commonwealth could be successfully undermined. He held in hishand the soul of a
revolution ... and he was about to trade it for afew minutes time.

Would a few minutes be enough?
"We have to attack them," Sandor said.

"No!" Bukey held up her hand. "No assault Makers. That cop isKirstin Adair, Chief of Police. If
she senses she's being attacked, shelll order the Galapagos tofireits misslesimmediately.”

"We dtrike fast and hard!" Sandor said. "Never give her achance to—"

"The Galapagos is monitoring her every moveviathat land line," Bukey interrupted. "If the
commander senses anything amiss, you can bet she'sunder ordersto fire."

Phousita closed her eyes. Nikko's camera pack continued to transmit as he removed it and
handed it to the cop. She watched him speak: The data can be transferred in only a few minutes. ...

"Why is he helping her?" Sandor asked, a high note of confusionin hisvoice.
"He hates Bohr," Fox said. "He wants revenge.”

Phousita shook her head. "It's more than that. He'strying to ..." She groped for the right word as
her eyes blinked open. "To blind the cop? No. He's trying to blind the Galapagos.”

"Loveand Nature," Fox said. "That'sit. If he can get her to unplug the land line, hell have afew
minutesto—"

"To dowhat?' Bukey demanded. "To get past two police dogs and arabid cop, usng only his
bare hands? Even Nikko knows better than to try that. He's buying ustime, that'sdl."



"Can't we help him?' Phousitaasked. She held up her glistening hands. "I have aspell that will
mesmerize the cop and the dogs. But | can't get it there."

Fox's eyeswent wide. "Yesyou can!™ he shouted. "The code can be routed to the industria
Makers poised on the devator shaft. Transmit it to one of the supervisory Makersthere. I'll authorize.
The molecular equipment can synthesize aswell as disassemble. Here's the address. Quick. Time's
running out. Do it now!"

*k*

Nikko could dmogt taste Kirstin's suspicion, like asour aerosol contaminating the thinning air.
Still, she accepted the camera pack. The palms of her hands were dick with swesat. She wanted the data
it contained. No doubt about that. But there was only one way to get the data out. She looked at the dog
carrying theland line. "I'm going to do it," she said. She was not spesking to Nikko. "I'll be out of touch
for afew minutes, but just St tight. I've got protection. It beall right.”

Nikko watched as she keyed a release and popped the line out of the dog's pack. She found the
proper site on the camera pack, plugged in the line, punched in acommand on the pack's control pand,
then sat back on her hedl's, acold smile on her face. The cameralens hovered on itstentacle like an
uncertain cobra, watching her.

She opened her mouth asif to say something, but then she stopped. A glassy look came over her
face. At the sametime, one of the dogs sagged heavily to the floor. The other one followed a moment
later. They lay together, their eyes closed while they panted, huge wet tongues leaving shiny streamers of
sdivaonthefloor.

Nikko gazed at them, astonished, while cold fear washed through hisbelly. Was this the moment
of final disassembly, then? Would everything not aregistered part of Summer House be taken apart?

His chin jerked up asif he'd been dapped. A sudden urge overcame him, an amost irresistible
desireto step aboard the elevator. His body flinched as he struggled againgt the suspect impulse. He
glanced at the devator, then at Kirstin. She was staring at the floor, her mouth open, her eyes unfocused.

His breathing grew ragged as he fought the urge to flee. His kisheer was shivering. What was
going on?

Then he knew. He'd been hit with abehaviora virus. What e se could explain the sudden,
demanding intengity of hisdesre?

But who had tailored the virusto his system? Who had released it? Surely not Kirgtin, She till
stared at the floor, as motionless as the two dogs.

His body shook. Back in the Spill, Phousita had found away around the dogs defensive
Makers. Sheld proved then she could overcome the best defensive Makers the police had.

"Kirgtin," Nikko whispered.

Shedidn't respond.

He drew a shuddering breath. Phousita.

So the young witch had cast aspell to mesmerize the Chief of Police.

He started for the eevator doors, then hesitated. Turning back, he bent down and grabbed the
camerapack by its strap. Then he remembered the land line. If he disconnected it, Galapagos might fire.



He studied the spool strapped to the dog's back, then tugged experimentdly at the line. It came smoothly
off theindde of the spool. He suppressed a grim chuckle and picked up the pack. Then he stepped into
the devator while the land line fed out behind him.

He glanced up. The other end of the line came down into the elevator through an access panel in
the calling. It was as thin as the secondary strands of aspider's web. Thin enough to feed cleanly through
the elevator doors even when they closed.

