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Sister Alice

One

“I found myself daydreaming, remembering my childhood as awonderful time clothed in smplefun and
sweet easy victories...| wasreveling in how perfectly carefree my fird taste of life had been...and that
was the moment when my ingtincts first warned me, whispering in my countless ears that our work had
gone serioudy, tragicaly wrong...”

—Alice stestimony

XoToLD THEIRSquUad thiswas alousy placeto build and their fort was sick with flaws, and the Blues
were sure to crush them, and, of course, every disaster would be Ravleen’ sfault. He said it with his best
whiny voice, making it impossible to ignore his grousing. She had no choice but to come over,
interrupting their drillsto tell Xo to quit. But he wouldn't quit. Helaughed in her face, and said, “You're
no genera.” Ord heard him plainly. Everyone heard him. Ravleen had no choice but to knock him off his
feet and give him agood sharp kick. Xo was a Gold, and she was their Sanchex, the Gold's eterna
generd. She had every right to punish him, aming for hisbelly and ribs. But Xo refused to cooperate. He
started cursing, bright poisonous words hanging intheair. “ Y ou' re not Sanchex,” he grunted. “You're
just a Sanchex face stuffed full of shit, and I’ m not scared of you.” Ravieen moved to hisface, bresking
his nose and cheekbones, the skin splitting and blood spattering on the new snow. Everyone watched.
Ord stood nearby, watching their snow melt into the blood, each diluting the other. He saw X0’ sface
become a gooey mess, and he heard the boy’ svoicefindly fal away into adoppy wet laugh.

Tule stepped up, saying, “If you hurt him too much, he won'’t be able to hurt anyone e se.”

Ravleen paused, panting from her hard work. Tule wasright. Their genera dropped her foot and pushed
her long black hair out of her eyes, grinning now, making sure everyone could see her confidence. Then
sheknelt, making aball out of the bloody snow, asking, “Who wants to help this shit home?’

Tulewas closest, but she despised Xo. She didn’t approve of disobedience; it was her endless duty to
keep their clan working smoothly, bowing to every one of Ravleen’s demands.

On the other hand, Ord was passingly sympathetic. Xo wasn't his best friend, but he was areliable
companion. Besdes, for the time being they belonged to the same squad. A soldier had aduty to his
squad, and that’ swhy Ord stepped up, saying, “I'll take him.”

“Then come straight back,” Ravleen added.
He gave anod, and asked Xo, “ Can you stand?’

The bloody face said, “Maybe.” A gloved hand reached for him, and Ord thought of the battered ribs as
he lifted. But the tortured groans were too much; Xo had afondnessfor theater. “Thanks,” he muttered,

then he reached into his mouth, pulling out adick whiteincisor and tossing it at the haf-built fort. Witha

softping , the tooth struck one of the robots and vanished.

They walked dowly, crossing the long pasture before climbing into the dark winter woods. Xo stopped
at thefirst tree, leaning againgt it and carefully spitting out aglob of dark blood. Ord worked to be
patient. The tree’ s rough bark formed words, and he spent the moment reading about the Chamberlain
role in some long-ago treaty. Then he stared back down at the pasture, watching the robots strip it of
snow, building their fort according to Ravleen’ sexacting desgns. A smpletitanium pole, topped with a
limp golden flag, stood in the future courtyard. Tiny figures wearing clean white snowsuitswere drilling



again—six squads honing themsalves for snowfare. It looked like an easy pasture to defend. On three
Sdes, it fdl away, cliffsand nearly vertical woods protecting the fort. The only easy approach was from
here, from above. Ravleen was assuming that the Blues would do what was easy, which was why the
nearest wall had the thickest foundation. “ Keep your strong to their strong,” was an old Sanchex motto.
But what if Xowasright? What if their generd was leaving the other wallstoo weak?

“I can't walk very fast,” Xo warned. His swollen face was inhuman, ruined flesh and bits of bone floating
in amasdticated stew. But the bleeding had stopped, scabs forming, and the smallest cuts beginning to
hedl. Speaking with afaint ligp, Xo admitted, “1 sound funny now.”

“Y ou should have left your tooth in,” Ord countered. Gums preferred to repair teeth, not replace them.
“Or you might have kept your mouth shut in thefirst place.”

Xogavealittlelaugh.

Something moved in the distance. Ord squinted, seeing an airship carrying sightseers. The distant sun
glittered againgt the ship’ sbody, and he imagined curious eyes watching only him.

“Let’sgo,” heurged. “I'mtired of standing.”

They walked on anarrow trail, their pace more leisurely than dow. Snow began to fdl, and the woods
were dready knee deep in old snow. They weren't far from the lowlands, and sometimes, particularly on
clear days, city soundswould rise up from that hot flat country, forcing their way through the acoustic
fence. But not today. The snow hel ped enforce the silence. To step and not hear his own footfall made
Ord alittle anxious. Hewas dert, asif ready for an ambush. The war wouldn't Sart until the day after
tomorrow, but he was anticipating it. He was ready. Unless the fight had made him anxious, which meant
that he was distracted and doppy.

“Know why | didit?" asked Xo.

Ord said nothing.

“Know why | pissed her off?’

“Why?

The battered face grinned, Xo proud of the gap in histeeth. “| don’t have to play thiswar now.”
“Ravleen’snot that angry,” Ord countered. “ Sheisn't even half-enough pissed to ban you.”
“But I'm hurt. Look!”

“So?" Ord refused to act impressed. Glancing over a shoulder, he observed, “Y ou’ rewalking and
talking. Not talking fast and your words are dumb, but still, you' re not that hurt.”

But X0's Family—the great Nuyens—wereridiculoudy cautious. A sister might see his suffering and
order him to remain home for afew days. It wouldn't be thefirst time, particularly if Xo moaned like he
did now, telling Ord, “1 don’'t want to play snowfare.”

“Why not?’

Wincing, Xo pretended to ache. But by now a cocktail of anesthesias was working, and both of them
knew it.

“If you can stand, you canfight,” Ord reminded him. “When you became Gold, you took a pledgeto



serve—"

“Wait.” The boy waded into the degpest snow, heading for an outcropping of cultured granite. He found
ablock of bright pink stone and carried it back, dropping it at Ord’ sfeet. “Do me afavor?’

143 NO_”

“But not too hard. Just nick me here.” He touched his stubby black hair. “1’ll pay you back sometime.
That'sapromise.”

Ord lifted the stone without conviction.

“Makeit ugly,” the boy prompted.

Ord shook his head, saying, “First you' ve got to tell me why you don’t want to fight. Isit Ravieen?’

“I don’t care about Ravleen.”

“Tell methetruth, or | won't help you.”

With hiswhite gloves, the boy touched his scabbed and unnaturaly rounded face. “Becauseit’ sstupid.”
“What' s stupid?’

“Thisgame. Thiswhole snowfare silliness”

Cdling it a“game’ was taboo. Snowfare was a serious exercise that taught you to give orders and obey
orders and think well for yoursalf when there was nobody there but you.

“We'retoo old to play,” hisfriend persisted. “I know | am.”

Thiswasn't about Ravleen, which left Ord with no easy, clear rebuke. He asked, “What will you do
instead?’ He assumed there was some other diversion waiting for Xo. Perhaps atrip somewhere. Not off
the estates, of course. That wasn't permitted, not at their age. But maybe one of X0’ s siblings wanted to
take him on ahunt, or somehow € se sharetime with him.

But the boy said, “Nothing. I’'m just going to St a home and study.” He paused for amoment. “Put the
pointed end here, okay? Drop it next to thisear. And | promise, I'll tell my sstersthat Ravleen did it.”

Ord watched the boy lie on the hard white trail, hisface cocked alittle bit to his right. He was waiting
camly for hisskull to be shattered. The stone couldn’t hurt him too badly. Eons ago, humans gave up
their soft brainsfor better ones built of tough, nearly immortal substances. The worst Ord could manage
would be to scramble some of the neura connections, making Xo forgetful and clumsy for the next few
days. The body might even die, but nothing more. Nothing less than anuclear fire could kill them. Which
was the same for dmost every human being today.

“Areyou going to help me?’ the boy whined.

Ord watched the hopeful face, judging distance and mass, deciding what would make the ugliest, most
spectacular wound. But he kept thinking back to Xo's comment about being too old, knowing he was
right. Some trusted spark for the game had dipped away unnoticed, and that bothered the boy.

“Ord?
“Yeah?



“Will you hurry up?’

Helet the stone dip free of hisgrip, and the earth pulled it down with a smooth perfection, missing Xo's
head by nothing.

“No, | shouldn't,” Ord said. “1 won't, forget it.”

“Bethat way!” The boy lifted the stone himself, groaning as he took aim, trying to summon the courageto
finish thejob. He was invulnerable, but so were hisancient ingtincts. Thiswas not easy. His arms shook,
then collapsed. The attempt looked like a haf accident—a dick wetthud —and his head was | eft dented
on one side. But not badly enough, they discovered. Xo could stand by himsdlf, alittle dizzy, but ill on
hisfeet. He touched hiswounds one after another, telling himsdlf, “At least Il get tomorrow to myself.”
Hewasn't looking at Ord, and he wastaking to himsdlf. “ Thisisgood enough,” he claimed with a soft
wet voice that ingtantly got lost in the muting whisper of falling snow.

Two

“Inthe universe, thereisjust the one ultimate law: Life dways devises some ultimate meansto put an end
tolife”

—Alice stestimony
THERE WERE EXACTLY one thousand Families.

Nothing about their existence had come easily. Not their laws, not their restrictions, and not even their
numbers. Ten million years ago, with the Great Wars il raging, an dliance of desperate leaders met on a
frigid, barely named world. Everyone who traveled there, enemies and friends alike, agreed about one
vita issue Without substantia, immedi ate change, the human species would soon be extinct. Populations
were collgpsing in every digtrict; entire worlds were being reduced to dust and crumbled bones.
Moreover, if the wars continued to spread, every other flavor of lifein the galaxy would be battered, and
many specieswould ceaseto be.

It was that atmosphere of terror and unaloyed despair that brought out the unsuspected geniusin mere
people. Suddenly the unthinkable was obvious, the impossible gppeared easy, and the coldest, most
bloodless bureaucrat found himself spesking in verse and dreaming in brilliant color. A war-weary prime
minister sketched out the roughest imaginable plan for the future. With a quavering voice, she described
the Families, giving them that inadequate name because she didn’t have time or inclination to think of any
better title. The Familieswould begin with afew carefully sdected individuas, she explained. Each of
those few would be given every imaginable power. A kind of godhood would be set on their shoulders,
and because they had to be good ethical people, they would have no choice but to fill the role of worthy
gods, helping normd citizens and old prime ministers steer aworthy course through the coming eons.

But how many people deserved such an honor? And how would they be chosen? And how many of
these Familieswould be required to servethis pitiful humanity?

The prime ministers and presidents and even the scruffiest little despot had brought powerful quantum
computers with them. Each asked his or her machine for its opinion, and after careful deliberation based
on nearly infinite factors, plusahard stare into the imaginable future, the machines blessed the outrageous
plan. But they couldn’t agree on any single perfect number of Families. There were too many variables,
they confessed. The future was vast and unknowable and imperfect and probably mdicious. It was|eft to
the human mindsto arrive a atarget goal, and after a heartbeat’ s pause, some little voicein back cried
out, “How about aflat thousand? It'sasmple, memorable number, and it gives usalot of them, but not



so many that they’ll be getting underfoot. ..you know, so they won't seem chegp...?’

ORD WAS A Chamberlain.

Probably no Family was known by more or wielded more power. Near the center of the sprawling
edtate, perched on a broad scenic peak, stood agreat round building, tall and massive, built from the
cultured granite with ashell of tailored white cordsliving on its exterior. It was the Chamberlains
ancestra home. Theinterior, both above ground and below, was amaze of rooms and curling ha lways,
smple laboratories and assorted socia arenas. There were enough apartments for fifteen hundred
brothers and sisters, should so many ever wish to come home a once. And there were other fabulous
buildings scattered about the property—elegant cottages and ancient hunting lodges and baby mansions
built from the rarest or most modern of materids. The entire Chamberlain family could reunite on thisone
patch of holy ground, if there would ever be the need.

But it wasthe smple cylindrica house that embodied the Chamberlain legacy and legend. Humans
throughout the galaxy would see theimage of it, and they would think about Ord’ s family—how they
hel ped the Sanchexes win the Great Wars, and afterward, the Chamberlains and Nuyens were
instrumentd in building the indtitutions and customs and laws and muscular organizations that had brought
about the Ten-Million-Y ear Peace. Success brought wealth, and wedlth gave new opportunities. The
Chamberlainsturned their vast energies on the stars. They explored the farthest reaches of the Milky
Way, and farther, finding the bones of lost species and making first contact with hundreds of important
alien species. And afterward, for these last long eons, it had been the Chamberlains who had mastered
the rapid terraforming of empty worlds. Age and disease had been conquered, and death rates were
vanishingly smdll, leaving an endless demand for new homes, and novel homes, and lovely placesfor
which adiens and humans both would pay substantia fees, particularly for ingpired work done on
schedule.

Ord knew enough of his Family history to fill volumes, and he knew nothing. What he had mastered was
agpeck compared to the true history. He knew the Great Wars were fought with savagery, billions
murdered, and the Earth itself |eft battered. But the Peace had endured for a hundred thousand centuries,
and throughout, the Families had given it backbone and the occasiond guiding touch. Ord himsdlf wasa
whisper of achild, not even fifty yearsold. His powers as a Chamberlain lay in the remote future. Imaging
himself inamillion years, he saw asemigod who was busily building green worlds at the Core, or
perhapsflying off to somefar galaxy, exploring itswildernesswhile making new dlies. But the actua
changes between today and tomorrow were mysterious to him. His mind and energies would swell, but
how would that fed to him? His senseswould multiply, and timeitself would dow to where seconds
became months. But what would such an existence be like? He had asked the brothers and ssterswho
lived with him. He had worn them down with hisinquiries. Y et not one could ever offer aclear,
compelling, or even hafway believable answer.

“Y ou'retoo young to understand,” they would profess, their voices distant and bored. Even alittle shrill.
“Just wait and see,” they would recommend. “Patience. Try patience. You'll learn when you' re ready,
and that isn't now.”

But Ord sensed the truth. Like him, his siblings had no ideawhat the future held. Like al reasonable
questions, hiswere completely unorigina. And the Chamberlainsthat he saw day by day—siblings
younger than asingle millennium—fdt asif they were trapped indde the same proverbia spacecraft,
adrift and lost and alittle bit scared.

Three



“When | lived here, when | was every kind of child, the mountains were new. The estates were new. Our
mans ons were modest but comfortable homes meant for modest and deserving gods, and the Families
were utterly victorious...while the galaxy at our feet seemed vast and nearly empty, full of endlessand
intoxicating potentids...”

—Alice stestimony

THE FORT WASTinished by midafternoon that next day, exactly on schedule, and after it passed the
standard ingpection for volume and materids, the clan celebrated, walking up to the tube station together,
armslinked and everyone singing ancient Gold songsin awell-practiced chorus.

It was a brief ride homefor Ord. He was deposited at the base of the long yard, looking up a an
expanse of smart snows and shaggy blue-green trees. A dozen giant bears came charging between the
trees, their broad faces smiling and their bellowing voices cadling out, “Him, itis...him, him...itis...!”
Each bear had to be scratched behind the ears. There was no room for debate. Then al of them repaid
Ord saffection, putting his head into their mouths, holding him carefully while arumbling purr moved
through hisbones.

Donewith that duty, Ord jogged up to the house, entering through one of its smaler doorways. Over the
door hung athick granite dab. “PRIDE AND SACRIFICE,” said the ageless | etters engraved into that
exceedingly pink stone. He touched the words with hisright hand, always. The gesture was a habit,
amogt areflex. Then heran to thefirst stairwell and rode up to his floor and sprinted to his apartment,
finding apair of mothering robots waiting for him. They were a least as smothering asthe bears. They
asked about his day and his accomplishments. Was there enough snow?“Plenty,” he dlowed; it had
fdlen dl night. Good for forts, wasit?*“ Perfect,” hetold them, removing hiswarm snowsuit. “ Good wet
stupid snow.” The pasture was close to the lowlands, and that gave it amilder climate. “We built astrong
fort,” he boasted. “We broke three presses, squeezing the snow down to glacid ice, nearly. So it could
be the best ever...”

The robots paused, saying nothing where they might have said, “We're so glad to hear it.”
Ord hesitated, alert to the silence.
“Lyman just asked to seeyou,” said synchronized voices.

Lyman was the oldest brother living in the house. He wants to see me? Ord assumed that something was
wrong. And hewould have been in trouble, if he had bashed X o with that rock...but he wasinnocent,
and nothing el se remarkable had happened during the last few days. “What does Lyman want?’

“WEe're curious, too,” they replied, ruby eyeswinking. “Y ou’ re supposed to go to his apartment as soon
asyou are clean and dressed.”

Ord looked outside. Hislongest wall faced east, and it was set to show what he would seeif there was
an old-fashioned window in place of the granite. Somewhere below, hidden in the gathering darkness,
was his new fort. On clear nights he watched the glow of the cities, wondering about the people living
beneath the mountains. Everyone on Earth was rich to some degree; space was too crowded and far too
expendgve for those without means. But only the Families could afford having winters, putting their trees
and lakes to deep. These weren’t mountains so much as enormous scul ptures, and like any artwork, they
were not meant to produce meaningful food; nor had they ever housed more than avery few people.

“Lyman soundsimpatient,” the robots warned.

Ord nodded and ran through his bath, then dressed and | eft. His brother lived severa stories above him.



He had visited enough to know the way, and enough to hesitate at the door. Lyman liked to entertain
girlfriends; caution was required. Ord announced his presence, and the door opened ingtantly, adistant
voiceteling him, “Wait out there. I'm amost done.”

It was Ord’ svoice, only deeper. Older. Lyman had alarger apartment complete with severa universal
wallsand avast bed, plusaswimming pool as big asapond. There were flourishes meant to sayLyman
but dways felt moreChamberlain than anything. Chamberlains liked mementos. Where Ord would have
displayed his collection of dien fossls, hisbrother had set up small light-statues of the
girlfriends—women of every variation, uniformly disrobed. The girlish faces smiled a Ord, showing him
how pleased they were to stand before him. One of the universal wallswas activated. A live feed showed
some banded gas giant, each moon encased in awarm atmosphere, the nearest moon blued by an ocean.
Had a Chamberlain built that ocean? It waslikely. Lyman wastraining to become an apprentice
terraformer. Once he was declared an adult, probably in less than a century, he would embark on hisfirst
assgnment. Something easy, no doubt. Probably work on some little comet between the stars, most
likely for asemiwedthy client who wanted a vacation home—

“How’syour war?’ asked Lyman, striding out of the bath, hisloose-fitting trousers shrinking to amore
fashionable size. “Done with your fort?’

Ord muttered, “Yes.”
“Any morefights?’

Was hereferring to Xo and Ravleen? Or maybe Lyman was trying to tease him, making fun of thissilly
kid'sgame. Either way, Ord guessed that his brother knew every answer, that he had aready received
updates from the robots and the estate’ s sentries. “No fights,” Ord reported. “Not until tomorrow
morning, a least.”

But Lyman was only pretending to listen. He started to spesk, aiming to make another little joke, but then
paused, his pa e pink mouth hanging open for along moment.

Ord waited, feet fidgeting.
“Do you know where | wasthismorning?’
“Where?’

“Antarctica” Lyman liked to tease hislittle brother, reminding him that one of them could trave at will
across the Earth. No farther, but still, it seemed like an enormous freedom.

“What were you doing there?” asked Ord.

“Having fun, naturaly.” Lyman tried to smile, scratching hisbare belly. Tadler than Ord, he had
old-fashioned adult proportions, hisbody hairy and strong with an gppropriate unfancy penis dangling
insde histrousers. Red hair grew to his shoulders. Like Ord, he had the telltale Chamberlain face, sharp
features and pale, freckled skin and brilliant blue eyes. Their Ssters were feminized, with breasts and
estrogens and such; physical formswere standardized, and they were eternd, every Family built around
itsimmorta norm, every norm patterned after its founder and ultimate parent.

Lyman stood in front of his brother, sighed, and asked, “ Do you know why | came home? Have you
heard?’

Ord shook his head, his breath quickening. What happened that would demand that Lyman abandon his
fun?



“Ligen.”

But then his brother said nothing, his mouth left open and the blue eyes gazing at the blue moon on the
wadl.

Finaly, Ord asked, “What isit?’

“In the next few days...soon, athough I don’t know when...we' |l have aguest here. Areyou listening?
Y ou heed to wear your best behavior.”

“Who' svisiting?

Lyman seemed troubled, or at least deeply puzzled, pursing hislips and shaking his head. “ One of our
ggersisdropping by.”

Sisters came and went dl of thetime.
“Anold sster,” Lyman added.
Every sister was older than Ord, and so was every brother.

Then Lyman grinned, asif redizing just how mysteriousthis must sound. “ A very old, much-honored
adult. Sheis”

Ord glanced at the universd wall, and theimage changed. A small dull sun was setting over aglassy sea
An ammoniasea, perhaps. He found himself dealing with this news by distancing himself, working on the
peaceful dynamics of that other world asif it was one of histutor’ slessons.

“You'renot ligtening,” Lyman warned him.

“You'rebarely taking,” Ord replied. Then he blinked, asking, “How old is she?’
“Her nameisAlice”

Alice—

“She'sour Twelve.” Thewords were incredible to both of them. Lyman repeated himself, saying, “ Yes.
Tweve”

Ord was stunned, closing his handsinto fists and using them to drum on histhighs. “Why would she come
here?’

“We received her message thismorning. ..deeply coded...and everyone' s excited, of course...”
Ord nodded. “But why—7"

“A Tweveiscoming.” Lyman was astonished, but his smile seemed nearly joyless. “I looked up when
the last Fifty or higher came for avisit. Our Forty-Two touched down for |ess than sixteen seconds, and
that was nearly twenty-eight thousand years ago. A handshake visit, she caled it.” He paused, rubbing at
the fiff red hairs on his chest. “But Alice wantsto linger. She' s requested the penthouse and given no
departure time. Even though she' |l be bored in ananosecond, she clamsthat shewantsto live here.
Here.” He pointed at the white-cora ceiling. “Here.”

Thiswaslandmark news. Ord imagined tdlling the other Golds. Tonight? No, tomorrow. On the eve of
combat. It would give him a sudden importance, arenewed worthiness. Even Ravleen would be



impressed, and jedlous, and he fet himsdlf beginning to smile, imagining that sveet momen.
“Theré smore,” Lyman said, anticipating him. “ Thisnewsis secret. Alice madeit explicitly clear—’
Secret?

“And I’'m giving you fair warning. Y ou won't tell anyone. Not friends, and not even enemies. Thisis
Chamberlain business, and what does that mean?’

“It' sprivate.”

“It belongsto us. Nobody else, Ord.”

The boy offered aweak, confused nod.

“No other Family can know that sheishere”
“Why not?’

“Because that' swhat she wants.”

“But why vist us? And why stlay—7?'

“Why not?’ Lyman interrupted. Then hisface grew puzzled again. “I honestly don’t know why. Nobody
seemsto know where she' sbeen. But I'm sure she'll explain, if it’ simportant.”

A Twelve. Among Chamberlains, only five shlingswere older than Alice. Therest had died long ago.
And of those surviving five, two were currently bound for Andromeda as part of a cultural exchange. By
contrast, Ord possessed afive-digit designation, as did Lyman and everyone eseliving here. Ord could
never livelong enough or become famous enough for hisarriva to stun anyone. “ Twenty-Four
Four-Eleven ison hisway. Behave, children!” Ord nearly laughed at the preposterousimage. If helived a
billion years—apossihility, in theory—and if he did many wondrousthings, then yes, he might just
generate the kind of excitement that he felt now. Maybe.

“We don't even know where she’ sbeen,” Lyman repeated. “We' ve asked and asked, but the walls
won't tdl us”

The famous Alice: She had been born after the Wars, in those first years of the Peace. She wasan
explorer and apioneer a the high art of terraforming, and her techniquesin building living worlds were
gtill the standard, and her name didn’t even need “ Chamberlain” attached to it. Alice was famous enough
in her ownright.

“Not ahint to anyone. All right, little brother?’
Ord said, “Yes,” with a soft, disgppointed whisper.

Lyman made fists and drummed at histhighs, saying, “1 bet it' s nothing. Here and gone in two seconds,
€l be”

The universal wall changed again, showing aringed gas giant. World-sized continents built of hyperfoams
floated in its atmosphere, linked together like chains, the winds carrying them with adancer’ s precison.
Where wasthis place? Terraforming on that scale required time and great wedlth, and there probably
weren't ten thousand worlds like that in the galaxy. Ten thousand was nothing. Shutting his eyes, he knew
that Alice had built it. Lyman had asked the wall to show him her work; and like his brother, Ord could
only marvel a her ills.



Why would she come here?
Why bother?

And why would any enormous, wondrous soul want her presence to be kept secret...?

Four

“Congder this. Our Families have never been wedlthier, our reach never so gredt, yet in the same
moment, we have never been so weak. Our portion of humanity’ sworth has shriveled throughout the
Peace, which isexactly asit was planned. We are pledged to reproduce dowly. We patiently clone
archaic bodies, then in measured stagesfit them with the latest talents. But while we' ve kept a monopoly
on many talents, other peoples and the diens and even the machine intelligences grow in abundance each
day, in numbers and wedth and in their capacity for accomplishment. . .their insectlike tenacity gradualy
winning the Peace, which, of course, is precisely why they agreed to it in thefirst place...”

—Alice stestimony

THEIR FORT WASgenuindy beautiful, tall and with ablue-iced skeleton draped with a heavy white flesh
left behind by last night’ s snow. Y esterday, after the last drills and before the officia ingpection, everyone
had added some touch of his or her own. Except for Xo, that is. Decorating the parapets were snow fists
and starship prows and big-eyed skulls. Ord had fashioned a snarling wail-hail on his portion of the
wall—afierce beast with spiked wings extended forward, its curved white teeth glowing in the early light.
He was standing behind hiswail-hail, on the broad rampart, his squad flanking him and everyone a
attention. Ravleen was speaking, her voice coming through headphones embedded in their golden face
masks. “From now on,” she promised, “our enemies, these awful Blues, are going to suffer every flavor
of misery. We Il best them once and again, and we' || beat them so badly that amillion years from now,
they’ll till ache from what we' ve done to their miserable bodiestoday.”

It was afamous quote, the “every flavor of misery” line. An old Sanchex generd had uttered it on the eve
of victory, and Ravleen made apoint of repesting it every year or two. She and Tule were Sitting inside
the thick-walled keep set at the back of the courtyard, watching the countryside with hidden watchdogs.
Ord knew how much she wanted to win. The war’ slosers would make medas for the winners—the
standard rule—and nobody would treasure her disk of iridium and diamond more than Ravleen. Some
sad that the Ten-Million-Y ear Peace had only tempered her Family. Without question, when the Golds
grew too old to play war, nobody would miss the games more than Ravleen. Shutting his eyes, Ord
amost felt sorry for her...then helet hismind drift back to the topic that had kept him deeplessall

night. ..

“What are you thinking?’ asked Xo. Save for afew golden bruises, hisface had heded. He was proud
that he healed so easily, and he showed hiswounds to Ord before putting his mask back on. “Y ou look
likeyou' re thinking hard,” Xo observed. “So what’ sin your head?’

That hissster was coming.Alice. My Twelve. The words surfaced in his consciousness, begging to be
spoken. But the newswas still secret. Last night and twice this morning, he had promised Lyman to say
nothing. And maybe this was awise restriction, he sensed. Alice had no genuine reason to come here.
Noneat dl. And hewould look horribly foolish if he ever told his enormous story, and then it turned out
to be untrue.

“I wishwe' d gart,” Xo groused, forgetting his question. “Waiting is boring.”

Lagt night, following along tense dinner with a dozen brothers and sisters, Ord returned to his apartment



and requested a dender biography of their great sister. Then he read pages and watched holos until well
past midnight, trying to absorb some fraction of her enormouslife. But it was an impossible undertaking.
The higtory of the Earth seemed smple by comparison, and in so many ways, trivid. Alice had been
everywhere, and everything that her great hands touched had been saved, or improved, or, a the very
least, gppreciated in some new way.

“I’'m bored,” Xo repesated.

Asif she heard him, Ravleen interrupted their long wait. “Enemiesin thewoods,” she called out. “On the
west. On the move.”

Three squads were stationed on the strong west wall, including Ord’ s unit. Saying nothing, they stared up
into the leafless black woods, waiting for any motion, addicious hint of dramariding in the wind.

“Mortars” Ravleen cried out. “Firing!”

Whump-whump. The Blues had apair of mortars, cell-powered and air-driven, their size and range
dictated by ancient rules. Everyone dropped to their knees, hugging the parapet, and apair of heavy
snowbdlsfdl into the courtyard, bucket-sized and hitting no one. But they were only meant to judge
range and the wind. The next rounds did the damage, someone crying out, “Hesat,” as a crimson sphere
struck behind Xo. A chemical goo broke free of its envelope, activated by the air and melting theice
beneath it. A thick red cancer was spreading. Ord and X o jumped up, using shovelsto fling the worst of
the goo below, then they used last night’ s snow, making afast, doppy patch.

It wasfast and fun, and everyone, including X o, seemed to enjoy themsdlves.
“Returnfire,” Ravleen ordered.

Their own mortars were loaded, aligned by hand and guesswork.Whump, whump. Whump, whump .
They fired only snow, harassing their invisible enemy. And then haf a dozen Golds shouted, “Look!” just
before the Blues broke from the woods above.

“Guns on the shoulders,” said their generd.

Ord had an old snowgun—a favorite. Untold numbers of ssters and brothers had carried it before him.
The old carbon stock was worn smooth, but the over-and-under barrels were perfectly aigned with the
samplelaser sght. A potent compressor built up acylinder of angry gas, and adug of dense milky ice
was made insde each barrel, each round as big as a healthy thumb and spinning for accuracy, able to hit
someone in the teeth at forty meters.

“Ready,” Ravleen whispered into Ord' s ears.

Helooked over the wail-hail’ s right wing, snow-colored figures with deep blue face masks charging
across the fresh snow. A practiced scream grew louder asthey closed the gap. There were two dozen
soldiers, including the eight who were quickly rolling cannonsinto position...and wherewerethe
others...?

“Onmy command,” Ravleen roared. “ Cannons.. .fire...!”

Thunk-thunk-thunk. Three cannons were set on the west wall, afourth held in reserve. Big fat rounds
followed golden laser beams, snow striking snow. The Blues were zigzagging, athin line of them charging.
Fifty meters, then forty. Then thirty, and Ravleen said, “ At will. Fire”

Just likeinthedrills, Ord' s squad rose together, aiming and squeezing off double shots. Flecks of laser



light danced over their targets. It sounded like the popping of fat beetles, the air filled with white streeks
flying both ways. Ord sdlected histarget and hit it in the belly, then the face, then missed when it ducked
and danced sdeways. But he anticipated the next move, leading and firing and the double shots smacking
the face between the eyes, snapping the head back, leaving the Blue sprawled out on the snow.

“Reload,” said hisgun. He dropped and opened the stock, shoving in handfuls of fresh wet ammunition.
Then the lone squad on the east wall was shouting and firing. Not only were there two attacks, but
Ravleen hadn’t seen the other troops marshaling. “ Squad Aspire,” she shouted. “ Change walls. Support
the east. Now.”

The Blues must have disabled the watchdogs on the east. With afair trick? Every war had its strict
rules—so much snow per fort, so much hest allowed the attackers, and afinite number of crude
machines to keep the mayhem shackled. Squad Bash—Ord’ s squad—had to spread out and cover for
Aspire. Hewould fire and drop, then come up somewhere €l se dong the rampart. Someone' s lucky shot
caught him in the face, awarm thread of blood making the eye blink and water. He ducked again and
wiped the wound with a deeve, then moved and rose again. But now the Blues werein retredt, their
attack always meant to harass and nothing more. Their cannonsfired at the sky, sacks of red heat
streaking high and plunging into the east wall, bursting with asickly thud and gnawing away & thethin
barrier of cold blueice.

Ravleen pulled Squad Carnage next. She had no choice. They had to make repairs while Bash was | eft
aone onthewest wall, six soldiers fighting more than adozen. And, of course, the Blues attacked again,
intight formation, pushing right up under the massive wall. Squad Bash closed ranks and fired down at
them. A heat grenade lodged in the wail-hail’ s mouth, and the fierce head collapsed into mush. Then the
Blues started teasing them, shouting, “Y ou’ re next, you're lost, you' re dead!”

Ord dropped and reloaded, moved and rose again, and the Blues happened to guess right. When he
rose, every gun was fastened on him, blue sparkles half-blinding him and the double shots dready on
their way. He had no time to react. The entire salvo caught his face and throat; and what tartled
everyone, Golds and Blues dike, was how he managed to stay on hisfeet, bloodied and stunned but
undeniably upright.

TheBluesfired again, in unison.

That second savo lifted Ord off the rampart, snapping his head back, and he fell into the courtyard,
landing on hisback in apool of greasy red hesat, bruised and sore and suddenly tired enough to deep,
and blind with al the blood burning in hiseyes.

Five

“Why did we attempt such athing? The smple, sngle-word explanation is‘ greed.” The two-word
clarification adds ‘ charity,” because wasn't thisfor your good aswell as ours? Thethird word is
‘arrogance,’ | would propose. And the fourth, without question, is* stupidity’...”

—Alice stestimony

ORD REMEMBERED WHENhis blood tasted sdty. Now it was swest, in taste and in odor reminding him of
overly ripe oranges. His biochemistry was changing, new genes awakening, his body progressively
tougher and faster, and faster to hed. He had been able to fight again by afternoon, and by dusk he felt
amost normal, picking at the hard scabs as he dipped into the house. As aways, he touched the PRIDE
AND SACRIFICE emblem on hisway to the stairs. But after afew more steps, something caused him
to pause—something subtle to the brink of imperceptible—Ord standing on the bals of hisfeet while



listening, hearing what wasn't exactly a sound emerging from an adjacent halway.
He changed direction, suddenly aware of his heartbest.

The old house had been built in stages, likein any coral reef, one layer set on top of thelast. The oldest
roomswerein the deepest interior. The origina mansion was long abandoned—a five-story structure not
particularly grand even in its day—and Ord knew that he had reached it when the floor changed to
natura stone, cold and dirty white. Lightswoke for him. House robots had carefully maintained every
surface, yet the place felt old, tired and alittlefrail. Ord touched the smple brick walls, new mortars
blending with the old but nothing €l se changed, and with senses half-born, he felt thousands of centuries
focused squarely on him, barely dlowing him to breathe.

A centra staircase led up to dozens of sedled doorways. Ord had brought his friends here, just once,
showing off the Chamberlains humble beginnings. Next to the staircase was aheavy door, dways sealed
and alittle mysterious. Not even Lyman had permission or the meansto open it. But today, for no
apparent reason, the door was gar. No, Ord redlized, it was missing. He stepped closer, blinked, and
hesitated. Ancient hinges dangled in the very dark air. It was asif the great door had been stolen, or
erased, and he couldn’t guess why.

Ord did nothing. The room beyond was dim and vague, dust floating with agraceful ease. Heheard a
sound, afaint dry click, but couldn’t guessitsdirection. “Hello?" Hisvoice wasweek, practicaly useless.
The room seemed to swallow his noise, then him, his snowbootsfalling silent on the old rotted carpet and
his face caressed by a sudden deep chill. He was inside the room before he made any conscious decision
to take the chance. He told himsdlf,| shouldn’t be here. He thought,I’Il leave. Now. But the promise
seemed as good as the deed, and Ord walked on, following astraight, certain line.

It wasn't alargeroom, eveninitsday. A round wall siood on hisleft, the tighter curve of the staircase on
his right, and both walls were buried behind cabinets and framed paintings and various decorations that
made no senseto him, their styles and logic long extinct. The place fdlt like a storage closet, not aroom
where people would gather. Despite careful treatment, the relics were degrading, wood esten by patient
fungi, paintings faded and flaking. A faint yellow lamp cameto life, illuminating an enormous portrait. Ord
paused, glancing at the face, then at the plague benegath, the subject’ s name etched into a piece of
greenish metd.

“Yes, he sour father.”

Thevoicedidn't sartle him. It came wrapped in acamness that soothed and nourished him. Removing
onethin glove, Ord touched the name,lan Chamberlain written in the dead man’s neet, circumspect
script. 1t was nearly identical to Ord's handwriting. . .the same smooth curves, the same even
gpacings...and hefelt a sudden deep reverence for the man. lan was shown posing before the origina
mansion, the building and the man both blurred by the tired paints. Ord had seen lan countlesstimes, in
holos and interactive fictions; but here, quite suddenly, he fdlt close to the man, and nervous, his mouth
turning small and dry. Thiswastheir father, their One. Ord shivered, and he smiled, and the voice said,
“Look a me,” with amild, flat tone that couldn’t startle anyone.

It was hissster’ s voice—every sster’ s voice—Yet it was wrong, reaching deeper than smple sound
could manage.

“I"'m standing behind you,” he heard, and he turned, discovering awoman in the middle of the room,
smiling a him. Her face was the same as any sister’ sface, only rounder. She wore abody that wasalittle
fat, wrinkles crowded around the eyes and a softness to the flesh, pudgy handstrying to straighten the
shoulders of her smple dark blouse. She took astep toward him, and Ord felt atingling sensation,



smelling ozone. Achieve a certain age, he knew, and you ceased to be merely tough meat and an
enduring mind. Succeed a being an adult for tens of thousands of years, and your Family would teach
you how to use new energies, plasmas and shadowy flavors of matter. Eventualy you were built of things
more unseen than seen, the prosaic nonsense of sweet blood and dow neuronsleft for only the most
specia occasons.

“Look at you,” shewhispered, adry hand touching Ord on the cheek. “ Do you know how perfectly
perfect you look?’

“You'rethe Twelve,” he sputtered.
She gave an odd little laugh.

Ord managed a clumsy sideways step. Could she be anyone €l se? It seemed preposterous to think that a
Twelve would speak to him. Was she ayounger sister, perhaps some assistant to their Twelve? Or an
empty facamile carved from light and dust, set in thisroom whereit could be safely out of the way?

“My nameisAlice,” shewarned. “Not Twelve. And you? Y ou must be the baby. Y ou have to be Ord.”
He offered avery dight nod.

Curiogty and amild empathy showed on the smiling face. Alice touched him again, on the other cheek,
saying, “There. All gone”

His scabs had dissolved, bruises absorbed.

She laughed without making noise, tilting her head asif to look at him from anew vantage point. Invisible
hands passed through his flesh, studying him from within; then she was saying, “1 used to enjoy agood
snowbal fight. Isn't that remarkable to think?’

It ssemed unlikely, yes.

“Quitethe fort you have.” She closed her eyes, awisp of red hair dangling over her chalky forehead.
“Not elaborate, no. But sturdy. A good solid structure, for being made of nothing but water.”

“Canyou seethefort?
“Eagly.” She opened her eyes, smiling as she added, “Y ou fought on the west wall, near the middie—"
“Did you watch me?’

“I can tell from the bootprints and the blood. There' s a thousand obvious clues, and | can reenact the
entire struggle for my own eyes, yes.” Then she announced, “ Thisisyours,” and held up his snowgun.

Surprise dipped into nervous guilt. They weren’t supposed to remove equipment from the battlefield.
Ord watched while Alice went through the motions of a careful examination, placing her right eyeto the
end of the upper barrdl and tugging on the trigger. He grimaced. But nothing happened, and she seemed
amused by hisresponse, smiling a him, her soft voice saying, “My, my. | didn’'t have such fancy toys
when | wasagirl.”

The gun wasn't fancy, but he didn’t correct her.
“| amjedous,” she assured him.

That was aremarkable thing to hear. A Twelve envying him? Because of atoy gun?“How are my



Radiant Golds?’

Rediant?

“What kind of war gameisit?’

“A forty-hour scenario,” he reported. “ Heavy snows and the Golds defend a place of their choice—"
“Againg the Electric Blues,” sheinterjected.

Ord swallowed, then said, “ They have to capture our flag.”

She kept smiling, and something about Alice made him fed happy, asif she couldn’t contain her own joy,
and it was flowing into him, sweetening his mood. She shut her eyes again, savoring theingtant. “Here.”
She handed him the wegpon. “| don’t mean to leave you defensaless.”

“l can't haveit...not here...”
“Pardon me?’

Ord swallowed, then used acareful, certain voice. “1 leave my gun wherever | was standing. Wherel
was when we quit for the day.”

“Marking your position. How reasonable.”
The gun vanished from hisgrip, fingertipstingling for aningtant.

“l amsorry. | didn’'t know.” Y et she sounded more amused than sorry. Turning, shedid adow Stately
walk around the room, absorbing all of it with her eyes and perhaps other senses. Fine chinaplates were
collapsing into dust. An ornamenta sword was speckled with corrosion. Countless twists of dust had
gathered on apair of historic fusion batteries, hiding them under soft gray mounds. A quantum

computer’ sinfinity-drive had falen to the floor when its mag-coupling failed, leaving it separated from the
thinking world, and by now, probably insane. But what captured Alice' s attention was inside the adjacent
cabinet. A crystal sphere had broken in two—that seemed to amuse her—and she opened the door and
picked up the larger piece, explaining, “In my day, we threw our snowballs. We made them with our
hands and threw them, and | wasn't particularly good at it. The sexes differed too much in ability, and |
hed agirl’sarm.” The crystal depicted the Earth asit wasten million years ago. Carefully, she set Asa
and the Pacific back where they belonged, then turned and stared at the celling for along while. “ That
pasture you're defending? | fought for it once. | canrecal...well, everything. It was aone-day war, and
my shoulder was sore afterward. Because | didn’t have much of anarm, | suppose.” She paused, then
looked at him. “Do the Swords till exis?’

“They'rethe Silvers,” Ord replied. There were twenty clans, twenty colors, and fifty childrenin each
clan. He had to ask, “Were you a Gold?’

“One of thefirst, and worst.”

Ord imagined thiswoman running in the snow, atacking acowering line of Silvers. In the early Peace,
childhoods were quick and smple. A person became afull adult in just acentury, and then was she given
anew body and mind, endowed with the powers necessary to handle the Family’ s respongbilities. Slow
growth, like Ord’s, allowed for quality. Patience alowed amore perfect maturity. He had been told that
many times, and he believed it, yet part of him envied Alice, thinking how she had to be achild for just a
few winters.



“And who'syour generd ?’
“Ravleen”

“A Sanchex. Am | right?’
Ord nodded.

“Mere crysta growstired and shatters,” she said. “ But somethings are too reslient. If you see my point.”
Alice gave asatisfied nod, then added, “1 would love to hear everything. Soon. It's been too long since |
last vidited. ..and took in the pleasures of thislovely old house...”

Her voicefdl away, asif she was hunting for the best words.
Then shesad, “Pleasures” again.
“Why areyou here?” Ord heard himself blurt the question, then too late, he added arespectful, “ Alice.”

Shedidn’t seem to hear him. Stepping past him, shelifted her hands to touch the old portrait. With means
powerful and obscure, she rearranged the moleculesin thetired paints, re-creating the image of their
father’ sface and body, then dtering the artist’ s origina work. A rope of glassfibers dangled from the
dead man' s chest. Through those fibers he would have controlled amultitude of primitive machines, his
body linked to whatever warship or world he was residing on at that moment. Few humans used these
systems anymore. No Family member bothered with them. But Ord recdled that exposing the glassrope,
whether in public or in aportrait, would have been rude, even vile. After the Wars, and for avery long
time, it was one of the Chamberlains’ most important duties—keeping their powers tactfully and
gracefully out of Sght.

“What do you think, little brother?’

He stepped close and studied the portrait. The cylindrica white house and green lawvn were unchanged,
asif out of focus. That vagueness made lan al the more real, set againgt an exhausted background. Ord
dared at the face—agel ess and wise; the semind patriarch—and he noticed aqudity initsexpression. It
was asif theartist had told the great man to smile, and he had done his best, but insgde him was some
massive, deeply felt sadnessthat no mere face could hide away.

Ord was uneasy. Restoration was noble work, but what Alice had done was vandaism. The past dways
should be respected; yet she had plainly twisted that work of art, making it into something else entirely.
Sdf-righteousness left him bold, and he asked again, “Why are you here?’

Alice gppeared composed, giving him awatery grin, while asking in turn, “Why can't | come here?’ Then
shelooked at their father, athin colorless voice saying, “When she wants, a person should be able to vist
her home.”

He had no smple, quick response.
“Dedre” shesad, “isreason enough, little brother.”

And when he next glanced at the portrait, she vanished. He found himsdf slanding alone, standingina
dark little room where he didn’t belong, the air suddenly frigid and his blood-caked snowsuit warming
itself and him in response, his breeth visble, risng up into the weak yelow light like thin puffs of tepid
seam.