"Take medown," Nikko said. "Lowest—"

Another quake shuddered through the decaying body of the city. Nikko grabbed at the handrails
to keep from falling. With the doors still open, the eevator suddenly dropped nearly ameter. A
knee-high wave ran through the floor of the corridor, bending it like water and knocking Kirstin onto her
sde. He saw her body stiffen with the sudden return of awareness. The dogs sprang to their feet. Kirstin
rolled onto her belly, her head swiveling as shetook in the stuation. She had it inaglance. "No!" she
roared, and scrambled for the elevator car, diving forward as the doors began to close.

Nikko jumped to block her. If the doors touched her they would open again! The dogswould
et through.

They met at the doorway. It was too late to shove her back. So he grabbed her instead, one
hand in her hair, the other on her collar, and hauled her through just as the doors whispered shut behind
her feet. A great weight thudded against the door's exterior, and then the car began to drop.

Kirstin scrambled to the camera pack. She flipped it over, reaching for the switch that would free
theland line.

Nikko fell againgt her. Hislong-fingered hand closed around her wrist. "I'm red thistime," he
growled in her ear. He caught her other hand. Hisfingers were tremendoudy strong.

"It'stoo late!" Kirstin screamed at him. " The transmission's done. When | don't pick up,
Galapagos will fire"

"How romantic,” Nikko said. "You'll get to diein my ams.”

The elevator's smooth descent fatered. It seemed to hang suspended in zero gravity for a
moment, then it plummeted. The wallsrattled. Nikko felt himsalf bouncing crazily around, Kirgtin under
him, then on top of him. Then the car was lill.

Nikko let Kirsten go. Helegpt to hisfeet. He could still fed the pseudogravity of the House spin
holding him to thefloor. But how long could it last? He fdlt asif the walls around him were holding their
collective breath, waiting.

Kirgtin stared up at him from the floor. "It'sal over, Nikko darling,” she growled—and yanked
theland line out of the pack.

The elevator doors creaked open afew centimeters, then stopped. Nikko bounded to the gap,
thrust hislong fingersin and pulled. The doors grudgingly gave way. He wedged his shoulder in. A wall
blocked the opening. Kirgtin saw it and laughed. "Too late," she said, her voice soft and menacing.
"Youregoingtodie

"Not before you," Nikko whispered. He could fed thewall's soft, yielding texture againgt his
shoul der—a wel coming touch that told him Fox had heard him, and prepared the way. Hisfoot shot out.
He grabbed the strap of his camera pack with hislong, prehensle toes, yanked it to him, then shoved it



againg thewadll. It sank into the dark, gel-like substance, until only the lens protruded. The Dull
Intelligence focused on Kirgtin as she sarted to her feet. " Summer House haswon,” Nikko told her. "The
Commonwesdlth isdead.”

The camerarecorded the twisted look of horror that bloomed on her face as Nikko thrust
himsdf into thewall. Hefdt thewall grasp him. Hiskisheer rolled up over his shoulders asthe gel
wrapped around him like awoman's smooth muscles, and pulled himiin.

*k*

Kirgtin still felt duggish from the assault Maker that had hit her on the twenty-first leve. It had
spoiled her reaction time, so that she hesitated a second before diving after Nikko. Too late! Thewall
had already hardened. She rammed it with her shoulder, roared at the pain of the impact, and skidded to
the floor, her fists pounding helplesdy againgt her thighs.

Why hadn't Beryl fired? What was she waiting for?

Clearance, Kirgtin thought, as her lipstwisted in rage. Beryl didn't have the gutsto authorize the
destruction of Summer House on her own.

A tremendous quake shook the eevator car once again. Kirgtin clutched futilely a the smooth
floor, while the quake bounced her like amarble in abox. Then suddenly, she could hear Beryl'svoice
screaming in her head: "KIRSTIN! What's happening in there?'

Beryl might have said more, but Kirstin couldn't hear her. Her auditory nerve had been
overwhelmed by a deafening, drawn-out screech that howled from the walls around her, followed by a
sudden, harsh clap. Shefelt her eardrums burst. Something seemed to suck the air out of her lungs. She
clawed at thefloor. But suddenly it wasn't there anymore. She could see stars. She could fed a
tremendous, crushing cold, pain flaring in every nerve of her body. With her last thought, she ordered her
ghogt to flee—

*k*

—manifesting on the bridge of the Galapagos, where shefell to her knees, screaming. Her hands
dapped frantically at the blood she knew must be bubbling from her ears. She couldn't stop screaming.
Then Beryl wasthere. Her hands closed over Kirdin'swrists. "Come out of it!" she shouted. "Yourea
ghost. You're not hurt. Come out of it, Kirgtin. | need an order. | need clearanceto fire.”