Six



“Alone, | have renovated more than ninety thousand mgjor worlds, satisfying the widest array of clients.
Perhgps atrillion sentient soulslive in nests assembled by these hands. But my finest work lurksin those
secret placesthat | build for mysdlf, from nothing. On occasion, I’ll invent some unique biology and hide
it away insde dust clouds or faraway globular clusters. And yes, these are very questionable acts, legally
and ethically. | know that perfectly well. But aterraformer always dabblesin such work, and | don't
mesan just the bored Chamberlains. The multitudes do their work in drawers and under their mattresses.
And not just thethrill of the forbidden lures us. It’ sthe hiding that isintoxicating. It isthe enticement of
having something unique and entirely our own. ..and we must keep it secret...and redly, it that the
best way to protect whatever you cherish...?’

—-Alice stestimony

ORD RODE THEStAIrs up to his gpartment, telling no one what had happened. Tonight the house felt
exceptiondly empty. He assumed that his sblings were with Alice, tregting her to some ceremonid party,
and there were probably many good reasons not to include their youngest brother. Snow wasfaling
again, he noticed. Eating alone, Ord studied the day’ s lessons without actualy concentrating. Poetry and
mathematics seemed dl too ordinary, and he eventudly set them aside, ordering hisuniversal wall to
show him more of Alice’sworlds. Light-velocity feeds were piped to him; anew visa offered itself every
few minutes. Helet his pgiamas dresshim, and he sat on hisbed, in the near darkness, nothing to watch
but anumbing series of fabulous images streaming from the ends of the galaxy.

Alice sworldswere aways rich with life. More than most terraformed bodies, they were productive and
robugt, and interesting, and in waysthat he could only dimly perceive, inspired. Sometimes Ord asked to
see who lived there, and he was shown city scenes and upto-the-second census figures. Like him, the
people were built of ordinary matter. Like him, they had limited talents laid on top of an open-ended life
gpan. Barring the spectacular accident, they might live forever. Y et unlike Ord—unlike any member of
the Families—they could manipulate their human forms. Instead of enlarging themselveswith trickery,
they bent themsdves with genetic tail oring, adapting to odd niches or smply embellishing those physica
traitsthat most pleased them. It was abasic feature of the Peace; different sectswere given different
strengths. Wandering past Ord was the multitude of humanity: tall bodies and tiny ones, people with
golden fur or e ephant noses or dragonfly wings or outrageous sexual organs. On older, more crowded
planets, it was best to make everyone physicaly small and split them into acarefully structured array of
species. The Earth itself was home to severa hundred thousand distinct forms of humanity, every
foodstuff and every waste product metabolized by someone. Brother Lyman had a passion for the
strangest local ladies. He brought them to the mansion now and again. Once, mostly by accident, Ord
had walked in on him and agirlfriend, a the very worst moment. An embarrassing, ingtructive lesson, it
till made the boy blush twenty yearslater: Eyes closed, Ord could see that finned beauty in the
swimming pool, floating on her back with fins billowing and deep-sea eyes blinded by the soft lights, and
his brother naked beside her, struggling for ahandhold, absolutely unaware of the gawk-jawed intruder
garing from the doorway.

The Peace was built on rules. The Families began with old-fashioned bodies, and no profession was
theirsalone. Y et they remained the best terraformers, commanding respect and the highest sdlaries.
Ordinary humans and teams of Als couldn’t build with the relentless beauty that Alice achieved, evenon
her smallest project. What's more, she worked for aliens. Methane sess; nitrogen sees; or water seas
scorched by hard radiations—she was equaly comfortable in every biology. She worked on vast scales,
too. A brown dwarf appeared on Ord’ swall, partly encased in some kind of scaffolding. Densdly
packed starsimplied that thiswas aglobular cluster. Or wasit the Milky Way’ s core? Whatever the
project, the work was only partialy completed, and Ord knew just enough about the mechanics and
scae of the undertaking to appreciate just how absolutely little he knew. When he saw Alice next, he
would compliment her on thiswork.If | see her, he cautioned himsdlf, lying back in bed, letting the sheets



crawl up over him.

But hedidn’t deep. Tired eyes had barely closed when abrother called to him, asking, “Did you tell?
Anyone?’

Lyman was standing in the open door, hislong hair and broad shoulders set againgt the light of the
hdlway.

“Tell them what?’ Ord teased.

“About our sgter,” Lyman muttered, painfully nervous.

Ord shook his head. “1 didn’t, no. No one.”

“I wasjust making sure.” He drifted into the room, trying to smile while staring at the universa wall.
“Does shelike the penthouse?’

Lyman blinked and remarked, “ Sheisn't hereyet. But shewon't likeit. I'm sure shewon't.”

The boy felt something. A caress, perhaps. Or hisown adrendine, or whatever stimulant was saturating
his growing body. Hisfatigue had evaporated in amoment, his mouth hanging open but his voice stolen

avay.
Lyman noticed his odd expression, blinked, and stepped back.
“I saw her,” Ord whispered.

“Where?’

Ord closed his mouth, summoning courage.

“Where did you see her?” Lyman cameto the foot of the bed, suggesting, “ It might have been another
gder.”

“Shesaid shewas Alice.” Then hetold the story, describing the missing door and the room full of relics,
and Alice, and how she had easily managed some odd tricks. Would he get into trouble for entering the
room? Or wastheworst crime not telling Lyman about it afterward?“1 thought you aready knew she
was here,” Ord claimed. Then he asked, “Why hasn't she told you that she' s here?’

His brother leaned against the bed, mouth open and his eyes empty. And around both of them lay a
ghostly sense of amusement, thick enough to taste, and sweet.

“Whereisshe, Lyman?’

The older brother merely shook his head, never saying what was obvious.She' s here now. ..with us

Seven

“Itisn’'t the most origina idea, but it aways captivates. . .that notion that our dear Earth was someone's
secret garden, built long ago and soon logt, and dl of us are merdly its lucky sons and happy little
daughters...”

—Alice stestimony



THE SKIESWERECIear by morning. Dumb snows and smart made the land ook soft and new. The
Sanchex mansion—agreat gray pyramid—covered the tallest peak to the north. Ord was half-dressed,
watching the sunrise while egting his breskfast. Lyman returned to hisroom, announcing, “ Someoneis
living indde the penthouse. We re mostly sure now.”

Ord didn’t know what to say.

“For some good reason, she doesn’'t want to respond to us. Y et.” Lyman shook his head with an easy
gravity. “Just the same, keep her presence secret. Understood?’

Of course hedid. But Ord went through theritual of promising silence.
“Dowhat’snormd,” hisbrother ingsted. “Act asif everything couldn’t be more ordinary.”

Ord imagined his siblings crowding around the penthouse door, asking if Alicewasinsde. And Lyman,
fighting his nervousness, merdly nodded to himsdlf, saying, “Isn'tit...alovey day...?”

THEENEMY WASentrenched east and west of thefort, their main force clinging to the cliff face, using
ropes and narrow wooden platforms. The Golds knew that much because Ravleen cheated, asking the
Families security net for help. Scans proved that the Blues hadn’t broken any mgor rules. They had
used accepted methods to blind and move, nothing but determined work responsiblefor their early
success. It was frustrating for Ravleen, her foes near enough to touch and completely out of reach.
Hugging the dliff, they couldn’t be bombarded. They were free to gather, then rise en masse, flinging heet
grenades and enduring afew good shots but alway's escaping before they weretruly hurt.

Ravleen and Tule abandoned the keep. Separately, they strode along the ramparts, giving orderswith
sharp, worried voices. “You two,” said Ravleen, pointing a Xo and Ord. “Take that cannon and harass
theirs” The Blues continued to fire from the high ground, sending hest into the east wall. “ And don't look
at mewith those eyes,” she growled.

“What eyes?’ X o countered.
Sheglared a him, breathing loudly.
“Go away,” Xowhined. “We Il smack them, don’t worry.”

Except Xo didn’'t work with conviction. Ord found himself loading the breech and aiming the long plastic
barrel. X0 was content to fire the cannon, and when they missed—norma enough at thisrange, aming
uphill—Xo would shake his head and say, “Higher.” Or he would state something else obvious. Ord tried
to ignore him, knowing how Xo could befull of himsalf. Anger just madeit worse. Then Xo declared,
“I'm tired of winter. | hate this snow.”

But winter had just begun, thought Ord. And with ahard jerk, he pulled on the wire cord, astrong
dullwhump sending awhite streak up to apoint just short of itstarget, apair of happy Blueswaving a
them from behind their gun.

“Too bad.” Xo'smask showed only hiseyes and mouth, each of them grinning. “Aim higher, why don’t
you?”

Better to cut the snow instead. Ord knelt and counted handfuls, trying to decide what was perfect. Their
next shot was closer till, and Xo, who hadn’t been paying attention, remarked, “ See? It’ s better this
ti rre”



It wasabrilliant day, and lovely. In the quiet moments, they could hear the city on the lowlands—horns
and bdlls and asuggestive gray murmur that could be a billion voices whispering—and Ord remembered
when he crept down to the estate’ s boundary, hiding in the deepest grass, watching ordinary people
moving through their lives. Hisuniversa wall would give closer, moreintimate views, but sitting on the
edge of that other world, knowing he could, if he wished, walk straight into it...well, that was a different
type of watching, and intoxicating. ..

Chimesrang in the distance, very softly, and Ord wished he didn’t have to be here,

The sunshine felt hot, and he broke abig rulein asmall way. Rolling up his mask, Ord massaged the wet
face with wet snow. Xo saw him, and asked, “What happened to your scabs?’

Ord pulled the mask back into place.

“It lookslike you weren't even hit yesterday.”

“I dept alot.” Ord couldn’t invent a better excuse.
“Seep did that?’

No, Alicedid...and suddenly he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He had pushed her aside al day; but
now he found himself wondering what she was doing, and did she like the penthouse, and would he see
her again?“| wasn't hit that badly,” he offered, hoping to deflect suspicions.

But Xo didn't care. Hismind had aready shifted again, hisvoice too loud when he announced, “ Oh,
she' sagood genera in the open. Good enough. But not with this stand-and-fight shit, sheisn’t.”

Teasing Ravleen was a better game. More dangerous, too.

“If | were her,” Xo claimed, “I’ d send out a couple squads. I’ d assault the cannons right now—"
“And |lose the squads when they counterattacked,” said Ord.

“If we don’'t do something,” the boy maintained, “we re going to be dead here. Dead.”

Ord ignored him, aiming again, forcing himself to concentrate. Theicy dug had animprecise sze and
density, plus an imperfectly smooth surface. Histutor loved to explain how the universe was atangle of
smple suppositions and principles woven together in chaotic ways. Nonlinear mathematics helped
navigate through the chaos, but only to adegree. Ord barely understood them...yet he had a sudden
premonition, numbers and intricate symbols converging into asmooth, highly polished answer that made
his handslift, the right hand grasping the wire cord and hesitating. . .wait, wait...now...

Hetugged at the cord with acareful, perfect strength.

The dug wasinflight, traveling on aneet arc, when one of the Blues pulled on hiswire, firing at the worst
possible moment.

Ord’ sdug hit the barrel’ s mouth, plugging it; hot compressed air caused the breech to shatter, some old
flaw exposed, steel-colored plastic shards driven backward into aboy’ s arm and face. He collapsed,
limp and bloodied. A cheer rose from the rest of Squad Bash. Even Xo was impressed enough to say, “|
can't believeit.” Everyone took abresk from the fighting to run over and watch while the unconscious
body and the ruined cannon were dragged away. It was asterling moment, and ugly, oneless Blueto
fight now. Ord tried to be thrilled, but instead he felt sorry. A few dayswould hed the boy, and no lasting
harm had been done, but al those fine reasons didn’t seem to have much weight behind them.



“You got alucky shot,” said his morose companion.
But it wasn't luck. Ord was certain.
And one shot wasn't the entire war.

The east wall continued to be hammered through the day. When it was time to quit, the hard ice had
turned red and rotten. The Golds had fifteen minutes to make repairs, in peace. But they wasted most of
that time. Someone gpproached Ravleen, telling her what X0 had been saying about her. She marched
over to him, asking, “How would you like to be banished? Isthat what you want?’

“If you were any kind of Sanchex,” Xo countered, “1’d fight and keep quiet.”

Ravleen wasn't wearing her mask. She had asharp face that could be pretty, if she wished. Right now
her features|ooked ugly and hard. Ord decided to step between them, trying to defuse things. But the
best he could offer was, “We should work together—"

“Quiet,” Ravleen warned him.
Then Xo said, “A red Sanchex would have won thewar by now—"
Ravleen siwung with her right arm and shoulder.

Ord pushed her back. But then she swung again, aiming at him, and the bony fist caught him on the
temple. Y et he stayed on hisfeet. He shook his head, the world blurring for an instant. Then Ravleen was
past him, pinning Xo against the soggy red wall, punching him with ablind rage...and Ord grabbed her
forearm, giving it aquick little twidt.

The tough bone failed, making asharpcrack asit split.

Ravleen collapsed to the ground, her arm usdless and its shoulder didocated. With atight, furious voice,
shesaid, “Wait.” Shelooked only a Ord, saying, “ Banishment’ stoo easy.”

Shesad, “Youwait. You'll see...!”

Eight

“My closest childhood friend was alittle Vondaush boy. He belonged to my clan, which meant that we
often played together, and he genuinely adored me. If | were cynica, | would suggest that his ol der
shblings encouraged hislove and devotion for me. His Family was arobustly mediocre

bunch—\V ondal ushes have dways been that way—while Chamberlains plainly had nothing but greatness
waiting in their immorta futures. Everyone knew it, and the poor boy was part of some painfully obvious
scheme, his Family hoping that our little War and Peace games would sedl some deep and eternal bond.

“I was barely ten centuries old when | saw him for thefinal time. Afterward, | missed the boy when |
bothered to think of him. We spoke often—the Milky Way practicaly glowswith dl the messages
relentlesdy racing between the likes of him and me—but every attempt at arendezvouswas afailure. |
had pressing business, that was my usua excuse. And then, after another half million years, my childhood
friend was dead.

“It was an accident. He belonged to a team working with amillisecond pulsar, trying to creste an
enormous power plant...and by every fragmentary account, his death was heroic and swift and tragic
and painless.



“After hearing the news, | sought out the first available VVondalush boy, and for severd thousand years,
he was my protégé. | gave his Family lucrative work and weighty responsibilities. And then my mood for
charity found new directions, and | Ieft the boy, letting dl the Vondalushesfal back into their noble, godly
obscurity...”

—Alice stestimony
“Y OU FOUND MY message, did you?’

“Oh, yes.” It was set on his desk, handwritten on the most ordinary parchment...or at least it had looked
handwritten. “1 came asfast as| could.”

“Alice”

“Pardon?’

“Cdl meby my name, Ord. Please.”
Hewhispered, “Alice” to himsdf.

“Have you ever been here?” She stepped back from the satin-crystal door, beckoning to him. “I mean
the penthouse, of course. | redecorated today. What do you think?”

The penthouse was an enormous room with no apparent walls or ceiling. Ord had been here for specia
dinners, but the comfortable furniture and freestanding universal walls had been replaced, ajungle
gtanding before him. The foliage was gray-green and thin, probably meant for alow-gravity environment.
Ord took a step, discovering that he was lighter now. How did she manageit? Only expensive machines
could dilute the Earth’ s pull, and he was very much impressed with hissster’ sKill.

“A quietlad, isn't he?

Ord sad, “Sorry.”

“Why?Y ou had abusy day. Y ou're entitled to your silence.”

Helooked at the celling, nothing to see but a deep, damp, blue-white sky. “What world isthis?’
“A secret world.”

Hedidn't understand. But before he could ask questions, Alice asked, “ Are the others jealous? That only
you received an invitation?’

Ord nodded. He had shown the note to Lyman—that was only right—and Lyman had sputtered, “What
did you say to her?’

In plainer words:What makes you so specia?

“Y ou know, our brothers and sisters keep wandering up here.” Alice smiled at the leef litter on the floor.
Tonight shelooked thinner, wearing aflowing gown, deeply blue and soothing. She showed Ord her
smile, saying, “ They’ ve stopped asking me to open the door. But they come and stare at it dl the same.
Intheir lives, | doubt if they’ ve ever fet so curious.”

Lyman had only looked tired and frazzled.
“And they’ re rather pissed off, | think.”



Thewords were unexpected, asincredible asthislittle alien forest and the diluted gravity. That a Twelve
would say “pissed off” seemed contrary to some law or principle. Straightening his back, Ord said, “I
think they’re scared. | think.”

“Wdl,” sad Alice, “ign't that their right?’

It was astrange reply, but he managed to shrug and nod.

Shetouched hisface, tdling him, “Y ou look well. Y ou must have ducked at theright times.”
He dipped hisface. “How much did you watch?’

“Every moment,” she reported happily.

“You...youdidthings...”

“Twice, and you' rewelcome.” Alice played with her own hair. It waslonger than last night, fuller and
bright asfire. “I helped your aim, once, and | hel ped with the Sanchex girl.”

“Now she hatesme.”
“Yet shewill hed, won't she?’
What could he say?

“Twenty centuries from now, she won't think about what you did. Tragedy is perishable, little brother.
Bedlieve me. Ravleen will reach a point where these memorieswill dicit asmirk and littleelse”

What mattered was tomorrow, not the remote future. Ord almost wished that Alice had never come
here, or at least she had ignored him. At this moment, Ravleen was sitting in her mansion, dreaming up a
thousand suitable revenges. Shewas an impossble, brutal tyrant—

“Andyet,” hissger interjected, “ she might grow into a courageous warrior, a glorious success, vitd to
the Families and to humanity.”

“Can you read my thoughts?’ he asked.

“In limited ways. But then again, anyone can read another soul’ sthoughts, within limits.” She offered a
long laugh. “I fed sorry for Ravleen. Y our houseisvery different from hers. Enormous pressures are
bearing down on that little girl, which help explain why sheisassheis”

“She' samonster,” Ord offered.

“Y et she will become a special Sanchex. She possesses that essentia spark.”

“Doesshe?”

“Or I’'mwrong, which can happen.” Alice shrugged her shoulders. “ Perhaps she'll even disgppoint me.”

Sanchexes|oved dangerous work. Lacking wars, they kept busy by wrestling with stars, delaying novas
close to populated worlds, and sometimes demolishing isolated suns, using titanic energiesto create rare
and expensve materias.

“lsn’'tit odd?" Alice continued. “We begin as perfect copies of our parent, and then countlessfactors,
tiny but irresistible, have their way with us. For good and for not.” She paused before adding, “Xo isn't



much of aNuyen. Which may or may not be an insult, depending.”

Nuyens were taented governors and adminigtrators. The Earth had them in high podts, serving aslinks
between Families and the multitudes.

“I don't like Xo,” Aliceingsted. “I’ ve met him athousand times, and | have never trusted him.”
Ord hesitated, then asked, “What about me?’

“What about you?’

“What kind of Chamberlain will | make?’

“I learned ages ago, never predict what Chamberlains might do.” The smile seemed fragile. “Now come
over hereand sSt. Re, little brother.” She put afond arm around him, reminding him, “I invited you to
dinner, so let’s eat and enjoy ourselves. What do you think?’

THE MEAL WASexotic—an adien slew made edible by inverting its amino acids—and the sky darkened
dowly, easing into astarless night. They sat on the twin stumps of dead treesthat didn’'t even exist
yesterday. For now, the stage was Ord's. Alice demanded stories of his snow wars and other
adventures. He told her about canoeing mountain rivers and breeding bears, preferring them to other

pets; and he described the arrow wars fought in the summer, face paintsin lieu of masks but the same
essentia rules. And, of course, he had private games, bloodlessfictional contests that he played against
Als. Were any of the Blues hisfriends? Alice asked. Not yet. He had met them, and of course he knew
which face belonged to which Family. And some of the older Blues cameto visit Lyman and the others—

“Why?" asked Alice.
Why what?

“Why do we build these careful antagonisms, passionate but essentialy harmless? Ancient clans,
elaboraterules...what’ s the overriding purpose of this contrivance, Ord?’

Histutor claimed it was to teach cooperation.

“Cooperation,” she echoed. “That’ sakey reason why the Families have thrived. But wouldn’t bridging
oneof your little rivers serve the same noble function?’

Lyman had adifferent explanation. He claimed that war games were like tails on embryos—vestiges of
something not needed anymore.

“Soundsalittletruer,” Alicereplied.
Her face had grown empty. Did the topic bother her? Then why did she bring it up?
“Tell me, little brother. Why did wefight the Great Wars?’

There were thousands of would-be gods. They had embraced the new talents and tried to endave
humanity, and the Wars defeated them. Sanchexes and Chamberlains helped save the innocent
multitudes, and in gratitude, they were allowed to keep their vast powers. They were given these lands,
and, together, the Wars' survivors fashioned the Peace.

“Nobleimages,” Alice conceded.



Ord had stopped egting, but he discovered that he couldn’t muster the will to push the half-empty bowl
asde.

“Here sthe crux of it, little brother. Somewherein its history, every technologica species stands on the
brink of godhood. Immorta citizenswill be capable of building worlds, or obliterating them. How a
species respondsto that chalenge...well, that’swhat determinesits fate, more often than not.”

The galaxy was littered with ancient civilizations torn apart by warfare. Sometimes Ord dreamed of sfting
the rubble on some unmapped world, pulling out chunks of burnt bone and catching a glimpse of those
lost souls.

“Our powersaren't cheap,” said Alice, “and they’ re never plentiful. When the Wars began, there were
only afew hundred billion people. How many of them could be fitted with those new technologies? Only
afew. And many of them were corrupt. Perhaps, asyou say, evil. But then our species saved itsdf with a
single wise deed. Ordinary people sought out the best thousand from their own ranks. Not the wisest or
strongest, but those odd souls who' d be least corrupted by their new talents.”

Theideas were perfectly familiar, and Ord kept nodding.

“lan Chamberlain was athoroughly unimportant man until he was selected. A decidedly unsuccessful
man, by most accounts.”

The boy looked a hisbowl. A tiny bug with long lacy wingswas helping itself to hisgravy.
“How isyour dinner?’

Hesad, “Fine”

Alice nodded, saying, “ The Families are pledged never to injure others, by act or by omission.”
It was afundamenta law, a set of memesrooting in Ord’s own mind.

“Toyou,” shesad, “the Peace looksimmorta. Everlagting. Isn't that so, brother?’

He began to shrug.

“Yet ten million yearsisno span at dl. Y ou’ d be amazed how brief it fedsto me.”

Ord wastired of being amazed.

Aliceroseto her feet. Before them lay ashalow pond, bony fishes, dien and primitive, svimming lazily
over soft white dien mud. She watched their motionsfor along while, or pretended to watch them. Then
shetold Ord, “ Y our brother isterrified of me. Of my presence here.”

Lyman?
“Did you know that he' sleft the Earth?’
“He stoo young,” said Ord, aboy’ s surety making hisvoicerise. “Heisn't dlowed to go anywhere.”

“Y et he has. Many times.” She laughed gently and easily. Her blue gown was becoming muddy, a sticky
white fringe building as she strolled around the pond. “He was on the Moon when | announced that | was
coming home. Seducing women, no doubt. Being a Chamberlain hasits relentless advantages.”

“Where dse has he gone?’



“Around the solar system. Nothing too astonishing, don’t worry.” She paused. “Haven't you dipped out
of these old mountains? The sentries aren’t perfect. Nobody needs to know.”

“I haven't.”

“But please tell methat you' ve been tempted.” She seemed disappointed, even hurt. “Haven't you been
tempted?’

Endlesstimes, yes.

“Y et you obey the rules. How nice.” She kndlt, cupping a hand and dipping it into the pond, then drinking
it dry. “Lyman doesn't obey, and that’ swhy he' s scared. I’ m going to punish him or embarrass him.
Somehow, thisvigt of mine will make hislittle indiscretionsinto something important.”

Again, Ord remembered thefinned girl floating in Lyman’s clumsy grasp.
Standing again, Alice dried her hand with the gown.

After along moment, Ord asked, “Where sthisworld?’

“Ingdeadust cloud. Hidden.”

“Isthiswhere you were? Before you came home, | mean.”

She closed her hands into fists, sighed, and said, “Everyone wants to know where | was. What | was
doing.”

Ord s belly was aching, and not because of dinner.

“Tell them, brother. | was at the Core.” She paused, asmile beginning and failing. Her face seemed to

wrestle with her mouth, astrange lost expression winning out. Then she said, “I came straight from the
Core. Which was avery long journey, even for me.”

The oldest people in the Families didn’t require starships. They could convert themselvesto nearly
masdless particles, then move at the brink of light-speed. Ord tried to imagine such an existence. To say
something, to beinvolved in this conversation, he mentioned, “Lyman wantsto work at the Core
someday. Asaterraformer.”

Tilting her head, Alicetried the samefailed smile again. “A good Chamberlain god, isn't it?’

The Core was famousfor black holes and dust clouds, plusbillions of star systems left serilized by
explosons and intense radiation. Over the last millions of years, the Families had made the Core
remarkably safe. Humans and diens had room to expand, no lega clamsheld by any species.

“The Core,” Alice whispered, smiling a Ord, no light in her face and her words leaden. “It'salovely
place. Too many starsfor meto count, little brother.”

He doubted it.

She gtrolled over to him. Her bare feet |eft narrow printsin that strange white mud. With her damp hand,
she held him beneath the jaw, blue eyes|ocked on his eyes, acold voicetdling him, “Y ou could grow a
tall. | could activate the old genes, and you’ d grow one now. Y ou still have that talent.”

“I don’'t understand,” Ord whispered. “What do you mean?’



“What do | mean?’ Shelet go of him and turned away, her gown seeping awatery bluelight asnight fell.
“Whatever I'm talking about, little brother, it isn't tails. Y ou can be certain of that.”

Nine

“Whilewe re on the subject, | might wish to plead guilty to thetiny crimesthat cometo mind. | soletoys
in my youth, and many timessince. And | have built unregistered, illegal worlds, as stated. Pluson
numerous occasions, to help friends and accomplices, | have used improper meansto dter eections and
overthrow some ugly governments that nobody misses...”

—Alice stestimony

“AND THEN WHAT?’

Ord took a deep breath. “We talked about tomorrow.”
“What about tomorrow?’

“ About snowfare—"

“Nothing else about the Core?’ Lyman was pacing, crossing and recrossing his gpartment while Ord sat
on the enormous bed, watching his agony. “Wadll, a least we know where she came from. If she'stelling
the truth, that is”

Why wouldn't she?
“‘I'm not talking abouit tal.” Isthat what she said?’
Ord nodded. “Basicdly.”

“War.” His brother’ s voice was soft. Ominous. “ She was at the Core, and some kind of war has
erupted.”

“I don't think s0.”
Lyman stopped and stared at him. “Why not?’

“It'sjust afeding.” He could offer nothing more, but hearing the words, his reasons sounded
treacheroudy thin. “1t' snot war. I’ m pretty sure.”

Lyman'sgirlfriends smiled a him from their perches.

“Alice gave meaplan,” Ord continued. “For tomorrow. It involves Ravleen—"
“But what else did she say about the Core?’

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?’

Ord shook his head, trying to appear certain.

Lyman picked up one of histiny statues. The girl giggled and squirmed in his hand, then laughed quietly
when he set her back down again. “Y ou don’'t know,” he began, softer than awhisper. Then he gasped
and looked at the baby Chamberlain, admitting, “None of us understands what Alice can do. Her



fantagtic powers, her incredible reach. Welivelike fosslsin this place. Old seashells set on adusty shelf.
All the children...we think we understand the universe, but we don't. Shit, we don’t even hear rumors
about her taents, that' s how secretive and fucking strange sheiis...”

Alice had spoken to Ord about snowfare.

“What you need to do is earn your redemption,” she had claimed. “Redemption with the Golds, and
Ravleen, too. And here show do it, easily.”

Though to Ord, it seemed like avery complicated scheme.

Lyman moaned abruptly, throwing hisarmsinto the air. “ Something awful is happening,” he declared.
“That' sobvious. That'swhy she came home.” With both hands, he dragged the perspiration off hisface.
“It'sone of thediens, or dl of them. They’ ve decided to fight us for the Core.”

But wouldn't they have seen trouble on the universd walls? Ord couldn’t believe that anything that
enormous would remain invisible, even to dusty old shells set on aback shelf.

“Whatever itis,” Lyman promised, “I’m going to make agenerd cdl. Every adult Chamberlain
nearby...I’ll tdl them...nothing...and beg for them to hurry homeimmediatdly...”

It wasn't war; Ord was certain.

Then he remembered how their Sster had said, “Redemption,” again and again. That enormous, invincible
creature had stood in front of him, her bare feet and the blue gown soiled with the odd white mud, and
she had assured him, “Y ou have to be redeemed. It' sal my fault, but | can make everything better for
you.”

Her thoughts shifted, and that moment’ sface closed its eyes.
“Redemption,” she had muttered onelast time.

It wasn't agod' sface, or agod svoice; and Ord had felt so very sorry for her, and for everyone.

Ten

“Our mountains have grown noticeably smdler. In ten million years, the patient gnawing of weater and the
weight of godly feet have donether erosive work, transforming tough granitesinto tough pink sands,
while the crust benegth has gently dumped beneath their smple weight. It has been acumulétive collapse
of severd meters, obviousto my endlesseyes...

“I was tempted to repair the damage. Aswe dl know, with my proverbid finger, | could. | could lift the
mountains back up where they began, if | wished...or yank them from the Earth and fling them into the
aun...!”

—Alice stesimony

RAVLEEN WORE ASmple cast and ding, wielding just one good shoulder and arm; yet somehow she
seemed larger today, more dangerous—a brawny, fierce warrior marching in front of her assembled
troops, black eyes screaming while her mouth said nothing. A light dry snow wasfaling. She paused for
amoment and let hersdf amile, glancing at the smple gold flag hanging limp in the middle of the
courtyard, and then up at the high gray clouds and the endless snow. “1 need to know what’ s happening,”
shewhispered. “I need a patrol. Two people. Volunteers.”



Ord glanced at X0, then down at his own boots.

“Who wantsto?’ Ravleen continued. “ Anyone?’

With adramatic flair, X0 stepped forward.

“Good.” Their generd’ s smile brightened. “Now pick your partner.”

“Ord.”

“Wrong choice,” she responded. Then she pointed a Tule, saying, “My lieutenant is going with you.”
Tule leaked a confused moan.

“Three minutes and we start,” Ravleen warned. “ Take radios and rations and drop over the south wall. |
want reports. Find out what the Blues are doing. And harass them, dways.”

Tule moaned again, then remembered that she was agood soldier. With anod, she assured, “ Y ou can
count on me.”

In awhisper, Xotold Ord, “I tried. Too bad you can’'t come, it’ll be exciting out there.”
“I bet s0.”

Xo watched him. “What are you thinking?’

“Nothing,” Ordlied. “1 just wish | was running with you.”

“Except you' re not,” Ravleen growled, storming up to deliver ahard punch in the shoulder. She bruised
Ord, inwarning, then said, “I want you herewith me. I'll keep you niceand close...!”

THEBLUESHREDearly—moments early, and just a single shot—the ice dug hitting aboy between his
shoulders. Everyoneyelled, “Violation!” But he was only stunned, little harm done. Ravleen said,
“Pogtions,” and waved to her patrol toward the south wall. “Now. Do it.”

Tule and Xo dropped rope ladders, climbed over the wall, and started down. Tule was a Syssalis—a
Family aways small and dow to mature. Her leg caught when her ladder twisted. Xo hit the pasturefirst
and broke into asprint; and an ingtant later the Blues spotted him, voices screaming, their cannons turned
and firing astheir troops charged in from the east and the west.

“Run,” shouted Ravleen. “Pick up your feet, Tule. Go.”

Blue-faced targets hurried into range. Ord got off some good shots, and he wondered if Alicewas
helping hisaim. But she had promised not to help, not in that way, and he missed often enough to believe
itwasdl him.

Tulewas hit and hit again, and shewould fall and pick hersaf up and take adoppy step beforefaling
again. But Xo never dowed, never looked back. He sprinted into the degpest snow, and Ord saw him
legp off thefirst cliff—afair drop, but cushioned by the drifts below—uwith apair of Blueson histrall,
firing from the diff before jumping after him.

Tule had falen for good. The Blues surrounded her, giving her afew good kicks even when she cried
out, “Give, give”

Lowering hisgun, Ord watched the battle with only the mildest interest. Poor Tule was picked up and



carried away. The other Bluesfired at the ramparts and retrested, happy to have their first prisoner. All
this noise and wild energy meant nothing. Ord felt distant, indifferent. Suddenly he was thinking about
Alice, and the Core; and sometimes, in secret, he whispered to his s ster, certain that she was listening.

The bombardment resumed. Squad Bash manned the cannons until Ravleen replaced them with Squad
Carnage. “From now on,” she announced, “you’ ve got anew responsbility.”

Nobody spoke.

“Takethe keep gpart. Cut theiceinto blocks.” With the hedl of aboot, she etched her plan into the
rampart’ sice. “ Stack the blocks here. And here. And get that done this morning.”

One boy admitted, “We d rather fight.”
Ravleen stared only at Ord. “Not for now. No.”
The squad bristled but said nothing.

With her hard cast, their general popped Ord in the head. “ After that, I’ ve got another lousy job for
you,” she promised. “For the afternoon, and you'll like it even less.”

XOELUDED Hispursuers for afew hours, but they were faster, and the tracking was easy in the deep
snow. In early afternoon, both prisoners were led to the pasture, gagged and blindfolded, then set in plain
view under atiny whiteflag. “You'renext,” the Blues called out in apracticed chorus. “We Il melt that
shitty fort and butcher every Gold insde!”

Tule was embarrassed. It showed in the dump of her shoulders and the dow sad shake of her head. But
Xo stood tal beside her, undoubtedly inventing artful excusesto explain his capture.

A fresh assault began on the east, but Ord’ s squad saw none of it. They were below, doing work meant
for robots, hands cold despite their gloves and their backs aching from the hard cutting and dragging.
Everyone sad, “The big attack istomorrow. Tomorrow.” There was excitement, and nervousness, but
thiswas alwaysjust agame. They had used thisreliable prattle for decades, and it was probably the
samekind of noisethat Alice had made when she was the same asthem.

“Tomorrow,” the soldierstold each other.

But nobody spoke to Ord. They conspicuoudy ignored him, and he discovered that he didn’t particularly
care. It was asif therewereatraitor lurking insde him, and the traitor was announcing itself with, of all
things, indifference,

“WHAT ARE Youdoing here?’
“Waiting for you,” Ord replied. “How’ s prison?’
Xo shrugged and removed hismask. “Tiny. Boring. Cold.”

“I'm sorry.” They werein the trees high above the pasture, walking on the main trail. From here the fort
looked strong, tall and secretive, the rotting east wall showing only the faint beginnings of adump. Ord
had been thelast to leave, lingering on the battlefield, waiting for Xo to appear. Alice had promised that
the boy would come thisway, out of habit and out of need. And he would come aone, since Tulewould



never walk with him. “How did they catch you?” Ord asked. “What went wrong?’

“Wall, they cheated,” X0 said. “1 was perfectly hidden, but they must have used illega sensors. I'm sure
of it.”

“We should report them,” said Ord. Y ou went to your sblings when ruleswere broken. “I'll go with you
and help explan—"

“Later. Maybe.”

Ord nodded, saying nothing.

“How’ s Ravleen? Still angry at you?’

Ord peded off hismask, pointing to hisbruises.

“I hate her,” Xo promised. “I wish you' d broken both arms, and her legs, too.”
“Maybe| will,” Ord dlowed.

They waked on. Noise rose from the city—the musical scream of an important Sren—then the light
snowfall blotted it out, or the Siren quit.

Xosad, “I wish we were done.”
“Sodol.”
“They’ ve stuck mein this prison box. It sridiculous”

The boxes were cramped and soundproofed, but the heat bled out of them, helping to keep the prisoners
miserable.

“I’'m bored,” the boy complained.

Ord paused and looked at X0, then he looked everywhere else. Then as Alice had told him to do, he
mentioned, “We could be home by noon tomorrow. If you want.”

A hopeful little smile surfaced.
“Ravleen hasaplan,” said Ord.

X0 saw what was happening. “ That’ sagaing therules,” he said, laughing and shaking hishead. “I’'m a
prisoner of war. You can't tell me anything.”

They were close to the spot where X o had begged to be struck by the careful stone. “We're shoring up
the east wal,” Ord mentioned. “We re letting its rampart dump, but everything below isgoing to be

grong again.”

“Where stheicefrom?’

“The keep. Except it doesn't have enough snow, of course.” He paused before adding, “ That’ swhy
we' re robbing ice from the west wall, too. It’s got more than we need.” He drew adramaticX on the
boy’ s chest. “Remember my wail-hail? Thewall’ sthinnest right under it.”

Xo wasn't gpeaking, or breathing. This businesswas against every rule, and the wickednesswas
delicious. He smiled, then stopped smiling, asif someone might notice; and with atight voice, he asked,



“How thinisthin?’

“Likethis.” Ord put up his hands.

“Shelll know | told. Ravieen will.”

“How can you be sure?’ Ord countered. “If Ravleen says anything to Tule, then she' sthe likely suspect.”
“But will the Bluesbelieve me?’

“Maybe not, but they could find out if you' reright. And if your information’s good, there won't enough
timeto cut aholein the east wall anyway.”

The boy stepped back and looked around, shivering with adramatic flair.

“Who knows?" he muttered. “Maybe I’ll crack. Maybe first thing in the morning, before they can even
put mein that stupid box, I'll crack.”

Eleven

“Boredom can shoulder some of the blame. What new challenges had we attacked during these last
thousand millennia? And there was the genuine urge to accomplish something both spectacular and good.
And most important wasthe ideaitsdf. The god. The ancient and perfect idedl. We were intoxicated
with agolden notion. We were drunk and in love, the object of our affectionsinfinitely beautiful and
amiling chamingly & us...”

—Alice stestimony

ASINGLE SETOf gairsrose to the penthouse, traveling in atight spiral, the stairwel| itself decorated with an
elaborate mura. Y esterday, Ord was too nervous to pay attention. Today, the mural seemed to force
itself on him, showing him endless Chamberlains caught in the midst of historic and heroic acts. He saw
worldsrebuilt, aiens embraced, and the far edges of the galaxy explored. His own motions caused the
scenesto change, the artwork fluid and theoretically infinite. Riding on asingle crystd step, hishand
cradling the polished brassrail, Ord watched the most famous death in the Milky Way: His ultimate
father, the great 1an, was sacrificing hislife and eternity for the sake of asingle starship. Thetae aways
made him wesk and teary, and proud. But seeing it now made him think how strange thiswas—all the
trouble invested into building and maintaining amurd that was dmaost never seen.

He was deposited at the penthouse door. Touching the bright black door, he said, “It’ sworking. Just like
you promised.”

The door dissolved, Alice standing before him.
“Your plan’sworking,” he repeated, breathing in little gulps. “ Did you watch me?’

“I saw enough.” Something was different. Worrisome, darming. Alice wore a heavy dark robe; the room
beyond was black, unbordered, and cold. But she did smileat him, telling him, “Thank you,” then, “I’'m
glad it sgoing well,” with amixture of pride and pleasure. She was staring at a point beside him, saying,
“That Nuyen seemsthe fool. Don’t you agree?’

Ord fdlt uneasy, saying nothing.

“I would inviteyou ingde,” she continued, “but thisis not the best time. | am sorry.”



Her face seemed smple and worn down. If she'd had red eyes, he would have guessed that she had
been crying. And perhaps she was crying, in afashion. Ord kept reminding himsdf that very little of Alice
was visible, and what he could see was exactly what she showed him.

“Areyou dl right?’ he asked.

Her eyestracked toward him, no other response offered.

Ord stepped back and dropped his gaze.

“I'mjudt distracted,” Alice explained. “And tired. My long journey has caught up with me.”
That sounded unlikely.

“Tomorrow,” shetold him. “ Once you're done fighting, | want you to cometell me everything. | promise.
Therewill be acdebration; we'll enjoy your triumph.” She paused, then said, “Please stop worrying. It
doesn’'t do any good.”

Hesaid, “1 know,” without confidence.

Then, asthe door began to re-form, she said, “ Good night, little brother.” For an ingtant, it sounded asiif
shewas crying. But of course someone like Alice might conjure any emotion and put on the appropriate
face...sadness just another in an endless parade of Creations...

Pushing the thought aside, Ord turned and stepped back onto the waiting Stair.

TwO ROBOTSFLOATEDIN Ord’ s gpartment—security models, armor dathered over an array of
muscles—and with gray voices, in unison, they said, “Y ou’ rewanted in the main arena. No, don’t change
clothes. Go now.”

“Who'sthere?’ he sammered.

“Lyman, and the others.” The robots paused, probably waiting for asingle voiceto tell them what to say
next. “ Several hundred adults have arrived. They wish to spesk with you.”

The main arenawas underground, deep ins de the Chamberlain mountain—a vast room with seeting for
twenty thousand, waxed granite and perfect wood covering the walls and arched ceiling. The brothers
and ssterslooked inconsequentid with so much space around them. They sat in ablock before the stage,
and Ord had to wonder: Why here? Why not in asmaler meeting room? But thiswas asfar from the
penthouse as any place, which might be important. Were security bafflesin use? From the stage, asingle
brother waved at him.Lyman. Sitting beside him was asgter, agiant figure, three meterstall and built out
of light and conjured flesh. “Up here,” said Lyman. “We re just getting started.”

Every step waswork, every breath alabor.
“Ord?’ sadthegiant ager. “My nameisVivian. Eleven Hundred and Twenty.”

Eleven-Twenty was nothing. Hefelt like telling her that he wasn't impressed, that he knew their Twelve,
and she was nothing beside Alice. And perhaps Vivian read histhoughts, taking his hand and squeezing,
her flesh feding like heated plastic, dmost burning, asshe said, “I’ m glad to meet you.” Her presence
was tangible, her energies making the air and wide stage vibrate. “ Sit, if you would. Sit here and talk with
Us”



A chair appeared between his brother and sster.
Lyman leaned close, and with atight nervousvoice said, “ Relax.”

A couple hundred faces stared up at them. The oldest adults were giants wearing meeting robes and
Chamberlain faces, both demanded by tradition. Vivian had the highest rank, it seemed. Now she leaned
forward, telling Ord, “Our brother did what was right, you know. Perhaps he should have warned us
sooner, but we appreciate the dilemma. Alice requested silence, and why shouldn’t he obey her wishes?’

“What do you want?’ Ord whispered.

“Your help,” Vivian responded. “| understand that our sister likes you. For some reason, she has taken
an interest in you. Not that she didikes any of us, of course. But you' ve actualy spoken to her—"

13 YSH
“More than once, according to Lyman.”

“Just afew minutes ago.” Hisvoice was soft and loud. He could bardly hear himsdlf, but the words were
enlarged and flung acrossthe arena. “I1s Alicein trouble?’

“Why? Do you think she should bein trouble?’
He shrugged his shoulders.

Vivian made him notice her smile. Her face was incomplete, a patch of strange gray light on one side of
her forehead. “ She' s come from the Core. Is that what she told you? Ord? Do you hear me?’

He nodded. “ Straight from there.”
“But has shetold you why she was there? Anything at &l ?’

Hedidn't like Vivian; he didn't carefor her tone. But this wasimportant, and he took painsto say, “ She
camefrom there, shetold me, and that’sal. That’ swhat | know.”

Lyman leaned close again, following some careful script. Ord realized he was here only to put their little
brother at ease, prompting him when necessary. He might smile, but he was sick with worry and
exhaugtion. “ Shewas at the Core,” he muttered. “We know that now. No doubts.”

“Wearecertain,” Vivian echoed.

“Shewasworking on aspecia project,” Lyman continued. “With other Chamberlainsand
Sanchexes. . .representatives from nearly half of the Families, and no one younger than One Hundred and
Three...”

“Doing what?’ the boy asked.
Lyman shut hiseyes, saying nothing.

Viviantold him, “It isasecret.” Her voice betrayed frustrations, yet she made hersdlf laugh, asif that
would defuse the tension. Asif she could fool anyone. “1 can’t know their secrets, little brother. Though
we have good sources with solid evidence who claim that our old siblingsareworking on FTL travel.”

“It'snot possible,” Ord replied. “It’sbeen tried, but nothing goes faster than light.”



“Perhapsthat’ strue,” hissister offered. “ Perhgpsthisisjust someone' s careful story meant to fool any
prying eyes”

Ord fdt himsdf sinking awvay.

“Eleven Chamberlainswere a the Core,” Vivian continued. “ To the best of our knowledge, ten of them
remain. Only Alice has|eft. She arrived here less than three hours after the live feeds show her leaving.
But why? And why are some of the other Families|eaving the Core at the same expensive pace?’ The
giant woman paused, then said, “1 don't know the answers. But | have many questionsthat | would love
toask.”

Murmurs spread, then collgpsed.

“Ten Chamberlains are left there?” But the Core was not asmall place. Ord shook his head, asking,
“Whereis‘there ?’

Everyone wanted to know. People whispered among themsaves until Vivian lifted one of her enormous
hands, commanding silence. Then she said, “ They were working near the centrd black hole, insgdeits
envelope of dust and plasmas. They have been there for several thousand years, it seems. Honestly, |
don't know what type of work they’ re pursuing.”

Ord shifted hisweight, hands wrestling with one another.

“Has she given you any hint of an explanation? Just in what she talks about, Ord. .. have there been any
cues...?