Kirgtin threw her head back. She breathed deeply, striving for composure. Her teeth were
pressed together in a death-head's grimace.

With an effort she fixed her gaze on the display screen, and gasped.

The inhabited portion of the House had come apart like a child's three-dimensional puzzle. She
could see flashes of sunlight between the separating pieces. Hundreds of pieces. Then suddenly, the
tether snapped, and the puzzle exploded apart, the individua pieces careening off into the void. Each
piece as dark as the void, disappearing dmost ingtantly. "FIRE!" Kirgtin howled. "Fire, fire, fire. NOW!"

Two missiles darted out across the screen amost faster than the eye could follow. One second
ticked past, and then another. The missles found targets smultaneoudy and exploded, bathing the ship in
hard radiation. The staff murmured in deep concern.

"What did we hit?' Beryl asked.

"Two smdl fragments," one of her officersreplied, his voice laden with disgust. "At arough



esimate, 1'd say there's over nine hundred left.”

Epilogue

@

News Release/Congressional Office of Public Information: A Congressional investigation
has concluded that the destruction of Summer House was caused by a runaway molecular event.
While details will probably remain forever unknown, investigators now believe that a program
designed to record and store biogenic information was deliberately released into the House plexus
without adequate testing. It malfunctioned, converting all living physiological tissue to electronic
code. Only those foreign residents not listed on the corporate roster were spared. Eventually, the
organic body of the House itself was attacked, a process that ultimately led to catastrophic
collapse.

Numer ous fragments of the House have been surveyed. None have shown any indication
of further biogenic function. Investigators believe that exposure to vacuum denatured the
aggressive Makers.

Rumor s of survivors have proven unfounded.

No survivors. That wasthe officid police response. And it wastrue, in away. Because after a
few days even the most stubborn inhabitants of the digpersing cdlls had to admit that given the limited
resources and energy of their arks, there was no possibility of long-term surviva in physiological form.
Gradudly, they transformed themsalvesinto avast haunting of eectronic ghosts, each cdll plotting its
futurein quiet isolation.

Except Nikko. He was alone and he had no atrium so the el ectronic world was closed to him.
But being done, he caused no great drain on the cell's resources.

Time passed: abstract minutes to abstract hoursto abstract days. He spent alot of that time
adeep. There wasn't much elseto do. He talked to the camera, and watched the pictures play back on
thelittle monitor and meditated to stave off depression and wondered every waking minute: What's
going on?

Until after three weeks hisincessant query findly brought aresponse. Knowledge flooded into
him as his newly deve oped atrium established acommunications link with the Dull Intelligence that
supervised the cell. He discovered aghost of Fox waiting for himin the cell plexus, and immediately, he
issued aninvitation.

"Dad”

Fox smiled a him. He looked strained, but happier than the last time Nikko had seen him. "It'sdll
on thetable now," he said.

Nikko nodded. The copswere gtill out there. But for how much longer?"Well rebuild the
House, won't we?"



Fox's eyes seemed to shine. "Of course. At least those who stay.” He shrugged. " Some have
chosen to move beyond the solar system. The solar salls are dready being spun.”

Fox seemed so0 proud when he said this. Nikko felt astab of loneliness, more intense than he had
ever known. "Y ou, Fox?'

"No." Fox shook his head. "Not yet anyway. | want to try it here one moretime.” He smiled
shyly. "Theresan Apollo asteroid that some of us have an eye on. Weve nudged afew of the cells onto
intercept courses. It'sdow going. Not much propd lant available. It'll be afew years before any of us
make contact. But the more time that goes by, the better. The Bohr Maker's out there. It be changing
things." His gaze cut away. "We, uh, took the liberty of ingtructing this cell to rendezvous at the asteroid
t00." Helooked up quickly, concernin hiseyes. "Y ou're free to change that, of course. If you want to
leave the system, or, or ... anything. Y ou're free, Nikko."

Free. He mouthed the word like soft candy. The research permit was void. His days were not
numbered. He still faced a death sentence in the Commonwedth, but at least now they'd have to catch
him fird!

Free.

Suddenly aworld of potential seemed to expand around him, amost at the speed of light. His
kisheer shivered againgt his neck, and for thefirst timein years he found that reaction inadequate. He
wished that he could smile. Instead, he shook his head. "Don't change athing, Fox."

He turned to the watching cameralens, wanting to put an end on his documentary, eager to do
that now that he knew this one would not be hislast. Now that he knew he could start another.

Hetook adeep breath, and his kisheer spread smoothly out across his shoulders. "Thisis
Summer House Corporate Citizen Nikko Jang-Tibayan," he said, "back on line."

@

Phousita awoke in darkness interrupted by athin, vertica wire of muted sunlight. She was
upright, cradled and supported by a smooth, solid cocoon precisdly fitted to her body. She wriggled her
shouldersalittle. Thewire of light seemed to widen. She tasted the air and discovered the heady scents
of jungle and natural decay. She caled to Sandor over her arium, once, then again. On the second try he
responded, hisvoice groggy. "Wha—?'Sta, y'd| right?'

"All right," shereassured him. The grip of sunlight was definitely getting wider. She could get her
fingersthrough the crack now. From far away came the chortling of an unknown bird. Quickly she
concocted spells and blew them through the crack (now wide enough to admit her arm) hoping she might
learn something of the bird's nature.

Asthe gap widened, sheforced her shoulder through, then her head. After that therest of her
body dipped out easly, like ababy spilling from abirth canal.

At the touch of sunlight againgt her face, she burst out laughing. Then she turned to hug the tree



that had produced her, this great and ancient machine. For perhaps two hundred yearsit had given birth
only to seeds of itself. Then atiny meteorite had come to ground here, after evading the watchful eyes of
the police. Inside the meteorite, biogenic Makers had carried her quiescent pattern.

The Makers had changed the treg's biological programming, causing it to produce a new body
for her in only three yearsfrom the energy collected initsliving solar panels. In admiration she turned her
eyes upward to gaze into its canopy, then stepped back, aghast. Sunlight burned againgt her face.

Thetree's canopy had withered. It was a skeleton, worn out, exhausted by the effort of her
cregtion. Shewasitslast fruit. All around her, seedlings of the rain forest sprouted in the sudden glut of

light

Somber now, Phousita called to Sandor once again, and after afew hours of wandering about
the forest preserve, they found each other. He'd engineered adark brown complexion for this latest
incarnation. Protection from the sun, hetold her. Hishair was till blond, his eyes blue. They kissed and
made love and Phousitawas glad she'd designed herself to be of moderate height.

"WEell go down to the village tonight,” she said, astwilight fell acrossthe forest. Sheld scented the
settlement earlier that day. It was over aridge and down along dope, very near to the edge of the forest
preserve. At the boundary they'd have to pass through a cloud of toxic Makers maintained by the
Commonwedth to protect the preserve from humans and human machines. But they were up toit.

"Well force no one," Sandor said.
"Of course"

They arrived at the village just after midnight, when the moon was full. Dogs ran out and barked
at them. Phousita calmed them with a touch. Worried faces peered out past the torn straw mats that
served as doorsin the moldy plastic shacks. Sandor beckoned to them. He used no spells, but
nevertheess they came. Women and children and men, speaking in adiaect Phousitahad never heard
before. She gave them her thoughts and they listened. She offered them her sight, and ultimately, they
accepted. Their poverty made them brave.
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[front blurb]

A THREAD OF HOPE



Nikko sprang up from the couch. "Fox, what are you working on?"

Fox shook his head and waved his hand in dismissal. He took another two steps toward the
door. But then he seemed to reconsider. He turned to face Nikko. "We may be able to code you into the
biogenesisfunction,” he blurted out.

"The biogenesis function?' Nikko couldn't keep the scorn out of hisvoice. "That's no refuge. It's
afantasy.”

The biogenesis function was Fox's pet project—a theoretical complex of assembly codes that
would define every eement of Summer House and itsinterna environment in a sequenced congiruction
plan. Wrap the code in a packet of assembly Makers, drop it on an appropriate substrate, and—in
theory at least—it would be possible to replicate the entire House.

In theory.
"The biogenesisfunction is never going to exigt, Fox. It'stoo complex.”
"Its complexity can hideyou," Fox said softly, in avoice that betrayed his own uncertainty.

"I don't want to be astring of code! | want to be dive. | would do anything to Say dive."

[Version History]
1.0 — Scanned, spell-checked and formatted.

2.0—April 7, 2003 — The_Ghiti — proofed in detail. Asusud, if there was an oddity in dialogue, or
an obscure aternate form, | left "asis," but if there was an obvious typo in the original, | corrected it.