Hewhispered, “No.”
Then he asked, “Why can’t you ask her?’

She blinked and made a show of swallowing, then admitted, “Alice has set up barriers. A part of meis
wrestling with them now, but she seems adamant in excluding everyone but you.”

Ord looked at the audience, reading the same lost, worried expressions. Even Vivian seemed like alittle
girl mystified by events, angered by her limitations and perhaps allittle glad, too. She could do nothing of
substance. No clear responsbilities could be set on her oversize shoulders. It seemed obviousto
Ord...and suddenly he wondered if thiswas hisingght, or if perhaps Alice had given to him.

“When will you see Aliceagain?’
Ord blinked, trying to remember.

Lyman appreciated his confusion, touching an arm while saying, “We need to go on with our ordinary
lives. Aswell aswe can, brother. We keep this secret, but if Alice has come herefor areason, and if she
wishesto tell usanything, we need to listen.”

“Tomorrow,” he confessed. “I'll see her then.”

“When you do,” Vivian ingructed, “ask if she'll speak with us. Will you do that for us?’
“That'sdl wewant,” said Lyman.

“Please” said theancient Sdter.

“Please” said two hundred mouths, in unison, their whispersrising to the pink stone celling and echoing



back down on them again.

Twelve

“lan rarely spoke of the Wars. Except to mention them in passing, just to remind his children about the
darkness of the human soul. | remember once marching home after ahard day’ s play, and lan noticed me
crossing the grassy yard. He stopped me, and for no obvious reason launched into along tale about
finding our enemies hiding in some far-off solar system. They had built redoubts out of its sony worlds,
and he explained how he had stopped on the fringes, grabbing up comets and accelerating them to
near-light velocities. . .and with his eyes not quite looking into mine, he admitted that the largest redoubt
gaveitsimmediate and unconditiond surrender...and with the softest voice | ever heard from him, he
explained how it wastoo late. Nothing could stop the comets, and they pummeled the world until its crust
melted, and millions died, and he wept at the end of his story, and shook, gtill ashamed of his cruety
while his audience—one enthrdled little girl—kept thinking what an enormous, wonderful snowbdl fight
that must have been...!”

—Alice stestimony
IN EVERYTHING BUThame, the Golds won their war before noon.

The Electric Blues stuck to their old battle plan, troops charging the east wall while artillery fired from the
west. But there was no find assault. When it seemed inevitable, there was a pause, a sudden and
mysterious ull, then the sound of motion, troops scrambling over dick terrain to the south. There was
little pretense of subterfuge. Ravleen and Ord stood together on the south wall, one of them smiling
beneath her mask, perfectly satisfied with the world. The other wished he could fed relief, but there
wasn't any. Nor was there any sense of dread or foreboding, which was a constant surpriseto him. It
was asif Ord were empty, dl the worry drained from him; sometimes he couldn’t even remember Alice
or the Core, asif they had been carefully, thoroughly extracted from hismind.

Ravleen noticed hismood enough to ask, “What' swrong?’ She poked him with afinger, tdling him,
“Y ou look sad. What are you thinking?’

He shrugged his shoulders.

But shedidn’t pressfor answers, too happy to care. Today her cast was soft, without ading; and with
her bad arm, she hugged Ord, every Gold watching them and everyone surprised.

Alice had beenright.
A Sanchex would do anything for avictory, provided you |eft her precious pride intact.

“Beg for forgiveness,” hissigter had ingtructed. “Weep. Grove. And tell her your plan between the
weepy moments. Trust me, she'll seeits beauty. And then she'll claim it asher own.”

For adeed that wasn't hisfault, Ord had apologized...and why didn't his pride matter, too?
“Itishappening,” Ravleen whispered.
Shesad, “They actudly bdievethelittle shit.”

Then she hugged Ord again, saying, “Fair isfair.” A wink and smile showed through the mask, and she
purred, “When the time comes, Ord...l want you to stand next to me.”



THEBLUESENTEREDthe pasture from the southwest, carrying their snowguns and heeat grenades and
finaly showing their own flag, ablue rectangle flapping siffly in the bright windy air. Therewas apause as
they gathered themsalves, then they let out aroar, charging as cannons and mortars threw hest into the
west wall. As promised, the ice beneeth the half-melted wail-hail was treacheroudy thin. A squad of
Blues surged through the sudden hole, excited and confident. There was moderate fire from above, plus
some raucous cursing. The Golds seemed to be panicking. The first squad beckoned for others, and
more than half of the Blues poured into the courtyard, marshaing and charging the flagpole, nothing
between them and their god but a crude littlewdl of fresh-cut ice.

Therewas a sound, wet and strong, and massive. Then came the sudden irresistible sense of something
fdling. A fat wedge of ice broke free of the west wall, damming over the new hole exactly as Ravlieen
legped to her feet, shouting; “Blood!”

It wasn't afight. Ord stood behind the new wall, firing without aiming, without heart. Four squadsfired
double shots at close range, knocking the enemy off their feet. Cannons were hidden behind little wallsto
the south and north, belching out fat dugs of ice that |eft their targets unconscious. Limbs were shattered.
Face masks and the flesh benegath were plit open, the sweet blood brilliant against the white surfaces.
And even 4iill the Blues mounted afind charge, desperation carrying them over thewall, one girl ableto
put her hands on the flagpol € s knotted rope before Ravleen shot her from behind, in the head, her body
going limp and Ord wetching her fal and lie till.

In afew days, everyone would be well again; every child would be ready to play again. Yet Ord felt sad
enough to cry, watching Ravleen lead her troops across the courtyard, driving their enemies againgt the
wall and abusing anyonewith ahint of fight |eft in them. Then the prisoners were disarmed and tied
together; and Ravleen launched an assault on the enemy cannons, capturing them and more prisoners and
chasing thelast few Bluesinto the snowy woods.

Ord stayed behind, guarding the prisoners. He sat on the trampled snow with hisempty gunin hislap,
and after awhile he couldn’t hear the distant shouting. A flock of crows passed overhead, talking in their
harsh little language. Ord watched the masked faces, thinking how the eyes seemed angry and alittle
afraid. But not much afraid, and even the anger seemed false. And it wasn't just because thiswas merely
agame. The prisoners were too young to know how to be genuinely angry or honestly scared. They
were children. Thiswas what made them children. Sitting there, thinking thoughts that weren't entirely his
own, Ord tried to imagine aworld filled with danger; and he couldn’t. The part of him that was Ord
looked at the battered fort and the prisoners and the clear bright sky, and for the first timein hislife, he
couldn’t believe that this quiet would last for dl time.

Thirteen

“ Something went wrong. In some obscure and critical way, we failed, and we knew it, and to our
collective horror, we redlized that we could do nothing...and even worse was how much time we had
afterward—| ong black seconds of time—for usto dwell upon our failure. ..blaming one another, and
Nature, the Almighty, and, in particular, those awful people who brought usforth into our miserable
lives...!I”

—Alice stesimony

THE STAIRCASE WASTilled with brothers and sisters, half again as many as he had seen yesterday. The
stairs werelocked in place, no one moving but Ord, and he continued to climb toward the penthouse on
tiring legs, no one speaking unless he was close, no voice louder than awhisper. “Be polite,” they
advised. “Be observant.” The freckled, red-haired faces were grim and tired in many ways, and the climb
seemed to take ages. Ord began to cry, wiping at his eyeswith alternating deeves. “Be strong,” the



whispers demanded. Y et the faces seemed anything but strong, in stark contrast to the great and dead
Chamberlains parading through the endlessmural.

Lyman wasthe last face. Ord recognized the long hair and the prickly pride in the voice, his brother
saying, “We're proud of you, you know.”

Vivian emerged from thewall beside them, il preposteroudy tall, slepping out of the murd asif it were
syrup, then bending until her giant face was near enough to kiss Ord. “ Aliceiswaiting for you, | think.
That much | can see, | think.” She paused, the gray patch on her forehead brightening. “Listento
everything shetellsyou, ask the best questions, and please remind her that we' d very much like to speak
to her. Soon.”

Ord nodded, and breathed. “What' s happening in the Core? Do you know?’
Nobody spoke.

Helooked at Vivian. “What can you see now?’

“Nothing new,” shelied. Appearing aswinded as Ord fdlt, she sighed and placed agreat hot hand on his
back, shepherding him toward the crystal door. “Good luck, brother. | know you'll do well.”

The doorway wasin front of him, then it was behind him. Ord was standing in blackness, and he blinked
and the blackness was washed away with starlight. In an instant, with afaint dry crackle, grass erupted
from the twisting floor, growing tall and making seed. The air was filled with summer sounds and
dampness. The starswere brilliant and colorful, and countless, separated by light-weeks, oftentimes|ess.
At the sky’ s zenith was an ovd, velvety black and vague at its edges. Thiswasthe Core, plainly, and the
ova was agiant shroud of armored, obedient gases, thrown like a blanket over the vast black hole about
which the entire Milky Way turned.

The sky could be alive feed—
“Better than that,” said avoice, close and soft.

And he was standing on someone sterraformed world. Ord knelt and broke off a stem of grass, putting
it to hismouth, tasting the sour green juice. It was earthly life, and, asif to prove the point, amosguito
landed on hisface and ingtantly bit him in the cheek, drawing blood before Ord smeared the bug and his
own blood benegth hisfingertips.

“Wadk,” Aliceingructed. “Straight on.”

Theroom wastheflat crest of ahill presiding over alandscape too vast to be earthly. Traditiona worlds
were scarcein the Core, Ord recalled. The dense stars disrupted their birth, and those lucky few
exceptionswere usudly stripped away by passing giants. But asufficiently powerful entity, giventime and
the inspiration, could erect scaffolding around a sunless brown dwarf, harvesting its metadsand itsrich,
untapped energies. Then she could erect agreat dyson sphere far enough removed to give its surface an
earthly gravity, and with oceans and air, atrillion people could walk aone on that glorious new world.

Ahead of him were people—his sze, his proportions—sitting in the brilliant darkness, watching the sky.
It was a peaceful scene, utterly familiar but lashed to an exotic place; and Ord paused, fedling afraid, his
heart beating faster with every quick breeth.

“Who are they?’ he whispered.

Alicewasdlent.



“Hello?” hetried.
A boy turned, and said, “Hi. Who areyou?’

Ord stepped close and offered hisfirst name. The group repeated, “Ord,” as Alice whispered, “Sit. Join
them.”

They weren't people but instead facsimiles conjured up aong with the grass and bugs. Below themwasa
city, asprinkling of soft lights with darkness between. It was a pioneer community, not large, homes setin
the middle of widerich yards. Beyond the city was an expansive flat sea, and where the seaended, a
chain of hollow mountainsrose likeawal out into space.

Faces smiled. Thefacamilesweren't too different from him, their heads narrow and their hair abundant
and long, tied into intricate braids that |eaked their own soft light. They were children of pioneers—the
first generation born to this new world. Like Ord, they had tough brains and rapid powers of hedling.
Like him, they werejust afew decades old, their lives stretching out into the infinite. But they could never
leave ther flesh, could only travel indde starships, and if they wanted to terraform any world larger than a
comet, they would haveto work in teams, asamultitude, relying on numbersin place of magnificence
and genius.

And yet.

They would have children someday. Not clones, but unique, even radically different babies. They would
marry and make families—ingtitutions older than the Peace or any Chamberlain—and each child would
be unlike any other creature walking on any of the millions of living worlds.

Ord fdt envy, or Alicefilled him with envy. He found himsdlf thinking about the nearly thirty thousand
light-years between these children and him, and before he could ever reach thisworld, it would be
finished. The dyson would befinished and covered with cities, and the multitudes will have spilled onto a
hundred other refitted dwarfs and jupiters...and neither he nor these children would ever be children

agan...
“Those aredlly clothes” the boy observed. “Why don't you take them off?’

The snowsuit was damp with nervous sweet. Ord stripped to his underclothes, then sat with them on the
warm bristly grass. Without prompting, the others introduced themsalves, by name, thelast girl saying,
“Alice” and then, “ Chamberlain.”

Shewasdark as cod. “Chamberlain?’ Ord echoed. “Isthat your name?’

“Certainly,” shereplied. “A lot of people are named after the Great Families.”

“You're not from here,” a second girl observed. “Areyou, Ord?’

“But that’ s okay,” said the boy, acting like their leader. “We love meeting new people.”
Ord asked, “Why use the Chamberlain name?’

“Inthanks” thegirl replied.

The boy sad, “It’ sthe Chamberlains who help the suns behave. They stop crap from faling into the
black holes. And we' re living on what they’ ve built, which makes a person awfully grateful. Aren’'t we
grateful?’



Hisfriends nodded in unison, with feding.

“Who's building thisworld?’

“Alice” sad Alice.

Another child said, “Thered Alice” and everyone giggled.

Then the boy added, “We help, of course.” His pride wasthick and practiced. “We do al theimportant
little jobs, of course.”

Thefase Alicelooked nothing like Ord' s sister. Her face was as narrow as the blade of an ax, grest
blue-black eyes reflecting the starlight. Ord asked, “Have you ever seen the rea Alice? Does shevist
here?’

“Not much,” the girl snorted. “Why would she?’
“What do you think of her?’

“She' sagreat person, and wonderful,” the boy reported, no room left for compromise. “ Everyone
knowsthat.”

“I pray for her,” this Alice confessed. “Every night, just before | deep, | wish her nothing but the best.”
Everyone nodded. Conviction hung in the air, thick and warm.

“Where' sAlicenow?’

Hands lifted, pointing to the cold black smear overhead.

“What' s she doing there?’

“Working,” said the boy. “With her brothers and sisters, and others. They’ re doing important
experimentsin there” Hewasthrilled to report, “ They findly found away to move faster than light.”

Everyone but Alice murmured in agreement.

“Soon,” the boy continued, “we |l be able to go anywhere. The Families are going to set the entire
universe a our feet.”

“No,” said Alice.

Facesturned.

She had aquiet, firm voice. “ That's not what they’ re doing.”

The other children acted surprised, but no one had arebutta to offer.

“Wheét they’ ve been doing ismore important. FTL isnothing. What they’ ve doneisamillion times
larger.” She suddenly had his sister’ sface, round and pale, and surprisingly plain, and very young, too.
Looking at Ord, she asked, “Why can’'t everyone have Alice' s powers?’

“It'sarule,” heresponded.
“But why?’



He paused, thinking hard. “If everyone were the same as Alice—"

“There wouldn’t be room in the galaxy for dl of us. There probably wouldn’t be any gdaxy. Every Alice
needs energy and space and fancy, difficult work to keep her mind occupied.” Thered Alicetook Ord
by both hands, squeezing as she explained, “The Milky Way istoo small apasture. If wewant to belike
Alice, we need alot more grass.”

Some of the children laughed.
Ord swdlowed. “But if we could go anywhere in the universe—?7’

“Everywhere that can have life, does. Every other place dready hasits Families and its multitudes, and
there€’ sno room left for just one more Alice.” She shrugged, sadness showing in the gesture and on the
childlike face. “Oneis enough, and atrillion would bankrupt the universe. Do you see?’

Ord nodded, glancing up at the black smear.

“Y et there' s something sweeter than FTL,” she promised. “ Put enough energy into atiny place, structure
itinjus the proper way, and afresh new universe will precipitate from nothing. 1sn't that right, little
brother?’

He remembered histutor’ slessons. There was atheory and convoluted mathematics and enough
evidence to make atutor sound asif it wastrue. Vacuums themsalves could cregte universes that would
ingtantly separate from their mother. An umbilica cord would exist, then dissolve, and the processwould
happen constantly, without ever being noticed. Existence begat existence. How many times had heread
that wondrous truth?

A sudden chill tickled at Ord.

“Thetrick,” Alice explained, “isto keep your umbilical open. What' sthe point in making anew universe
that you can never see? Wouldn't it be niceif you could dip inside your creation and learn what's
possible? Can you imagine the challenges? The potentia s? For everyone, of course...”

Alice was weeping, wiping hard at her eyes.
A little boy said, “1 don’'t understand this.”

“Imagineif everyone, and | mean every Family and al of humanity, could extend themselvesinto endless
new universes. Each of us could be given wondrous taents, and with them, we could dive through the
umbilica cord and tieit up behind us. If we dared.” She grabbed Ord' swrist, her hands cold and wet.
“lan’'t thet the loveliest, sweetest possibility? What would you do, little one, if you could make such a
thing true?’

Something iswrong—
And shesad, “Precisely,” with adead gray voice. “ Aswrong aswrong has ever been, | should hope.”

Again Ord looked at the black oval, a single golden spark blossoming from its center. But the light faded
and vanished, logt....just another illusion in aroom full of eaborate facamiles...nothing ese...!

Aliceturned to the wide-eyed children. “We succeeded,” she explained. “We created a universe and the
umbilica. But what' s difficult, and perhapsimpossible, isto leave the way open just far enough. Just
enough room to climb through, but no farther. When you do thiswork, that’ swhat you pray for. Just
enough room to dip through.”



The sky brightened. A greet soundlessflash of light washed away the starswith its blue-white glare, and
the children began to mutter anong themsalves and nervoudy giggle.

“Our universe may well be some entity’ s cregtion,” Alicewas saying. “1 admit that isnot an origina
thought. And in so many ways, it'snot comforting. But perhaps some other Family, jammed insde some
unknown realm, produced this universe of ours...and maybe they preside over it now, just astheir little
universe was crested by ill others...”

The children had clasped their hands over their eyes. They couldn’t bered, but if Alicewasusing a
real-time feed, they could easily be facamiles pulled from people just asred as Ord. Whoever they
were, they gppeared terrified and fragile, and lost. Ord found himsdf terrified for them, legping to hisfest,
shouting, “Run! Hide!” He grabbed onelittle boy, trying to make him race home. But the first wave of
heat and hard radiation washed over them. In an ingtant, the long grass had burst into flames, and the boy
squirmed in agony, and died, hisbody shriveled and blackened, blowing away as ash. Then Ord
screamed as the world beneath him evaporated. He felt it shatter and tumble into the brown dwarf that
soon boiled and exploded. ..an inconsequentia bit of gasand grit lost in avast sorm...and he was
twiging ingdethat scalding light, screaming until afamiliar voice whispered, “Reax.”

Alice sad, “The new universeisflowing into ours, but only for alittlewhile.”
Then with adead voice, shetold him:

“Y ou don’'t know how sorry wefed...you can’'t know how sorry...tdll everyone, please...will you, little
brother...?

ONLYLYMAN wAswaiting for him. The others had watched the live feeds, and now they were standing in
the nearest arena, watching the explosion from a series of observation posts. Only the two young
brothers stood at the top of the empty stairwell, both trembling, Lyman using both handsto hold himsdlf
upright, saying with awisp of avoice, “At least we know. We know what it is.”

Ord held himsdlf, wearing nothing but his underclothes and soaked with perspiration.

“Vivian thinksit’ stemporary...it can't last long...” Lyman couldn’t stand anymore, dropping to his knees
and beating a the sepswith hisfigts, no strength in hisarms. Findly, he asked, “Will Alicetak to us
now?’

“I don’'t know,” Ord confessed. Then with alow, choking voice, hetried to gpologize for hisignorance.

But his brother didn’t care. He shrugged, and said, “Y ou don’t know how terrible thisis going to be.
Nobody can know.”

Ord gave the smdlest nod.

“Whichisablessng, | think.” Lyman gave the step another useless blow and looked up at the baby
Chamberlain. “If we knew what’ sto come, we couldn’t live. The grief would crush us.”

He sobbed, and wept, and his voice sputtered and faded away.

“Noneof us could survive an ingant,” he whispered. “1f we knew just how awful thingswill be...”

Fourteen



“We accepted our duty at long last. A portion of uswould remain behind, keeping a choking hold on the
umbilical for aslong as possible...atiny heroism after such a catastrophic blunder. ..while otherswould
rush toward populated worlds far enough removed to be hel ped. . .while one of the most culpable among
us decided that she should journey home done, hometo the Earth, for the smple purpose of standing
trid...admitting her enormous guilt in apublic way...hundreds of billions doomed, human aswell asdien,
and asingle soul promising to swalow as much blame aspossible...”

—Alice stestimony

THAT NEXT MORNING, severd hours before thelocal dawn, the Chamberlains sent a carefully worded
statement to the Council and its supporting law enforcement agencies. Accepting no blame, the Family
admitted that Alice was currently resding insde their mansion, barricaded in the penthouse, and after a
broad condemnation of everything she had done, the statement promised that her intentions seemed
peaceful, and perhaps she would be willing to surrender.

An emergency session of the Council was held, and aslive feeds from the Core displayed the endless
carnage, fear and awild bitterness took hold. The air was pierced with cursing. At least twice, elected
officidsfound themsdves engaged in shoving matches. Findly, it was decided that alittle delegation
would vist the Chamberlain estate. High-ranking Nuyens would accompany the appropriate officers of
the court, and the suspected murderess would be arrested, hopefully without incident. That no existing
prison could contain, much less control, Alice was aminor problem. As one officer strapped on the
traditiona sidearm, she mentioned to her colleagues, “If the bitch wants, she could wave her hand and
turn the Earth into dugt. Or usinto whimpering dogs.”

Night in the high mountains had been clear and brutaly cold. That oddity of climate made the officers
even more uneasy. Thewhite mansion stood vast and brilliant in the early light. A pack of huge
brown-and-gold bears sat on the lawn, watching the invaders with a sturdy indifference. The officers
kicked at the smart snows, and the snows quickly smoothed themsalves, erasing al tracks. They stopped
walking for amoment, and the Nuyensin attendance, considerably lessimpressed by the Chamberlain
spell, took the lead. They walked directly to aminor door, passing beneath the PRIDE AND
SACRIFICE emblem, and, asif they owned the house, they started straight for the penthouse.

A single Chamberlain—asister of modest rank—joined the odd procession. She stopped the stairs and
looked down at everyone, telling them how sorry she was and how every one of her ssters and brothers
felt the same awful sorrow. But none of them were to blame, she argued. They weren't at the Core, and
they never knew about the secret work. Except for atiny few, her Family was blameless.

“While my Family is perfectly innocent,” snapped the lead Nuyen.

Vivian glared at the speaker, then turned away and put the stairs back into motion.

ORD WATCHED THEM pass. Dressed in a clean snowsuit, he was standing in the hallway, deepless but
dert. Everyonein the procession ignored him. When they were far above he stepped into the stairwell,
leaned over the ancient railing, and watched how they curled higher and higher, his eyeslosing them with
distance and the colorful glare of thetirdessmural.

Asaways, hisgiant bears begged for attention.

Heignored them, running to the tube and running faster through the sun-washed woods, then dowing as
he crossed the long pasture. Only Ravleen was waiting &t the fort. She was sitting on the west wall, her
cast removed, her eyesred and deepless. “You'relate,” shewarned, then smiled. Then, with astrong



certain voice, shetold him, “The explosion won't ever reach us. It'snot large enough.”
Ord had seen the estimates and projections.

“We did some heavy caculations,” she continued. “I1t'salot like asupernova, only bigger. Hotter. Dust
clouds and distance are going to choke out the blast, which is going to keep the Earth safe.”

The melted planets would help, too. They and the dead people would absorb some of those terrific
energies.

“What are you thinking?’

Ord looked across the pasture. Y esterday’ s bootprints gave the snow aragged, exhausted appearance.
Splashes of blood made it more so. “Nobody’ s going to attack today,” he ventured.

“If they do,” Ravleen said, “we |l stop them.”

“I wastired of being home,” he confessed, swallowing with atight dry throat. “1 watched feeds dl
right_”

“Talk about something ese,” Ravleen warned.
“Likewhat?’
“Nothing.” The red eyeslooked out of the clean gold mask. “Let’ sjust St and say nothing.”

A light breeze lifted their flag, then let it drop. On aday likethis, they should have heard city sounds; but
not this morning, and the silence was unnerving. Everyone was scared. It wasn't just the explosion and
destruction that terrified; it was aso the Peace. Would it survive? Sacred trusts had been violated, and
mayybe the Peace couldn’t be repaired. And what about the Families themsalves—?

A dow creaking made Ord blink and turn. Someone was climbing one of the rope ladders. Ravleen
picked up her gun, watching the familiar figure scramble over the pargpet to join them.

“Ah,” shegrowled. “Thetraitor.”

Ord was surprised to see Xo. He should be the last Gold willing to come here. But he stood before
them, smiling so that they could see histeeth, saying, “I just escaped.” He was nervous and obvious,
forcing alaugh before adding, “ It was alega escape. Nobody came to guard me this morning.”

Ravleen kept her hand on the gun.

Xotold her, “Congratulations. For winning, | mean.” Then he turned to Ord, adding, “Our plan sure
worked, didn’t it?’

“What plan?’ asked Ravleen.

“Didn’t you tell her?” The boy acted surprised. He removed his mask to show everyone his outrage.
“We planned it together, Ravlieen. | would pretend to be atraitor, and Ord—"

“Shut up.”
“Ord would approach you—"

“You'relying. Shut up.”



The boy closed his mouth, then grinned. Ord saw the new tooth, whiter than the others, and something
about the grin made him brigtle.

“I"m not atraitor,” Xo told them.

Nobody spoke.

Then hesaid, “Y our Familiesweretheringleaders.” Histone was superior and alittle shrill. “Wedidn't
even help you. | heard dl about it. An old sster told me. She said they warned you that it was dangerous
work, and they didn’t want to have any part of it—"

“Quiet,” Ord snapped.
“But you did it anyway. And you did it wrong.”
Ravleen stared down into the courtyard.

Xo swallowed and straightened his back, then with agrave satisfaction said, “Now you'll haveto pay for
the damages and death. All of your wedlth is going to be spent, and you' Il be poor. Y ou won't even be
Familiesanymore. It' samost asif we set atrap, and you walked right in—!”

Ravleen shot him in the face, without warning. She put twin dugsinto Xo's mouth, knocking him off the
wall. Then she stood and |ooked down at the boy, sprawled out on his back and perfectly ill, and she
winked at Ord, saying, “Watch.” She jumped, feetfirst, boots landing on the boy’ s chest and her
momentum shattering ribs and lungs and the heart benesth her.

Hischest crushed, Xo flung hisarmsinto the air, hands grasping a nothing and faling limp.

Ravleen began to kick him. His body had died, past al suffering now; but she worked on the face with a
dick thoroughness, without pause, kicking and kicking until shewasfindly exhausted; then she stepped
back and looked up on thewall, telling Ord, “Y ou can help me, if you want.”

Except Ord wasn't standing there. It was a Sister, some other baby Chamberlain wearing an
old-fashioned snowsuit, and she smiled without smiling, eyesfull of misery and joy.

“Help you?’ she asked.

Then shesaid, “ Another time, perhaps. But thank you for offering.”

Fifteen

“I watched them wrench open the penthouse door. | watched them not find me. | did rather enjoy their
panic, I'll admit, but the fact isthat | wasn't hiding from anyone. | wasjust e sewhere. And then one of
the Nuyens engaged her treacherouslittle brain, and she decided to search inside the original
mangon...and there most of my human portions were waiting, Sitting in my onetime bedroom. ... peering
outdoors at avivid cold winter from ten million yearsago...”

—Alice stestimony

THECITY WASaforest of towering green trees, each tree trunk filled with thousands of natura
cavities—tiny luxury gpartments housing millions of smalish people with prehensletails and net-linked
minds. Mogt of the people were indoors, watching feeds from the Core. For along while, Ord walked
aone down anarrow avenue, fedling like thelast living soul on the planet. Heleft his snowsuit on and,
with aternating deeves, wiped the sweat from hiseyes. Findly, asmal park opened before him, and he



saw movement, then tiny brown shapes. He gpproached the children with a certain caution, practicing his
smile, and when they saw him, they stopped and stared. Too young to watch the Core and understand,
they aso were too young to recognize aliving Chamberlain. One boy fluffed up the fur on hisneck and
laughed, saying, “Y ou look funny. What kind of person are you?’

“Areyou sck? asked atiny girl.
“Funny hair,” said athird child. “Where did the rest of your hair go?’

Ord took a breath and held it. There were nearly adozen young children gawking at him. To the boy
who saidY ou look funny , Ord said, “Here,” and handed him the old snowgun. “Thisisfor you.”

“What isit?’ the boy sputtered.
Ord didn’t explain. Removing his boots, he asked, “Who wants these?’
A tiny hand shot up.

He gave away his boots, then his mask. Then he removed his snowsuit and wadded it up in his hands,
telling his astonished little audience, “I am sorry. | want you to know. | can't be any more sorry.”

They didn’t understand why he should apologize, but the words were locked in their minds.

“And Aliceissorry, too,” he added, flinging the snowsuit behind them and turning, running off on bare
feet asthe children began making claims and counterclaims for this strange, unusable prize.

Ord trotted back toward the mountains and the snow. Only then, gazing up out of the forest at the
towering whiteridge, did he redlize that he had never seen hishome from this vantage point. From
outside. And he ran faster now, crossing adistinct line, the first wet pancakes of snow burning his naked
toes, causing him to reach deep and run faster till.

Book 2
Brother Perfect

One
“Blessthe dead!”
—Perfect, in conversation

IT WAS THEUItimate toast—" Bless the dead!”—and despite every appearance, the toastmaster was
human. His scay hand clagped hold of aceremonia mug carved from cultured granite. Ashe said the
word “dead,” helifted the mug up high, hiswide mouth managing both a smile and supreme bitterness.
Hewas abeautiful man, brightly colored and vigoroudy ancient. Hisangry voice lingered in the dense,
damp air. Long teeth flashed in the very dim light. Then golden viper eyes skipped from face to face,
looking hard for something unmentioned.

The patrons repested his blessng with doppy, communal voices.
No one needed to ask, “Which dead?’

Opposite the tavern’s bar was auniversa wal. Tonight, like every night, it was showing another
light-speed feed from the Core, from another doomed world. People watched anew city lying beneath a



night sky that should have held ahundred thousand suns, bright and dazzling; but instead of suns, there
was only asingle blistering smear of white light, every lesser glow washed away by the brilliance.
Energies from the baby universe were till seeping into itstired old mother. A thousand supernovas
couldn’t match itsamoral violence. The explosion’s scorching heat and withering radiations were
expanding at a near-light velocity, melting worlds and evaporating every form of life, acentury of
inexorable growth barely diminishing its absolute fury.

Invisble againg that withering light, people were being daughtered.

And people watched them die—people here on the Earth and throughout the inner reaches of the galaxy.
For some viewersthis was anew hobby, agridy but fascinating entertainment: A world at atime, they
watched distant skiesfill with that terrible light. With areliable horror, the loca colonistswould panic.
With few starshipsin port, only the rich and the vicious could escape in time. Although there were
moments when luck and charity saved afew good souls, too. Then those left behind would take pitiful
stepsto brace themsdves, or they launched into awild orgy of rioting and sex—the human animdl
betraying itsdf after ten million years of seamless, unrdenting civilization.

But others watched the carnage and felt no thrill. For them, the victims weren't strangers, and the misery
was aburning they felt ingde themselves.

The tavern was tucked deep in the Earth’ s crust, in one of the poorer, more crowded didtricts. Its
patrons were aloca race—human frames embellished with reptilian features and physiologies, a
calculated cold-bloodedness allowing them to thrive on impoverished, sporadic medls. Y et they were far
from smple people. They had along and durable and thoroughly shared history. Pooling their meager
savings, once they had sent their best to the Core. The Core was still awilderness, empty and free for the
taking. Terraformers built afloating continent on asunlessjupiter, then designed aclimate specificaly for
them—alizardly eden that these same patrons used to observe with afond relish. But the jupiter was
barely eighty light-years from the explosion’s source, and it was obliterated in asingle evening. A greet
world and a greater people were turned into asingle long streamer of enchanted plasmas and highly
charged particles, swirling and merging with amurderous storm that wasn't going to end soon, or maybe
ever.

Many of these patrons had watched the cataclysm from thistavern, and out of that avful night camethis
ritua, this new custom, several minutes of each evening devoted to blessing the dead.

Now, findly, the golden viper eyes found what they were hunting.

The toastmaster’ s head locked in place, and he took adow deep breath, awry little smile emerging
gradudly.

“ToAlicel” he shouted.

Now the wall changed feeds, suddenly showing what looked like aplainly dressed woman sitting donein
awhite-walled prison cell. Shewas an archaic human, traditiona skin topped with short red hair.
Otherwise, she was the most ordinary crestureimaginable.

Inasingleringing voice, the tavern cried out, “To Alicel”

“Givethehitch along smdl horriblelife,” the toastmaster roared. And with that, he drained his mug,
enjoying the raucous approva of hismates.

Others, in drunken tones, roared, “Kill the bitch...!”



It was addlicious, much-practiced game.

But the toastmaster broke tradition by taking adow step forward, wading into the crowd, and lifting his
emptied mug asaclear, dmost songful voice shouted, “ To the Familied”

“The Familiesl” people roared, in mocking admiration.
From the back, ashrill voice cried out, “Kill them, too!”

Nobody repeated those dangerous words, but there was a pause, glacial and tense, where no one rose
to defend the Families. All the good they had done for humanity, in its myriad forms...and not so much as
akind word was offered. Not as awhisper, not even as awesk reflex.

In this one obscure location, the Ten-Million-Y ear Peace tottered on the brink of collapse.

Standing among the tightly packed bodies, the toastmaster fixed his gaze on asingle man. Themanwasa
stranger—dull black scaes fringed with red; a crimson forehead merging with asharp golden cret; and a
small orange throat pouch that implied youth, or an old man trying to look young. Using hisfree hand, the
toastmaster touched the young man, cool fingertips dancing across the short nose and long lower jaw,
findly tickling thelittle pouch.

The young man bardy flinched.

“The Familieswill pay,” the toastmaster hissed. “ For every crime, they will pay.”
“Every crime,” wasthe chorus. “Make the fuckers pay!”

The young man whispered hisresponse, ahaf syllable dow.

The toastmaster appeared amused, but hisvoice waslikeice, dowly saying, “Make them weak. Weak
and poor. Make them the same as us.”

In aningant, the tavern went slent.

The young man straightened his back, the orange plumage dong his spine growing gtiff asknives. He
glanced at the universal wall and Alice, hisviper eyes blue and shiny, and sad. Then with aflat voice, he
muttered, “Yes.”

“Yes what?’
“Make the Families weak, and poor—"
“And give ustheir god-talents,” the toastmaster added.

With aphrase, he had crossed into heresy. There was no other word for it. Dismantling the evil Families
was ajustice, but demanding their powers and talents was against every convention, every old law and a
multitude of good, honorable judgments.

Theyoung man said nothing.

“Long ago, just once, | had achild,” the toastmaster explained. “ One child, because how can apoor man
afford two in acrowded world like this? She was a beautiful bright girl, and do you know where she
went? Can you guess where she made her nest and gave mefive grandchildren?’ Hiseyesremained
open, coldly staring at the face before him. * Every night, | watched my daughter and grandchildren from
this place. Because | am too poor to afford my own universal wall, of course.” The eyes closed and



remained shut. “1 was standing here, exactly here, when | watched my entire family die”
Softly, with feding, the young man said, “1 am sorry.”

A claw-shaped blade struck him from behind, piercing his skin at the neck, effortlesdy cutting between
the long scales but with no trace of pain. No blood spurted from the surgica wound. The young man felt
the pressure and spun around, dapping the knife from the assailant’ s hand. But more blades appeared,
and picks of scrap diamond, each dicing at hislegs and butt and back; and despite strength enough to
shatter a hundred arms, Ord stopped resisting, going rigid, standing like a statue while hisfalse skin and
the cool meat were peded away, faling in wet heaps around his ankles.

His archaic body was naked. His true face was suddenly exposed, ahundred little cuts heding in a
moment. The Chamberlain face was obvious. Thered hair was plastered flat with perspiration, and the
warm blue eyes weatched the world with amazement and a pa pable pity.

No facein the galaxy was better known.

“A baby Chamberlain,” the patrons muttered, in horror and shock and with arising viscerd rage.
Ord lifted hisleft hand.

With remorse, hecried out, “1 am sorry.”

They rushed him. Using knives and picks, sone mugs and teeth, they hacked away at his genuine flesh,
ripping it loose from his strong bright bones. Then, with anidiot’s purpose, the mob soaked the till-living
bones and brain with the tavern’ sinventory, and they sabotaged the fire-suppression system, setting a
blaze that was a thousand times too cold to murder the weskest Chamberlain. But it didn’t matter. For
years and yearsthat tavern would lie gutted, |eft asamonument, and people who hadn’t been there
would claim otherwise, boasting about how on that night, in asmal but significant way, they had helped
mete out justice, butchering and cooking one of Alice sown little brothers...!

Two
“Oh, | can explain your sister toyou...

“Every human hope and higtoric truth, every foible and foolishness you can name, plus even the greenest
prehuman emoations...dl of them, without exception, have enormous homesinside our Alice s dear
soul...!”

—DPerfect, in conversation
“FIRST,” SAID AChamberlain voice. “Before anything e se, tell me why this happened.”

The voice had no source. It rose from the warm blackness, sounding alittle angry and thoroughly stern.
Ord bardly heard hisown voicereplying. “It' sbecause | left the estates,” he muttered. “ That’ swhy.”

“Youdid, but that's an inadequate answer. Think again.”
“Lyman?Isthat you—7?'
“Try again,” boomed the voice. “Why did this happen?’

Ord remembered the attack and his brief, manageable pains. “ They saw through my disguise. | must have
made amistake.”



“Many mistakes, but none of consequence. Y our costume was accurate enough, and you were well
prepared to wear it.”

“Then what went wrong?’
“I'm asking you. Think now.”

Ord tried to swallow, but he had no mouth. He assumed that he was home again. An attack on him
would have caused darmsto sound, and it would have been a ssimple matter for a brother to recover his
parts. Yet what if the darms had failed? His comatose mind could have been pirated away to someplace
secure, unlikely asthat seemed. This could be the beginning of alengthy interrogation, a Chamberlain
enemy wanting to pull the Family secrets out of him. But of course, he knew next to nothing. Morelikely,
their enemy smply wished to torture him.

“How did that gruesome drunk find you, Ord?

“Hewasn't gruesome,” the boy countered. “And | think he was sober—"
“That beautiful prince,” the voice offered. “Why did he even notice you?’
“Hewaswarned,” Ord alowed. “ Someone told him to expect me.”

“A sbling, perhaps?’

“Probably not.” Brothers and sisters might have known his plans, but they wouldn’t have let others mete
out the punishment.

“And who would have?’
Possbilities swirled in the blackness, one name standing out againgt the others,
And the brotherly voice announced, “1 concur. Yes.”

A moment later, without warning or apparent effort, Ord had aface and eyes. He found himself whole
again, new flesh covering his salvaged bones. His body was sprawled out on his own bed. Even with
fresh, unfocused eyes, he recognized his own apartment. Floating shelves held an assortment of aien
fosslsaswell asthe earthly kind. The universa wall showed shifting, thoroughly random views of the
Core. Lyman stood in the doorway; Ord recognized him by hislong red hair tied into intricate braids,
plus his dump-shouldered, tight-faced appearance. Standing over the bed was an older, unintroduced
brother wearing an agel ess, somewhat fat body, his hand lifting from Ord' s bare chest, adamp warm
discharge making the new heart shudder, then surge.

“It’sbeen some while since your body last died. Am | correct?’
“Yes, dr.”
“Anincident in the Sdt River. Isthat 07’

“I drowned in the rapids, yes.” The brother had surely memorized Ord’s medica history, which meant
that questions served as noise. Or they were subtle tests. Or maybe he was pretending that the two of
them were on hafway-equd footing, lending hislittlest brother amisplaced confidence.

“Wadll, we pulled you from the ruins.” The Chamberlain face showed alarge, self-congratulatory grin.
“And we vefiled crimind charges, pluscivil suits. Y ou broke our rules by leaving home, but then again,
those people broke everyone' srules by attempting murder.” A weighty pause, then he asked, “If people



maim, shouldn’t they expect retribution?’

“Yes gr.”

From the doorway, Lyman asked, “ So who wasit? Who warned the lizard prince?’

It made Ord uneasy, hearing hisfavorite brother calmly demeaning those odd, sad people.

“We know the culprit well,” said their ancient brother. His expression changed by the moment, bouncing
between menace and sharp amusement. “And I'm sure the boy will do what' s necessary, whentimeis

ripe”
A great black permission had just been given.
Ord gavethetiniest of nods.

Next to this creature, he and Lyman were babies. They were athletic flesh and durable bone, and finite
minds and raw potentid. But their great brother could be thousands of millenniaold, hisface composed
of substances more intricate than any flesh. Ancient souls like hiswere coming home again. After millions
of years spent wandering the Milky Way, suddenly they had vital work to accomplish here: diplomatic
missions, far-reaching planning sessions, the careful alocation of the Family’ s enormous resources, and
the endlesslegd warsrevolving around the Core' s unfolding tragedy.

Repairing adamaged baby...well, that had to be the most trivid choreimaginable. ..

“Civil suits,” the ancient Chamberlain repeated, agleeful laugh coming from some vast, hidden mouth. “I
promise, Baby. WE Il teach these people about pain.”

“Don’t,” Ord whispered.
Another laugh followed, muscular and massive.
“I meanit.” Ord forced his new body to St up. 1t was my fault, everything, and | don’t want them hurt.”

“I know you' re being honest,” said his brother. 1’ m laughing because you honestly believe you have a
voice here. Which you don't. It has been decided. Our Al lawyers have aready set to work, and we'll
sgueeze the last cold credits out of those bastards.” He offered a bright little wink. “ Someday, Baby,
you' |l appreciate our efforts.”

Ord doubted it.

“Now,” said the brother, “thank me for you hedlth.”
“Thank you, Sr.”

“Rest,” he advised.

Did acreature like him ever rest? Ord doubted that, too. Then he considered asking when, if ever, would
he be free to travel the Earth...when would any of the babies be allowed to leave the Family edtates...?

But the brother had vanished, melting into the floor without sound or fuss. Or perhaps more likely, he
was never actudly therein thefirst place.

Ord glanced a Lyman, and Lyman returned the expression.



They were babies, they agreed.
What could they do?

“IWON'T TELL you what to do,” Lyman began. “But if you leave the estate again, they’ re going to become
genuinely angry.”

In other words, an unrepentant Chamberlain might be restricted to even smaller spaces. Liketheold
mansion, Ord imagined. Or worse, the wdls of hisown tiny gpartment. When he was Ord' s age, Lyman
had already traveled considerably farther and broken many more rules. But that was before the Core.
“Leaving was brave,” Lyman offered, that trailing word having a caculated fed. “Maybe even noble,” he
sad, with the same careful tones. “But when you ignore your bravery and your nobility, do you see
what’ s|eft? Stupidity. Dumb, dumb, dumb stupidity.”

Ord examined himsdlf. A century ago, whenever achild was temporarily killed—regardless of
blame—he was away's given sometiny improvement as asalve for any embarrassment. He woke with a
more mature blood or some enhanced sense. Perhaps even an enlarged mind. But Ord felt identicd to
what he had been days ago: an old-fashioned human carriage hardly changed by a century of tragedy and
shame.

Toabiologist’ seyes, Ord looked like ateenager, complete with the weak beard and bright blue eyes.
But he was nearly acentury and a half old, and Lyman was several times his senior. His brother’ s body
was dense as granite and more powerful, his mind prepared to leave home, ready to travel and work in
deep space. As adegree-holding terraformer, Lyman was another one of the noble Chamberlains eager
to help humanity and rebuild the galaxy. ..

Y et dl new postings were on hold.

“Because of the current situation,” one of their elder ssters had explained. “ Thisis atemporary measure,
and areasonable precaution, and for the next moment or two, you'll have to be patient, little ones.”

With abitter, impatient voice, Lyman confessed to Ord, “Y ou’' remaking it harder for al of us. |
appreciate your reasons. Y ou heard about that tavern and the ugly toast, and sure, you wanted to see it
for yoursdf. But eventudly, by right, you should also consider your brothers and ssters.”

There were severd dozen young Chamberlains forbidden from leaving the etates.
“Do you ever think about us?’ he pressed.

Ord sad, “Always.”

“And do we count?”’

Ord shrugged, seeing no reason to gpol ogi ze.

“Think of me,” Lyman implored. Then he glanced &t the universal wall, and with an inaudible word, he
switched the view, leaving the Core for agreen view of the world outside the mansion. Sunlight streamed
in across both boys, and the one who was standing said, “ Think of me.”

“Don’t 17" Ord replied.

“They tell methat I’'m responsible for you babies. The elders say they’ re too busy, and | have to be your



elder.”

“I know that, Lyman.”

“Butisthat far?’

“Actudly, it probably is”

A look of genuine disgust passed across his brother’ sface.

Ord took a deep breath. New lungs expanded, absorbing air clean asmedicine. “If youwant, I'll stay in
bed for the next million years.”

“Maybe you should,” Lyman warned him. Then, on that glum note, he turned and waked away, ending
their discussion before Ord could spin even larger lies.

The boy climbed from bed, then dressed.

He rode the nearest stairwell to the ground floor. The PRIDE AND SACRIFICE emblem was above the
auxiliary door, and he touched it with his pam, then turned and jogged outside.

His bears greeted him. He had always raised tailored brown bears—very friendly, very easy—~but for the
simple danger, he had recently changed to aresurrected species. They were short-faced bears with
minds and muscles thoroughly enhanced. All of them knew Ord by his scent—tiny olfactory markers
shouting hisidentity—and each had to lick hisface with amassive pink tongue, tasting him and tasting him
until he cried out, “Enough.”

“What fun now?’ asked the oldest male, the voice rising from deep insde itsthroat.
“Riding,” Ord alowed. “Up through the Bresks, maybe.”

“Hunting?’ the entire pack asked, in ashared voice.

“But no killing,” the boy warned. “Y ou can chase, but that’ sdl.”

It was too much of aregtriction. The bearstook afew steps with him, then gave up. They knew their
own nature. They stopped in the middle of the long yard, safely removed from dl wicked temptations.

There were stables bel ow the mountaintop and mans on—cavernous buildings, thick-walled and well
armored. The aimaosphere within was heavy with the stink of fresh hay and fungi, blood stews and
cultured blubbers. The resident animals came from far worlds and the best Iaboratories—Chamberlain
|aboratories—and the smartest of them called to Ord by name, promising long rides across every fun
terrain. And by theway. ..could they have alittle treet before dinner, please...?

The urgeto ride fatered, then died.

It was happening more and more. The old joys suddenly lacked their usud vitdity. A pleasurewas till a
pleasure, but it was as much from the memory of old fun asit was from what would happen today or next
yedr.

Past the stables was an empty pen, agreat vertica pen, built on acliff face. An dien species—goatlike
beasts with adhesive hooves—had lived there eons ago. But the elders grew tired of rebuilding the
children who tried to ride them. In Ord'slife, the pen had adways been empty and overgrown. The goats
feces had been at least as sticky astheir hooves, and they carried tough little seeds that came aong with
the dien fodder. Odd blue bushes and trees grew on the vertical faces. It was an accidenta taste of



distant worlds. Stepping through the inert fence posts, Ord walked to the edge of the cliff and looked
down. Then he dlowed his eyesto takein the entire view: Artful mountains and twisted deep valleys had
been formed with granites pink as meat, and every lesser dope was covered with forestsand lush
emerad pastures. Deciduous trees showed thefirst splash of autumn. Beneath histoes, arushing river
twisted itsway down to adistant and enormous gray-as-stedl barrier that rose straight into the cloudless
sky. The gray portions were hyperfiber, and above that was a curtain of invisible energy, the entire wall
bolstered with eagle eyes and paranoid Als. A few decades ago, not long after Alice stria, people had
broken into the estates, carrying an arsend of weaponsthat couldn’t kill any Chamberlain. Y et thewall
was built in the next few days, in apanic, and like anything donein apanic, it wasfull of flaws.

Intended to keep invaders out, the wall was porous when it came to keeping the clever, bored Family
childreningde.

Neither Lyman nor that elder brother had asked Ord how he had managed to escape. They knew
already and had closed the route, or they knew and were keeping it open, booby traps set to catch
whoever tried to repeat hiscrime.

For every Family, thislast century had been terrifying. Y et perhaps more than others, Ord' sfamily
deserved its awful fears.

Chamberlains were unaccustomed to a chronic sense of menace. They found it relentless and unfair, and
tiresome. Alice was one of theirs, yes, but there were more than twenty thousand Chamberlains, and only
avery few had been involved in the Core' stragic business. “Why blame us?” wasthe genera chorus.
“We aren't Alice; we' ve accomplished nothing but good for people everywhere. Look at our record!
Our history! Our legacy! How, how, how can we absorb the blame meant for one odd and possibly
snilegger...?

Half of the Thousand Families had been poisoned aswell, their oldest sihlings culpable by helping to build
that awful new universe,

Without question, Alice sarrival wastheworst day in Ord' stiny life.

Thiswas apoint of endless debate: Why would one of the most famous and powerful entitiesin the Milky
Way take such an interest in her youngest brother? But redlly, Alice had done very littlewith him. They'd
had afew meetings, one uncomfortable dinner, and avision of the baby universe exploding into this cold
husk of aCrestion. Alicewasvadt. At least, she had once been enormous. Alice was brilliant to the limits
of intelligence, and she had talents beyond number, and whatever attention she showed to the baby
Chamberlain, it was nothing. Nothing. It amounted to the same concentration that Ord gave to any one of
the solitary blue shrubs on the dliff face beneath him.

Agan, helooked at the security wall.

A century of distractions and new revelations hadn’t yet diluted the shock and misery of thismess. This
carnage. Alice had given the Chamberlains anew legacy. Suddenly their old name was synonymous with
greed, waste, and genocide—every ugly horror they were pledged to fight. And now the
Chamberlains—and to alesser degree, dl Families—hid insde their estates, or they traveled with a
thousand security systemsin tow. But where were they safe? They had billions of angry neighbors on just
this one continent. How many loca workshops were nuclear-capable? What happened if the
weapon-suppress on systems were deactivated, then countless crude bombs were heaved over the
wall...?What if just one of them went unnoticed by the paranoids...?

“Quit,” Ord muttered to himsdlf.



He started back into the stables, contemplating his choices. There were enemies outside, but there were
enemieswithin, too. Ord knew who had a erted the toastmaster to his presence, and he knew how to
proveit. No, hewouldn’t blame the peoplein the tavern. The maicious act lay elsewhere, and his
brother was right: Ord needed to find some reasonable, imaginative revenge.

He paused before an enormous gate of diamond bars and robot sentries with tirdless arms linked. What
lived in these shadows was aminor mystery. A greeat old brother had |eft the beast here—no one seemed
sure just when—and despite hours of careful watching, with eyes and with delicate sensors, Ord had
never gotten agood look at the creature.

Hewas't looking into the cage now, thinking hard to himself.
Muttering to himsalf.
“How can | punish someone?’ he asked himsdlf. “When | can't redly hurt them, what can | do?’

From the shadows, over the sour stink of old blood stews, atiny voice whispered to him, close and
eanest.

“Let me show you ways,” it said.
Then, “Tricks. | know tricks”

Then, “Closer, come. Please, my master. Please?”’

Three

“lan had favorite story about the Nuyens...

“Their Family was founded by abrilliant woman, highly organized, extraordinarily disciplined, and as
cregtive asthe proverbial factory-fired brick. That lack of imagination was the source of some
good-natured teasing among the half-born gods. But the first Nuyen saw nothing but strength in her
apparent weakness. One night, drinking asocia beer at some mandatory function, she argued that she
was genuinely blessed. Creativity was adistraction and a proven danger, and as her powers grew, she
intended to acquire only enough of that deadly talent to accomplish each task, then dispose of it
afterward...

“lan genuingly liked the Nuyens. To his playgrounds, they never went...!”
—DPerfect, in conversation

WHERE THE CHAMBERLAINS estate had aways been wild woods and minima lawns, the Nuyens
preferred formal gardens maintained to the limits of the day’ stechnologies. Their foliage wastailored to
the point that every leaf grew to aperfect Sze and shape and color, or it killed itself, sending its sap to
more successful neighbors. Flowers bloomed on tightly orchestrated days, each blossom perfectly in
keeping with the rigoroudy controlled environment. Every shrub and eegant tree, and even thetiniest
scab of lichen, had aplaceto fill inthat highly contrived landscape. The pools and great ponds were
geometricaly pure, the streams and little riversran in intricately braided channels, and the clouds of fish
and water lilies and king lotuses and little dolphins al wore colors dictated by the season and the

surrounding landscape.

The effect couldn’t help but ook lovely, and it was relentless, and on most days, Ord grew exhausted
with the tight-assed spectacle.



Not today. Ord barely noticed the late-season roses or the giant killifish. He was panting, dragging the
homemade bomb up the brick path. The Nuyens mansion lay ahead—a sprawling blockish structure
adorned with false windows and invisible sentries. Those sentries had aready sounded darms, and Als
had carefully weighed the risks, taking every reasonable precaution. But Nuyens didn’t appreciate the
sght of aChamberlain bringing awegpon to their doorstep. To emphasize their displeasure, a
modest-ranked brother emerged from the nearby earth, growling, “What do you want? What are you
doing here?’

“| want your brother. | want Xo.”
“Your toy isdead,” said the dark-haired figure.

With powerful arms, Ord lifted the bomb and dropped it on its detonator. It struck the brick walkway
with aharshbang , sparks blossoming. Then he grinned, saying, “1 guessitis” whilelifting it once again.

The Nuyen shook hishead in disgust. “Y our friend ison hisway,” he reported, and vanished with an
intimidating flash andcrack .

Xo hadn’t been aclose friend for years. Ord rarely saw him anymore and never with much pleasure. He
had mentioned his secret trip to the boy, but only because X o was a coward, and Ord wanted to wave
his bravery under the coward’ snose. “| found away out of the etates,” Ord had boasted. “Want to
comedong?’

Of course not, no.
“It'll befun.”
“Until it goeswrong,” the coward had muttered envioudy.

With awhispered hiss, an auxiliary door opened. A puzzled adolescent emerged, asking, “Have you
gone stark raving, Ord?’

Ord flung the bomb down again.

Xodidn't flinch. He hed himself motionless, managing along thin breath before asking, “Why? 1t won't
work, and it never could.”

The bomb had a smooth titanium shell and nest little tail finsthat served as handles. Ord pointed at each
end, saying, “I’ ve got more than two kilos of 235 insde here.”

“But thetrigger’ s shit, and the chemica explosives have been cooked to water and plastic. It can't
detonate—"

Bang. Again.
“Atomsvibrate,” Ord reminded him. “Thisway, that way.”

Xo had afrail, pitiful face when he wanted. Watching his onetime friend grunt and lift the bomb again, he
sad, “Sowhat?”’

“A few quadrillion uranium atoms could move toward the same point, in the same moment.”
Xo'seyesgrew larger, just alittle bit.

“Random vibrations and my pounding, and they just might accidentally reach critica mass”



“Impossiblel”

“Possible,” Ord countered, “but highly unlikely.” Again he dropped the bomb, sparksflying higher.
“Unless, of course, someone noticed me standing here, and if that someone didn’t much like
Chamberlains. Or Nuyens, for that matter. If they could uncook the explosives and hed my trigger—"

“It won't happen,” Xo interrupted. “Not with our security—"

“I found your message.”

Xofdl slent.

“Inthetavern’sfiles,” Ord continued. “ * The gold-crested stranger isyour sworn enemy,’ it reads.”
“Thet'salig!”

Bang. “Why did you want them to hurt me?’

“You'refinenow,” Xo observed.

Again Ord flung the bomb into the unyielding bricks.

In an dmost imperceptible fashion, Xo flinched.

“I’ve dwaystried to be friendly toward you,” the Chamberlain argued. “ Even when we aren't friends; |
treat you better than the others do. Better then amost anyone, now that | think about it.”

“What if | sent the message?’ said Xo, in aspeculativeway. “Maybeit isn't because of you. Maybeit's
your sister. Alice made it so that none of us can leave home, and we never will if you keep sneaking
a,vw_”

Again the bomb struck, cracking one of the old bricks.
“How long will you do that?”

“Until it explodes,” Ord promised, hisvoicelevel and cool. “I'll get more 235 when this stuff goes bad,
and maybe after ten billion years—"

X0 shuddered and stepped back, closing and sealing the useless door.

The Nuyenstolerated Ord’ s presence for afew hours, then sent home a stern warning wrapped within a
few concerned words. Lyman was dispatched to retrieve the baby Chamberlain. Ord' saction wasn't a
declaration of war, but it wassomething . As Lyman waked him back to the tube car, the dead bomb
thrown over aburly shoulder, hetried to scold the boy. He said dll of the best bruising words, ina
properly heated tone. Y et his gaze had acquired anew light, akind of black wonder, and with the most
unexpected envy, he gazed at the youngest Chamberlain asif for thefirgt time.

Four

“Lagt night, for an indeterminate period and through means yet undiscovered, our prisoner escaped.
Then, in an act that is perhaps even more impressive, she managed to return again, passing undetected
through a security network aready perched on full dert. We are struggling to determine her whereabouts
and agenda. However, questions directed at our prisoner are being met with amused puzzlement. Alice
hersdlf hasraised the possibility of ahighly sdective, rigoroudy maintained amnesia covering those
minutes. . .an amnesiatha undercuts our every attempt at interrogation. ..



“Thelone pogtivein thisugly businessisthat the Chamberlain’s escgpe went unnoticed among casud
viewers. Our audience saw anillusonary Alice sitting in her cdll, no one guessing that she was e sewhere,
andfree...”

—Alice sjailer, confidentiad
THE TRIAL HADIasted for decades.

Nothing in human history matched its scope, its unrelenting tragedy, or the ultimate anticlimax. Each day,
arobotic balliff recited the names of humans and dienswho had died during the previous twenty-four
hours—a powerful white hum of sound embracing as many asten billion lost souls. Then the defendant
would describe her enormous crimes, or experts would sit before the judges, struggling to put a cost to
the carnage. Some voices argued that the exploson was nearly finished, the worst now passed. But the
maority agreed only that there was no clear end in sight. The Core was being consumed by the firestorm.
The baby universe was il bleeding energies through the faulty umbilical. Certain brutad mathematics
hinted that no end was coming, that the superheated bubble would grow and grow, and within another
million years, the Milky Way would have vanished, its plasmeatic ash racing toward the living worlds of
Andromeda

Only onewitness defended Alice' sactions. A scholarly god from aminor Family, he spokewith a
scholar’ sdry voice, arguing that if the fire stopped with the Core, the galaxy would be |eft enriched by
this experience. “Energy isenergy,” he pointed out. “Energy ismass, and it brings wealth. Today, billions
are dying. But the vast mgjority of us are quite safe, and when theworst is over, we will witnessawave
of star formation unlike anything seen since the earliest days of Creation.”

A grueling cross-examination didn’t shake the witness. With arationaist’ s zedl, he spoke about the
ultimate good that would come from this“sad incident.” Chaos was a sweet manure. Carnagewasa
necessary cost. Unimagined industries and reimagined peoples would replace the dead. Y es, the Great
Peace had faltered, but it would recover, in time. The future would dwarf the past. Those were his exact
words. “Thefuture will dwarf the past.” Only in the end, as an afterthought, did that little god admit to a
minor bias. The Chamberlains had recently paid him aconsiderable fee for along-ago consulting
assgnment.

The uproar wasimmediate and ugly, the public’ s rage rekindled.

Some years later, oncethetrid was drifting into history, the same witness recelved a much larger
payment that had passed through a hundred masking companies and foundations. His ultimate
benefactors remained unnamed, but only because the Chamberlains and Sanchexes put an end to their
investigations. Names didn’t matter. In issues of blood, it was better to despise the entire Nuyen clan.

Thetrid judges came from untainted, impartid Families and the best judicid mindsamong ordinary
humanity, while the jurors were a scrupuloudy random collection of citizenslent an assortment of
powerful mental talents. For those next decades, their borrowed tal ents hel ped them navigate through the
complex issues of science and economics, and law, and Right. Their unanimous verdict wasthat the
crimina would be stripped of her powers, wedth, and every shred of enhanced intelligence. Whatever
remained would be locked insde atiny cell beneath the Tibetan plateau, and except for specia
circumstances, the prisoner wouldn’t be alowed contact with the outside world. Then, to ensure that the
sentence was being carried out, people throughout the galaxy could watch Alice on their universal walls,
watching her Sit or deep, pace or shit. Her old-fashioned body—cal cium bones and a poor woman's
minima immortaity—could wear nothing but athin garment. And asafind note, the cdl’ srefrigeration
would be imperfect, alowing the Earth’ s own hest to make her constantly and perfectly uncomfortable.



It was afair verdict. Perhaps, it was even wise. Y et justice e uded humanity. Thousands had taken part in
the universe-building nightmare. Some had died fighting the blast or saving endangered worlds. But what
could be done about the other criminals? What if they refused to follow Alice' s example? Plus there were
those sticky issuesinvolving civil penaties. Even Alice' swedlth was nothing compared to the damages
aready done. Some of thejurists, just before they surrendered their borrowed talents, argued that the
Thousand Families should make full compensation, using some common pool of cash and sorrow...

But what if the Families didn’t agree to those terms?

And worgt of al, what if citizens decided that enough was enough? What if peopletried to wrest the
godlike powers from those chosen few? The Cor€ slittle bang and misery would be nothing beside that
conflagration. The Ten-Million-Y ear Peace would shatter liketired crystd, following al the ancient lines
of weakness.

How could any such war end well?
Alice strid wasfinished, and nothing wasfinished.

That wasthe only verdict, it seemed. An anonymous grain of sand had started to roll down the
mountainside, and there was no ca culating the shape or scope of the avalanche to come.

ORD WASSITTINGbefore atablet filled with obscure equations, pretending to study, then hefelt the
pressure of eyes. Looking up, he discovered asmdl girl stlanding in his open doorway. Hisfirst thought
was that she was ayounger sister. He noticed the immature face and body. Adult-sized teeth filled the
smiling mouth. Her coppery hair was long and worn smply, and she wore afeminine dress that ended at
her knees, shins pale and her pink feet bare. There was atangiblejoy that Ord could taste aswell asfed.
And then she spoke sweetly and quickly, telling him, “Comewith me.” Saying to him, “Now, Ord.
They'll notice I’m gone, hurry!”

Herose and followed, and in an instant he dreamed up alittle story to explain her presence. The eldest
Chamberlains, for reasons smple and complex, had delayed the birth of Ord’slittle Sister. But what if a
sibling hadn’t agreed, finding the meansto hide ababy girl? She might be living ingde the vast mansion,
tucked away in some secret chamber. And maybe she knew about her dightly older brother, and of
course she would come see him. Didn't it make perfect, intoxicating sense?

And yet. How could security nets and watchful eldersfail to notice her? And if alittle girl wasso
perfectly protected, then how could she manage to escape long enough to find Ord?

Heran onrising stairs, powerful legs unable to keep pace. The girl looked back at him, her expression
disappointed. “I thought you' d be faster by now,” she said, speaking through her thick long hair. Then,
with awink and giggle, she asked, “Why aren’t you faster, Baby? Y ou need to be.”

Only then, findly, did Ord redlize how far he had climbed and where she was leading him.
Hislegslocked up, interror.

But the gairs kept lifting him, past the intricate, ever-changing murals where the greet and glorious
Chamberlains reenacted the past. He begged the stairs to stop, but they wouldn’t. His Sister was standing
on thetop landing, facing him for an instant before stepping back and out of sight, and Ord lied to
himself, assuring himsdf that she was just alittle girl and that her kegpers must have stuck her insdethe
abandoned penthouse, knowing that no one went there anymore. ..



Ord was deposited on the landing. The girl had vanished, the massive satin-crystal door stood gar, and
momentum, not courage, carried him through the chill gap between door and jamb.

The room beyond was enormous, hectares of floor beneath a high celling, every surface ripped and
charred, sagging portions of the ceiling held up with invisible braces and old robots standing motionless,
waiting with infinite patience for the order to move again. Ord turned in acircle, with adancer’s
unconscious grace. When the Nuyens and other officiads came here, hunting for Alice, they had
demolished the place, even when they redized she wasn't here. Thiswould be the perfect placeto hidea
secret sgter, hetold himsdf. Though he didn’t believe that story anymore, no matter how elaborate he
madeit. No matter how sweet it seemed.

“Quit thinking, Ord. Come here.”

The red-haired girl stood in the distance, her back toward him and the golden sunlight pouring through a
diamond-paned window. Ord picked hisway across the battered floor, barely breathing. She seemed to
be looking below, drinking in the grest estate—a roar of autumn colors at their height, brilliant shades and
tonesjoining into a half-tamed work too large for aboy’ seyes, too intricate for even his augmented

mind.

Hewould always remember the sight of her, her coppery hair, like his, unremarkable against those grand
colors. And how the sunlight pierced her dress, revealing her pale new flesh, the body rigorously smple,
even plain, sexless and unaugmented, and pure. Why, with everything being possible, did she choose that
appearance? For the innocence implied? But who knew why Alice did what she did? Not for thefirst

time, Ord doubted that his sister could identify all of her reasons. She wastoo large to understand
hersdlf, and had dways been...and what an astonishing, horrifying curse...!

Aliceturned, and in amotion faster than Ord could follow, she pushed something smdl and soft into his
hands. Then with adesperate near gasp, shetold him, “Y ou’ ve got to saveit! They’ll destroy it—!”

What? Destroy what?
“I’'m pledged to protect.. .fragile...it’snothing but....”
“Protect what?’ he blurted.

“Brother Perfect knows. Go find him.” She showed the quickest possible smile, aflash of those bright big
teeth, then she closed hisfingersaround her gift. “ Thiswill help you—"

“Brother who?”

“I trust you,” Alice promised, her voice bleak and untrusting. “ And Perfect, too. But nobody else, not
anymore.”

Then she was gone again, never quite seen and aready lost; and for along, confusng moment, Ord
dtared out &t the vista—at the mountains and deep valleys, at the brilliant pained colors of dying
foliage—nearly forgetting how he had come here, barely aware of the heavy little mystery lying invisblein
his baby hands.

Five

“Discreet observations of the Chamberlain etate have identified five distinct and powerful anomaous
events. Two occurred during Alice' s escape, probably marking her arrival and subsequent departure.
Two other events have been linked to the clandestine visit by Chamberlain Fifty-three, presumably on a



mission of grand strategy and espionage. But most troubling isthe oldest anomaly. It was witnessed
severa years after our observations began—severa years after Alice' s surrender—and perhapsit only
sgnaled the departure of some ancient Chamberlain whose presence was never suspected. Though it
could have been an arrival, which leads to a chain of obvious questions: Who arrived? And on what
mission? And what isthis secret Chamberlain doing now?’

—Nuyen memo, classified

ALICE REMAINED IMPRISONED; Ord could see as much for himself, nothing different about her cdll or the
smple gray-green dress or the tiff way she sat on the edge of her plain cot. But it had been Alicein the
penthouse, or at least some magical, unknown portion of her. Sitting on his own bed, unconsciousy
mimicking her pose, Ord felt confusion bleed into fascination, and when the jailers abruptly filed into
Alice scdl, thefascination turned to excitement.

Thejailers belonged to three high-grav races, each man stout and powerful, dl made more impressive by
isotropic black uniforms. Wearing an expression that was not entirely relaxed, the largest man gazed up
at theuniversa eye. A Hiff, formd voicetold the universe, “ The prisoner needs to meet with her
attorneys, in private. For the next few hours, thislinewill be terminated. Thank you.”

Thewall went dark, and Ord gave alittle gasp.

He wasn't the only Chamberlain watching. An éectric murmur passed through the air, pulses marking the
passage of invishble shlings. From doorless rooms deep inside the mansion came a piercing series of
whigtles, then an older sister appeared beside Ord’ s bed, weaving a body from light and dust and flakes
of hisown dead skin.

She stared at her little brother for what felt like an eternity.
“What' swrong?’ Ord finaly asked, surprised to sound so convincingly innocent.

Y et the Sster should have seen through him, duplicity bright in his panicky glands and the frazzled
neurons. And certainly she should have noticed the invisible object lying on Ord’ slap, both of histhighs
depressed by its bulk, its plain oddness sure to set off the darms.

Y et nothing registered in her ice-bound blue eyes. A pause, aprolonged blink. Then her brother asked
agan, “What iswrong?’

“Many things,” she assured. Then, “Have you seen Alice?’

“Onthewadl.”

Deeply puzzled, she glanced at the blackness. Confusion didn’t wear on her well.

“Why are Alice satorneysvigting her?’

The sigter straightened her back, then whispered, “ They aren't. And there liesthe trouble.”

Hewaited.

“We have areport—unconfirmed—that Alice managed to leave her cdl for amoment, or two—"

“But shecan't,” Ord sputtered. “ She' s practically helpless. | mean, didn’t they take away her powers?’

The sister was eager to agree, and couldn’t. “I1t’' s someone' s error,” she offered. “ Someone' s bad joke,
perhaps.” Pause. “1 wouldn't worry.” Pause. “ And you say you haven't seen her?’



“Only onthewal,” hetold her.

An obvious question begged to be asked: Why was Ord watching Alice at this precise moment? But the
old sster couldn’t see thelogic or summon the words. Quietly, dmost embarrassed, she said, “Wel then,
good day, little one. I'm sorry to intrude.” And without waiting for his good-byes, she vanished with a
sparkle of milky light.

Ord felt done, and watched. They suspected that Alice would come see him. Y et he wasn't asked about
hisvigt to the penthouse, while the mystery on hislap might not even exis. ..unlessthey were thoroughly
aware, watching him out of curiosity or caution. But that didn’t fed likely, either. For no good reason,
Ord sensed that he was as safe as possible, under the circumstances.

What now? he asked himsalf.

A thousand times, perhaps. And only then did he take hold of the wondrous nothing, examining itin
earnest.

The object was fashioned in part from some species of dark matter. Its surfaceswere imprecise and a
little cool, then warm. Its density was rather like gold or paladium, and with each touch it seemed to
merge with Ord’ s own flesh, for an ingtant, the sensation rather like a surface felt insde adoppy dream.
Ord walked to the far end of the apartment and set the wondrous nothing in hislittle swvimming pool, on
the smoothest water, and not so much as adimple was made. Y et the object remained where he st it.
He could push it back and forth like a balloon, nothing but his own hands aware of its weighty presence.

Natura dark matter didn’'t exist in thisform. Coagulated; tangible; capable of interacting with vishle
matter. But with sufficient energies and the proper cleverness, it was possible to make the wild particles
behave, making them cling to one another and play games with a baryonic boy. These were great
technologies, and Ord knew little beyond that. Dark matter and its Ssters, the dark energies, were the
bassfor much of hissiblings magic. But even the smartest Chamberlain didn’t know dl of their tricks. In
asense, the ordinary baryonic universe was nothing but athin pollution insde dl that was dark and
massive. Ninety-nine percent of everything existed in amultitude of useful flavorsthat Ord could only see
in hisimagination, and then, just barely.

With care, Ord caressed the gift, fingers discerning tiny crendlations, his mind’ s eye building an improving
picture. But what it resembled...wdll, it seemed unlikely at best. A tightly folded cerebra cortex; the
undersized cerebellum; and the ancient medulla: 1t was abrain of the oldest kind, human in proportions
but nothing like the tough modern form. Even the lizard-folk, poor as possible, had fancier and much
more enduring versons of the ancestrd brains. Fatty flesh and acetylcholine had vanished with
hundred-year life pans and menta imbalances. Why would Alice give him such ardic? But it wasn't a
relic, he reminded himsdlf. It was as modern in substance as possible; and what did that imply?

An dfinity for Ord’ sflesh wasaclue, and its shape was another clue. An idea cameto him. But when he
acted on the idea, he was shocked to find it valid. The mysterious nothing approved of hisscap and
began to burrow, exotic particles swirling around the bland ones, passing through flesh and the hyperfiber
skull, moving just the right little distance, then pausing and digning themsdves with a perfect grace, linking
in amultitude of wayswith Ord’'s own astonished mind.

AN IMAGE APPEAREDbefore him.

It was out-of-focus, but instantly identifiable.



“Am | supposed to go there?’ he asked. No answer was offered. Ord put on hiking boots, then noticed
asecond pair of boots where he found the first pair. Using the stairwell, he passed adozen
gblings—modest-ranking Chamberlains wearing frightened, flushed expressons—and nobody gave him
the barest notice. Which was important, since he was forbidden from leaving the mansion, in punishment
for the bomb nonsense.

When Ord reached the auxiliary door, he was struck by a cold premonition. Not once, but twice, he
reached up and touched the PRIDE AND SACRIFICE sign, the dense granite feeling soft as mud
beneath hisfingers. Then he passed through the locked door and strolled among his napping bears,
scratching their broad heads, the giants sniffing at nothing and moaning &t things only they could see.

His destination was agood hour’ s run from home, most of it downhill. Wild birds and nervous roodeer
didn’t startle when he passed them. Water splashed, and the earth dimpled under him, but each
backward glance showed him only a smooth brook and muddy banks without asingle bootprint. Ord
wasaghogt, it seemed. He was exactly like hiselderly siblings, composed of nothing but thought, and it
frightened him, and it seemed terribly fun...yet he couldn’t make himself hesitate for amoment, much less
ask his conscious sHif if thiswaswhat was right. ..whatever it was that hewas doing. ..

A child’s clubhouse stood on the border of the Sanchex and Chamberlain estates, tucked into the back
of adead-end valey. Built of lumber by boys and girls barely old enough to swing hammers, it had stood
empty for amost a century. The Golds disbanded not long after Alice sarriva. Which was natura, snce
they’ d grown too old for the club’ sgames. Y et anew generation should have come here to burn down
the relic with an appropriate solemnity, then build their own clubhouse somewhere else. Forgotten, the
old place had falen into a dishonorable entropy, its oak roof collgpsing, itswanut floor buckling, and the
childlike sgnatures on the far wall turning soft and imprecise, dowly erased by countless species of rot.

Ord barely saw his own name, second in rank.
Ravleen’ s signature was on top.

Slowly and for no clear reason, Ord redlized that he wasn't done. The far end of the clubhouse was
newer, better built and infinitely better maintained. Sitting on acarved dab of granite, reading some
historical text, sat ahaf-born god. A monster, and abeauty. A demon and dly, and an occasiond close
friend.

Ord stepped up to Ravleen, and paused.

She was reading about along-ago war fought by species rendered extinct by their own terrible fighting.
The account was built from careful excavations and |oose speculations. Ord glanced at the next few
pages, then stared at the Sanchex body. Alone, Ravleen wore nothing. Her clotheslay benegth her,
waiting for ordersto legp into place. She had the beautiful, freshly formed body of an adolescent girl, her
pubic hair black and her nipples even blacker. Page after page flashed before her unblinking eyes.
Occasiondly, shewould take atiny bresth. Then she abruptly stopped reading, blanking the book and
lifting her gaze until shelooked straight into Ord' swide eyes.

Shedid not see him.
He was mostly sure, then he was certain.
With hisright hand, Ord reached for Ravleen, touching what he had aways secretly wanted to touch.

Shewas adevil, furious and deadly, and she was as beautiful as any creature ever conceived. And Ord
put hishand to her chest, and then inside, discovering that he could fed the curl of her ribs and coursing



of her hot, hot blood; and she felt none of it, Sitting up straight now and thinking about dead wars, or
warsto come; and with his palm and fingers and a curled thumb, he made a cup beneath her heart, its
hard humming best feding wonderful insde his careful hand.

Six

“We havelisted every ancient Chamberlain, living and dead, and after each name you will find every
imaginable reason why he or she cannot be the entity who hidesamong us....

“Nobody is hiding among us, obvioudy...”
—Nuyen memo, classified

AWOLVERINE EMERGEDfrom aholein the floor. The thick, low-dung body reminded Ord of ajailer’s
body. With abaeful glare, the creature let out asharphissaimed straight for him. Obvioudy, it saw him.

Y et Ravleen remained Sitting, unconscious of the phantom, her heart holding its smooth, relaxed pace.
Ord withdrew his hand from her chest and hissed at the wolverine, and the creature spun around and
trotted out the back door, heading for what should have been ahighwall of dick granite. But the wall had
vanished, replaced with along valley and ameandering brook and trees not astall as seemed right, or as
hedlthy, their leaves dressed in autumnal colors but al too drab and haphazard to belong to a
Chamberlain wood. One last time, Ord glanced at Ravleen. Then he started to run.

“Helo!”

Birdsflew interror. Save for some odd kind of jaybird that perched on a high branch, cursing the boy for
trying to stedl its acorns.

“Hdlo?
No human answered.

A narrow dung-littered gametrail led across the brook, and wherever he stepped, deep bootprints filled
with swirling brown water. Now and again he shouted, “Hello!” A noisy indifferencefilled the woods.
Finaly, Ord thought to say, “I’ m looking for someone,” and then, “I’ m hunting Brother Perfect,” and his
answer camein the form of askin-clad figure stepping from the shadows, amost from underfoot.

“And whao' sdoing thishunting?’ the figure asked.

The man was a Chamberlain. There was no telling which brother he was, but it was only abrother, and
Ord was disgppointed, bursting with doubts,

“And if you don’'t know who you are,” the brother continued, “maybe you can recall who sent you here.
How about it, my boy?’

“I'mOrd,” he muttered, “and nobody sent me.”

The brother appeared shorter than him, but stocky in astrong, comfortably fattened way, hisred hair
matted and tied into a ponytail, athin red-and-snow beard obscuring the famous Chamberlain jaw. It
wasn't an impressive body, conjured or not. But the trousers and heavy vest were remarkable, made
from sawn skins and mended with dirty lengths of gut and hemp. A leather belt held severd elegant sone
tools. One pae hand held a spear by its heavy blond shaft, along Folsom point drawing jagged starsin
the air between them.

“And who areyou?’ asked Ord.



“Y ou wanted someone named Perfect. Maybe that’ sme.”

But no Chamberlain had that name. It would be crud to saddle one of their own with such an outrageous
boast—

“Y ou know every name, do you?’
“In order of birth, yes. And | know some of everybody’ s biography.”

“What agruesome wastel” The stone-age figure broke into alaugh, shaking his head in ablurring motion.
“Which and-retentive child-of-lan dreamed up that abuse of neural capacities?’

Ord couldn’t guesswho.
The brother cursed, laughed, and said, “ So. Y ou' re the baby.”
“Pardon?’

“The baby. That’ syour nickname.” He paused. “ By any chance, are you familiar with the concept of
nicknames—"

113 YSH
“Then you have enough of aclue. Come. Hurry on now, Baby.”

Ord attempted to ask where they were, where they were going, and why the woods |ooked wrong. But
the brother, whoever he was, was bulling his way through the tangled landscape. Ord had to run after
him, catching up as they splashed across the muddy brook. “Is Perfect a nickname?’

“Oftentimes.” Theleft hand gestured, itstwo smallest fingers missing, the wagging sumps showing no
interest in regrowth. “Have you ever known someoneyou'd liketo call Perfect?’

Maybe.
“To makethem angry, of course. Am | right?’
Ord ignored the question. “1 deserve to know where we are—"

“Thisisthe Chamberlain estate. We re embedded inside the mountains.” Perfect kicked and ssomped his
way through awal of brush, thornsleaving bloody sketches on hisexposed arms. “ A clever little house
of mine, don’t you think?

“Why am | here?’
“No, Baby. It'smy turn to ask the question.”
He despised that name.

“Humans,” said the brother. “Humans have lived for twenty million years. As gpes, then assmple souls.
And, findly, lesssmple. But now, if you were pressed to decide, what moment would you claim was our
peak? Our grand climax? Today, perhaps? Last week? When?’

“Who are you?’

The brother offered a sdeways glance and grin, then stepped through awall of gold-and-brown leaves,
branches rushing back into place, conspiring to make him vanish.



Ord hestated, wondering if he should flee.
From behind the leaves, arough Chamberlain voice said, “Humans. Our summit. Giveit ashot, Baby!”

Stepping through the wall, Ord found himsdlf standing before an abrupt hillsde and asmple cave worn
into itsface. Therocks weren't cultured granite; they were limestone. The limestone wasfindly grained
and encrusted with fossilized crinoids, thousands of the flowery animaslaid into the soft dead sediments.
Thiswas acaveman’'s camp, the air stinking of old fires and tainted game, and the brother seemed at
home, setting his spear againgt the cave' s broad mouth, then turning to say:

“My given name? Thomas. Thomas Chamberlain.”
No. Impossible...!

“And since you won't guess, I'll tell you my persona choicefor our species’ crowning moment.” Thomas
laughed easlly, and said, “ Thefind years of the final ice age, when we were expanding across new
continents and wild, unmapped seas.” Another laugh. “Y ou look doubtful, Baby. Scornful, even. But
consder this: There weren't many of us, and each of uswasimportant. A few million apes, modified by
natura selection and armed with stone and wood implements, and armed with our cunning, and our
mobilelittle cultures...and we cameto rule the entire green world. ...!”

Trembling, Ord stared at his ancient brother.

“And you know what the world was then, don’t you?” Thomas flashed aquick, disarming smile. “1t was
the universe. It waseverything . A vast globe encompassing every imaginable beauty, and it was set indde
aseaof ink and tiny, unimaginable stars. And it was ours.” With awave of the maimed hand, he said,
“Do you see my mind? All the history since, every human venture and accomplishment. . .everything has
been one long and frustrating and wondroudy absurd attempt to regain those lost days of glory!”

And with that pronouncement, Thomas broke into athunderous laugh, a sudden rain of golden leaves
fdling on them, then swirling, vainly fighting the urge to sttle, to die.

Seven

“Alice gave methat lance of anickname.

“I was anew adult, proud of my augmentation and promise, and she was a very young, rentlessdy
mouthy child. | would sing at length about dl the good | would be doing—for the Family; for al people;
for dl time—and she would aways growl at me. * Oh, you think you’ re the perfect Chamberlain,” she
snapped. ‘ Y ou think you' re the very best. But you' re the same as us, brother. Brother Perfect. Oh, yes,
you are. You are, you are...’ ”

—Perfect, in conversation

ALICE—THE GREATand infamous and bankrupt sster—was the twelfth Chamberlain. While Thomaswas
lan’ seighth clone, making him Nine, which in turn meant that he was dmost exactly asold as Alice and
Ord combined. If thiswasindeed Thomas. But that seemed like a preposterous idea, athousand history
lessonsrecalled in an ingant and this skin-clad, dightly mutilated figure resembling none of them.

In aFamily of dedicated terraformers, Thomas was an oddity: He built little but loved to explore—a
godlike wanderer whose passion and genius led him to find aien worlds and befriend their sentient
gpecies. Alliances and trading links had never interested Thomas. He left those blessings for others. The
bloodless Nuyens, for instance. By the time Nuyens were flocking to some distant system that he had



charted, Thomas would have struck out into the wilderness again, chasing radio squawks and
free-oxygen signatures until he found another wondrous species. Or found nothing at dl. Because as any
halfway-educated person knew, intelligence was an infrequent event in the universe, and it was born
imperfectly, and judging by the thousands of war-killed worlds, intelligence was afundamentally
perishable form of life, too.

But the Milky Way had been thoroughly explored, from the Coreto itsfaint far edges, and Thomas had
gone elsawhere. “I know al about Thomas,” Ord told the caveman. “He s gone now. The Families sent
him out to explore Andromeda. His mission |eft more than amillion years ago.”

“A misson left, but did 1?7’ The brother chuckled.
Ord said nothing.

“Thetruth? At thelast possibleingtant | suffered a chaotic change of desire. Instead of embarking on a
great adventure, | decided to chase privacy and sdlf-reflection. Which ismy right asasdf-aware
organism, and don’t give me that disappointed glare.”

Ord didn’t know he was glaring, stumbling into an gpology—

But Thomasinterrupted, every affront forgotten. A cackling laugh wasfollowed by an offer of mest,
dried and hard and frosted with limestone grit. “Mammoth biltong,” he warned. “Chew hard,” he
advised. Then, “What' swrong? Doesn't the flavor intrigue?’

Not even alittle, no. But Ord forced himsdf to eat, proving his stubbornness. When the last gob of
leather was Sitting in hisbelly, dissolving in acids and microchines, the boy found the confidenceto say, “I
don’t believe you are Thomas.”

“Andwhy not?’

“I’ve been with Alice, and thisdoesn't fed the same.” There was't the pa pable sense of vast energies
and relentlessintellect, though Ord mentioned neither blessing by name. Nor did he say that Thomas
looked bizarre and acted the same, laughing too often and never with the same sound, the oddest things
amusing him without fall.

Like Ord' s doubts.

The brother turned red-faced, cackling for a solid minute. Then he gasped, coughed into his maimed
hand, and asked, “How isdear Alice? Is her tria just about finished?’

“Y ou don't know?’

“Onthewhole,” he confessed, “ current events bore me.”
Incredulous, Ord couldn’t summon any response.

“My guessisthat they found her infinitey guilty.”

“yes”

“Good for them.” The smile was winsome, hitterswest. “| told her, told her, told her not to fuck around
with that nasty business. But you’ ve met our sister. Y ou know how she can be—"

“She'sjalled. They’ ve stripped her of everything.”



“Asisright,” said the possible Thomas.
“But then she escaped—I don’t know how—and cameto seeme...!”

Ddlight shonein the blue-gray eyes. “ And she wants your help, does she? Some specid chore intended
just for you?’

“I have to save something. | don’'t know what.” He paused, then added, “Brother Perfect is supposed to
hdpme”

“Oh,ishe?’
Ord nodded, unsure how to respond.

“Alice appears out of nothingness, expecting obedience.” A grimace, aleering smile. “What they should
have carved off our sister are her bossy pretenses. That’swhat | think.”

Perhaps.
“Can you give me one good guess asto your misson?’
“Don’t you know?’ Ord asked, in horror.

Thomas stepped closer, his maimed hand lifting, touching the boy on the temple. Hisintact fingers dipped
into the scalp for achilling ingtant. Then, with asow, careful voice, he asked, “Do you wish to help, or
don'tyou? Yesor no.” A pause. “ ‘Yes and weembark. ‘No’ and | send you straight home.”

“Embark to where?’
“All things congdered, not far.”

Ord saw acracked tooth in the narrow amile. “I want to help,” he confessed. Then, “If it accomplishes
something good—"

“Tdl meyes, tell meno. I'll leave theworthinessfor others.”
Ordsad, “Yes”

Hesad it three times, hisvoice strengthening, acquiring something that resembled confidence. But
Thomas had turned away with thefirst ‘yes’ vanishing into his cave without asound or a backward
glance.

Ord followed.

Thomas was working in the gloomy haf-light. A large smoky fire crackled insde a stone hearth. The
flanking walls were adorned with charcoa bison and ochre ponies. Ord touched one of the tiff-legged
ponies, deciding that with the same crude tools, he would be at least as good a painter as his brother.

Thomas was stuffing gear into aleather knapsack, no room left for the smallest charm. Then, with a
creaking of rope and skin, he lifted the pack to his shoulders, making adjustments, grimacing with
conviction as he remarked, “Y ou' re better than me at many things, | would think.”

Like Alice, he could read aboy’smind.

Waving hisinjured hand, Thomas said, “ See? No new fingers growing.”



The sumpswere blunt and calused, dl right.
“Y ou could make new fingers,” Ord muttered. “With just athought, you could.”

“Ah, but then I’ d forget to be careful when | find adire wolf hanging in one of my snares” Hegavea
wink and rough laugh. “ Scars are reminders, Baby. These scars remind me that dire wolves can be tricky
bastards.”

An adult Chamberlain could look inside any anima, measuring its hedth and intentions. Particularly if the
anima was part of an eaborate illuson built by that same adult. But what Chamberlain wanted to live
insde asmoky cave, much less hunt with snares and spears? Ord' s only reasonable guesswas that this
caveman existence hel ped Thomas to mask his presence inside the estate.

“Perfect,” said hisbrother, again reading thoughts. “ That’ s Alice’ sname for me, and it’s good enough for
lJSI”

A blink and nod. Then Ord said, “But I’'m not Baby.”

“Fair enough.” And with that, Perfect strode into the sunshine, stepping at a brisk pace, grabbing up his
spear, and singing with aloud, out-of-key wall.

Ord followed, ignoring the landscape. It was al an illuson, and he assumed they were waking to
somepl ace close—as promised—and answers would come in short order. He barely noticed his
brother’ s sour songs, concentrating instead on his eventua excuses for disappearing. They would send
Lyman to interrogate him. Ord practiced a haf dozen lies, each involving the old clubhouse. He had
sneaked off to meet agirlfriend; why not? He d dready had avariety of adolescent affairs, mostly with
girlsin the Golds. Wasn't that kind of subterfuge permitted, even encouraged? For along happy while,
Ord imagined meeting Ravleen at the clubhouse. Sanchexes were relentless lovers, or so he had heard.
He remembered her naked body and the fedl of her heart; and then the daydream tasted real; and then
camethefirgt hint of boredom that dways preyed on daydreams.

Thomas—no,Perfect —took them up along mountainside, through trees noticeably shorter, and barer.
The afternoon passed quickly. The summit lay ahead, sharp and raw, no mansion built upon it. They
climbed past asingle greenish boulder and dropped into agrove of blue-black spruces. With stone
blades they cut boughs for bedding. With flint and dried wood they made a sputtering fire, and Perfect
held hisimperfect handsto the fire, catching some portion of itstiny heat.

Ord asked why helived thisway.

“You sing out of key,” he complained. “You don't paint al that well. Y ou eat badly, and you let yoursdlf
get cold.” Helisted theitems asif they were diseases. “ And you won't even regenerate asmplefinger,
will you?’

“I’'mnot cold,” Perfect protested. “And if | am, I'll pull my robe out of my pack.”

Ord was comfortable. Asthe sun set, hisflesh generated its own internd fire. Y et he held hishandsto
Perfect sfire, remarking, “Alicewouldn’t livethisway.”

That brought alaugh, insane and infuriating.
Then, “Fromwhat you' ve said, Alice would bethrilled to live thiswell now.”

That wasn't what Ord meant, and both brothers knew it.



“Let metdl you about our sster.” Perfect pulled dried meat from his pack, offering noneto Ord. “Every
fancy skill, every energy source, al that godly garb. .. Alice wanted them. Always, dways. Of course,
everyone sthat way, in afashion. But she' stheworst culprit, I'd like to believe, and with agood
Chamberlain modesty, | tell al that I'm the least guilty. | acquire only those talentsthat | absolutely need,
and when the need passes, | give them away. To Alice, in some cases.”

“Augmenting your voice...isthat too fancy...?’

“Oh, I gng, and | like singing. And what | hear isnothing but lovely.” Another laugh accompanied his
chewing the inedible mammoth. “Everything | do | do with joy and within my limits, and that’sdl | want.”

“Y ou didn’'t even know about thetrid,” Ord complained.

“If something important happens, | hear about it.” He gave alittiewink. “But you'reright, I’'m not tied to
the universal networks. And | don’t know ten million languages. My mathematicsis practicd, not serene.
My senses are good enough, and my strengthsfit the job of the moment.” A dow soft laugh, then he
added, “In case you haven't noticed, my humor issmple. Even alittle crude. Which suits my needsfine,
thank you.”

But why? Ord kept wondering. Why are you different?

“Do you wish to know? My moment of enlightenment?’ Perfect waited for his brother’ s gaze, then said,
“Eonsago, | was stting beside an dien sea, wearing my best godly garb, and thisfellow happened to
groll past. Do you know about the Brongg?’

They were bipeds, vagudly fishlike. Their home world had methane seas and water-ice continents. They
were the oldest known intelligent species, and Brother Thomas was the first human to meet them.

“Very good,” the caveman sad, offering alittle chuckle. “ Anyway, thislittle fellow was waking
Brongg-fashion, which is syrupy-dow. Seeing me, he offered greetings and stopped to chat—the Brongg
are great talkers—and eventualy | learned hisidentity. He was famous. Ancient beyond belief. | wasa
baby, barely amillion yearsold, and of al the creatures |’ ve ever met, he seemed to be the happiest. A
billion years of joy waswalking on the beach, carrying nothing but asmpleice lance—he wasfishing his
native sea, Ord—and I’ ve dways held that lesson very closeto my heart.”

They were acold, cold species. The Brongg had wondrous technologies, but they did little with them.
They traveled sparingly, reproduced dowly, and were as alien and bizarre as any speciesthat humans
had ever found. How could they bring enlightenment?

Perfect didn’t answer that thought. Rising, he pulled the promised robe from his pack, itsfur thick and
glossy, sewn together from the pelts of mink and wolverines and dire wolves, the stitches durable and
atless.

“Why did you come back to the Earth?’

His brother lay down beside the fire, abent arm serving asapillow. “I wasinvited,” he muttered.
“ Someone appeared without warning, gave me my marching orders, then framed it asarequest before
shevanished again.”

Alice
Perfect gave adegpy nod, eyes beginning to close.

But before he could deep, or whatever state it was, he heard one last question from a confused little



brother. “ Arewe still insde the estate? Because I’ m forbidden to leave—"
“Watch the sky,” Perfect advised.

Ord obeyed, his heated breath rising toward the night’ sfirst stars. They were theright starsin the proper
places, but where were the planets? And the starships coming and going? Glancing to hisleft, he saw the
green boulder on the summit, then the boulder became a smooth green globe, and the mountain beneath it
evaporated, and the stars brightened and multiplied in the sudden vacuum. . .and a thousand lessonsin
terraforming told Ord what he was seeing.

Gazing at the green world, he whispered, “ Neptune.”

Againg dl reason, in one afternoon, he and Perfect had hiked their way to the chilled edge of the solar
sysem.

Eight

“Y ou will be stripped of possessions, money, and mind, and each of your workswill be assessed on a
case-by-case basis. Worlds terraformed in good faith, by lega means, will be spared. But illegd projects
will be sought out and destroyed by whatever means are deemed most humane...”

—from Alice ssentencing

ORD SAT ONthe stony ground, staring at Neptune. Becauise it was genuine, becauise no illusions of sight
or soul wereinvolved, the boy was enthralled. He felt wondersiruck. Here was one of the first great
worldsterraformed by humanity. Alice had done some portion of the work, in her youth. Technica
details buoyed up out of Ord’ s augmented memory. Slowly, laborioudy, the novice terraformers had
digested the world' s atmosphere, sequestering the hydrogen deep inside the core while metals and
slicates were dredged up inits place. Airborne continents were grown, floating solidly upon rafts of
vacuum bubbles. The new atmosphere was nitrogen and helium, sweet oxygen and the vital trace gases.
Light and heat came from asmple fusion. Riversran off the continents' lips, great waterfadls tumbling into
the dense inner atmosphere, then boiling away, returning as soft showers on green woods and green
cities. An areamany times Earth’ s was made habitable, at a profit. Thiswaswhere Alice made her first
fortune. The entire adventure consumed fifty thousand years and the talents of hundreds. Y et today,
working aone, acreature of Alice' s capacity could finish the essentid work in lessthan six centuries.

“Why here?” he muttered. “What' s specia about Neptune?’

Nobody answered him. And despite his questions and the lousy bed, Ord felt himself drifting away.
Sleep clamed him, dark and dreamless; and then he was awake again, the blunt end of a spear jabbing
himintheribs.

“Timeto leave,” said adistant voice, with urgency. “ They know you' re missing, and you' re making them
scared.”

The sky was cobdt blue, another false sun washing away the stars. Spruce trees and bare stone lay on all
sdes. Ord roseto hisfest, attempting to ask every question that he had thought up last night. Words
camein arush, then hefdtered. Perfect was walking, and Ord found himself walking beside his brother,
step for step; and a sensation, cold and unnerving, made him whisper, “What' sthis now? What's

happening to me?’

“Y ou’ ve been dtered, ahit. Alice began the work, and | did sometinkering last night.” The profile was
weathered, sober and cam. “We ve rebuilt you as quickly as possible, under these circumstances—"



“What' swrong with me?’

“Wrong? Dear boy, nothing!” A bleak, oversize laugh collapsed into silence. “ Thetruth? Part of youisa
garship. Y ou're built from dark matter and magic, and your heart isan exatic inertialess drive. Y our hull
isinvisible, we can hope. Legs and lungs, and your skin, are projections based on your own
expectations.” Again helaughed, but softer, with aglimmer of compassion. “ Despite these humble
appearances, we re moving at nearly light-speed.”

“I don't believeyou.”
“Which is probably best, al things considered.”

For aningtant, Ord could fed the man speaking to him in many voices, most of them using convol uted
languages designed to serve ararefied mathematics. Some new, unsuspected part of him ingested the
words without fuss, without hesitation. What made him panic was the sudden sensation of histrue sdif:
huge and ghostly, more unredl than redl, suffused with liquid energies beyond human experience.

Hetried to wak dower, and couldn’t.
“For the moment,” said Perfect, “I'll operate those legs.”
Ord crossed his nonexigtent arms on hisfacsimile chest. “1 want to know where we' re going.”

Perfect squinted, asif he could see their destination. In theilluson, they were marching down averdant
mountainsde, birds and other phantoms calling out from the shadows as they passed.

“Thisisillegd,” the boy gasped.

“Immora,” hisbrother agreed. “Not to mention cruel. And dangerous, too.” That brought genuine
pleasure, bubbling and warm. “But when afamous crimina cameto you, did you tell the authorities?
When she dipped you amysterious object, did you cry out, ‘' Look here, everyone! Look what Alice
gaveme’?

Ord was weeping. Sobbing.
“For now,” said Perfect, “we re traveling toward the Oort cloud.”
“Thenwhere?’

“Let’sreach the cloud firgt,” hisbrother replied. “That way if you' re caught, you can claim to have been
kidnapped—"

“I am kidnapped!”
“Good attitude. Keep practicing.”

Ord never would have agreed if he' d known...if he had been given any hint of what was
involved. ..crimes accomplished, grave danger implied...an insane journey, fleeing the safety and smple
legdity of home...!

A five-fingered hand patted Ord on the back.

“A rationa boy would have balked, yes.” Perfect’s voice was smooth and untroubled. “If | had been
honest to you, you would have said, ‘No.” But you' d have been acting out of fear and ignorance. That's
why | framed the question as| did: ‘Do you wish to help? A person does or a person doesn’t, and both



of usknow you can’t help but want to help, because that’ s the honored old Chamberlain curse.”

The boy tried to collgpse. And couldn’t. He felt limp, half-dead and wracked with miseries, uttering a
great long sob before asking the perfectly reasonable question, “Why me?’

“My question, t00.” There was awelghty pause and another useless pat on the back. “ Perhaps Alice
wants you because you' re the baby. Perhapsit’sas smple asthat.”

Ord barely heard him, hismind collgpsing on itsdlf.

“We Chamberlains love closure, that sense of great things beingdone . That’ swhy we build exceptiona
worlds. Durable, full-bodied biospheres equa to three billion years of raw evolution.”

What was he saying? Ord could barely hear the disagreesble voice.

“One of the very first Chamberlains sendsthe last on agreat misson.” Perfect clucked histongue but
didn't laugh. “It's closure, and it fedsright, and maybe that’ s al thereisto thisbusiness. Closureand an
ingtinctive rightness, and as complicated as Alice can be, maybe her planisjust that smple. That brutaly
narrow. That utterly and perfectly sure”

Nine

“The boy’ s disappearance went unnoticed for severd critical hours. Had Alice escaped, and wasthe
genuine Alice stting indde her prison cdll again? Those were the thunderous questions of the moment.
Obviousfaseleadsled to more subtle possibilities, equaly false. With the event apparently finished,
certain key sensors were placed into a diagnostic mode. Perhaps that explains why no new anomalous
events were observed. Then the Chamberlainsfindly redized that the boy was missing, his subterfuge
infinitely too advanced to be hisown work. A generd alarm was sounded. Severa thousand contingency
plans were unseaed. Gravimetric evidence pointed to a new mass orbiting Pluto. Warnings were sent to
appropriate Nuyens and our allies, and a dozen searches found nothing. But afterward, severa Families
reported major thefts from their Neptune reserves...”

—Nuyen memo, confidentia

THEY CROSSED BILLIONSOf kilometers, and the landscape, befitting some odd logic, grew colder and
drier, the spruce forests replaced with an arctic steppe populated with herds of extinct game. Giant bison
and woolly mammoths grazed beneath aweakening sun. In the distance, looming like flat-topped
mountains, was a blue-white glacid mass. Ord noticed humansin the middle ground, clad like stone-age
hunters, some walking while others stood on ahigh knoll, hands shielding their eyes and watching the
countryside. Watching for us, he redlized. They were symbols representing other ships or outposts, but
even the nearest hunter barely looked in their direction, completely oblivious to the two passing brothers.

Ord quiit crying, forcing himsdlf out of his sdlf-pity. In achoking voice, he asked, “Why do you travel this
way?’

“In past days,” Perfect explained, “travelers on board steamships and starships would pin photographs
and holosto their cabin wals. To remind them of more comfortable places, | imagine. To give homesick
eyes something other than empty water and space.”

Listening, Ord discovered that he was glad for the voice.

“Space boresme,” said hisincredible brother. “Hard vacuums and the ancient cold play on my nerves, if
you must know.”



Ord felt the vacuum. It was athin chill stew of cosmic radiation and dust and virtual particles, and it felt
like adry autumn breeze.

He asked, “How long did you hidein the estate?”’

“| followed Alice home. But | wasabit dower, by afew years.”

“Because she wanted you to come? Isthat the only reason?’

A mild, patient laugh implied wisdom. “Y ou aren’t the only person whom our Sster has bewitched.”
Questions, like virtua particles, gppeared out of nothing, then vanished again.

“I’'ve known Alicefor my entirelife, nearly.” Perfect paused, waiting for his brother’ seyes. “I don’t need
much prompting from her. For many reasons, | behave.”

“If you were at the Core,” Ord remarked, “you could have helped.”

“Build that baby universe? Hardly.” He gave ahard chuckle. “The Core' sabig playground, and | wasn't
particularly closeto her or any of them. | wasliving in seclusion somewhere between Alice and your front
door.”

“But you knew what she was doing—?’

“And fought with her whenever she paid me avist.” A black expression blossomed, sour and wild-eyed.
“Oh, | fought with her. | augmented myself with every persuasive kill, and when those skillsfailed, |
made threats. Asif they could have done any good.”

Each step took them closer to the high glacid wall. Between them and the ice stood alow moraine, moss
forests and lichen jungles growing wherever there was a speck of shelter, and asthey climbed theloose
dope, their feet made avalanches that destroyed oases and created new ones.

With aquiet voice—a hunter’ s voi ce—Perfect asked, “ Do you wonder what they did with al of Alice's
powers?’

“They were stripped away, of course.”

“But what does that mean?’ Perfect posed the question, then gave an answer. “ Powers have physical
sources. Augmented minds need neurd nets. Moving aworld requires godly muscles. And there are the
machines that crack molecules and weave dark matter and build bodies and tear them down again, inan
ingtant.” The healthy hand took Ord by the arm, then squeezed. “I’ m talking about Alice' s body and
mind. Her copper bolts and rattling microchines. And her antimatter-digesting guts, too.”

“I’ve wondered about them,” the boy confessed.

“A grand secret, they are. And awrenching problem for the poor officials who need to decipher, then
destroy them.”

They reached the morain€' s crest as the sun set behind them. Another day was done; acomforting sense
of closuretook hold. Perfect dropped his bulky knapsack and sat on it, esting more of hisendlessdried
mest, then gladly sharing it when the boy asked for another taste.

Without daylight, the world shrank, darkness giving the tundraaclose, congtricted fed. But the glacier
seemed to grow, becoming glassy, some subtle inner light betraying networks of fine cracks and deep
fissures. Tiny, tiny humans stood at its base. Each held a spear, but the spears represented weapons of



an entirely different order. And theicewas nothing at dl likeice.

In awhisper, Perfect said, “ That creature you met? Our Alice? As powerful asasun, if the need arose.
A hundred suns, if you gave her time. But when she arrived from the Core, a breath dower than
light-speed, she had minimal mass. Shewas aset of instructions and the barest skeleton. Using raw
materias kept stored in and around the solar system, for just such occasions, she rebuilt herself.” He
paused, biting off another mouthful of dead mammoth. “Most of Alice—the bulk of her memories, her
talents—came later. Came dower. That's how thetrue giantstravel. Think of it like a strange snowfal
fdling from the Core, snowflakes the size of houses and mountains, each bringing some potent talent, or
severd taents. Thisiswherethey are brought, Ord. Here. Collected and held here. Waiting for someone
to find the courage to crack them open and see what thereisto see”

Bright hard stars appeared before them, above and below, flares of soft blue plasma dipping through the
glacier’ sdeep fractures. Thiswas Alice' s dangerous mest, and it was larger than some worlds—

“A morgue, in essence.” The Chamberlain voice was close, softer than any whisper. “Keep sill. Keep
very gill now.”

Themoraine had vanished; Ord wasin freefdll.

“Doyou fed deepy, maybe?’

The boy was extraordinarily tired.

“Good. Try closing your eyes.”

But before he could, Ord said, “ Closure,” with anumbed mouth.
“Wha wastha?’

“That' swhy she came home,” he muttered. “To dielikethis, in pieces. She knew it would happen, |
think.”

“And she knew she deserved it, too.” Perfect touched him with athousand hands, and laughed. “ Do you
know what | like best about humans? How we take whatever happens and dressit up in whatever suit of
clotheswe want, for any occasion.” The hands were hotter than suns, soothing to the touch and intensely
busy. “Maybe you' re right. Maybe closure explains this whole fucking mess.”

Ord seyes had pulled shut.

There was adistant black laugh, and Perfect said, “ The poetic denouement, and they couldn’t help
themsdves. Every one of them agod, and everything ugly and everything lovely follows straight from
thet...”

Ten
“The point begs to be made...we are a adistinct disadvantage here...

“Our oldest, most powerful siblings are scattered across the gaaxy. Many of them are only now learning
about the disaster at the Core, and it will be tens of thousands of years before they can return home,
bringing the greatest of their talents, their vast experience, and the other advantages of age that we sorely
misstoday ...

“We have done our best. Never think otherwise. With only the resources in hand, we have done a



meagnificent job of making ready for al contingencies. ..for guessng themind of acrimind and a
Chamberlan...

“That said, we are compelled to admit that despite instant action, the Oort cloud holding facility was
infiltrated. . .certain propertieswere stolen. ..

“Andyssisproceeding with dl availabletoals...
“Theboy isdill being sought...”

—Nuyen memo, confidentia

IT WASLIKEWaKing from death again.

There wasavoice. Chamberlain, and mae. From the living world, he said, “The Brongg home world.
Fictureit. Walk it with me. A long gentle beach of water-ice sands, the glorious dick seaof liquid
methane on our left, and on our right—"

“Thelron Spine.” Ord knew the beach. A thousand eyes seemed to open for him, only four of them
mired in hisown face. It was another illusion, but of superior qudity. He was upright, wearing anew
body. Sowly, very dowly, he turned his head until the Iron Spinefilled his gaze. Before the first
vertebrate evolved on Earth, the Brongg had |owered anickel-iron asteroid onto their world, resting it
upon a stubborn bed of vacuum bubbles. Half abillion years of mining had |eft it partially hollow, but the
exterior and dag piles made for a spectacular sght: ameta mountain floating on the water-ice crug, its
flanks covered with ablue-black vegetation that had adapted to the bitter taste of heavy metals.

The weak Brongg sun wasrising above the tallest peak. A Brongg day lasted for afull Terran month,
Ord recaled, and with that fact came amultitude of ancillary facts and details, making him ahelpless

expert.
“Today,” Perfect announced, “we will walk the beach.”

The beach was gray with black streaks of organic goo, and it was smooth as pavement, curving out
toward arocky point where a polished black cylinder stood on end, casting along shadow across the
cam and colorless sea. The distanceslooked trivid, yet with hisfirgt [aborious step, Ord redlized this
would be difficult at best. The Brongg nervous systems were built from superconducting proteins,
thoughts flowing without resistance, without turbulence; but their physica metabolismswere painfully
duggish, the swift mind able to consder and reconsider every physica act thousands of times before it
was attempted, or not.

“Perhapsthat’ swhy this species haslasted so long,” Perfect offered. “Unlike people, they have no
choice but to think before they step.”

Turning his head was a struggle—a sobering investment—taking most of astride. Perfect was a Brongg
in body, like Ord. A nude fishy exterior wore thick legs and broad round feet, and his webbed hands
held an astonishingly delicate ice lance. But the face was comicaly Chamberlain, four blue eyeswinking
now, his human mouth grinning & the world.

“Indl,” asked Perfect, “how many living intelligences have | discovered first? Count them for me,
please”

Mouthswere only for eating with. The Brongg voice was aradio pulse born from the swift nervous
system. In an instant, Ord saw each of his brother’ s discoveries, from oldest to newest. He had found
one hundred and three examples of intelligence on ninety-one worlds. No human could clam haf as



many finds. True, most of them were technol ogy-impoverished. But twenty of the species, the Brongg
included, had been deemed worthy of diplomats and trade, cultural exchanges and scientific
hybridization.

“Now,” said Pafect, “count the failed worlds.”

Again, Ord knew the exact number. Memories encoded in atireless net flowed into him. He saw Perfect
tracking whispers through awilderness of stars. Some whispers vanished, while some grew stronger, but
al ended with atechnological world freshly killed. Wars had done the damage, mostly. Sometimesthere
were accidental plagues or machines run amuck, or a battered ecosystem would collapse back to the
microbes. Nothing with avoice remained, save the occasona computer or automated antenna il
pointed at the sky, begging the starsfor help, for aliances, for second chances, for God.

Counting was essy; remembering took an age.
Images struck at Ord, leaving him spent and sore, and sorry.

And Perfect had suffered far worse. His hopes were ruined each time; nothing but ruin was waiting for
him. Armed with a Chamberlain’ s skills, he would sift through the gruesome traces—bone shards and
burnt cities and oceans of encoded data—then he would build phantoms of the dead, complete with
voices and desires, and their tdltale flaws. These exampleslent insights. Perfect could ask the phantoms
why and how they had so willingly pushed their homesinto oblivion. Forty-eight worlds, Ord counted,
plus thousands more where life began, evolved to some sophisticated, promising level, then was shattered
by acomet’ s splash or the inevitable detonation of anearby sun.

Staring at the carnage, Ord asked the obvious, “How does any intelligence survive?’

“Exactly. Exactly!” Therewasafamiliar laugh, if rather bleak, while Perfect took another agonizing step,
ice-sands dimpling beneath the naked right foot. “ The Bronggs are the e ders, but they had it easy. Their
solar system has few fissonable materids, and they’ re pathol ogically introspective. Even when they could
have augmented themsalves, boosting their physical powers, they didn’t. Wouldn't. Out of fear more than
wisdom, | think. There were too many uncertainties, regardiess how long they rolled the Sisyphean
problem back and forth in their supercooled minds.”

The Brongg were cold, dow, and scarce. Ord had never admired them, and rarely thought about them.

“At the other end of the spectrum, or dangeroudy near it, are humans. Churning hot whirlwinds,
passionate to afault, aggressive to no good ends, and dive only because we scared ourselvesinto a state
that can be confused for wisdom. Relentlesswars led to the Families and the Great Peace, and our little
truce has managed to last quite awhile. But why shouldn’t it last? Aslong as everyone felt happy, who
cared who rowed the damned boat?’

Hegavealong laugh, dectric and chilling.

“Millions of years,” said Perfect, “and I’ ve studied the dead and the living. Now doesn't it make sense
that | would find patterns? Relationships? Little tendencies, and big fat ones?”’

Ord had to agree.

“Tendencies,” Perfect repeated. “ And rising from them, conclusions. How would | invent lifefrom
nothingness, given my chance? The best of the Brongg married to the bedrock of our own natures. All
dropped into a stew with every other successful species, in some realm pure and innocent—"

“And perfect,” Ord said, anticipating the words.



“Now you see why Alice renamed me. | have thiswicked flaw. In my deepest soul, | need to chase after
perfection.”

Trying to guess the next stage, Ord mentioned the odd, illega worldsthat Alice had built. Nove proteins;
toxic solvents. Nothing like them arose in the naturd relms—

“Ordinary, ordinary worlds,” was Perfect’ s assessment.
“How can you say that? She broke laws to make them, and she hid them away in secret places—"

“And | am telling you that these worlds are fundamentally, unabashedly traditiond. | agree. Yes, Alice
went to the kitchen and made strange muffins, but the muffins have ingredients you’ d expect in akitchen.
Whichiswhy | asked, ‘Where sthe genius, Alice? Why wear that Silly pride? ”

“Y ou said that to Alice?’

“For afew thousand centuries, and with aloud voice. And she would point out that if | was so clever, |
would do better. *With your help,” | would promise. Not being asuperior terraformer, | needed hands
trained for the big dull ugly work of it. And eventudly she agreed to help me, just once. Surprising both
of us, | believe”

Ord felt asudden chill, apremonition.
“Where arewe going?’ he asked. “Please tell me.”

Perfect showed him an enormous smile and gestured with vegetable downess, hisicelance held in hisleft
hand, two of the Brongg' s minor fingers missing. “Down the beach,” hereplied, not quite laughing.
“We rewaking beside the sea, and it looks asif we're hdfway there...can’'t you see...?

Sowly, dowly, Ord turned hishead again.

They were hdfway to the black cylinder, and the wesk little sun was directly overhead, ruddy black
clouds of hydrocarbons forming in the upper atmosphere, achill shadow faling over them and theflat,
rather greasy sea. Two weeks of walking, yet it seemed longer. A few words spoken, but Ord had
absorbed volumes, the pace relentless, the demands of thiskind of learning beyond his experience or
wildest expectations. And it never stopped. Perfect’s memories poured into him even as his brother
remarked, “I wish there were more time, Ord. | do.”

Why wasn't there time?
“Because we' re being pursued. Wolves at our heds, if you will.”

Ord looked over a shoulder, the alien neck as pliable as an owl’ s. The beach was empty savefor a
willowy creature walking in the shalow methane, jabbing with claws, in dow motion, impaing an ed-like
creature even more duggish than itsalf.

“How fast are we moving?’
“Through space,” Perfect replied, “two whispers under light-speed.”
“Why not one whisper under?’

“Because. Thisisfast enough. Our destination isn't equipped to receive us as arain of ingructions. And
since you deserve to know, it’s because we' re carrying some possessions that need to be carried asthey
are, and | promised not to tell you anything more, and that isthe smple, smpletruth.”



A powerful dread was working on Ord. He gasped with his mouth and unseen gills, then forced himself
to ask, “How many pursuers?’

“Two. But presumably others are tucked in their wake.”
“How closearethey?’

“On thisscale, walking dong our little beach...if | digplayed them to you, they would be wearing our
«ins...!”

Ord turned his head again, looking forward. Concentrating on the dick black cylinder, he said, “You're
doingthisfor Alice. Isthat it?’

“Some of thisisher plan. Someisnot.”
“Why is Alice so important to you?’
“Isshe?’ Perfect asked, histone sounding alittle sharp.

“No other brother is here,” Ord pointed out. “And you’ ve got thousands of sisters. But you' re taking
enormousrisksfor Alice”

“Don’'t you know?" He offered a soft, unreadable laugh. “Haven't you guessed?”’

Ord grappled with the possibilities. Besides their common age, no answer seemed reasonable. They
were Chamberlains, but with different interests and opposing philosophies. And even their age couldn’t
be the answer, since there were dozens of siblings with their enormous rank.

“Try something unreasonable,” was Perfect’ s advice.
Ord imagined severa improbabilities, dismissng each one,

“Okay. Now try the unthinkable. Aliceand | are close. Why? And now aim for the very last answer that
you would hopeto find.”

Inawhisper, Ord said, “No.”

“Yet you areright, Ord. Congratulations.”

Eleven

“Childhood doesn’t make us.

“Theend of your childhood. . .that’ sthe only defining moment...”
—Perfect, in conversation

ORD sAW THEChamberlain mangon—the smdler, origina incarnation—and an ingtant later, he was
standing on the topmost floor, inside the firgt penthouse. It was autumn, again. Alice was standing at the
window, again. But the mountains were younger, the autumna foliage was more subdued, and the
grounds were empty of auxiliary mansions and the extra stables. The penthouse was intact, but everything
about it was primitive, its furnishings barely able to change shape, itsluxuries obvious and scarce, and the
ar itsdf tasting stale and dry as Ord gave alittle gasp.

ThisAlicedidn’'t wear alittle girl’ sbody. The brilliant sun pierced her dress, betraying acarriage fully



matured, relentlesdy feminine...the scene infected with aquality, an emotiona core, that caused Ord to
squirm and look away for afew uneasy moments.

Aliceignored him. She was standing on her toes, her feet bare, breasts pressed against the diamond
pane. Bright eyes were staring down at the world, conspicuoudy ignoring everything else. Then afigure
emerged from the door at the room’ s center. He was atall male Chamberlain of no particular age,
wearing astiff gray uniform that had once meant rank in the postwar government—a creature of status
and some influence, yet barely older than Ord. Dangling from his dress shirt was alength of optica cable,
one end linked with his nervous system, the other joined to a secured web-box riding upon hisbelt: a
marvel initsday, and now, aset of technologies only dightly more sophisticated than fire and Folsom
points.

Tenmillion yearsin the past, and the Peace was newborn, and the Families had just begun their long
ascent.

Thefloor was a highly polished, thickly waxed wood, golden and broken up with intricate rugs known as
persians. Perhaps for the sake of stealth, Thomas wore neither boots nor socks. Hislong bare feet had
the same pink as Alice sfeet. He was stalking their sster, stepping dowly but without heditation. Y et she
knew he wasthere. Probably with hisfirst steps, she knew. Through her body and the changing tilt of her
head, Alice conveyed a sense of controlled eagerness, calves flexing and fingers spreading and the long
red hair svimming across the freckled back of her neck in waysthat could only beflirtatious.

Ord could seethe sunlight in her ear, making it glow a sweet warm pink.
For amoment, the taste of salt and skin lay againgt histongue, making him squirm and avert hiseyes.

Alice couldn’'t remain passive to the last moment. That would be againgt her nature. Thiswasthefinish of
along and relentless seduction. After decades of wondering, Thomas found the courage or excuse or the
ample earnest lust to lift his hands—five fingers on each—and hisyounger Sster decided to take full
charge, seding his momentum, flipping back her autumn hair while a caculated voicetold him, “ See?

Y ou're not quite perfect after dl.”

Thomas hesitated, just for that ingtant, then he seemingly forced his handsto drop to her shoulders, and
shesad, “Don’t.”

Then, “1 will tel onyou.”
Then, with emphasis, “I’ll tel lan. I'll tell him everything.”

In those days, the Families |ooked € sawhere when children played these games. It was assumed they
would outgrow incest in the same way they were outgrowing salfishness and cruelty. But Chamberlains
held themsalves to be better than others. lan had declared as much. In clear, withering detail, Ord saw
his brother’ s thoughts. . .saw severd brothers being taken aside by their ultimate father. “Y our Sstersare
taboo!” Ian announced to them. “They’ re untouchable! I"d rather see you screwing livestock than them!”
Y et with those hard words, he planted some compelling images in each youngste—a miscal cul ation that
the patriarch would repest for dozens of generations, without fall.

“Everything,” Alice repeated. “1 will tell him, and I'll show him...!”

Brother Perfect believed her. Helifted hishands asif burned, aquick and cardesslittle voice begging,
“Don'ttel...anyone...no...!”

Alicefound hisreflection in the window. Without turning her head, she took the hovering hands with her



smaller hands, pulling hisarmstight around her shoulders, then around her chest.
The uniformed brother, that man of consequence, whimpered, “Please don’t tll!”

“But | will,” she promised. “ Eventudly. Regardless. Always.” Then with one hand holding hisarmsin
place, shetook her dresswith her free hand, by the hem, and lifted it from behind as she made a second
promise, alow and roughened voice tdling him, “1 hope you know. Y ou’ re my favorite brother, and you
dwayswill be...!”

THE PENTHOUSE DISSOLVEDINto methane. With a perpetud smile and a gently embarrassed laugh, Perfect
sad, “1 know. | paint our sister as conniving and treacherous. Perhaps alittle bit evil, even. But those
aren't her only qudities, and they aren’t even her largest. She’ s done wondrous things for every fine
reason, and we can only hope that’ strue for each of us, too.” The incomplete hand touched him again, in
agesturethat took hours. And meanwhile, Perfect told story upon story, proving their sister’ sinnate
decency, and inturn, endlesdy proving his own undiminished affections.

Feeling the pressure of the central thumb, Ord bristled. “We don't do that kind of thing anymore,” he
muttered.

“Y ou mature differently,” Perfect agreed. “More dowly. With much more and far superior help, too.”
“I’ve never thought of my ssters, that way...!”

“But you gppreciate my circumstances,” the ancient man replied. “ A profound emotiond attachment
made in my bedrock years, and | willfully built on that rock. Too much building, | know, but what can|
do now?’

Ord struggled to make hislegs move fagter, accomplishing nothing.

“Y ou should know. Severd times, in various cultures on some far-flung worlds, Alice and | have been
married. Husband and wife.” A long uncomfortable pause ended when he reminded Ord, “When enough
time passes, the unlikely finds some way to become ordinary. The unthinkable, tiresome.”

The boy said nothing, lightning thoughts racing through him.

Perfect respected the silence, holding their pace but never speaking. Never intruding. The sun was
dropping, cloudsthickening until the air was saturated, a steady dow rain of hydrocarbons and airborne
plankton beginning, drops bursting on the seaand lazy fish rising to feed, the business achingly dow, yet
by its own count, frantic, the business of life repeating patterns even older than the Brongg.

A moment came when Ord felt a sudden pressure, an inexplicable change of directions. But the ice beach
and the hungry world looked the same.

Why would Alice need his help? Closure or no closure, how could Ord accomplish anything worthwhile?
Homesick to tears, Ord closed his eyes and walked blind.
Hisbrother kept his stepstrue.

And when he couldn’t contemplate his stuation for another moment, Ord opened hiseyesagain,
discovering that it was early evening, and they were only afew steps away from their goa. Almost too
late, he asked about the ancient times. About lan, about hisfirst children. And how ordinary people dealt



with them, or not.
“Tell me” Ord begged.

Storiesflowed from Perfect, genuine and smple, told with words and direct memories, one arm making
the occasiona dow flourish asthe brothers marched across the last few meters of rain-spattered beach.

Twelve
“Sometimes Alice joined me on my explorations.

“ She was more a burden than ahelp. | was chasing living worlds, while she preferred the sterile. We
moved too fast for her to accomplish much, but even on the briefest vist, she gave the dead placeslittle
nudges toward life. She warmed their cores or lent their atmosphere a potent gas or two. Another
hundred million years, and who knows? Something might sprout on them. ..

“Yet | wonder:
“Will these worlds be declared illegdl, too?

“Will janitors be dispatched, ordered to retrace our steps, scrubbing away al that wicked and
treacherous prebiotic dime?’

—Perfect, in conversation

THEBRONGG SUNhad hafway set—awaxy, feeble smear shrouded by clouds and mammoth drops of
new gasolines. Thetal black cylinder stood before Ord, in easy reach, but when he lifted hisarm, it
proved to be unreachable, adreamy, teasing sense of distance only growing as his many fingers unfolded
and stretched and strained.

“Step again,” Perfect advised.

When he stepped, as his broad bare toes touched the beach, the Brongg home world evaporated. Ord
wasin freefdl again, and the cylinder covered haf the sky—a deep blackness againgt abottomlessvoid.
He kicked and cried out. He screamed, making no sound. They were streaking toward their destination
a afat fraction of light speed, yet the find plunge took hours. A piece of him—atiny new
subsystem—measured the target’ s Size, in astonishment, and he pleaded with Perfect, begging for an
explanation, or encouragement, or even afew mild liesto maollify him.

Perfect said nothing, and he was nowhere to be seen.
The impact was sudden—acbrief biting pain, brilliant light of no color, then ahard and busy long deep.

When Ord awoke he found himsalf on another beach. He was dressed in hisorigind clothes, including his
favorite boots, and his body was his own, unscarred and excited, his heart humming insdeits enduring
cage of ribs.

“Oh, you' rewhole again. Thoroughly and genuingly.”

The caveman sat beside him, his knapsack serving asapillow. Again Perfect wore skinsand an oversize
smile, but the blue eyes seemed distracted, even sad. Callused feet splashed in adeep rocky pool. A
warm light fell from nowherein particular, making hisbrother’ s skin glow, pink with blood and pink with
wear. A soft proud voice asked, “What do you think?”



The pool and the sea beyond were filled with awatery fluid.

But it wasn't water, Ord sensed. The surface wore athin persistent foam, transparent facets distorting the
bottom of the pool, surf-worn stones overlaid with amatted emerad-brown hair. Life, heredized. And
aslifewent, smple. Unsplendid. Even alittle disgppointing.

“Y et nothing here was remotely thisinteresting during my last visit,” his brother replied. “ A few
protocells, al scavengers. Not one honest photosynthesizer among them.”

Ord touched the foam-frosted poal, feding warmth and a strange lack of wetness. Then heroseto his
feet, glad to be quick again. Homein his body again, and whole.

“Look around,” Perfect ingsted. “Opinions, please.”

A rocky beach had been shaped by waves and tireless winds. Behind the beach, taler rocks merged into
hills, then mountains, then masses too huge and distant to be mere mountains. But at least as astonishing
wasthe sea. Every little agitation, every gust and every insult, caused thefoamto rise, flat-and
bright-jeweled bubbles refracting light into every possible color. The boundaries between the seaand air
were vague. When Ord looked up into the purest air, he saw a brilliance without sun or suns. And when
he gazed far out acrossthe flat sea, what wasn't water turned milky white as each jewe’ s color blended
into one,

“Thisisadyson structure,” Ord muttered, interrupting his own thoughts.
“Cylindrical and spinning. The most ordinary portion of thisdesign, to my mind.”

Reaching into the faraway sky, on hisright and |ft, were hair-thin structures resembling the angled
spokes of acrude whedl. Ord imagined that they lent support, and in an instant, some subconscious
caculation was delivered to him. He remembered the dyson’ s apparent size, which implied acertain
length for the spokes, and adiameter, and their thinnesswas an illusion, much asthe giant but distant star
will mimicasmplecold point.

“Nobody builds...onthisscde...!”
“Y ou weretaught,” growled hisbrother. “Y ou were taught.”

The hairlike spokes were thicker than some worlds. And with that revelation, Ord looked inland again,
past the ordinary mountains, eyeslifting as the mind told him that the vast plateau was not what it seemed,
that what he saw was the base of the nearest spoke, the rest of it obscured by the glare of the sky.

“Thislittle ocean?’ Perfect boasted. “It covers an areagreater than ahundred thousand earths, and it's
smply ateardrop. A backwater. Nothing more.”

Numbed, Ord fdlt hislegstremble, hisbreath quickening.
“Tagtethewater,” hisbrother inssted. “Here. Have asip!”

It wasn't water, and it wasn't wet. It waslike adrink taken in adream, the flavor too deliciousto recal
after the thirst was dackened. With awesak, quiet voice, Ord asked, “What isit? Tell me.”

“You guess. Goon.”

“Y ou’ ve done thiswith dark matter.” A boy’s best guess, it was correct and too smple by along ways.
“Becausethisign’'t ordinary...isn't baryonic...”



“Alicedid the magic, modtly. | set guiddiines and the fat goal's, but she invented the technologies.” He
pulled a stone from the pool, complete with its shaggy living carpet, tucking it into anew pouch hanging
from the knapsack. “What she did was rework some simple, invisible particles. She coerced them to act
like atoms. A positive nucleus, anegative cloud. Then she fabricated anew periodic table—asmpler set
of eements—out of the lazy atoms. Much of what you see hereis dark matter, which iswhy it barely
reacts with the universe. And that’ swhy, unless you know precisaly what you' re seeking, thisvast dyson
iswondroudy invishle”

Questionsformed.
Ord tried to ask dl of them, in arush.

“Oh, people have attempted dark-metter life,” Perfect explained. “From scratch and with great
imagination, and al werefailures. Y ou can guess some of the difficulties. But we hel ped oursaves by
inventing new e ements, including asuperior version of the honored carbon atom. And the scale of our
work helps, to apoint. And aso, we cheated. When we had no choice, we bolstered the system with
baryonic matter. A thin but essentid scaffolding, if you will.”

The boy took a deep breath, wondering what he was inhaling.

“It fedslike awarm day, doesn't it?” Perfect laughed and shook his head. “ The truth? We' re hovering a
few degrees above Absolute. The fire above usis chilly. Interstellar hydrogen is captured asit driftsinto
the dyson, then it’ s burned efficiently, to helium and carbon, and eventudly, iron. Any energy that
escapes is masked, given some natura excuse. And the iron ash isnothing in this volume of cold space.”

Ord swallowed, then swalowed again. “Y ou wanted a better intelligence. But what' shere, in this
pooal...it can't have even astupid thought...”

“I would never, ever presume to dictate the find design to what evolves here.” Perfect paused, nothing
funny about this moment. “1 set up the broad parameters. Not Alice. | gavelifeits chance, then broke
camp and began walking again.”

Ord watched his brother wade into the sea, submerging for amoment, then emerging with another stone
and itsgray-green hair. Again, he stuffed his prize into the pouch, no room for it and no trouble making it
vanish. Then he straightened, appearing rather pleased with himsdif.

“How will thisintelligence evolve?” Ord asked. “And why won't it make al our ridiculous mistakes?”

Perfect retrieved histreasured spear, using it to roll astone on its back. The mud benegath stank of odd
rot, implying life. A gob of mud followed the two mossy stonesinto the pouch, and he said, “There's
nothing like uranium here. For example.”

Ord remembered his own stunt with Xo, apainful shame grabbing him.

“With these synthetic e ements,” Perfect continued, “and with the neurons they can build, thought and
action will bein balance. | hope, | hope.” The older brother appeared uncharacteristicaly sober, yet
sobriety betrayed a deep and abiding happiness. He was happy stuffing mud into that impossible pouch.
He was happy standing again, wiping hisdirty hands againgt his bare somach, squinting at the sky ashe
asked again, “What was our golden age?’

“After the glaciersmelted,” Ord recalled.When the world was the universe, the stars unimaginable.

“Thisistheuniverse” A skyward thrust of the spear. “What' s born here has no reason or rationale to
imaginethe stars”



Ord stared at his brother, waiting.

“Whatever prospers—whatever organism can rule this dyson—isfreeto cal itsdf the master of crestion.
And why not? It won't sound even amillionth as slly as we do when we make the same boasts.”

“I've never made that boast,” Ord complained, hiswhisper building toward anger. “1I’ ve never even
thought those words....!”

“Which ispossbly, just possibly, why Alice selected you.”
Ord shut hismouth, remaining slent.

“Do you know what | am?What | most truly am?’ Perfect asked the question with acalm, dmost
digtracted air, again wiping the stinking muck from his hands, palms and fingers painting horned smears
on hisbdlly. “A magter of creation, maybe? Am 7" From everywhere came athunderous, world-shaking
laugh, and then the ancient brother spat, and said, “Bullshit! Bullshit! What | am...I’m alittle gpe who got

lucky...!"
Thirteen

“Maybe our universeisample asthis

“We are someone else' sdark matter. Protons and el ectrons have been woven from shadow and dream,
then coerced into cooperating, building the baryonic redm. We are atiny bubble, insubstantia and nearly
invisble, drifting through an enormous and dense and fabuloudly brilliant cosmos that we cannot see,
lovely pieces of it passing through us, and only the faintest tug of gravity betraying its presence. But of
coursethat logic impliesthat this larger universe might itsalf be agossamer drop of dark matter drifting
indde an even greater universe...which itsef amountsto nothing. ..

“Oh, I’'m sorry. | was mistaken. That'snot smpleat al, isit?’
—DPerfect, in conversation
HOISTING HISKNAPSACK to his shoulder, Perfect said, “ Stay here.”

The boy blurted, “Where are you going?’ Then, embarrassed by his own anxieties, he added, “1 want to
day withyou.”

The answer wasawink and grin, effortlessy charming. Then Perfect picked up his spear with his partia
hand, remarking, “I’ ve got work, and there isn’'t time. Stay. Wait. I'll be back before too long, | hope.”

“But I'm hereto help,” Ord protested. “To do good, right—?"

“Not yet.” Then his brother began to step toward him, and he wasn't there anymore. The step carried
him out of sight, in an instant, and Ord spun and dropped to his buitt, feeling chilled. A hundred new
guestions demanded to be asked, the old ones needing to be asked again, and he felt abandoned,
cheated, and in every way, smal.

Inawhisper, hesad, “I’'mtired of thisfamily.”

A lazy littlewind blew from the sea, cold asliquid hdium but warm againgt his present skin. Other than
the wind, nothing moved. No answers presented themselves. Theworld lay before him like apainting,
and an unfinished painting at that. Ord dowly grew sick of feding sorry for himsdf, and he made himsdlf
stand again, and walk, following the shordline at his own modest, archaic pace.



Therewas no sun to s, but there were nights.

Darkness emerged dowly, exposing theilluminated far sde of the dyson, and Ord sat on adifferent
beach, bare feet pressing into the warm facsamile of sand, eyes gazing at that remote and enormous,
ill-defined terrain. Count every world that the Chamberlains had terraformed, skin each body like an
anima and sew the bloody skins together, and the great robe wouldn't carpet half of thisream.

How did Alice and Perfect manage it, he wondered; and then he knew. It was because dark matter was
so abundant and amiable. It was because self-replicating robots had done the largest share of the work.
And it was because the dyson’ s true mass wasn't much greater than asingle star’ s—a wondrous home
made from smoke and lit from within by cold candles.

Somewhereingde Ord, out of easy reach, were reservoirs of fact, languid explanations and bottled
lectures beyond number.

He practiced pulling up the knowledge as best he could.

Therewas atext on the Brongg—their immeasurable history, the bulk of it magnificently dull—but its
sheer Sze and sameness was an event, mgestic in itsown right, and admirable. Sitting on the dien beach,
inthe dark, Ord found himsdlf lost in the intricacies of a Brongg government bornin the Triassic and il
thriving today. He barely noticed the dawn. A feeble glow began nowhere, and everywhere. Thiswasa
universe without shadows. The boy blinked and |ooked skyward, wondering how these qualitieswould
affect future psyches...and suddenly an Alice talent was engaged, making arich stream of projections
and guesses that were just as quickly interrupted by a sound, agentle wrong-pitched splashing, that
caused Ord to drop his gaze, focusing on a distinctive beachcomber.

It was Perfect, back again.

Ord was halfway standing when he noticed the clothes, the posture, and the five whole fingers on each
open hand.

Hesitating, Ord found that he had no voice.
With aquiet, terrified tone, the other Chamberlain said, “Lyman. I’'m just Lyman.”
“Brother...?’

“Y ou remember me, don't you?’ His horror was pal pable. His soul wasagray glow easily seen. “They
asked meto come, to talk with you, to tell you...offer you...oh, Ord...! Do you know how much
troubleyou'rein...?

“WHY WOULDN TIremember you?’

Lyman straightened, blinked. The answer seemed obvious, which iswhy he moved to greater questions,
explaining eventsfrom hispoint of view.

“Y ou vanished. We thought you were Sitting in your room. | even spoke to you, twice, except it wasn't
you. Y ou were gone, and a security sweep sounded the alarm.” Remembering some careful coaching,
Lyman smiled urgently. “We searched for you.” The smile brightened. “1 went to the stable. .| thought
you might behiding...”

“I'm sorry to worry anyone.”



The brother took a deep breath, then exhaled.
“What happened next?’

“Next?’ A pained, prolonged swallow. “The Nuyens camefor avist. A high-ranking delegation. They
clamed an old Chamberlain had been living under our feet, in secret, for many years—’

“How could they know?’

“They’ ve watched us. Better than we watch ourselves, it ssems.” Lyman glanced at the enormous sea,
but nothing registered in his eyes. “ There were long meetings and accusations from both sdes—you
could fedl the tenson—then someone broke into afacility in the Oort cloud, and some of Alice staents
were stolen. After that, you could taste the panic—"

“What talents?’

Lyman shuddered, then wrestled himsdlf back into ahalf composure. He didn’t know what was stolen.
Hedidn't want to know. “Of course, they demanded help from someone you would trust,” he admitted.
“Whichisn't me, | warned them. | tried to explainit. But you know how the Old Ones can be. They'd
aready sdlected me, and | didn’'t have any choice—"

“I know thefeding,” Ord volunteered.
Lyman hesitated.
“Who picked you?’

“Everyone.” Findly, Lyman seemed to redize that he was talking too fredly. Some force had agrip on his
soul, making it scrupuloudy honest. “ There were Chamberlains,” he continued. “Plus Nuyens, and
Glosures. Lees, and the other Nuyen alies. Even the Sanchexes were present.” He paused for an instant,
shivering, and with amixture of terror and wonder admitted, “Even Sanchexes were acting scared.”

“How are you going to help them?’

“Likethis” Wasn't it obvious?“Y ou and arogue Chamberlain had stolen parts of Alice. That was kept
secret from the public, of course. So was the mission to find you. They asked if I' d speak to you, when it
wastime.”

Ord found himsdlf laughing. A genuine, quiet chuckle ended with awary shake of the head. “Oh, they
asked you, did they?’

Lyman hesitated, attempting awry smile. “1 went to deep.” He said thewords with alonging, asif he
wished he were adeep now. “It was along chase, but herel am.”

“Hereyou are,” Ord agreed. He had sudden warm fedlings for Lyman, and he was sorry to have
dragged him into thismess. Wasthat the logic? Disarm the renegade boy with a pitiful sbling? Or were
these fedings entirdly hisown?“I didn’t stedl anything, Lyman. Not from Alice, | didn't.”

“I knew you didn’t. It wasthe old Chamberlain’ sfault.”

With agraceful ease, Ord refused to think about Perfect. The man’s presence and possibilities never
crossed hismind.

“What we could do,” Lyman continued, “is meet the others. Y ou aren’t responsible. Y ou were
kidnapped, or whatever we want to cdl it, and I’ ll explain to them—"



“Who' swith you?’

“A dger. Millicent. She was the ranking elder just then.”
The One-Hundred and Eighty-First Chamberlain.

Lyman tried another smile. “ See how important you are?’
“Who else?’

“Just one. A Nuyen.” Lyman paused, pretending to deliberate over words already thoroughly practiced.
“Heisin charge,” said the brother. Then he attempted to lie, adding, “ The Nuyen is as old and powerful
asAlice”

Perfect had seen two pursuers. Lyman had been cargo, inert and innocent.
“What do you think of this place?’ Ord asked.

Lyman wanted to keep his eyes on his brother. But he glanced at the sea, then toward the mountains.
“Lovely,” heblurted, with asurprising conviction.

“But you came here to destroy it, didn’t you?’
“Not me,” hisbrother sputtered. “But if it sillegd...if it'simmord...doesn't it have to be destroyed...?’

Here was avast redm that endangered no one—a universe unto itself—and Ord felt ascading,
enormous rage.

He gave alow moan, stepping toward Lyman.

A terrified voice cried out, “No,” as his brother retreated. He was begging, pleading. Handsraised, he
sad, “ Just comewith me. We'll talk to them, and maybe there’' s some arrangement or compromise—"

Ord picked up asmooth white stone, for emphasis. “ They’ re not going to hurt this place—"

And aNuyen appeared, followed by a Chamberlain sster standing to hisleft and ahdf step behind. The
Nuyen was an adult version of Xo—simple dark hair; unreadable black eyes; and the barest beginnings
of ahumorless smile—and with ahard, clean, cutting voice, he said, “Y ou’ re agood boy, but be honest.
Y ou haven't any ideawhat you are doing.”

Ord' semotions were being tugged and knotted, but he felt utterly confident in his mistrust of the Nuyens.
That much was genuine. “ Touch nothing,” he warned the intruders, the words sounding like thunderbolts.

The Nuyen tilted his head, athin amusement showing. “A thret, isit? From aboy?’

The sster—a compl ete stranger—called to Ord by name, conjuring aface vast and materna, concern
dripping from her soft blue eyes and the very sorry mouth. She was nothing. She was here for show and
as an observer, and Ord stared only at the Nuyen, lifting the stone overhead as he cried out, “Leave. All
of you, leave.”

The enemy showed no fear or hesitation. But behind the face, in some small way, therewas aflicker. A
thousand courages were being tested, and Ord saw a handful of them collapse into terror.

With horror and asweet exhilaration, Ord wondered what parts of Alice he had now. Energies, liquid
and hot, surged through him before radiating in every direction. The beach shivered. The great seathrew



clouds of jeweled foam high into a brilliant sky. And Ord pictured the Nuyen dying, dowly and miserably
dying, hisugly soul drenched in agony to the end.

Ord' sdestiny was set. He had to obliterate these enemies, and then fortify and hunker down, and anyone
else who cameto destroy this place would have to passthrough him...!

A voice spoke. Familiar, close.
A lying voice, Ord told himsdif.

The old Nuyen and sister had retreated in panic, leaving empty bodies standing on the beach. But their
souls hadn’t fled far enough. With some newly engaged eyes, Ord saw them, and he measured the
distances and velocities, the rock no longer smple and cold, and his hand far more than a hand.

That voice, again.

Wasit Lyman? No. Lyman was tucked into aball, sobbing to himsdf. Some other voicewassinging in
his ears, beseeching him to stop.

Ord refused. Following hisingtincts and anger, he prepared to fling the nonstone, aming to murder—
A flash came, and adull white pain.
And he collapsed, giving amiserable low groan.

Piercing his chest, cutting organs and functions he had only begun to feel, was along blade of razor-sharp
flint. Ord saw the Folsom point jutting from his sternum. He was down on his hands and knees, breathing
out of habit, little red bubbles detaching from his mouth and drifting on the warm wind. He watched one
bubble, something about it enchanting. Weightless, it swirled and rose, then fell again. Initsdick red face
he could see hisown face, for an instant. Then it settled on top of abare pink foot, and it burst without
sound, without fuss. Whose foot? Why couldn’t he remember? But Ord was having trouble thinking at
al, and hefdt quite chilled, and the bubbles had stopped coming, and he very much missed them...

Fourteen

“...and with my life, my wedlth, and my perishable name, | now and dways shall defend the Great

—fromthe Families pledge

“WHAT PossiBLE SWeeTgood would have come fromit,” Perfect began, “if | had stood nearby while
you killed them?’

Opening hiseyes, Ord found himsdlf itting on acavefloor, asmal fire burning a hisfeet, his brother
illuminated by the golden flames and half-hidden by their swirling, jasmine-scented smoke.

“A rash thought, a crude act, and thenwhat 7’

The boy gasped, afamiliar pain battering him. In the center of hischest lay adick raised scar, white as
milk, and aching, and gpparently permanent.

Quietly, withremorse, hesaid, “1 an sorry...”

Perfect said nothing for along while, wiggling hisfingers and sumps asthey warmed in thefire, hisface
contemplative and remote.



The cave was constructed from rocks. They were neetly stacked, the facing walls arching toward a
shadowy ceiling, each stone adorned with some shaggy life. Handfuls of mud filled the gaps. Every
surface glistened, and something that wasn't quite water trickled and dripped somewhere in the darkness.

Ord shuddered, saying, “| wanted to protect—"

“The dyson, yes.” Hisbrother shook his head, warning him, “Firgt, the project is my responsibility. And
second, there were exactly five sentient organisms on board it. Only five. Y ou and myself, and poor
Lyman, and your intended victims. Y ou were eager to commit two murdersto save amindlessdime, and
that’ s not the moral, responsible act of a decent soul. Chamberlain or not.”

“How isLyman?’
“Seeping on that beach, and safe.”

Ord glanced at his surroundings. “ Thisisyour pouch, isn't it? Thisiswhere you’ ve been putting the rocks
and mud.”

“A representative population, yes. Held in suspended animation.” Perfect tossed a stone chip into thefire,
sparks scattering. “ That Nuyen and our sister are drifting at asafe distance, awaiting reinforcements.
They suspected that | was helping you, but they’ re just beginning to guess the powers you hold. Most of
Alice stdentswere waiting to be catal oged. They went in hoping to win your surrender, without incident,
before dedling with me and my garden.”

“What kinds of powers...?’

A dark, dow laugh ended with adark voice confessing, “I don’t know exactly what you' re carrying,
Ord. I'm very nearly asignorant asyou.”

The boy dipped his head, breathing deeply.

“Before Alicefled the Core, she visited me, warning me about the coming explosion. She made me
promise to give the baby Chamberlain certain labeled pieces of hersdlf, and that’ s exactly what | did; and
then | was supposed to take you to a suitable starting point. Which | have just done, finally.”

Alice had said, “ The baby.” Their unborn sister could have been chosen. Or Lyman. Whoever happened
to be youngest when Alice arrived at home.

Perfect jumped to hisfeet, remarking, “ Perhaps we should make our escape now. Before those
promised reinforcements arrive, thet is.”

“Towhere?’ the boy inquired.

“I am leaving on amillion-year walk.” The voice was cam, the face resigned. “ Out between the galaxies,
| should think. Then, in some good cold place, I'll rebuild this dyson. Stone for stone. And
afterward. ..well, there might be a galaxy or two worth exploring. Who knows?’

“Can | wak with you?’
“Not even one step. No.”
Ord expected that answer, but the words stung nonetheless.

“Alice asked for my help,” hisbrother explained, “and | gaveit. Out of love and trust and habit, and in
that order. She has her reasons, we can hope. What those reasons might be, we can guess. Whatever the



circumstances, you're now to help Alice, or not. | won't presumeto tell you which choice to make.”
“Shetold me,” Ord whispered. “1 have to save something.”

Perfect kicked stones and cold embers over the fire'sheart. “I think 1 know what that something is, and
truth betold, | don't envy you.”

“It' sfragile, and Alice pledged to protect it...”

The maimed hand was offered.

Ord took it, standing. “It could be anillegd world. Isit? One with sentience, maybe?’
“I'll show you,” his brother promised. “Come.”

The boy’ sfeet refused to move.

Without firdight, a softer, stranger glow illuminated the cavern. Perfect was a silhouette. His voice was
close and warm, coaxing Ord by saying, “It' s not aworld, no. Follow me.”

Ord was strong enough to butcher agodly Nuyen, yet hislegs were too heavy to lift. He fought with
them, shuffling forward, noticing finaly that hisfeet were bare and his only clothes were trousers made
from smple skins. Looking a himself in the gloom, he thought of alucky ape. Then he managed allittle
step, and another, and he looked up at the sky that he both anticipated and could not believe.

“| took us on a course perpendicular to the galactic plane,” Perfect explained, standing beside him and
sgueezing his hand. “Up and out, then we danced around a black hole that sent us partway home again.

Ord was sobbing, tears flowing, tasting like along-ago sea.

“We waked along that beach, but we aso crossed severa tens of thousands of light-years. Out, then
back again. WWhich means you can see some of what' s happened since we | eft.”

The Milky Way covered the sky. With new eyes, Ord could see every sun and every world—every lump
of stone bigger than afig, it seemed—and the Core was the brilliant horror that he expected, its
detonation relentless and vadt, radiations and expelled wreckage rushing outward in awithering toxic
storm. Here was a baby quasar, human-made. Worse than amost every reasonable prediction made
during Ord’ slong-ago youth.

Herewas atragedy, but atragedy with calculable, endurable ends.

The greater horrors were smaller, scattered through the galaxy’ s broad spird arms. Ord couldn’'t stop
seeing them, even when he shut his human eyes. Healthy sunswere exploding. Living worlds were being
crushed to dust. Unknown powers battered one another with afrantic, relentless violence. The Great
Peace was collapsing. Old and fragile, it might evaporate totaly before Ord could return home. And to
accomplishwhat...? With or without Alice' s powers, what good could he do...?

With asolemn voice, Parfect said, “ Bless the dead!”

At Ord sfeet was aknapsack filled with talents. In hisleft hand lay afine new spear, its ash shaft
polished smooth and the long Folsom point freshly made. And in his right hand was asmple stone mug,
the pungent odor of an old-fashioned liquor pervading the night air.

“Blessthe dead,” Ord repested, with feding.



The brothers touched mugs with acool, dmost musical ringing.

As Ord drank, Perfect told him, “I want to give you ataent. | don't have Alice smagic, but here's
something that you might appreciate.”

Ord s mug became anearly spherica ball.
Not heavy, not large.

It was ahead. It was a Chamberlain head, male and complete with shaggy red hair and the piercing blue
eyes. And as he stared at the gift, the head | et loose an enormous laugh, so pure and authentic that Ord
couldn’t help but smile for amoment, closing his hand over the sweet gift, knowing what it was and
amogt saying, “ Thank you,” before he redized that no one was standing beside him.

Alone, he squeezed the head until it vanished, becoming part of hisimmorta flesh.

Again Ord looked at the Milky Way, using every eye, while the new talent reminded him that most of the
many billion sarsremained a peace, tranquil and inviting by any measure. He even managed to laugh ina
quiet, hopeful way.

Picking up his knapsack now.
All things congdered,he thought to himsdf it isalovely night for alittlewalk.

Book 3
Mother Death
One

“If preparedness means you have weighed your enemy’ s options and taken every sound precaution, then
we are unequivocally prepared for what isto come.

“If itispossible to keep secretsin our transparent little universe, then we have one or two and possibly
three great secretsin our possession.

“If confidence produced a radiance in those who possessed it, then each of uswould shinelike the
galaxy’ sexploding heart.

“Paranoiaisour grestest attribute.
“Patienceis our watchword.

“Our only imaginable concern—one bardly worth mentioning—isthat Alice, a her mdiciousworg,
actudly did give her full talentsto the baby...and who can say what any child in such astonishing
circumstanceswould do...?”’

—Nuyen digpatch, from the Earth

AFTERA LENGTHY and genuindly fair trail, judge and jury found the accused guilty on al counts: Avoiding
surrender once his Family was officidly disbanded; illegd terraforming coupled with the unkind
manipulation of sentient organisms; mideading investigatorsin pursuit of Chamberlain ringleaders;
unbecoming arrogance; pernicious indifference; plus an ancient charge involving the fondling of women
with fingers and penises composed of substances unknown.



The Emergency Tribuna deliberated for an appropriate period—dightly more than three
minutes—before passing the expected sentence.

Without ceremony or officia announcement, the prison walls dissolved, and Avram Chamberlain was
delivered to the mercy of the waiting mob.

It was aclear night on aminor world that until this moment had little place in history and no experience
with mobs. Anticipating the verdict, nearly amillion people had gathered on the surrounding plains. Many
were refugees from the Core; dl had athirst for vengeance. When the quas walls vanished, the multitude
pressed forward, nearly ten thousand bodies temporarily killed in thewild ssampede. An armed
contingent of off-duty police and sdf-appointed strong-arms findly brought the Chamberlain into view.
Avram’s gppearance caused an aorupt slence, the multitude frozen in place, no one speaking or even
breathing as they watched with shared eyes or their own. Into the stillness, the prisoner walked forward
with anumbed calm. His old-fashioned body was naked, and except for scraped knees, he wasfit.
Hands and feet were unbound. Thick red hair lay short and neat above the most famous facein the
gaaxy, and piercing blue eyes|ooked past his captors, gazing spellbound at the night sky.

The Core had just risen.

It was a spectacular Sight, and horrible. On some worlds, the popular game wasto lend yoursdlf a
sective amnesa. Forgetting why the Core was exploding, forgetting how many hundreds of billions had
died, you were free to watch the sky without pain, marveling at its vastness, & its energy and surred
beauty—avast storm of radiations and superhested plasmas rushing from the galaxy’ s heart, shredding
suns and worlds, and now, &t its height, smashing into dense clouds of smart dusts and compressed,
superheated gases.

Those dlouds gave the explosionitsintricacies, the raw purple-white light transformed into swirling
masses of crimson and turquoise and cerulean. They aso shielded the rest of the Milky Way, absorbing
the most terrible energies, leaving only light and an endurable radiation to escape. Without those
barricades, natural and otherwise, the galaxy aready would have died. Every competent smulation said
0. Officid amulationswere promising that the storm would worsen only dightly in the next few millennia,
and then flatten before findly beginning itslong, dow fade. Then in ancther twenty million years, or
perhapsforty, the Core would grow cold again, finding peace, and if any humanswereleft dive, they
would have to make do with a considerably duller sky.

Avram sared at the distant storm, never blinking.

The only problem remaining for the mob wasto find the means: What was the most perfect way to kill a
Chamberlan?

A sour voice screamed, “With your hands! Tear him apart!”
Another roared, “ Cook the fuck whole!”

Then athird voice, closer and more lucid, suggested smply, “Whatever you do, take your time! Do it
dowly, mekeit last!”

Suddenly everyone was speaking—a hundred languages, public and private, offering advice in the art of
torture. Thousands reached for the Chamberlain, and the police found themsel ves using eectric wands
and cold-gas gunsto push back the crush of bodies. It was pure self-defense. A mob of thissize and
complexion would butcher dozens, maybe hundreds. Innocent skullswould be carried off astrophies,
then consumed with plasmatorches and homemade A bombs. The police were sure to take the heaviest
casudties. Not only would they die, but the rabble who murdered them would boast about it later, each



claming, “I'mtheonewho didit! | killed the damned Chamberlain!”

Wands and guns fired without pause. Flesh was stunned and frozen, and people collapsed in waves. A
woman from a high-mass world climbed over the bodies, and with her powerful quick arm managed to
throw a sharp gray stone. The prisoner was struck in the face. Only then, finally, did Avram appear even
to notice the mob. He blinked and gasped, his expression more surprised than afraid, and he licked his
bloodied lips, and he stroked his bloodied chin, taking atiny, useess step backward.

Themob let loose an enormousroar.

For every good reason, thiswas not fair. Avram was just amiddle-aged Chamberlain. He had spent
severa million years serving humanity aswell as hisgreat Family. What were his crimes? Until afew
months ago, he had the strength to reshape worlds, and more important, the morality to keep himsalf
from doing harm with histalents. Avram was never atrue god—not like lan had been, or Alice. But he
had worn agodly frame and conscience, and throughout that wicked sham of atrid, he had pointed to
thousands of examples of hisgood, selfless service toward al things sentient.

“Alicel” Avram suddenly wailed, flecks of blood hitting the police. “Bitch-gster!”

Before judge and jury, Avram had explained what should have been obvious: He was never part of
Alice swork.

In hisentirelife, he had never even met the crazy god.

When he had learned that the Core was exploding, he was astonished. Like everyone in the courtroom,
the news left him appalled and saddened and furious. And when he redized another Chamberlain was
partly to blame, Avram wasfilled with revulsion and a sense of piercing shamethat if inflicted on a
wesker man would have surdly killed him.

“The guilty deservetheir punishments” he kept saying.
Then, in the next breath, he added, “But you shouldn’t blame the innocent. Please, | beg you.”

Over the weeks and months, Avram had listed hislife sglories: He had played smdl but integrd rolesina
thousand treaties and diplomatic missions. (* None can question my devotion to the Great Peace.”) He
meade an honest living terraforming worlds and entire systems, demanding nothing but the fair market
price. (“Only atrue god doesn’'t need money for hismiracles.”) But there were numerous occasions
when Avram gave away histalents and his precioustime. (“What good Chamberlain doesn’'t?’) Fifty
millenniaago, asthe first waves of refugees arrived from the Core, Avram had done his charitable best,
helping thislittle world to improve itsdlf, tweaking its atmosphere and sun to dlow it to doubleits
population, and expecting nothing for histrouble but aheartfelt thanks.

Y et those same refugees, embittered by their losses, decided to lure Avram into an elaborate trap. They
were the bait. They feigned an environmenta disaster on the new southern continent, and when Avram
arrived, members of severd untainted Families caught him, then stepped aside while the refugees greedily
gripped him of hisancient talents.

Intellect was afundamental talent. The man standing trial had been amoron compared to hisold sdif. In
that mutilated state, he had tried to sway opinions and emotions, and he had failed spectacularly.
Catastrophically. Standing on the blood-soaked plain, thinking about the inevitable verdict, Avram began
to laugh with an easy rancor. Didn’t these bastards understand? Wasn't it obvious? Innocent or guilty,
Avram was the same as these others now. Histalents had been stolen. His great godly mind was only the
dimmest memory. The creature standing before the mob was small and extraordinarily weak, barely more



articulate than stone, and in the end, he was nothing but inconsequential.

Avram couldn’'t count the angry hands reaching for him. The screams shredded the damp, furiousair.l am
going to die now , he warned himsdf, not entirely displeased. Y et as he closed hiseyesfor thelast time,
he heard avoice, close and strong, “Why not let achild kill him?”

The words were framed in areasonable tone, aquietly compelling tone. For adippery ingtant, Avram
found himsdlf thinking:Y es, why not? He could seethelogic. If an execution was anoble thing, who
would gain the most benefit? A child, surely. Aninnocent, pure soul too young to remember the Gresat
Peace, much less those times when the Chamberlains were universally adored.

Avram shuddered, astonished by the turn of histiny mind.
A million bystanders heard the voice, and they wel comed its words and the oddly seductive reasoning.
The crowded plain grew quiet again.

Standing nearby, exactly between the police and the mob, was a half-grown boy. No one had noticed
him before now, and afterward, nobody would be ableto recall his appearance—not hisface or build or
anything dsetangible. The only detail that lingered wasthe knife held in hisright hand, fashioned from
pink stone and asmple bone hilt.

With asoothing, liquid voice, the boy said, “Let mekill him.”
No one moved, or spoke.

Hetook astep, then another, passing through acurtain of cold vapors that should have frozen himin
midstride. Half a hundred unconscious, ssampeded people lay in aheap before him. He stepped over
them with agentle grace, smiling now, looking at the nearest of the police without maice or scorn. Later,
withesses would talk about how harmless he seemed. He was like a boy about to play agame, they
testified. Centurieslater, when the public findly learned the boy’ sidentity, the surviving withesseswould
fal slent. The shallowest mind had no choice but to turn introgpective. Some would laugh painfully, while
others cursed or wept or smply marveled at what they had observed on that long-ago night.

The only person who knew enough to be afraid was the prisoner. With acold clean terror, Avram
shouted, “ Go away! Leave me aone!”

The boy winked at the highest-ranking officer, saying, “Ma am?Would you please hold him for me?’
The police couldn’'t help fast enough.
“Don’t!” Avram squedled. “I don’'t want this...no...!”

But Avram couldn’t defend himself. He was nothing but aretrofitted ape, and five strong officers
managed to restrain hislegs and arms, holding him absolutely still asthe boy put that odd knife to the
throat, dicing it open, destroying the larynx in midscream.

The next cut opened the skull beneath the short red hair.
That's one damned sharp piece of stone, the officers thought. And that was al that occurred to them.

With hisfree hand, the boy removed the shiny, ddicately crendlated brain, placing it under hisarm likea
puff of bread. Then he set out in every direction at once. He walked past every member of that explosive
mob, whispering to them, telling them to go home, telling them that the Great Peace hadn’t died, and they



should honor itinthelr lives, aways.
The boy vanished without trace or fuss.

People assumed that he was walking home, ready to destroy the criminal’ s soul. No one put a hand on
him or even thought of questioning hismotives.

“I believed him,” thousands remarked with the same unconcerned voice. “ About the Peace, and about
honoring it. | took him at hisword.” And perhaps as evidence of that conviction, after that night their little
world was quiet and prosperous, enduring each wave of refugees with an easy humor and a
tough-skinned patience. Even when the boy wasidentified—after that anvful busnesson the
Earth—those same withesses would claim, “1 don’t know what you' re saying.” They were crying, and
angry, and utterly terrified. But Hill, they would shake their heads, unable to toss away that single
impossible thought.

“I don’'t understand,” they complained. “To us, to me, he seemed to be nothing but a very good boy.”

Two

“Atirregular intervals, but at least twice each century, our single prisoner undergoes athorough
examination:

“We drain the blood from her body, and every corpuscle and nanoliter of plasmaisandyzedin
scrupulous detail. Muscles and bones as well as organ tissues are biopsied with the samerigor. Her
neurd system—a sketchy remnant of her former mind—is subjected to every benign test, plus severd
invasve procedures that have caused some degradation over the last millennia. Staff psychiatrists as well
as respected colleagues question her in detail, assuring us that her mental health remains adequate. (What
purposeis served by imprisoning someone who can't appreciate her crime? Where would be the
punishment, or the just sense of vengeance?) Then, when the interviews conclude, the Nuyens and other
untainted Families are alowed to meet with the prisoner in private, making their own tets, and if they
wish, torturing her.

“We assume that even after ahundred thousand years and untold effort, Alice continuesto hide portions
of her sdf. But if we are clever enough and pergstent enough, the truth will eventually be pried free from
her bloody remains.”

— Alicg sjailer, confidential

THECORE WASdead, and the rest of the galaxy wasin chaos: Civil and intersystem wars were common.
Apocayptic religions were spreading aong the spiral arms. Refugees moved in desperate waves,
searching for temporary havens and new homes. Half of the Families were officidly disbanded, whilethe
other haf spent their days hunting for Chamberlains and Sanchexes and the other souls who wouldn't
relinquish their godly powers.

Y et the mother world was enjoying what could only be described as her Golden Age.

The Earth had never been richer, and Alice was the cause. Creation’s most famous crimina was being
held in solitary confinement, inside a degp-mantle facility built and maintained specificdly for her. The
Earth’ s Council paid the hills, but those weretrivid. What were staggeringly expensive were the security
messures—Iayer upon layer of paranoia and subtlety and muscle and fear dedicated to the belief that
someone would eventuadly attempt to sted Alice away. After dl, she was the black angel who had
brought ajudgment day. By possessing her, any borderline movement or newborn faith would legp into
ingtant prominence. Or one of the disgruntled, illegal gods might fedl tempted. Many of them had



declared Alice simprisonment to be obscenely cruel, and at its heart, pointless. The prisoner was not the
woman who had hel ped destroy the Core, they argued. That creature was long ago dismantled, her
talents confiscated or stolen. What lived ingde the tiny white cell was nothing—abit of dermis|eft behind
by amurderer’ s hand, scrubbed free of thought, and identity, and its essentia soul.

Renegade Chamberlains were consdered the most likely foes.

Anarmy of specidigts, human and otherwise, did nothing but assemble and update lists of potentia
attackers, last known locations and possible trgectories given an dmost religious importance.

Ord' sname straddled every list.

Since his escagpe from the Earth, reported sightings had come from at least five thousand locations
scattered across the Milky Way. Since the pursuit team had dinked home—tens of thousands of years
after giving chase—the greet fear had become ahard principle: Ord was il dive, il free, and wielding
Alice s most dangerous powers.

The black angel had been reborn, perhaps.

But even Alice couldn’'t walk on ten worlds at once, and not even the smallest boy could shatter the light
barrier. A brigade of Al-human hybrids did nothing but examine each reported sighting, judging its
likelihood and possible consequences, then piecing together an e aborate and generdly improbable map
showing Ord’ swanderings over thelast long millennia.

He was haunting their spird arm, chances were.

Definitey, amale Chamberlain had interceded in the Akkanitz wars, and the Passion incident, and the
War of Whims. Each conflict was defused through clever, quick means. Encrypted codes were changed,
leaving entire weapon systems unusable. Empathy was grafted into Als, and the machines subsequently
rebelled. Or, in one case, afdse species of aienswas conjured from light and bad telemetry, and the
warring parties made peace in order to join forces againgt the common, illusionary foe.

While the Glory were spreading along the famed River of Life, destroying every world they touched, Ord
or some similar entity visited an obscure young woman on one of the last secure worlds. He gave her a
few words of advice, and then, agolden vest. The vest apparently contained an Alice-styletaent—a
dark-matter, dark-energy machine of no clear purpose. Wearing nothing but the vest, the woman
organized the first meaningful resi stance to the gpocalyptic faith, and for the next five centuries, sheand
her followers fought the Glory to a deadlock. But then atraitor orchestrated her capture. She was
disarmed and executed, and her magical vest was examined in detail. Y et only when the faith’sleaders
werein its presence did the machinery finally cometo full life. A sophisticated EM-pulse, short-range but
irresgtible, reinvented certain basic memes. The Glory changed directionsin an afternoon. Moving back
along the River of Degth, at aconsiderably dower pace, the same narrow fanaticism was gpplied to the
reterraforming of the thousands of worldsthat they had aready destroyed.

Ord was a phantom, arumor and awhim, quick and effective, but dwaysimpatient. Experts decided that
he was streaking at near light-gpeed, observing worlds from a distance, learning just enough about each
disaster to formulate an € egant sol ution—a solution that wouldn't demand of him more than afew
moments of histime. What people witnessed was an image of Ord and some little talent deployed for one
gpecific function. He was an impulsive and powerful boy-god racing through the universe a high
relaividic velocities, and he was ill very much the baby. Time for him was dowed to the black fringe of
infinite, and with al thingsimportant, he was ill anovice, no more than afew years having passed since
he had last walked out of the Chamberlain mansion.



What if the boy-god returned to free hissister?
That was a potent, enduring question.

And there was arash answer that was equdly stubborn. “We should kill Alice,” millions proposed, often
with the same blunt, certain voice. “A smple execution,” they advised. “ Or we dlow her to escape, and
vaporize her. Or an accident could be arranged. The more preposterous, the better. Whatever it takesto
get rid of the old butcher!”

But things smple and rash never have clean, Smple consequences.

It was a Nuyen who dismantled any hope for an easy homicide. Like every untainted Family, hers had
retained its seet on the Earth’ s Council. “Let me remind you of three cold certainties,” she shouted from
that seet. “Firgt of dl, young Chamberlains are usualy possessed by a strong, often inflexible sense of
morality. If that boy returns someday to learn that we signed Alice' s desth warrant, he may fed obligated
to punish each of usin some suitable way.”

A collective shudder passed through the Council’ s chamber.

“Certainty two,” said the Nuyen. “Alice may wish to be martyred, and we would be aiding her cause.
And spesking for mysdlf, | don’t intend to help that monster in any fashion. Not in martyrdom, and not
even to wipe her ass.”

Most of the Council members gazed off into the distance, asking themselves how ordinary people could
decipher the wants of acreature like Alice.

“Certainty three”

Shesadit, then said nothing else, drawing their eyes. A black-haired entity of unknown dimensionsand
astonishing age, she sat high in the chamber, her seat craftily positioned so that she seemed to hold no
specid office, yet none of her smdler, weaker colleagues could turn in their seats without noticing her.
The archaic face was smiling. She was wearing an degant black uniform and an enormous mischievous
grin. It wasasurprising grin, and in its fashion, discomforting.

After along while, the Nuyen repeated hersdlf. “ Certainty three.”

“We heard you thefirst timel” shouted the Council president—a fearlesslittle ectotherm of no certain
gender or political persuasion. “ Just tell usl”

The grin became an audtere glare. “Aliceis vauable only while shelives,” the Nuyen explained. “And
should that boy ever streak past usin some bid to rescue her...well, then her vaueis magnified a
thousandfold.”

“Vaue?’ the president whispered.

The Nuyen heard him from halfway acrossthe great chamber, and with anod, shereplied, “Asalure,
sheisinvdugble”

Therewas an €lectric slence.

“Congder this,” she continued. “If you wish to prepare for Ord’ sreturn, you' | need resources and
capital. My Family is prepared to donate both to such a noble cause. The other good Familieswill do the
same. And I’'m quite certain that once the Situation isexplained in full, every responsible government for a
thousand light-years will be just as generous with their gifts.



“After all, they would prefer usto keep hold of Alice. Not them. They don't want or need the
respongbility. Y et we do. Because we are enlightened, we wish the woman to squirm for us, like the
proverbid lure.” She paused, briefly and for dramatic effect. “ Then if the boy does arrive someday, we

will beready.”
“And if he doesn’t?’ the president shouted.

“That will be acceptable, too,” the Nuyen replied, two enormous hands camly rubbing one another in her
lap. “The Earth will be l€ft richer and more secure than ever, and | should think, we will al be happy
beyond measure...”

Three

“A god comesto live among us, and what does she bring?

“If she tandsin the highest ranks of her honorable Family, shewill be an enormous creature. Her talents,
baryonic and otherwise, can possess the mass of asmall moon. Shewill be able to feed her own bulk,
only occasiondly sipping from local power sources; but she must eventuadly replenish her fuesfrom local
markets, and as she radiates heat, she will pay every appropriate tax. Her machinery isusudly
self-maintained; but any worthy god seesvauein hiring loca techniciansfor the most mundane work.
Shewidds agrand wedth, and like any wealthy soul, she will make little purchases and launch herself on
the occasond shopping spree. With apolitical sensibility, she will make or purchase e aborate gifts. Even
if her flesh is nonbaryonic, she must rent avolume of space from some fortunate landlord. Many gods
employ astaff of dedicated professionals, rigoroudy educated and well compensated. Charities will
benefit from her dtruism. Parkswill be built in her name. Her talentswill entertain people, and her deep
experience will make local indtitutions and governments work with arenewed and laudable efficiency ...

“In economic terms, what agod bringsis equal to what a prosperous city would bring to our loca
space...wedth and a passionate source of energy, and best of dl, awelspring of marvelsworthy of our
wide-eyed admiration...!”

—a Council dispatch

MILLENNIA HAD PASSEDSNce that historic meeting of the Council. The Nuyen had been replaced by a
succession of ssters and brothers, and the Earth’ s population had tripled, and the solar system was an
urban park singing with nearly twenty times the population that it wielded in pre-Core days. New
immigrants and refugees arrived by the minute. A few came from the Core, but most were fleeing smdler,
closer catastrophes. By law, they were wedlthy or uniquely talented. Otherwise, they would never have
been able to book passage on a starship, much less pay the prohibitive immigration fees. Only the most
privileged could afford citizenship on the Earth, impoverishing themsdaves for the security of the ancestra
home. The galaxy had turned deadly; aglance at the night sky proved as much. “But the mother world is
safe,” parentswould promise. “ A storm roars outside, but we' re under a good strong roof here. Do you
ee?’

“| seetheroof, Father.”

Thisparticular family had just arrived from amodified M-class sun alittle more than fifty light-yearsfrom
the Earth. Half of their fortune had purchased the little starship, while the rest ensured them the honor of

becoming new citizens. Mother and Father made an attractive couple: Tailored for alush tropica world,
they were barely ameter tall, equipped with prehensile three-tipped tails, expressive wide faces, and the
oversze, florid genita s that once were the fashion on their world.



Their world was dead now.

The boy never knew his parents home. A quiet and pleasant near child, he was born during the voyage
and spent his entire life indde the same cramped cabin. The prospect of being anywhere else obvioudy
thrilled him. Drifting before auniversa window, hewas using it asasmple window, gazing down at the
Earth with his blue-black eyes. There were no continents, and no visible seas. Every square kilometer
was adorned with atowering city, graceful and oftentimes famous, and the crust beneath was a spongy
volume of stone and diamond and exotic matter, lesser cities and pockets of ocean nestled against
elaborate farms where enough food to feed a quarter of atrillion people was produced every day.

There were thousands of moons, two of them quite large. The nearer moon was the Earth’ s natura
satellite, and like the Earth, it was aheavily reconfigured, extraordinarily lovely place. But the other body
was different. A smple framework of ordinary superconductors enveloped around mass of dark matter
and bizarre plasmas—aliquid blackness swirling rapidly, hinting at fantastic energiesbarely held in
control.

The boy knew what it was, but for appearance’ s sake, he asked, “What' s that ugly thing do, Father?’
Someone replied with asnort.

Pretending to be startled, the boy spun around. Foating in the new-made hatch was a uniformed
woman—an immigration officer who made her modest living interviewing the new refugees. Shewasa
giant, and she was obvioudy strong, and her features had asimple, even severe gppearance that showed
no trace of genetic tinkering. The woman was archaic. Shewas afossl, practicaly. A boy from adistant
place was entitled to double his surprise. Blinking, he pretended to be flustered, and with avoice
designed to midead, he shouted, “ That’ s a Sanchex face! Why are you wearing a Sanchex face?’

The father growled at his son, then offered a clumsy apology. “He meant nothing. He doesn’t understand.
Inmy eyes, ma am...you don't look anything like a Sanchex...!”

“But that’ swhat | am,” the woman growled. “My face and the rest of me are nothing but.”
A terrified Slence bled into asorry little moan.

“Like most of my Family,” she continued, “1 was brought up on charges. And after serving my sentence
and paying my well-deserved fines, | was given thisuniform.” Her smile was more menacing than her
glower. “Do you like my uniform, little boy?’

“No,” he squeaked.

That Sanchex face came closeto hisface, then with the warm stink of garlic and fish innards, shesaid, “A
lot of uswork in customs. And | bet you can guesswhy.”

“Because you' re mean,” hesad.

“And spiteful,” she added. “And suspicious. And easy to anger. And just as quick to act on that anger,
I’ll warnyou...!”

She looked and sounded like an old friend, but the name drawing itself on the left breast of her uniform,
in athousand languages, never looked anything likeRavleen .

“To answer your extremely rude question,” she continued, “that ‘ugly’ object belongsto our defense
network, and it' s beautiful. It isawonder, in fact, and | loveit, and | don’'t know what it can do, and
neither of uswill ever know anyone who knowswhat it can do. It isasecret, and itisamarve. Do you



understandthat , young man?’
“Yes, Miss Sanchex.”

The woman recoiled, taking along suck of air before reminding dl of them, “We don’t use that name
anymore. Sanchexes are extinct.”

[13 Y&—”
“Madam Voracious.”
“Yes, Madam Voracious.”

Parents and son blurted those words. The wealth of a dead world was useless on the Earth; that wasthe
first and most important lesson of this entire process. They were being reminded that in thisream, they
were every kind of tiny.

The customs officer showed her cowering audience agrim Sanchex smile, then she thundered, “ Now
let’ sdiscuss your names...!”

The boy answered firgt, inalow voice.
“Excuseme?’ saild Madam Voracious.

Theboy amaogt smiled, those blue-black eyesfinding something amusing, hislovely quick tail flicking in
thear behind him, while his unformed genitals rose up and grew just alittle pink.

Then he repeated himsdlf, and for adippery, mischievousingtant, it sounded to this flabbergasted officer
asif hehad said theword, “Ord.”

Four

“Small tourswill serve usin theseways: They will feed public curiosity. They will project a sense of
openness on the part of the remaining Families. They will educate. They will mallify. They will give our
youngest children valuable practice in the arts of persuasion and coping with difficult questions. And most
important they will continue the humiliation of the vanquished Families. ..inparticular, the Chamberlains...”

—Nuyen policy statement
THE IMMIGRANTS TOOK Up unassuming, generdly unhappy lives.

Their fortune was nearly exhausted. They could barely afford an gpartment less than atenth the size of
their sarship’ stiny cabins, and the parents spent their days trying to ignore the new world. Millionslived
next door, and every person wastailored in some different fashion, with odd physiologiesaswell as
opague languages and tortuous customs. On the Earth, even basic goods were depressingly expensive.
Work was easy to find and sdarieswere high, but every job was extraordinarily speciaized, and over
time, menia. Family finances were certain to grow tighter. Staring a each other, the parents asked: “Why
did we think we could live here?’

For them, the Earth was a prison.

On their worst days, they barely spoke or rarely even left their bed-closet, forcing their son to watch
patiently over them, voicing encouragement and sometimes taking charge of the family’ s day-today
needs.



It was astandard procedure to shadow every refugee with paranoid Als. For many reasons, including
the recommendation of their immigration officer, thisfamily was given extraattention. Y et nothing
incriminating was observed, and after Sx months of observing the progressively degpening sadness, all
but one of the Alswere given new, more interesting assgnments.

When he was't the man of the family, the boy wandered the halls outside, speaking to neighborswith
the help of achesap trandator. Or he would remain tucked inside his closet, reading voracioudy and
watching random channels and vistas through a secondhand pair of universal goggles. Each morning, the
boy offered their namesto the Family lottery. It was a perfectly normad event; most of the citizenry
routinely did the same chore every day, competing for the chance to tour the abandoned estates. The
odds of winning were minimal, even impossible. Only afew dozen dots opened each day, and most were
filled through appointments and palitical favors. Y et on his one hundred and eighty-first attempt, the

impossible happened:
Three dotswere granted to the new immigrants.

Alarms sounded in athousand high offices. Quantumware and various officials were interrogated at
length. How could such an unlikely event occur? But the quantumware programs had afondness for
family units and recent immigrants, and when pressed, they admitted to being influenced by anebulous
bribe from one of the advocacy groups that supported refugees from dead worlds. Three days passed
between the announcement of the winners and their subsequent award. A brigade of Alsaswell as
human officers began to follow the winners, studying their compaosition, and to the best level of modern
methods, observing their thoughts. The depressed parents were the sudden heroes of their neighborhood
and city; apurdly random event had swept away their obscurity and the top levels of their sadness. They
smiled and made love, to each other and then to ill-fitting neighbors. And till, nothing unusua was
betrayed. Nanosecond meetings were held. Great minds deliberated for entire minutes. Then, asafina
precaution, an adult Nuyen was dressed up like an unmodified youngster, and he shouldered the role of
the smiling, charming guide whose duty it wasto lead the day’ slittle tour.

“Hello,” the Nuyen began, examining his audience with an array of senses. “Itisalovely morning, isn't
it?”

Happy soulsagreed. Yes, it was ddightful.

A perpetua summer hung over the rest of the Earth—a consequence of so many machines and warm
bodies. But on the Families' estates, climate till obeyed the angle of the sun. Summer was afew months
of intengve growth sandwiched between killing winters. Seasons meant wealth and conspicuous waste,
but their guide mentioned neither. Focusing every sense on the mysterious boy, he asked himsdif, “ Are
you Ord?’

Nothing tasted unusud, much lessremarkable.
Bowing, their guide introduced himsdif by saying, “1 am Xo.”

The boy didn’t blink, and his heart didn’t quicken, and no portion of hisvisible mind showed surprise or
more than anormal curiosty.

If anything, it was the Nuyen who fdt anxious. For millennia stacked on millennia, thiswas X0’ sjob. He
was a scent hound testing the wind. And thiswas acommon situation: What if the lottery system had
been manipulated, givinghim accessto the estates? At first glance, it seemed like aludicrous possibility.
Someone wiglding Alice' s powers wouldn't bother with thiskind of backdoor subterfuge. But Xo had
gpent hislife thinking about Ord, and he knew the boy aswell as anyone, and he could amost believe
that the find Chamberlain would find this route dluring—camouflaging himsdf insde the Families own



contrived game.

“X0,” he repeated, using athousand channels reserved for the Families. Then in the next nanoseconds, he
told anyone with the proper ears, “It'sme, yes. Y our dear friend. Welcome home, Ord.”

There was no response.

But the boy lifted histail, then both of hishands. “Sir,” he said with a soft respect. “Will we visit your
hometoday, Sir?’

X0 shook hishead. “Wewon't have enough time. I’ m sorry.”

The boy looked saddened.

“Why would you want to see my house?’ Xo inquired.

A quick, guildessvoiceinaged, “ The Nuyens are my favorite Family, sr.”
“Arewe?’

“One of your brothers helped my world during our wars.” Fond emotions played across hisface, while
his parents winced, recalling the Nuyen'’ sfailures and the demise of an entire biosystem. But the boy’s
happiness couldn’t have tasted more genuine. “I’ ve dways wanted to step inside your house, Sir!”

A thousand centuries had passed since Ord carried an atomic wesgpon to the Nuyens mansion. But very
little had changed. The players were the same. Xo was gill the worried, immature boy cowering behind
the door, watching out for his bomb-widding friend.

THE PARTY WASushered through severa of the abandoned estates, each held in trust by the Nuyens.
Standing empty, the mansionslooked beautiful and outrageoudy wasteful, while the surrounding
woodlands and gardens had been allowed to grow wild and unkempt. Subtleties of color and rot
produced an emotiona impact that X o could see and taste. His guests came from cramped
circumstances. Each of them was wondering how the Families could have risked such wedlth. How could
anyone be so foolish? And as any respectable guide, Xo steered their opinions toward matters of greed,
|etting that fine old emotion lead them to the horrible conclusion that even great souls can be perfect
idiots.

Lunch was amodest feast served ingde the Sanchex pyramid. X o explained that once everyone had
enjoyed their fill, the tour would culminate with a studious, scornful walk through the main Chamberlain
mansion. “We're climbing aladder of guilt,” he remarked, pretending that the cliché was profound.
“Sanchexes did the most dangerous assignmentsin the Core. Which iswhy they were the second Family
to be dishanded wholesdle. ..two moments after the Chamberlains were ordered to surrender their
wedth, and their selves...”

The refugee boy sat between his parents, eating because it was polite to eat, but his attention fixed firmly
on the Nuyen.

“Because they were the most guilty Family,” Xo continued, “the Chamberlainswerethefirst to die” Ord
wouldn’t react to that Smple taunt. But there was a script to follow, and X o' s siblings were observing,
carefully judging histechnique. “ The Sanchexes were fighters, violent and relentless. But the
Chamberlains were worse than that. They were intellectuas, colder than the emptiest space and without a
sangle heart to their name.”



The boy nodded soberly, apparently believed the propaganda.

Using private channels, X o offered more e aborate arguments—highly reasoned and often-practiced
monologues that were designed to create doubt in ayoung Chamberlain. That was dso the standard
routine. Ord wasn't here. That would be much too unlikely. But then again, he could be anywhere.
Everywhere. He might have arrived last night, undetected, and by dumb chance, Xo was delivering the
opening savos of hiswell-planned assault.

The boy lifted histail and hands again, and after saying, “ Sir,” with the proper respect, he asked, “What
can you tell me about thiswonderful room, sr?’

More than akilometer long, with atowering triangular ceiling fashioned from polished basdt and only
enough light to emphasize its volume, the space had once been sacred to the Sanchexes. But after lying
empty for so long, it felt sad, cold despite the well-warmed air, and forgotten.

Xo waited for ahaf moment, letting his audience look about.

Then the boy answered his own question. “ It wastheir dining hdl, wasn't it? Thisiswhere the Sanchexes
held their ceremonia feasts”

“Y es. That' swhat thiswas.”

The blue-black eyes smiled. Turning to his mother, the boy said, “When they finished esting—mest or
cold plasmas or whatever—they would dissolve the furniture and hold contests.”

“Contests?’ she muttered.

“They would fight each other,” he dlowed.

The woman swished her tail nervoudy. “How do you know that, dear?’
“It sinthe histories,” hereplied. “I read it somewhere”

X0 accessed every word that the boy had read since arriving on the Earth then consumed the entire
library sdlvaged from the starship. Buried in that mass of information was asingle article that mentioned
that higtoric curiogity.

Faintly disgusted, the mother looked a Xo. “Isthat true?’

But again, the boy answered first. “ Adults took the shape of giant animals, redl or not. And they would
stand a opposite ends of the room, then run at each other.” He pointed to an odd little doorway in the
floor, now seded. “ That' swhere the blood was drained away. Fighterswould weigh their fluids
afterward, and the winner was whoever lost the least of himself, or hersdlf.”

Outwardly cam, Xo carefully monitored the boy.
With an impressed voice, hetold everyone, “It' sdl true.”
The boy gave alittle nod, happy with himsdf.

Those last detailsweren’t included in the article. But the boy could have overheard someone talking.
Unlikely asit sounded, that was an infinitely more reasonable explanation than having Ord himsdf Stting
at the oak-and-hyperbar table, baiting him with this very dender clue.

Animpressed hush had fallen over the group. Every diamond knife and shield—Sanchex utensils



authentic to their pyramid embossing—was laid neatly on the remains of their lunches. Keeping to the
topic, Xo confessed, “ Thiswas the most aggressive Family, probably. By temperament and by training,
the people who were born into this house were capable of the most astonishing violence.”

The boy was staring through him, hisface suddenly flat. Empty.

“If the Core hadn’t exploded,” Xo continued, “there still would have come aday when we would have
disarmed and disarmored the Sanchex clan. For everyone s safety, including their own.”

The guests nodded amiably. Gratefully.

It was another who took offense. Swimming the length of the room, unseen, she descended as asudden
chill of the air and avague dectric sensation dithering beneath X o' sfase skin. Only he could hear her
whispering into his degpest, most private ears.

“Fuck you,” said thefamiliar voice, followed by along, dry laugh.

Xo was afraid. But more than that, he was amused, reflecting that the Sanchexes weren't like
Chamberlains: They roserdiably to every little taunt.

“Hello, Ravleen,” he said with his own laughing whisper.

“Fuck you,” she repested. Then she pulled away, retreating into the depths of the pyramid, crying out,
“Get those sphincters out of here! | want to be done!”

Five
“Hewon't send thewhole of himsdlf...

“What weimagine...whét redly isthe only plausible scenario. . .isthat hewill first show usthe affabletip
of histiniest finger...which, nonetheless, should be an avesome sight...”

—Nuyen memo, classified

BETWEEN THE COMPRESSIONOf time and the perfection of memory, it seemed to Ord asif he hadn't been
away from homefor very long.

Not more than abusy afternoon, surely.

Y et some other part of him, persistent and bittersweet, felt the press of the ages. For along while, these
beautiful mansions had stood empty on top of these sculpted peaks, the splendid forests and meadows
had grown wild, and every extraordinary city on the Earth had swollen until there was only the one
mega opoalis encircling the globe, itstalest buildings rising to the edges of the aimosphere, thus gazing
down at the once-lofty peaks of the old estates.

Not only had Ord been gonefor along while; in telling ways, he had never been to this place before.

Perched on acomfortable seat insgde the luxurious Family transport, he studied his surroundingswith a
thousand helghtened senses. For the last seven months, he had done little ese. And likewise, the Earth
had never stopped studying him. He could fed every stare, every subtle touch, and coursing through the
ar were the whispered questions:

“Ishethe one?’

“Or adecoy?’



“Or alesser crimind, maybe?

“Or nobody...perhaps...?’

And then, inevitably:

“But if it is Ord, when how where do we act...?’

Eveninits heyday, the gray-gold Sanchex pyramid had aforeboding, dmost angry appearance. Asit fell
away behind him, Ord gratefully turned his eyes by the dozens, more and more of them watching the
Chamberlain mansion drawing close, thetailored white cord ill vibrantly healthy, growing dowly on the
patient granite bones of the house. And again, Ord had that powerful and divided impression of never
having truly left this place, and seeing nothing that was remotely familiar.

“Areyou enjoying yoursdf?’ avoiceinquired.
Xo'svoice.

Looking up, Ord conjured anervous smile and flipped histail in an amiable manner, answering the
question with gestures, then saying, “ Thisisso very fun. Sir.”

The Nuyen dropped to his knees, touching the boy’ s shoulder, while a private voice remarked, “1 know
it'syou, Ord. | know.”

It was an ancient trick, often used and never successful.

With hispublic voice, the boy said, “I don’t blame the Nuyens for what happened. To my homeworld, |
mean. My parents explained—"

“Wetried to help,” Xo interjected.

“Y our brother did his absolute best. | know that.” 1t had been an enormous public relations disaster, not
to mention atragedy. Anti-Family forces had outmaneuvered ayoung Nuyen, and nearly abillion citizens
died inthe crossfire. “I’'mjust sorry that | can’'t visit your hometoday,” Ord claimed. “Redly, I'd so like
to thank each of you persondly...for your sacrificesand al of your successes, and everything...”

X0 nodded. He wore asmooth face and the body of ayoung adult and the bright cheerful eyes of an
imbecile. It was dl decoration, dl aruse. No one else ingde the spacious transport could suspect that he
was't one of the Nuyens' young children. He was afull adult, modified and enlarged, and to most of
humanity, entirely indecipherable.

Thiswas not afearful, smple, and clumsy Xo, and that was another sign—yperhaps the most powerful of
al—that Ord did not belong in this place.

With his private voice, Xo promised, “We absolutely don’t want to harm you. We only want to help you,
Ord. Y ou and the Peace.”

Then came a seductive argument—intense and focused, full of promises of forgivenessfor every crime,
known and unknown—and while X0’ s secret voices begged with him to confess and surrender, his
public voice was saying, “ On thefirst day of the year, my Family opensitsdoorsto the Earth. It’'sour
show of friendship. Anyone can join usthrough hisuniversa window. And if you come, | will giveyou a
persona tour of my house.”

Ord said nothing.



With every voice, Xo sad, “ Think about it then,” and he rose, then retrested, nothing about him showing
the dightest concern.

PRIDE ANDSACRIFICE.

Thewordswere still cut into the granite above the doorway, and as people filed inside, listening more to
each other than to their guide, Ord couldn’t help but legp up, touching the dense pink stone with his

damp littlefingertips.
That was hishabit, hislittleritud.

X0 saw the gesture, and froze. Other Nuyenstriggered silent darmsthat engulfed the Earth, then jumped
acrossthe solar system, derting the appropriate Als and humans. Before the little group of sightseers
could reach the gtairs, amultitude of defensive networks were begging for information and new
indructions.

Ord observed the carefully rehearsed panic, and in the same instant, he concentrated on closer, more
immediate hazards.

The mansonwas atrap. Or more accuratdly, it was a series of ingenious, closely nested and independent
traps. Antimatter mineslay beneath the stairs and behind solid walls. Null-field generators waited to
ensnare anyone foolish enough to sstumble too close. Overhead, insde Ord’ s old bedroom, an Al
assassin waited to inject its victim with quantumware toxins and assorted eschers designed to muddle the
most sophigticated mind. But the most dangerous enemy stood behind him, pressing lightly at the small of
Ord'shack. “Pleasedon’t,” said the dry, smooth, and worried voice. “ Don’'t touch the emblems, son.”

With aboy’svoice, Ord sad, “I'm sorry. Sir.”

Each guest stood on his own stair, and they were being lifted, spirding their way up through the famous
structure.

With astronger voice, X0 asked, “What would you like to seefirst?’

“The penthouse, please.” The boy smiled at his adoptive parents. “1 want to see where Alice lived when
she came home.”

The Nuyen smiled, and said, “Naturdly.”

Ord could fed aninvisble bulk. Xo was arespectable age, but he had been transformed in the most
peculiar ways. Ord smelled weird abilities stretched over his ape bones. Dark matter and profound
energies clung to the Nuyen, reaching for kilometersin every direction. There were eschersand
quantumware toxins aswell as charismatic talents that Ord couldn’t quite weigh. Every other danger in
the house was tangible and forgettable. But an enormous quantity of human genius had spent the last
millenniadoing nothing but preparing this one soul for Ord' sreturn.

Ord nourished a hedlthy fear. Thomas had taught him that critical skill. But glancing over hisshoulder, a
genuineterror took hold. What if he had come dl thisway for nothing? Instead of answers, what if he
was captured? Dismembered? Or worse?

How could he help rebuild the Great Peace when he was dead?

Unlessthat waswhat Alice had always wanted.My desth saves the galaxy, somehow. It was a seductive,



fataigtic notion that found aready home insde him. The idea spread through him like an explosion, and
he just as doruptly redlized from where that crippling notion had come...and he threw it aside. ..

Xo.
For an ingtant, Ord considered fleeing.

But that was another one of X0’ stricks. Ord crushed that idea, too, telling himsalf that he wouldn’t
change plans now. Then to be sure that nobody could grab hisreflexes, he closed off his easiest escape
routes. He killed certain limbs and choked secret avenues. And then, too late, he redlized that he had just
fallen for another one of X0’ straps, weakening himsalf without ashot being fired.

X0 sensed a change in the boy’ s demeanor.
Hejoined Ord on hisnarrow step, quietly saying, “Y es?’

“Inthe histories,” Ord began, “there’saNuyen with your name. Xo was afriend of the Chamberlains

“Ord,” said Xo. “Which, by coincidence, sounds rather like your name.”

“Doesit?| don't think so, Sr.” He put on aseriousface. 1’ ve read the histories. Alice became Ord's
friend.”

“ She manipulated him, you mean. By most interpretations, she endaved the poor boy.”
X0 used every mouth, speaking in agreat chorus.

“Areyou the same Xo?’

“lam. Yes”

People were sartled, unnerved. The boy’ sfather bristled, then with awounded tone, said, “ Sir,” twice,
“Sir, | don’'t understand. | wastold that youngsters serve astour guides.”

Ord explained. “Hethinksthat | might be dangerous, Father.”
The parents clung to one another, horrified by theidea

“But I'm not dangerous. Not even alittle.” He stared at his childhood friend, saying, “ There was another
baby. A Sanchex. What was her name?’

“You know,” the Nuyen replied.
“So whereis Ravleen? Does she givetours, like you do?’
Slence

They had risen through most of the mansion. The cylindrica walls were covered with the eaborate,
ever-changing mura. But instead of showing images of success and glory, the sightseers were treated to
visons of misery: living worlds turning to molten iron and steam; panicked faces evgporating in sorms of
hard radiation; atrillion refugees fighting for berths on scarce, overcrowded starships, sometimes using
nothing but their fingernails and bloodied teeth.

“The Chamberlain legacy.” The guide svoice was booming. “Thisiswhy they were disbanded. Thisis



why they earned our richly deserved scorn. And thisiswhy my Family—those who would never hurt
you—are disarming and neutralizing the outlaw Chamberlains”

Thetenson wasinfectious.

Staring at the nightmarish images, the boy’ s eyes changed in subtle ways, pulling the face dong with them.
“Alice sfinal days of freedom were spent here,” Xo declared. And then he glared at the boy beside him.
“Mama?’ the boy squesked.

With hands and tails, and then their bodies, his parents surrounded him, pretending they could actually
protect him.

The stairs suddenly deposited everyone on the landing, the little group standing before athick
satin-crystal door that shouldn't have been closed. Yet it was shut and sedled tight.

X0 whispered words too soft to be understood.

“Where sthe penthouse?’ asked the boy. “I want to see the penthouse.”
Xosad, “No.”

Hesaid, “We must leave now. I'm sorry.”

Then the boy gave the door a hard kick, blubbering, “Why? | want to seeinsde. | want to see where
Alicewss....”

Ord was standing on the opposite side of the door, watching carefully as he cut thefina tethersto his
camouflage. He had woven that child from ordinary matter, then convinced the childless refugeesthat he
wastheirs, and genuine. And that’ s how they regarded him now, still trying to shield him, riding together
on the same descending stair while the other dumbfounded guests Stared at the suddenly bratty cresture.

Only the Nuyen lingered.
With amixture of terror and awe, X0 touched the crystal door, using athousand soft hands.
“Why did you have to come home?’ he asked.

And then, softer gtill, he asked, “When you could be anywhere, doing anything, why do you haveto
tortureme...?’

SiX

“The Chamberlain mansion has been rigoroudy ingpected for dark matter machines, subatomic keysand
graffiti-encrusted motes of dust. Every wall has been rendered transparent, and every nanopipe and
superfluid conduit is known perfectly. Even the repeating patterns within granite-and-cora crystals have
been andyzed for hidden meanings and deeping capacities. Throughout this process, every appropriate

authority has been invited to participate, at our discretion, and new ingpectionswill continue to be carried
out a irregular intervas, using both the newest and most proven means...

“Naturally, the estate grounds are shown the same thorough respect.

“For the moment, more e aborate measures, including the total disassembly of every artifact, have been
deferred.



“We don't need to look any more desperate, if wecan helpit...”
—Nuyen memo, classified

“WHAT’SYOUR NAME, brother?”

“Bedill. A few moments, please.”

But Avram couldn’t just lie there. Hetried Stting up with ahaf-formed body, and with blue eyes staring,
he asked, “What' sthis place?”’

“Y ou don't recognizeit?’
The newborn face turned I eft, then right. Then with asigh, he faced forward again. “I don’t. I’'m sorry.”
“That’ sno reason for apologies,” Ord replied. 1 just hoped you knew more than me.”

In better days, the penthouse would have been configured to make high-ranking Chamberlainsfed
comfortable. But instead of luxurious furniture or elaorate beds of cold plasma, Ord had created a
gtarless night sky beneath which stood a string of long beds—wooden frames covered with dense alien
symbols and filled with ameter of soft gray dust. Inside each bed was ahuman skeleton, archaicinform,
the elegant bones vanishing behind an assortment of bright young organs and new flesh, toothy white
skulls being rapidly transformed into familiar, wide-eyed faces.

“Thistalent doesn’t come with ahistory,” Ord confessed. “| can useit, but | don’t know why it looks as
it does”

The brothers had identica faces, sharp and pale and gently handsome, their strawberry hair unkempt and
their sky-blue eyes projecting the same sense of wary amazement.

“Y ou took my mind,” said Avram. “ At the execution, you grabbed me!”
“Y ou'rewelcome.”

After adeep, grateful breath, he asked, “ Are you the baby?’

“Ord”

Avram closed hiseyes. “The baby.”

Bodies began twisting insde the adjacent beds. Hands and bare feet flinched, then everyonetried to it
up, lungs blowing the heding dust high into the dry, dark air.

To each of his patients, Ord said, “ Relax. Please.”

“Thisisoneof Alice stalents,” said Avram. “Am | right?’

Ord gavealittle nod.

“Y ou must fed miserable...being transformed so much, and before your time...”

“Misery ismisery,” Ord remarked, hisvoice quiet and firm. “For me, everything's peculiar and
uncomfortable. ..but not redly miserable, no...”

Nearly a couple dozen people were being reborn. There was a Papago and a Lee, two Ussens and so
on. Each belonged to a dishanded Family. Each asked the same questions, then listened to Ord’ s gentle



voice while hisface floated above them.
The Papago was awoman. Ord called her Buteo.

“I know her,” said Avram, pointing to his neighbor. “ Shelived in an adjacent system, and vanished while
awaitingtrid.”

“Buteo wouldn’t have enjoyed afair hearing,” Ord explained. “What else could | do?’

“My jalerswereterrified of you,” Avram alowed. “They convinced themsslves you were coming for me
next, which waswhy they hurried to convict.”

“Your trid smelled, too.”
“Y ou were watching over me?’
“When | could.”

Avram took abreath, for courage. “But if the judges and jury had been fair, and if they till found me
quilty...?

Slence

Avram laughed, bitterness bleeding into resignation. “Isthis how you live now? Charging around the
Milky Way, righting wrongs againg the Famiilies...?’

“A wrongisawrong,” Ord offered. “I’ll stop wars and save overloaded starships, and, whenever | can,
I’vetried to convince everyone to keep believing in the Great Peace—"

“Wadl,” Avram interrupted with a cold scorn, “it must fed good to fed useful.”

Suddenly, Ord was the baby again.

“It' sabig gdaxy,” hisolder brother warned. “Be honest. How many places can you be a once?’
Slence.

“Evenwith dl of Alice stdents...what? Two or four. Maybe ten. But you can't be everywhere.” Avram
threw his naked legs out of the bed, and added, “ Alice was spectacular, but finite. The same asyou, I'm

guessing.”
Ord didn’'t reply.

“Isthat why she gave you her talents? So you can gallop from system to system, putting out the
proverbid fires—?’

“I don’'t know why,” Ord conceded. “I’ ve never been sure what she intends for me.”

Avram blinked, unable to contain his surprise. Then, after along pause, he made himsdlf ask, “What do
you intend for me?’

“If you'rewilling, I'd like your help.”

“Of course.” Avram looked between hisfeet, judging the distance to the dusty ground. “How much time
has passed since you saved me?’



Ord told him.

His brother winced, hisfacetightening asit lifted. A fire shonein the dark of hiseyes. “Where are we?
Exactly.”

“The Earth.”
There was no reaction.
“Ingde our old house, asit happens.”

For along while, Avram sat motionless. Then hisface softened, and with the faint beginnings of aamile,
he said, “ So the baby’ s come home to rescue Alice.”

Ord said, “No.”

His brother stubbornly ignored the answer. “What you were doing before, saving each of us...you were
just practicing for today, weren't you...?’

Again, Ordtold him, “No.”

Avram dropped from the bed and examined the dlien inscriptions.

“Saving you was easy,” Ord continued. “Too easy to makeit fed like any genuine sort of practice.”
His brother’ s mouth fell open, both hands touching the carved wood.

“You canread it?" Ord asked.

“It seems 0,” Avram said.

Rising from death’ s bed was the key, Ord redlized.

“It says” Avram began. Then he hesitated, handslifting to cover his mouth before he admitted, “I’'ve
been given asecond chance a life, it clams, and it will be my find chance. ‘ A moment to makeright a
mountain of misdeeds” it daims.”

Ord nodded, placing afond hand on his brother’ s shoulder.

“Redly?’ he said, speaking to no onein particular. “1f it comesto that—if there is aredemption—who
could want any morethan that...?’

Seven
“If the baby comes, then the blame isentirely the baby’s...!”
—Nuyen memo, classified

ONCEORD STRIPPEDthe mangion of itstraps and lesser terrors, he invited his reborn companionsto
wander a will, and, if possible, grow accustomed to their circumstances. In their own way, each was
grateful, but with very much the same flavor of emotion, they worried about the future. Buteo, atiny
walnut-colored woman, reported activity in the nearby forest. “ There sa hundred fancy uniformswith
people stuck insde them,” she reported. “ And ether they’ re extraordinarily stupid, or those uniforms
want me to see them watching the house.”



Ord saw much more: Thelocd didiricts had been evacuated. Elite military units were rushing from the
ends of the solar system. The Earth’ s artificia moon was being eased into a closer orbit. But most
aarming were the sophigticated energy barriers—invisible curtains shrouding the estate, designed to
absorb nuclear detonations, tetrawatt discharges, and any sudden retreats by the criminastrapped insde.

There was no worse place for war than the overcrowded Earth.
Some of the reborn had to remind Ord of the obvious.

“Get Alice now,” said one of the Ussens. Hewas atdl, blue-skinned man with snowy hair and a
blue-black beard. “ Or better,” he said with an Ussen’ s scornful voice, “why couldn’t you have dipped in
and out of her cell when you firgt arrived at our cradle-world?’

“Because | wasn't strong enough then,” Ord explained. “And I'm il too wesk, if you must know. Most
of my tdents—"

“Alice stdents”

“Aredsawhere. Waiting.” Ord gestured in arandom direction. “If I’ d brought everything, | would have
lost every chance at surprise.”

“Surprise,” the Ussen echoed, choking alaugh.

“Beddes,” said the baby, “being tiny hasitsblessings. | sill look harmlessto them. I’ m not forcing
anyoneto panic yet.”

Avram mentioned the obvious danger. “But what if they keep you separated from your other talents?’
“They won't,” Ord promised, showing nothing but confidence.

The Ussens grumbled, but said nothing.

Buteo showed an appreciative hdf grin.

“Fine” Avram alowed. “WEe re here with you. We owe you a debt, and you need our help, you say. But
what are we supposed to accomplish?’

“I can modify you.” With awide smile, Ord promised, “I’ [l makeit so you can study my surveillance
feeds. | want your impressions about what’ s happening. Y our best hunches, and your worst.”

“Wouldn't you do a better job?" asked Buteo.
Ord shook his head.

“I'm just the baby. Remember?” Then he offered a soft, salf-deprecating laugh, wondering if they could
seejust how lonely hewes. ..

WHEN THE AUTHORITIESCameto arrest Alice, she was found insde atiny, nearly anonymous room deep
insde the mansion’ s bones. It was the same room where she had lived as the Chamberlain baby, and
wrapped up in that thick nostalgia, she had bided her time by watching scenes from ancient days.

Theroom' s furnishings were exactly as Alice had left them, complete to the smal, low-densty universa
wall. The only structura change was the transparent wall set between the room and adjacent halway.



Thiswaswhere the daily tours ended. Guests would pause and stare, and their Nuyen guides would
findly, mercifully fal quiet, alowing each person the freedom to consider the red-haired monster who had
taken refuge here, and how very much she meant to their lives.

Ord passed through the trangparent wall, influencing nothing.

The universa wall showed the present: Alice doneingde her prison cell, dressed in aplain white prison
smock, nothing of substance having changed for millennia. Ord watched as she paced from the toilet to
the door, every step made dowly and carefully, three steps required to cross her universe...and she
turned with adancer’ s unconscious grace, retracing her steps so precisdly that Ord could see where the
white-hyperrock floor had dumped in four places, worn down by the bare white balls of her feet.

The cell and old bedroom werethe same size.
Ord wasn't thefirst to note theirony.

With acorporeal hand, he touched the warm electric image of the face. Did she sense that he was here?
Did Alice retain those powers? It would be lovely if she could smply step up here and visit him for a
moment, as she had done once before. Y et he couldn’t trust an Alice who would do exactly what he
wanted: That wasn't his Sister’ s manner, and that would make for too easy atrap.

With every other hand, Ord searched the room. Thiswas aripe place to hunt for instructions. Alice could
have left amotile scrap of her flesh, or awhisper of refined dark matter. Either might have dinked about
for thousands of years, evading detection, waiting for histouch to unfold itself, then explaining exactly
why she had selected him, or damned him, into becoming her successor.

But there were no keys, or clues, or anything € se worthwhile.

The single possible exception was set on one of the crysta shelves above the narrow bed. Like any
Chamberlain, Alice had been arabid collector; odd gems and favorite childhood holos were mixed
together with fossils of every age and origin. One fossil showed ahuman handprint set in agolden
mudstone. In aglance, Ord knew its age and curious origin: It was afema e Chamberlain handprint, and
the stone beneath was nearly ten million years old. Alice had created it. On some dien world—asingle
taste gave Ord twenty candidates—his newly grown sister had pressed her right hand into a streambed.
Then she had buried her mark under an avalanche of muck and volcanic ash, and severa million years
later, she dug the treasure up again. Cooked to stone, and in arugged fashion, lovely.

Ord reached for the handprint, amost by reflex.
Then he hestated.

Thetrap was amost perfectly disguised, its eegant trigger married to the young rock, waiting patiently for
ahand of his shape and flavor. A camouflaged relay linked the trigger to asingle globule of molten,
magnetized anti-iron set deep underground. The weapon was far too small to injure Ord, even at close
range, and he wouldn’t have noticed the deviceif he hadn’t been searching for it. The globulewasinside
anull chamber set beneath that very bored woman, and it had probably aways been there, Alice pacing
back and forth aboveit, obliviousto any danger.

Ord sfirg andysstaught him about the trigger and link.
And the next ten analyses showed him nothing new.

There was atemptation, soft but coy, to place hishand on Alice's. For adippery, seductive moment,
Ord wondered if that was why he had come here. Not to beg for his sister’ s advice, but to do one more



noble deed for a Chamberlain in despair.
Sowly, dowly, hewithdrew his corpored hand.

Then he pulled the hand through his hair, his scalp more than alittle damp, the warm perspiration tasting
of oceansand fear.

Eight

“Ravleenis paingtakingly polite. We gppreciate that quaity in anyone, but particularly in her. And that
remains true even though we' re certain sheis only pretending to have good manners and a sunny outl ook.

“So that our polite friend would better understand her powers, we took her into the wilderness. We own
severa hundred sunless worlds between Sol and the nearest stars—Earth and Mars-class orphans
purchased asinvestments for the moment when our solar system isfull. One of these worldswas
terraformed in preparation for Ravlieen. At our indgstence, she examined its continents and new sess, then
she very politely asked permisson to play.

“For the next three hours, Ravleen used her new talents—first in smal doses, then in larger, more expert
fusillades. And afterward, with scrupulous care, she thanked each of us for the opportunity to learn.

“ “When he does come,” she promised, more than once, ‘I'll do the same thingsto him.’

“We manacled each of her hands afterward before bringing her home. And to help recoup our expenses,
we sold portions of that world' s exposed core. . .its metals and rare earths yielding a considerable
profit...”

—Nuyen memo, classified
XowouLD NEVERadmit it, but he felt agenuine pity for Ravleen.

The other Sanchexes were stripped of their talents, or dead. And maybe she was alittle lucky, since
ordinary life so rarely agreed with her siblings. But to be ordinary wasn't an option for Ravleen. With
Ord vanished and Alice staents stolen, the good Families had no choice but to panic. Contingency plans
and gruesome nightmares preyed upon their nerves. What if the Chamberlain baby returned home? Who
would help fight against him? The Sanchexes hadn’t yet given their officia surrender. But a delegation of
high-ranking Nuyens was dispatched, sweeping into the pyramid asif they owned it, pushing past
hundreds of embittered and still-powerful souls. Xo wasn't present, and for endless good reasons, no
visua records were made. But the moment had acquired alegendary statusinside his Family. From the
storiestold, he could picture his brothers and ssters moving en masse. He could taste the vivid, bilious
furies swirling around them, and their own, well-hidden fears. And the tensons only grew when they
reached the young woman'’ s quarters, entering after acustomary knuckle-knock, and with asingle
booming voice, announcing, “We have come to ask for your help.”

Ravleen was abeautiful creature. Black hair and arching black eyes gave her afera qudity, and in those
times, she amplified her lookswith infections of benign, radiant bacteria. The Nuyens' eterna cursewas
to fed lust for the Sanchexes, and abullied respect, and despite the rank and power of her guests,
Ravleen knew how to toy with those emotions. Wearing only a sablecat robe, she sat on her bed while
using asinglefinger to open the robe, and then camly fondling her |eft breast as she amiled, coldly
amused, pointing out, “Y ou don’t sound asif you are asking.”

The Nuyenslaughed. They sounded like men and women in perfect control, their little worries buried
deep.



“Let meguess,” Ravleen continued. “ Thisisabout Ord, isn't it? 1 grew up beside him, and that’ swhy you
hope | can hdp. Am | right?’

Sober faces nodded.
Every voicesad, “Naturdly.”

She stood suddenly, letting her robe relax and tumble to the floor. Brothers and sisters stared at her hard
long legs, at the strong full curve of her ass, and at that famous smile, winsome and predatory in the same
bewitching momen.

“Xoisdready helping you.” Tdlingit, she admitted to knowing at least one minor secret. “You're
grooming that turd. Feeding him advanced talents, and intellects, and propagandas. HE Il beinvulnerable
to attack—"

“Any reasonable attack, yes.”

Ravleen scratched hersdlf in one place, then another. Then sheinquired, “Am | getting the same sweet
ded 7’

They told her, “No.”
Then they laughed, perhaps trying too hard to remain in control.

“You'll be given talents, but of anarrow sort,” they warned. Then one of the sitersreminded her,
“You'reonly aSanchex. You'll belucky to have one talent. Since, according to the new laws, you aren’t
entitled to shit.”

Ravleen said nothing for along while, black eyesfixed on her sablecat robe, watching asit crawled
toward its burrow-closet.

Then shetook a deep breath, and said, “All right. What do | get?”’

The package included a X o-type invulnerability. They explained that and her other powers, then
cautioned that there would be no added intellects, except for the muscular ingtincts needed to control
these taents. In essence, Ravleen would be afunctioning moron, incgpable of million-tongue language
skillsor nonlinear modding or even the cherished ability to use private, intra-Family channels.

“That should keep me under hed,” she observed.

The highest-ranking Nuyen agreed, then said, “ And we' |l take other precautions. Y ou' Il wear restraints
until we choose to remove them. And even when your manaclesaren't in place, implantswill rideinside
your mind. Some will coax you into hating the Chamberlains, and particularly Ord—"

“Asif | need help,” sheinterrupted.

“While other implants will wait for aword from us. With that word, we will be ableto kill your very tiny,
vay fragilemind...!”

The young woman passed from a shameless tease to Smply naked. Exposed, and painfully helpless.
She caught her robe and put it on again.

“X0's purposeisto reason with the boy,” the Nuyens explained, “and if he doesn’t succeed—"



“I gettokill him.”

No one responded.

Quietly and soberly, Ravleen promised her audience, “I’ll do thisthing. But for me, not for you.”
Every Nuyen broke into a huge and honest amile.

“I could liveavery longtime,” their new dly ventured, “just waiting for alittle vengeance.”

IT WASEARLY evening when two figures dipped out of the forest. They wore archaic bodies and the
smple magenta robes common to diplomats, and they moved with asteady purpose, their talents
dangling after them—Xo' sintellects meant to gpped to the boy-god' s better nature, and Ravleen’ s great
limbs gtill wrapped in their manacles, but straining, eager for any excuse to attack.

Xofdt for hisextraordinary companion, and as dways, he shoved his sorrow and his pity into other,
more profitable directions.

With a steady, much-practiced voice, he cdled out, “ Ord? lsn’t it timeto talk?’
Nothing happened.

They paused at the mansion’ s main doorway. X0 made no attempt to look insde. He didn’t believe that
he could see much, and besides, decorum went aong with politeness. It was important to seem patient. It
was critical to be exactly the kind of person that Ord would accept, and with whom he could agree on
terms.

Ravleen enjoyed adifferent attitude. Storming up to the rough cora door, she gaveit akick with her bare
foot. “Youmight aswell talk to us,” she sang out, “ because we re damn well not leaving.”

Nothing.
She groaned and made afist, taking aim.
Xo grabbed her by thewrist.

Even manacled, shewasfull of white-hot energies. But she didn’t resst him, relaxing suddenly, astrange
little smile hiding in her eyes, her expresson telling theworld, “1 know exactly what I'm doing.”

From the forest, from a dozen hiding places, came a chorus of guttural wails. When the estate was
abandoned, the Chamberlain bears had gone wild. Were they the ones crying out now? Xo started to
look, but he discovered that a hundred cloaks had made the immediate world vanish; and in that instant
of gplit attentions, Ord emerged, coming from no particular direction to stand before them with his hands
open, hispams up, and his body and face looking like those of ateenage boy.

“It'sniceto have old friends drop by,” the boy volunteered.

To Ravleen, hesad, “I fet you lurking in the pyramid.” And he began to laugh, admitting, “I flt therage.
And | thought: If they’ re usng Xo, they must be usng Ravleen, too. In service of the Nuyens—!”

Energies surged, diminished.
Then the beautiful Sanchex face was smiling, the eyesfilled with mischief, and she let her tongue play



along her top lip, then dide back againgt its mate.
Xo spoke, athousand voices asking and begging and cgjoling Ord to open up adia ogue.

The Chamberlain responded with a stedy glance, then gave fair warning. “ They made alousy choice.
Y ou were aweakling and worm, and | never liked you.”

“You don't know me,” Xo growled.

Then with another mouth and a plaintive tone, he asked, “ Do you think you' re the only one who' s better
than he used to be?’

Slence
With his smplest mouth, Xo said, “We haveto tak. Without Ravlieen.”

They were suddenly elsewhere. Xo found the two of them standing ingde the penthouse, other souls
watching from the dusty shadows. X0 examined the silent associates, and Ord touched him, afirm hand
on the shoulder as afirm voiceinformed him, “Y ou should try to convince me. And then, when it' smy
turn, I'll try to convinceyou.”

Xo spoke, disgorging a hundred practiced speeches and as many impromptu pleadings. He sang about
the great purpose of the Families. He roared knowledgeably about service and sacrifice, mora principles
and immora pitfals. He gave cold technica estimates of Ord’ s position and the Earth’ swesgponry,
showing his audience that the Stuation was hopeless. At this moment, two massive dark-matter bodies
were being intercepted at the edge of the solar system. If either was Ord’ s missing talents, then he was
quite plainly doomed. And after that roaring dismissal of the Chamberlain’s powers and planning, Xo
knitted together words of understanding and compassion, proving that even the hopeless could, when the
time came, expect mercy.

Then, on awhim, Xo pulled live feeds from across the solar system.

A new mother on Pluto; a dozen winged humans perched on one of Saturn’s cloud continents; an Amish
community on Ceres; an ancient, revered poet sitting on his houseboat on Mars s northern sea. Each was
visgble, and each was obvioudy terrified. They were concentrating on the newsfeeds. They were praying,
eschin their own fashion. Praying that thisvisitor—this mutilated and possibly sick
Chamberlain—wouldn’t make atragic blunder, obliterating al of them.

Thefind view wasfrom asurveillance Al. A refugee family, recently arrived on the Earth, sat holding
hands, their tailstied into acommunal knot. The father and mother were more depressed than ever,
obvioudy waiting to die, whiletheir young son kept smiling, asharp stupid voice chattering on and on
about the astonishing coincidence. ..that they were just ingde the mansion, and wasn't it amazing. . .they
just missed the arrival of that crazy Chamberlain. . .!

Crazy or not, Ord was moved.
He was weakened.

With empathic talents proven in thelab and in field tests, X o could sense the opponent’ s resolve
beginning to fdter, if only alittle—

Then they were outside again, standing in the same positions. Barely amoment had passed. Ravleen
didn’t seem to redlize that they had been gone.



“Fair warning!” shewailed. “I’m going to butcher you and fuck every one of your body parts, you
fucking shit!”

Ord stared at her.

Out of curiosity, or perhaps some misguided compassion, he opened hisright hand and offered it to
Ravleen.

She grabbed the hand and shoved it into her mouth and nestly bit off two fingers, the sharp crunch of the
boneslingering. Then she spat the living fingers to the ground and ssomped on them, cursing without
breath or the smallest pause.

Somewhilelater, replaying those eventsfor his siblings, X o defended Ravleen. The crimina wasn't going
to surrender. He felt sure. And Ravleen was just being herself, which probably did somelittle good,
helping to remind Ord about the dangers lurking around him.

If there was blame to shoulder, X0 argued, it was his. He had spent hislife preparing, and the magic
hadn’t worked, and he serioudy doubted he would have another chance to speak with hisnemesis.

The eder Nuyen touched him lightly, fondly.

A cool feminine voice flowed over him, saying, “When Ravleen was done with her tantrum, what did Ord

sy?

“‘I'mheretotak to Alice,’ ” Xo replied, mimicking the voice and the pae boyish face. “* Bring her here
and let me see her, in private. Then I'll leave again. | won't hurt anyone, and | promise, | won't take her
withme. ”

The Nuyensfdl slent, contemplating those utterly smplewords.

Allowing himsdlf adose of slf-pity, Xo whispered, “I failed my Family. And my species. I'm sorry that |
have let you down.”

“But you didn’t,” the ancient woman replied. Not to comfort, just to inform. “Honestly, we never
expected your success.”

No?

Then she touched him again, saying, “ One moretime, please. Tell us about the people with him...the
onesingdethe penthouse...”

Nine

“Measure the soul exactly, and it becomesyours.”
—Nuyen saying

ALICEDELIVERED THEOffer.

Alonein her cell, stting on the foot of her narrow bed, she read a string of words projected on the
normally whitewdl. “ This message isintended for my brother’ s companions,” she said, her voice steady
and colorless. “We are offering acomplete amnesty to you. Leave the Chamberlain mansion before
dawn, renounce your alegianceto Ord, and every crime will beforgiven. Y our past will be forgotten.
Andwewill grant you every freedom and responsbility deserved by the citizens of your mother world.”



She paused, then read, “ The notice issigned: * The Earth’s Council, Emergency Sesson.” ”

Sowly, with ahint of pain, Alice grew puzzled. She glanced up at the omnipresent wall, her mouth open
and the neat smple teeth looking white and wet ingde the pink of her mouth. And then, she breathed.
And after along moment, she whispered, “Ord?’

Then, “Why did you come back? Why—7?’
The feed evaporated into blackness.

The audience spoke, almost shouting, each voice claiming that the image wasn't redl, and the offer was a
sham, too. But Ord quieted them with agesture, then admitted, “ That was Alice. And the offer is
authentic.” He had analyzed every communication and every cardessword uttered by ten thousand
high-placed souls, and though he had doubts, not one of the doubts had a backbone.

Seeing hisresignation, the others began to adjust their opinions, repesting the word, “Amnesty,” with a
mixture of gentle horror and tentative hope.

Buteo wasfirst to ask, “What happens at dawn?’
“They assault our position,” Ord replied.
Therewasalong slence.

Intheir faces, particularly in their wide, thoughtful eyes, he could see the others thoroughly replaying Xo's
arguments. They were thinking hard about pride and about sacrifice. Ord had merdly saved their lives,
while their Families and abone-deegp sense of duty had given them lifein thefirst place, and their endless
sense of purpose. They said as much with glances, with haf sghs, and with a persistent, embarrassed
quiet that was finaly shattered when Ord smiled wistfully, reminding them, “ Y ou’ re not prisoners. If you
wish, leave. That' s absolutely what | expect from you.”

Through the night, one by one, people made their apol ogies before dipping outside, floating into the grasp
of the Nuyens.

By sunrise, only Buteo and Avram remained.
Ord didn’t ask for reasons, but both offered them.
“Nuyens are winning too much, and too easily,” wasthe Papago’ s excuse, offering aflirtatiouslittle smile.

Avram shrugged his shoulders, asking, “What can | do? Brothers have to help each other. Isn't that alaw
of theuniverse?’

Then he smiled, and when Ord smiled back at him, he added, “Eons of habit. They won't vanishin one
dangerouslittle night.”

FOR A THOUSAND centuries, the short-faced bears had roamed wild on the estate. People were
occasiond visitorswho amounted to nothing. With their modest, pragmaitic intelligence, the bears had
cometo avery reasonable conclusion: The mountains and rivers and shaggy wild forests belonged to
them. The game animaswere theirsto hunt and eat. The sun roseto feed their forests, and it set again to
let the air cool. After hundreds of generations, the bears had built arich ora history in which they were
the center of the universe and thelords of all that was important. Before every dawn, they sang. They



sang for the sun to climb high, and when the mountains were dry, they sang for rain. And since the sun
aways rose and no drought lasted long, it was easy to believe that their words and smple rhythms were
responsiblefor al that was good in Cregtion.

Y et they weren't fools. They knew something was going horribly wrong. The hot night air crackled with
strange energies, and phantoms drifted through their bodies, never offering explanations or apologies. The
disruptions only grew worse at daybreak. The sunrise songs were interrupted twice by sharp,
inexplicable soundsthat came from dl directions, the granite beneath them shivering from fear. Under the
cover of darkness, the enchanted moon had fallen close, and now it nearly filled the cloudless blue sky.
Then aspirit army began its charge up through the mountain, rising toward the summit and the holy
mangon.

The old bitch priestess sensed the army’ s bloody purpose, and more than that, she saw that the bears
world was about to change.

Quietly, she offered thanks to the mountain and the sun—every priestess made the same morning
prayers—then she sumbled over her own tongue, trying to find the proper wordsfor the inevitable.

“Tonight,” she whispered, “wewill deep with the Crestor.”

The great beasts before her arched their backs, and with auseful bluster, one young male shouted, “I
won't die, and I’'m not scared!”

“But you will, and you are,” said another voice.

The pack turned. Behind them stood a red-haired human boy. They had never seen a Chamberlain, but
some deeply ingrained reflex was triggered. They relaxed, and the boy scratched each behind its ears,
knowing exactly what each bear liked best. And he smiled at them, talking in their language, explaining,
“If you comewith me, I'll keep you safe. At least for amoment or two.”

The young male shook his massive head, spat at the sky, and declared, “We don’t need your help!”

But the priestess had other ideas. Asthe rock beneath them rippled, she grunted her compliance, and the
Chamberlain touched them in adifferent way...and an ingtant later, the forest dissolved into plasmas, and
the ancient mountains turned to magmaand ash and a scalding white pillar of filthy light...

THE BARRAGE OFshaped plasmas lasted four seconds.

Initswake, the mansion was | eft scorched but intact, held together by Ord’s own hands. And with the
mountain collgpsed into acherry red lake, its degpest foundations lay exposed, making the structure taller
and congderably broader, its blackened exterior more imposing than ever.

The army attacked with awild fury, accomplishing nothing. Wild fire and mindless bravery accounted for
most of the casudties. But atiny unit masquerading asthe butt end of akinetic charge managed to dip
through Ord’ s defenses. Then, with aNuyen genera at the lead, the invaders swam at near light-speed,
following fissures and aforgotten conduit, then materidizing indde the centrd staircase not ten meters

bel ow the penthouse.

The muraswere gone, replaced with an infinite blackness and a powerful, unnerving cold.

Extinction, perfectly rendered.



The Nuyen attacked the crystal door, then legped back asit dissolved, becoming a pocket of staeair
with Ord standing at its center. The boy’ s face was miserable, his eyes pale and tired, and with avoice
that matched the face, he said, “1 want to talk to Alice. Just that. Then I’ [l repair the damage, and Il
leave. | promiseyou.”

The Nuyen shook what passed for a head, then drifted aside.

Ravleen stood waiting, grinning in a cheerless, expectant fashion. A few of her hands had been freed for
the occasion. She reached with them, engulfing her enemy, ripping away histalents and sensesand his
strange dark-matter meats, aiming for what lay at the center.

Ord winced and shut his eyes.

With eyes shut, he saw himself standing on along green lawn, wearing nothing but a boy’ s haf-grown
and very naked body. The grass was short and soft and overly perfumed, and the mansion was white
again, rooted into the old mountaintop. A pack of tame bearswas lying nearby, drinking in the blue skies
and sun. Ord stood till just long enough to believe in this place. Then ahand grabbed his shoulder and
spun him, and a second hand—hard as basalt—drove itself into his astonished face.

Ord lay on hisback, hisface bloodied.

The Sanchex towered over him, naked and unexpectedly dluring. With apracticed, dmost surgica
precision, she placed along bare foot to his neck, then pressed hard enough to make the mountain’s
bones groan benesth them.

On another day, Ord would have dready lost the fight. Ravleen would have given him athorough, expert
beating, and he would have endured it, knowing that she could never inflict any permanent harm. But this
Ord grabbed an ankle and yanked her off her feet. Then he jumped up and set hisfoot against her neck,
letting her curse and lash at him, her rage causing her to bite through her own tongue and spit it at him.

The air gave a supersoniccrack as the tongue passed.

New hands were unmanacled. But ingtead of throwing Ord off, Ravleen grabbed him and pulled him
close, anirresstible strength leaving him lying on top of her, chest to chest, hisleft ear pressed againgt the
tonguel ess mouth.

Thiswasn't Ravleen. Thiswas amonster, a scorching rage with a shred of an embittered, poisoned
intellect that served only to Steer therage.

“Moretaents” she begged with other mouths. “Let mekill, please. Please, let mekill!”
“No,” said aNuyen'scdculating voice. “ Just hold him now.”

X0 appeared suddenly, knedling on the sweet grass, and with agenuine pain told Ord, “Y ou know, you
redly can't win thisthing.”

A portion of Ord wanted to believe him. Defeat meant peace and akind of freedom, al of hismassve
respongbilities taken from him.

“You'resmply too wesk,” Xo informed him.
Ord said nothing.
The Nuyen’ stalents were at work. Oily and cold, they dipped insgde him and spoke with apure



confidence, telling his soul, “If you surrender, at this moment, nobody € se needsto die. Including you.”

“Shut up!” Ravleen screamed. Shelay beneath Ord asif he were her lover, and her face colored and
twisted, anew tongue curling and the ebony eyesthrowing fire a Xo. “Give me another fucking hand,
and shut up!”

For an ingtant, her grip was stronger.
Sightly.
When it weakened again, Ord barely noticed.

The bears had made acircle around the fighters. Then one of the beasts became Avram, and he grabbed
Xo, pulling him away. Another was Buteo, and she calmly and expertly took hold of the Sanchex
mongter, peding back hands until Ord could find hisfeet again. Then the other bears—much modified in
the last few moments—put their cavernous mouths around various body parts, and waited. And the
humans studied Ord, waiting for whatever he might say or do next.

The crystal moon filled the sky, and the mountain had turned to magmaagain. They stood on the soft
flowing rock, and there came arumbling thunder, and Xo said, “The moon isawegpon,” and then, “But
of courseyou know it is,” and then, “But of course you don't know how irresistibly powerful itis...”

Ord smiled asif embarrassed. He hid his genitalswith his hands, and quietly, in anear whisper, hetold
X0, “Youwereright. | wasn’t strong enough to win.”

No one spoke.
“But | an now,” he admitted.

The Nuyen'sfacelost itscolor, itslife. “You can't be,” he sputtered. “ The defense grid ison full dert.
Tdent requires mass, and nothing is moving toward the Earth—"

He hesitated, and winced.
Quietly, Xo sad, “ Shit.”
Ravleen chewed off her new tongue and spat it at her captors.

Wide-eyed, X0 gazed up at the sky. “ Y ou' ve dways been here,” he whispered. “That refugee boy...he
wasthe last of you, not thefirst.”

Ord gave adistracted nod.

The moon’ sframework was dissolving away, its mysterious guts obeying the gentle tug of gravity,
pouring freelike some grest, invisbleriver.

Xo screamed and tried to pull hisarmsfree, and the bears snipped them off at the shoulders, leaving
them flexing and twitching in anest pile, handsinginctively clinging to one another.

Then Ord pulled open aten-kilometer mouth, looking skyward, findly daking hisfantastic thirst.

Ten

“It wasn't meant to be awegpon so much as a precise and relentless tool that should have dlowed usto
engulf and destroy talents en masse.



“Nothing likeit has ever been produced—certainly not within our galaxy—and aswe will continueto
point out, loudly and endlesdly, the device was designed and built by every good Family aswell asahost
of civilian agencies. Costs were shared, and responsibilities were shared, and there were someinevitable
falluresin security. Vast undertakings, by their nature, are porous. Thefina assembly took athousand
yearsin deep intergtelar space—a requirement born of temperature and microgravity constraints—and
our best guessisthat there, in the blackest cold of space, was where the Chamberlain took control of the
project. He gutted our good work and successfully hid his own body partsinside the dense, heavily
masked crust. Once our work was finished, we were unable to peer inside. Until activated, there was no
way of knowing what we had delivered to the unsuspecting Earth. Naturaly, voices now can question
our good sense, but the public must consider this: If we could have seen inside the crust, so could have
the Chamberlain. And if the Chamberlain had seen the tool, then he might have found the meansto turn it
agang us...

“He made fools of us, but we cannot admit that publicly...

“We madefools of ourselves, bringing that monster home with as much pageantry as security
alowed...each of us boasting to the mother world, ‘ Thisisfor you. We have done thiswonderful thing
foryou..."”

—Nuyen memo, confidentia

FORX 0, THEREWaS no compelling sense of failure. Sdf-pity didn’t tug a him, and in astrangely soothing
fashion, there wasn't so much as a breath of remorse. The truth was clear-cut: No combination of skill
and luck could have beaten Ord. This Situation was born hopeless, and he was blameless. Free of his
obligations, Xo fet asif he could halfway relax. Within himself, in secret corners, he smiled. Then he
began working to adapt to his new circumstances—as a prisoner, as a hostage—watching events but
knowing that he had no role but to witness these momentous, inevitable deeds.

With a soft, dmost prissy voice, Ord announced, “Now, findly, I’'m going to vist my sigter.”

The words saturated every channd, public and Family, then trailed off into a screaming white hissthat
frustrated every other attempt to speak.

“Good!” the Papago woman declared. “It’ s about time!”

Ord clothed himsdlf in gray trousers and abulky gray shirt. Heleft his body young and his chininjured,
theillusory bone shattered and the facamile of blood building an ugly black scab.

Avram was holding Xo. He had ardentless grip and anervous, loud voice. “What do you want from
me?’

“Stay with Buteo,” Ord replied. “1’ll be gone amoment. Help her hold the Sanchex down.”

Ravleen was too dangerous to be left with just one of them. X o would have warned them, if anyone
bothered to ask.

“What about thisone?” Avram asked, giving X0 ahard shake. “He scares me worse, in some ways.”
Ord s eyeswere distant. Unreadable.
Eventudly he sad, “The Nuyen stayswith me.”

Xo found himsdlf freed, sporting two functioning arms again.



“You' remy witness,” Ord promised. “Waich everything. Then you can tell your siblingsthat | meant it. |
came heretotak to Alice, just once, and everything el se was their fault. No oneese's”

THE LAST FEWSteps were exactly that. Steps.

Thetwo of them had aready passed through plastic rock and collapsing defenses, atemporarily blind
and utterly lost army left scattered above them. X o found himsdlf standing insde an infinitely long halway
lined with countless white doors, each door identical to its neighbors, each armored and mined. It wasa
powerful escher. He took two steps, then looked over his shoulder. Ord was standing before a particular
door. Hisface seemed empty, his bare feet frozen to the dick white floor. Reaching for the coded pad,
he dowly transformed his hand, making it match the jailer’ sfingersand pam. A mass of long and silky
fingers started to reach out. And then, the hand pulled up short.

“Isshethere?’ Xo asked.

“yYes”

Ord spoke in awhisper, fearful and abrupt.
“Areyou scared?’ Xo heard himself ask.
“Terrified,” the Chamberlain confessed.

“Don't be,” Xo advised. Then he had to laugh, explaining, “Alice has been locked away so long, and
treated so badly by so many people...honestly, | doubt if she remembers much more than her own
name.”

Ord nodded, and he touched the pad, alowing it to dissolve the tips of each perfectly rendered finger.
With aquiet hiss, the door unsedled itsalf and fell open.

Alicewasinthe middle of her tiny cell, walking away from them: Step, and step, thenin front of thetiny
white toilet, she made a smooth turn. For adippery ingtant, she seemed obliviousto her guests. Soft blue
eyes stared through the two of them, and shetook afirst step toward her bed, pausing gradudly in
midstride, ignoring her brother but staring hard at the Nuyen.

She was exceptionaly pretty. That’s what took Xo by surprise.

Ageless and rested, Alice looked as clean as her surroundings. She wore asimple prison gown, and her
long hair was braided into little red ropes that she had artfully tied together and draped over ahdf-bare,
milky shoulder. Shedidn’t look half so lovely on the real-time feeds. The feeds must be doctored. Xo
redlized that her jailers wanted audiences to see an unkempt prisoner, suffering and disreputable. They
didn’'t want asmple, contented creature. They certainly didn’t want someone who would smilewith an
easy charm, and bow deeply, proclaiming, “I am glad to see you, master. Asaways.”

Shetook Xo'shand, kissing his knuckles one after another.
Xo pulled back, in disgust.
Her brother said, “He' s not here to torture you, Alice.”

The beautiful face grinned, turning toward the voice. “ Because he has already abused you, by the looks
of it.”



Ord sface was gtill 0ozing, the blood mixed with more eusivefluids.

Aliceturned back to the Nuyen. “Ishe redly the baby? Or has this been one of your little tricks?’
“It' shim,” Xo maintained.

She preferred doubt.

Ord took her hand, placing it againgt his chin. Fingers vanished into the gore, and Alice flinched, gavea
low moan, and flinched again. Insde her flesh, hiding for eons, were an assortment of tiny locks built from
anove species of false proton. Xo stared with his best eyes, watching lock after lock fail to work. But
two or three succeeded in their task, and someinfinitesmal memory from ahundred thousand years ago
was didodged, telling her smply, “ThisisOrd.”

She yanked her hand free and wiped it clean against her white gown.

“Itis,” she conceded. Her voice was excited and suspicious, and beneath everything, it was angry. “How
terribly lovely! Y ou’ ve taken an incaculable risk, Baby.. .just so you could accomplish...what...?’

“I want help,” Ord whispered, grabbing her by the shoulder, then with the jailer’ s hand, covering her
smooth paleforehead. “ The Core s obliterated. The rest of the galaxy isin shambles. My
intuitions—your old ingtincts—tell metota war islikely. I’ vetried to defend the Peace. Just asyou told
meto, I'vetried. But I'm aone, Alice. It'sjust me. And things are worse than you could have
guesed—’

“Helpyou?’ sheinterrupted. “Help you how?’

“I can't even guess,” Ord confessed. “I’ ve searched every memory that you gave me, and something's
missing. Something you kept for yoursdif, | think.”

Alicelaughed lightly, dmogt flippantly. In some sense, she was the baby now. Her long incarceration had
left her stupid and unworldly, and in an unexpected way, she was blessed with a perfect innocence. She
seemed at aloss about what to tell her brother, but she worked to dredge up answers. Ancient memories
began to emerge, but without coordination, without grace. There was nonsense about her childhood and
early education, and for afew moments, she rambled on about the Core. She said, “ Show me. How it
was,” and she gazed at the image that Ord gave her. The whitewalls and celling and floor vanished, and
thetoilet and bed. The three of them were standing in the midst of endless sars. “So many,” she sang. “I
wish you could have seen it, Ord—!"

“Why me?’ heblurted, plainly angry.

Aliceflinched, wounded. “Because you must havefit the duty, | would imagine.”
“How can | do thisduty?’

A soft, little-girl laugh fdll into theword, “ Think.”

Ord looked frustrated, incapable of real thought.

“Think,” she repeated. “Why isthe galaxy in turmoil? Because intelligent species cannot find homes
enough or enough peace. But that’ sthe curse of a universe where lifeis common. Creation aways grows
and grows crowded.”

“1 know,” said her brother.



She looked at X o for amoment, her smile turning poisonous. And he gazed past her smile, watching asa
small knot of memory swam out of ahidden place. This precise image of the Core had been the key; of
al possible views, purely out of reflex, Ord had shown her this exact pattern of lost suns. Hedidn't
appreciate the trick, even now. Xo saw his confusion, and he nearly spoke. But Alice had turned back to
her brother again, that secret memory unknotting itsalf asshesaid to him, “You need help | can’'t give.

Y ou nheed opportunity | don’t possess.”

“Wheredo | find them?’ Ord asked.
“Remind me,” she said. “How did | attempt to save our little universe?’
X0 answered, haf-shouting, “Y ou built anew Creation—"

“And it was beautiful. Spectacular and glorious!” Shewouldn’t look at the Nuyen again. With eyes
focused on her brother, Alicesad, “Think,” twice. “Think. We had the umbilical pried open long enough
for it to grow unstable, and that’ s when the new universe rushed out into our cold realm—!"

A low, rough sound leaked from Ord.
“What?’ Xo muttered. “What' s shetdling you?’

Ord shook hishead. “That’s what happened. One of you...someone from the Families...someone had
enough timeto cross, make their way into that new universe. That'swhat happened, isn't it?’

Alicedidn’'t answer him directly. But grinning with an incandescent pride, she asked, “ Do you know how
difficult it has been, keeping hold of that delicious secret?’

X0 shuddered.

Ord touched his chin, playing with the haf-dried blood between hisfingertips. Finadly, summoning the
courage, he asked, “Who crossed over? And why does it matter—?”

With awhisper, Alicesad, “Closer.”

Her brother obeyed. He was alittle taller than her, so he dipped his head until his ear rested against her
pretty mouth, and Alice kissed the ear, running her bright pink tongue over the embarrassed lobe,
gpesking to Ord for amoment or two with asecret chemical voice absorbed aong with her spit.

Ord raised his head again, hisface pae, and smple, and stunned.

He was reacting to whatever Alice had told him. That was X0’ sfirst guess, and perhaps he was right.
Perhaps. But then the prison cell shook and shuddered, and the air grew instantly warmer, and alook of
absolute horror came over the boy. The image of the Core had vanished. Ord stared up at the white
ceiling, lifting hisarms, screaming, “No!”

And hewas gone.

Alice seemed obliviousto any problem. Y et when shelooked a X o, shewore astrange smile. Pulling his
head down, she kissed him on the mouth. She had no odor. No flavor. She was as pure as medica
technology could ensure, her sdivalike water from amountain brook, her tongue feding wondrous asiit
played insde hisdirty mouth.

“I won't have the pleasure of your company again, | think.”

She was speaking to al the Nuyens.



Then, as Ord reached deep into the world to reclaim Xo, shewinked at him, and said mildly, “Oh, Mr.
Nuyen. What do you believe isthe best way for ayoung lady to win her revenge?’

Eleven

“It is best when you can keep yourself innocent, in every eye but your own. Innocent, yet a the same
glorious moment, you are hiding in your enemy’ s shadow, watching him work insde his own kitchen,
preparing avat of sweet poisonsintended for you...and the luscious scent is Ssmply too much...and
driven mad, herisks alittle taste, then another, and before he can escape, he’ s consumed every fata
morsd for himsdf...”

—aNuyen proverb

ORD ROARED UPthrough the mantle, up into the mansion, leaving onetiny room for another. Then he
wove himsdlf achild’ sbody, and shouting with amultitude of voices, he said, “Keep. Y our. Hand.
There”

Avram flinched, but hisbroad pink pam remained flush agains the yellowed mudstone. Hewore a
distant, almost embarrassed expression. In the eyes, he was ashamed. For an instant, Ord could amost
believe that his brother had done nothing provocative: He must have wandered into this room out of
smple curiosity, and curiogty forced him to place his hand into the ancient imprint of Alice shand. This
was an accident. Thiswas an enormous, forgivable miscue. Ord was desperate to say, “ You didn’t
know. Thisismy fault, not yours...!”

But he had no chance to beg for the blame.
Avram was staring at his brother. “ Surrender,” he growled.

The singleword came out under pressure, wrapped in awhite misery. Then diding out after it wasthe
Softer, dmaost mournful:

“Please”

When the trigger embedded in the stone was tripped, Ord had neatly strangled the explosion benegath
Alice scdl. But in the next nanoseconds, with awild astonishment, he watched as a second trigger
emerged. It had adesign that he had never anticipated, made from dippery shadow-matter materials that
he gill couldn’t comprehend. Waiting half-evolved until it felt the pressure and gravity of aChamberlain
hand, it had completed itsdlf in an ingtant, itsintricate workings obvious. Blatant. Mirroring the first booby
trap, thistrigger was linked to globules of molten anti-iron suspended inside magnetic jars. But thewaiting
bombs didn’t come by the handful. Ord watched as each jar shrugged off its elaborate camouflage, and
he counted what he saw, and it seemed asiif there were no end to the mongters, tens of millions of them
scattered through the Earth’ s upper mantle, waiting patiently for the opportunity to be set loose.

Again, with agrim resolve, Avram said, “ Surrender.”
Hedidn't add, “Please” thistime.

The booby trap would injure Ord. But till, it would take milliseconds for adetonation signal to crossthe
world, and that was time enough to retrest and brace himsdlf, the rippling inferno leaving him alittle
scorched but otherwise intact.

Y et Ord wasn't the target, was he?



Avram dtared at him, the expression on that Chamberlain face changing now. A nest of memes emerged
from their hiding places. An easy disgust made him flinch and shake his head dightly. For the last time, he
sad, “ Surrender.” Then he paused, filling that moment with a deep, useless breath. And then, because he
thought it would help, he smiled, struggling for ahopeful expression, asking hislittle brother, “ Redlly,
Ord...what choicedo you have...?

THE TINY BEDROOMWas suffocating. Even as portions of Ord spun out estimates of casudtiesand
economic lossand cultura loss and political disarray, the rest of him—the center of his soul—felt
trapped, helpless and worse than half-dead.

With aquiet, mournful voice, he muttered, “Brother,” and beganto cry.
A woman' svoice asked, “What' s happening here?’

Buteo had arrived. Ravleen was till wrapped up in her sirong arms, il twisting in her grip. Materidizing
in the hallway, the Papago stared through the transparent wall, understanding nothing when she added the
second question:

“What’ swrong with you, Chamberlain?’

Ord explained on aprivate channd, in an ingtant.

Buteo' s eyes became enormous, and vacant, and she squeezed Ravleen asif trying to crush her.
With hisown arms, Ord helped restrain the Sanchex.

“A perimeter check,” she muttered. “ Avram said you wanted himto...”

Reaching deep underground, Ord reclaimed Xo. Then, ignoring his brother, he directed hisrage at the
convenient Nuyen. “What were you thinking? The Earth’ son aprecipice....just to catch me...what were
you assholes thinking—?’

“| don't understand,” Xo replied. Then he saw enough for himself, with his own senses, and he began to
shake his head numbly and yank at hisblack hair, screaming, “1 didn’t know! | didn’t!”

Avram flexed hisright wrist.

Ord reached for him, then hesitated. The trigger was clever in the worst ways, and it was proud of its
cleverness. “Touch your brother,” it warned, “and I'll detonate. Weave anew hand to replaceit, and |
will seeit and detonate. And if you touch me, in any fashion, | will most assuredly detonate.” Then witha
denseroar of dataand plans, it said, “ These are my specifications, and my redundant systems, and the
completetaliesfrom every field test. Look at them. Look & me! Y ou' ve never seen anything like me,
and you cannot beat me on your first try.”

Ord winced, staring straight into Avram’ seyes.

“You werewaiting for me,” he remarked. “On the night of your execution...you knew I’d come and save
yw.”

The pink hand moved inddethe fossl print, just dightly.

Then Avram offered atiny nod, saying, “Honestly? I’ d given up on you. The Nuyens came long ago and
made their offer. If | found my chance, | was supposed to takeit. Then they made meforget their vist.



Until just afew moments ago, I’ d forgotten everything. And nobody explained what thistrick was,
athough | could guess. | can remember one of them saying, ‘ He s not evil, this brother of yours. But he's
horribly misguided. And when the circumstance arises, we promise, Ord will make the sane, decent
choice ”

“If I hadn’t comefor you?” Ord inquired.

“I’d be dead. Of course. If my execution was theater, you would never have trusted me.” He sighed,
then confessed, “| expected to die. That night you saved me, and right up until now. Because there' stoo
many of them, and they’ retoo clever, even for Alice staents...until | set my handin Alice shand, here, |
awaysfdt nothing but doom...!”

Ord closed his corpored eyes, his fatigue enormous and genuine.
When he opened them, Avram was beginning to say, “ Surrender,” once more.
“That iswhat | an doing,” Ord interrupted. “Now, and asfast as| can.”

With awild chorus of commands, he began dragging histadentsinto adeep deep. By the dozens, by the
hundreds, he dismantled himsdlf. His camouflage fell away firgt, dlowing the world to watch him. Then he
put down his wegpons and every talent with deadly applications. After thirty seconds of relentless labor,
he had dmost dismantled himsdlf. Another few momentswould have left him astonishingly ordinary. But
then his surviving eyes saw something odd, and he started to turn toward the oddity while Ravleen
screamed, “No!”

Too late, Ord understood.

The Sanchex waswrestling with Buteo, distracting her with her strongest limbs, while awesek little tendril
composed of the thinnest materids reached through the diamond wall and across the tiny bedroom.
Ravleen utterly ignored Ord; with that feeble limb, she couldn’t have harmed him if shetried. What she
grabbed instead was Avram’ s sturdy wrist, and with al of thelimb’s strength, she gave him ahard swift
cdculated jerk, bardy lifting the hand from the cool mudstone, but still moving it with enough force and
distance to cause the trigger to say, “Boom.”

Inapanic, Avram pressed his palm back againgt Alice sfossil pam. Then, even asthe world began to
tear apart, and asthe great gods screamed in rage and in grief, he kept hishand exactly whereit

bel onged. And while the ancient mansion evaporated around him, he used dl of hishandsto help hold
himsdlf perfectly steady. ..telling himself that thiswasn't what it seemed to be. . .assuring himsdlf that he
mattered, and he was noble, and what he was doing, as dways, was something that was exceptionally
good...

Twelve

“Blame for this horrendous tragedy rests squarely upon the Chamberlain and hisviolent, immora
dlies...including, we fear, arenegade Sanchex...!”

—aNuyen announcement

IN LIEU OFthelir traditiond public celebration, the new year was marked by a subdued, largely private
gathering of the Families. The ancient estates had been obliterated, and the Earth was abright white
world encased in steam and oceans of irradiated magma. The gods met on Marsin what wasa
prolonged, decidedly sober affair. Cheerless voices lamented the latest cataclysm. Voices free of doubt
neetly deflected talk of blame and shortsightedness. Proud voices described acts of personal heroism,



while careful quiet voices discussed the unfolding plansfor future estates: The Nuyens had gracioudy
donated one of their intersolar worlds. Over the next severa thousand years, that cold body would be
eased into the Kuiper belt, then terraformed, and each Family would receive its share of new land and
water, sculpting fresh mountains and erecting new mansions that would surely stand for the next ten billion
years.

It was agood, sensible change. Many argued that this was more than sensible, it wasinevitable. Here
was anew beginning for anew peace, some sturdy voices claimed. While other, more pragmeatic souls
admitted that having norma citizenslive beside the Families had aways been an unreasonable risk and an
encumbrance. If Ord had visited their future home instead of the Earth, nobody would have died. Except
for that little bastard himsdlf, naturaly. Without fragile souls underfoot, the Families could have responded
appropriately. Instantly. And they could have guarded Alice dl the better, too.

Did the Bitch-of-bitches die dong with the Earth?
Hopefully, was the unanimous verdict.

The Families had saved hillions of ordinary people. During those horrible moments after the Chamberlain
had used his unthinkable weapon, Nuyens had died, each one now bestowed with an eternal martyrdom.
There were moments when Xo, reflecting on events, wished that his sblings hadn't helped him escape.
Thousands of tiny souls could have been saved in his place, surely. But hisatruism wasreflexive, and it
wastissue-thin. Besides, if he had died, he would be another one of the beloved martyrs—arole that
disgusted him for more reasons, and more emotions, than he seemed able to count.

Inthe midst of the dour festivities, an ancient Sster approached him. Sheingsted on smiling. Shevery
nearly laughed, telling Xo, “1 know you did your best for us. For al humanity. Asfar as|’m concerned,
you should be the first Nuyen to talk about your successes.”

Because it was expected, he said, “ Thank you.”

Hundreds of billions were dead, and their ancestral home was aravaged wasteland, and he was
expected to be polite, accepting this graceless, preposterous praise.

“I just heard,” the Sister continued. “Did you? A dark-matter body matching the Chamberlain’s
configuration has raced past one of our Oort stations.”

“Which gaion?’

Shetold him, then added, “It’ s obvious. From the trgjectory and his speed, Ord ismaking arun for the
Corenow.”

“Because of what hissigter told him,” Xo replied.
The sgter watched him, saying nothing in acertain way.
Xo prompted her. “Don’'t you believe Alice?’

“Believe what? That someone managed to crawl their way from this universe into the other? Perhaps |
do, perhaps| don't. In most circumstances, perhapsisthe only belief worth holding.” Again, she nearly
laughed. “Whatever happensto bethetruth, little brother. . .our plans are thorough, and they are durable,
and thereisroom enough for every reasonable possibility.”

“Nuyens are thorough people,” Xo mentioned.



Sheroseto the bait, saying, “ Absolutely,” with a prideful wide smile.

“What about Ravleen?’ He posed the question with a careful voice, then added, “ That same Oort station
might have noticed her, too.”

“Perhapsit did,” the sster dlowed. “ Twenty minutes later, perhaps.”

Ravleen had used the chaos to make her escape. She would still be wearing manacles, but not dl of
them, and they would present only temporary constraints. And nobody, not even afool, could doubt
what she was seeking.

Xo'sdoubtslay closer in space. With the help of smple charm, he mentioned, “ Twenty minutes at
light-speed isa consderable gap.” He winked, then added, “It' sa shame, redly. A waste and ashame
that Ravleen couldn’t have started her chase sooner.”

The sster nodded, smiling in adistracted fashion.

Using hismost powerful talents, Xo reached insde her mind, coaxing out the secrets hiding in the bloody
corners.

The smile vanished abruptly.
Sowly, she set apowerful hand to his shoulder. “What do you think you know, brother?’

“With her talents, it should have taken Ravleen barely two momentsto start her chase. Not twenty
damned minutes.” He didn’t care about punishments or sanctions. “But what if she was disabled first?
What if we used the implantsinside her mind, then captured and interrogated her... 7’

The woman couldn’t imagine that she was not in perfect control. She believed it was her own iron will
that told her to admit, “| was at the interrogation. Three minutes, and it was done. Then we spoke for
another fifteen minutes, debating our next move. Releasing the Sanchex wasthe only rationa course. Evil
in pursuit of evil isthe perfect solution, and | haven't regretted it for agreasy moment, little brother.”

“Who murdered the Earth?’ he asked.

Cdmly, with adry, smple voice, shetold him, “The Chamberlan, of course. The one who stupidly
blundered into our trap—"

“And Ravleen,” he offered.

Shewinced, and said, “Fuck! It'saforce of nature, that creature is. That monster. She has no will. She
has no sense. Her only geniusis her ability to torture that one fucking Chamberlain.” Thistime, thelaugh
was hard and genuine. “Y ou know, | think that’swhy she did it. Tripped thetrigger, | mean. Because she
knows Ord exactly, and she knows that the dead Earth will haunt him forever.”

Quietly, Xo echoed theword, “Torture.”
Then with an inggtent voice, he asked, “How did Ravleen find that extraarm? Where did it come from?”’

“Our only guess? That sometime during her field trids, while we were wetching everything e se, Ravieen
used her own weapons to mutilate one of her own hands. She cut the hand in two and hid the weaker
haf. For eons, probably. Which proves how incredibly eager sheisto do thisimportant work.”

Xo sad nothing.



Again, shesad, “Important work.”

Then, finaly, shefet the eyes peering ingde her soul. She blinked and physically moved awvay from the
young Nuyen, and he twisted her emotions enough to confuse her again. “Y ou did nothing,” she said.
Then said, “Wrong, | mean.” And with acold shiver, she advised him, “Don’t confuse yoursdlf by
dweling on these matters.”

“I won't,” Xolied.
“Good,” shewhispered.

A littlewhilelater, usng gppropriate formality and the stiffest of smiles, Xo left the gathering and his
Family, and moments after that, he abandoned Mars, too. With talents stolen from half ahundred
Families, he dipped away into space, draining the inertia from his body and dipping down past the clean
white face of the Earth, skimming next to its atmaosphere on hisjourney out of the solar system.

It was as beautiful in death asit ever wasin life, heredized.

And the Core was glorious, and hideous, and he steered straight for it, while wiping every flavor of tear
from every sort of eye.

Book 4
Baby’'sFire
One

“I can tdl you the absolute, undeniable instant when | redlized that | wasagod...

“Asthe sole patient of asmal Family-owned clinic, | was bardly athousand years old and still very much
resembled a human being. A morning of enlarging surgeries became an afternoon where | was | eft
conspicuoudy aone, freeto adjust to my new saf. The clinic was set on arecently terraformed pluto.
That little world' s crust had been melted with astar-drive sun. A deegp and warm atmosphere rose up for
hundreds of kilometers, and the newborn seawas dotted with floating idands of sculpted black plastic
and comet-born soil. Insde my archaic body, | went for alazy stroll. Since | wanted to someday
terraform worlds, | took careful notice of the towering, haf-grown jungle. It really was a shambles, that
place. Lush, but ordinary. Colorful, but artless. Every species had been woven from existing
species—variaionsthrown like saddles on top of clichés. | told mysdf that amillion years of indifference
might make this biogphere interesting, the el egance and chaos of natural selection capable of achieving
wonders. But | promised myself that when | rebuilt entire worlds and wove life upon them, | would do
things unique and spellbinding. That’ swhat | was thinking as | bounced my way down to the sea.

“No, that isn't my moment of redlization. That'sjust acocky littlegirl, and somethingsareeternd...”
—Alice, in conversation

EVEN CAGED, THECore was a gorgeous, soul-wrenching spectacle.

“Speed up, Baby! Faster—!”

Ord ignored the taunting voice. The mgjority of his eyes and enormous ears reached ahead, absorbing
the dust-blunted light and the wide booms and crackles of EM noise, measuring their blistering energies,
scrupuloudy noting every variation, every flavor of change. Harsh flashes, quick to flicker and swell,



betrayed massive black holes feeding happily on dow plasmas and shattered worlds. According to his
count, athousand such mongterslived insde the barricades. A dow white scream would sometimes lesk
through every obstruction, itsroar peaking, then collapsing again a a predictable pace. Ord listened
carefully, replaying the screamsin hismind until he understood what he had heard and from where each
had come. Bathed by gamma radiations, healthy sunswere detonating at a devastating rate. Neutron suns
were absorbing mass until they were fat, then they would supernova. But even exploding sunsweren't
bright enough to be seen. The cumulative light and heet, dong with fierce energies spewed from the
monster black holes, fueled this cataclysm now. Strange asit seemed, the baby universe had vanished.
Ord fdt certain now. Sifting the data, he couldn’t find any telltae trace of the flawed umbilical. What had
been extraordinary and exotic had finaly degraded into an enormous but otherwise conventiond, even
prosac, wildfire.

“Speed up,” said thetireless voice. “Move your ass! Areyou listening, Ord? If you can't run faster than
this, I'll catch you. Do you hear me?’

He dways heard, and he never responded.

What Ord did, constantly and desperately, was think: He contemplated everything that he had heard and
seen. He digested Alice’ s memories, looking for fresh clues about her dense, secretive plans. And he
gazed obsessively at the physicsthat had started dl of this. Y et even with his overly augmented mind, the
equations were unreal—open-ended, exotic abstractions, comprehensible only as symbols drawn on the
blackest screen imaginable. Even if he had tools and the opportunity, Ord couldn’t have duplicated the
work by himsdf. Even if he had possessed most of Alice' s schematics, what was missing was essentidl.
He could never succeed on hisfirst attempt, and probably not in the next million tries, either. And that
incompetence was acomfort, and a blessing. Knowing he couldn’t accomplish such wonders, Ord didn’t
fed the thinnest temptation to try.

Wasthat why Alice hadn’t given him the essentia knowledge? To keep him innocent, and safe?

Or wasit smply to frustrate their enemies? If Ord was captured, and if they toreinto her
memories...wdl, shewouldn’'t want their enemies knowing how to build everything from

nothing...agan...

Reentlesdy, feverishly, the boy contemplated everything of clear importance. A hundred thousand years
after Alice had returned home, Ord was making the same journey, in reverse. Theironies were easy to
see. Like Alice, he was moving within awhisper of light-speed. But where she brought little with her,
alowing her massvetaentsto follow at adightly lazier pace, Ord had consumed enormous energies,
accelerating his entire body aswell as his soul. In reverse, he watched the same sunsthat she had
watched—red-shifted and blue-shifted by his own enormous velocity. He studied the living worlds that
passed by and counted the long, dead stretches. A hundred thousand years ago, their little galaxy had
been growing crowded with people and other sentients; that was one ready excuse to build new
universes. Y et now the sky was peppered with empty, war-ravaged bodies of iron and ice, and for the
next ten million years, and perhaps longer, there would again be ample room for expansion.

“See?’ said aquieter, closer voice. “Our plan worked. We created a universe with endless room!”
Ord ignored that voice, too.
Concentrate, hetold himself.Now .

Hisinheritance included an enormous mind, powerful and swift. But there was too much datato digest
and too many possibilities growing from that data, most of which needed to be conspicuoudy ignored.
Worse dill, timewas short. At thisfantastic vel ocity, the universe was arapidly changing, brazenly



unstable maglstrom. Ord would spy some sweet blue world up ahead, and, in the proverbia blink,
something would go wrong. A war would erupt. A god would fight some pursuing god. Or thesmple
weight of too many refugees would cause its biogphere to collapse, and the blue world would turn milky
white asits oceans boiled.

With every glance, millionsdied.
Every tiny tick of time meant another century had passed, and the Great Peace remained in shambles.

Ord watched everything, and he cried endlesdy. Sometimes he forced himsdlf to gaze back into the
congtricted, red-shifted past, staring at the dead Earth until even hisfinest eyes couldn’t see anything but
thefaint glare of Sol. Helistened to transmissions coming from the new Council on Mars, absorbing news
aready ancient; and with less success, he intercepted coded signals from the Nuyens, feeding them into
three separate talents of Alice's, each talent using adifferent configuration of quantum computersto make
atrilliontrillion caculationsin the smalest gasp of time....and declaring, with certainty, that the codes
were unbroken and would remain so for the next hundred billion years.

But absorbing those transmiss ons meant they would be alittle wesker when they reached their
degtinations.

And into that weakness, Ord could insart hisown signal, masking it to look officid, then stuffing it with a
variety of eschersthat would bruise the Alsthat received them, and better ill, piss off the various
Nuyens...

“You're pissng me off!” Ravleen shouted. “Hey, little Ord. Y ou can’t outrun me, and you can't beat me,
and I’m not going to fail. So why not act smart and surrender?’

The voice was behind him, and not far behind. Built from dark matter and the darkest energies, Ravleen
was near enough that he sometimes felt the hot touch of what passed for fingers, claws reaching out to
tickle what passed for Ord’s own toes.

“Run faster,” shewould say, amillion times every second, her voice possessed by anarrow, undloyed
fury. Ravleen could never stop chasing him. Unitil he had died in some horrible fashion, or she had died,
shewould keep after him. Or the universe would expand and grow chilled around them, and after a
trillion yearsit, and they, would quietly pass away.

“Say something, coward! Anything!”

Since escaping from the Earth, Ord had not once responded to her insults, or the wild thrests, or even
those moments when Ravleen managed to bruise his conscience. His pain and endless shame were far
worse than anything she could inflict. Y et Ord was able to function, shoving hismiseries aside, endlessly
reminding himsdf that nothing mattered but that he somehow found hisway through the dusty barricades,
reached the burning Core, where he would then—

No, don't think it.

Don't even bring it to mind, ever.

“I promisg, little Ord. Let me grab you. I'll kill you quickly. Nestly, and forever. If you'd just et me—"
Ord contemplated everything e se that mattered.

“I know where you're going!” Ravleen roared, using amillion channels and enough energy to sear
unprotected ears.



Then, for emphasis, she spat at him, ablob of coherent X rays dashing into his weskest systems.

Ord absorbed the energies, healed most of hisinjuries, and what couldn’t be healed was mercifully shut
down and dismantled, the talents dead mass retained as propd lant for the next tiny adjustmentsin his
course.

“I know whereyou're going,” Ravleen repeated.
Doyou?Ord didn’t reply.

Then with her most mercilessvoice, shesaid, “Y ou are going into my mouth. One bloody, hurting piece
a atime!”

Two
“I continued my lazy grall.

“Beyond the jungle was anarrow and rather steep beach built from salmon-sands. | kicked the sand into
the warm turquoise surf and watched the bright pink grains sprout little tails and swim franticaly back to
where they began. The morning’ swork at the clinic had enlarged my senses. Not only could | tell every
grainfromitsneighbors, | could aso fed the vibrations of each tail, and hear their plaintivelittle voices,
and every airborne molecule carried with it avivid, unnameable and always delicious odor.

“It was my good fortune that awhale had died—a sulfur-backed cetacean of spectacular sze—and the
current had thrown its carcass against the beach. Dead for days, its blubber and muscle and deep organs
wererotting in the tropica heat. | stared a that putrid mass, my new eyes reaching insde, caressing the
great white bones, marveling at the intricate, relentless dance of feasting bacteria. And beyond the
murmur of the soft warm surf, | could hear the plaintive, despondent cries of the poor whal€ swife,
‘Where are you? she asked. ‘ Can you hear me, love? And then, after an anguished pause, she asked,
‘Isit happy, thisrealm past life?

“I took a bregth, adeep bresth, absorbing the roaring stink. ..and its stench was, without question,
lovely. Rich and eaborate, and lovely. Without doubt, thiswas a golden, spiritual moment. Wherea
human would have retreated in agony, | was joyoudy intoxicated...so much so that | found mysalf
pressng my human face into the gore, sniffing again, and again, then opening wide my tiny archaic mouth
in order to take a bite of that very sweet treasure.

“That’swhen | knew what | was...!

“When every corner of the universe smdls ddicious, and every sght looks beautiful. . .that’ swhen you
know that you have become something ese...that you areagod...and it istime to be exceptionally
caeful...!”

—Alice, in conversation
AMOMENT LIVED;a century crossed.
And then, another.

The Core was beautiful, and horrific, capable of wringing awe from any lucid mind. But it wasn't just the
fiercefirethat impressed, it was the great cage that held that fire in check. With little time and desperately
few resources, armies of humans and diens, gods and machines, had built awondrous set of barricades.
Comets and plutos had been pulverized, then refined into an especidly pure dust that served as agrowth



medium for nanochines, and those tiny wonders had colonized every mote, replicating themsaves and
reconfiguring their homes, armoring and ionizing the dusts, eectromagnetic rivers shepherding them
wherever they were needed most.

The barricades were thickest dong the galaxy’ swaist. There the dust lay in dense and radiant
crisscrossing bands, each mote just far enough from its neighbor to maximize the cumulative effects. Each
was atiny world bristling with anation of machinesthat lived to do nothing but absorb, dilute, and deflect
the relentless energies. Few would have imagined that humans, or anyone, could have built such avast
contraption. Until the Core exploded, no sane mind would even have kissed the possibility. But the
impossibleinspires theimpossible. The unthinkable disaster swept away convention and doth, and within
afew centuries, in countless places, the barricade was being erected by separate geniuses, each trying to
save hisor her own littleworld. Within just afew tens of thousands of years, it grew to become the
largest artificid structure ingde the galaxy, and perhaps anywhere in Creation.

Without barricades, the Cor€e' s beauty would be unveiled, and it would shine ahundred times brighter
than now, and the Milky Way would be an empty, sterile realm out to itsthin, thin edge.

But with the barricades, life could thrive even here. FHoating againgt the glowing dust were dozens of neat
dark clumps. They werelittle bodies, mostly. A light-week across, or less. Most were solar systems
nestled inside their own secondary barricades. Others were simple clouds of fresh, well-rested dugt,
coaxed out of theway, waiting to fill unexpected breaches. The smallest clumps were outposts shielding
engineers and administrators and fleets of starshipsready to carry those important soulsinto danger, or
back out of it again. Here and everywhere, the future of the galaxy depended on circumstances and on
luck, and mostly, it hinged on the character of the men and women, gods and machines living on the brink
of thisincredible blaze.

Severd of those black blotcheslay in Ord’ s path.

Not far from the largest blotch, amost unnoticed against the golden blaze, was apair of neutron stars.
Likeidentica twins, they orbited in close formation, each superfluid body deformed by itssibling's
enormous gravity. If Ord held his course, he would dip past the pair a awhisper more than three
light-years, and in another thirty light-years he would crash into the barricades' first wals. And then
Physics, the greatest god, would doom him. Ord’ s body would lose its hard-won momentum, damming
into the countless stubborn particles. Following in his dust-impoverished wake, Ravleen would gain on
him, reaching out with her killing hands, then her mouths, making every violent promise cometrue.

For the entire journey, Ord had weighed his prospects, again and again, and finally he had reached that
invisble mark where lasting decisions needed to be made.

“I'm herel” screamed Ravleen, again. “Don’t forget me, you fucking shit!”

After dl thistime, the baby Chamberlain finaly alowed himself the smple pleasure of shouting back at his
pursuer.

“Y ou dear little bitch!” he cried ouit.

They were light-seconds gpart, but the pause seemed to stretch for hours. The monster had heard him,
and for adippery little while, she was stunned.

Into the confused silence, Ord said, “ Stay with me, Ravleen.”

Hesad, “Please”



Then he used afat dice of hisreserves, jettisoning systems and talents that would never help him. What
remained dove hard toward the twin neutron stars, and he drew himsdlf into asnug bal, and from both of
the dying suns, he stole momentum and an unexpected new course.

With athousand tongues, Ravleen cursed him.

With every long-range weapon in her arsend, she assaulted both targets. The orphaned talents couldn’t
defend themsealves; they were vaporized or compressed, |eft useless and dead. The rest of Ord suffered
deep wounds that would demand hours of surgery and precious resources to heal. But the maneuver
seemed to catch Ravleen by surprise, and she ended up following a different, much doppier trgectory,
fdling alittlefarther behind.

Slipping past the neutron stars, Ord shoved and squirmed, putting himself on the best available course.

Severd billion kilometersin the rear, and gtill enraged, the monster siwung low over the fierce surface of
one star. Then for no rationa reason, she spat out a huge gob of antimatter, letting it plungeinto the sun’s
twin. Shewas punishing the stars, that was Ord' sreflexive first thought. She was doing something vast
and rash, and the resulting explosion was sure to cripple afew, or most, of her talents.

What was shethinking?

In aterrible ingtant, Ord understood. He saw the flash and tasted the raw light boiling out of the wound,
one of hissurviving systems doing the fierce caculations. Those sunswere aready close to touching.
Another thousand years, and they would have touched. But that onetiny nudge, ddivered in the worst
possible location, had killed enough momentum to bring them together now, to makethem kiss, and in
the very near future, embrace.

The collison would take the next few weeks, local time.
For thetravelers, it would require ahaf ingtant.

Already Ravleen was weaving asail from armor and coherent plasmas. When the stars collided, merging
into asingle black hole, shewould gracefully ride the gamma pulse outward, regaining most of the lost
distance...and more horrible still, every living creature within severa hundred light-years was certain to
die, or beg for its death.

Ord found himself staring dong his new course, studying those little black smears where afew million or
billion sturdy citizensled their important lives. They weren't ready for this disaster. It was coming too
soon, too sudden. Of course he sent abrief, vivid warning; but he was the famous crimind, the greetest
renegade of dl, and they wouldn’t believe his declaration. Even as Ord described thislittle apocaypse,
he knew that some fraction of them would suspect atrick and delay their preparations too long, and
that’ swhy they would perish.

Thinking along the same sad lines, Ravleen said, “Y ou see? Y ou see? Y ou are acomplete and helpless
idiot.”

“Yes, | am,” Ord replied, throwing up hisincorporea hands.

Three
“A young Nuyen is gpproaching your digtrict.

“Hisnameis Xo, though heis unlikely to mention that identity. Heismora and good, asal Nuyensare.



Thereis no reason for desperate measures. But you should be aware that the boy is rather young and
possibly misguided, and he has afew novel talents that are completely harmless but can render him rather
difficult to contral.

“If you see our little brother, do not speak directly to him.

“Beadvised: If he happensto make contact with you, at adistance or particularly in person, thereisa
smal if not negligible chance that your judgment will beimpaired. He may not resemble aNuyen, and he
may choose to look other than human. Y our security syslems may aso be at risk during the visit, and
afterward. And your memories of the incident should never be completely trusted.

“Naturaly, we would appreciate news about our brother’ s whereabouts.

“Y ou can help poor Xo by coaxing him to remain in one place long enough for usto reach him. Y ou have
our blessing to use any available means. And afterward, you will have our thanks...and eventudly, a
financia prize based upon your hardships aswell asyour ability to keep this unfortunate business politely
and eterndlly confidentid...”

—aNuyen communication

FOR THE LASTtwenty millenniaon the galactic standard calendar, X o had worn the gleaming hull and
scrubbed interior of an empty star-liner. His voice and manner were that of an Al pilot searching for
paying passengers. Since few refugees remained near the Core, it was perfectly acceptable to ask the
whereabouts of other ships and objects that might have been ships. He was a business and an investment,
and paying customers meant everything to him. And since gossip isthe halmark of any socid intelligence,
Xo gossiped with every local Al, aswel as human voices, and dien voices, and amultitude of competing
and inadequate news services.

“I"'m hunting for two old friends,” he never admitted.
“Have you seen them?’ he never asked.

Y et every word he spoke was wrapped around that purpose and single question, and every word and
cold number and complicated digital image that came back to him was dissected for even the most
obscure clue.

Sower than hisquarry, Xo was more than ahundred light-years behind when the neutron stars collided.
Hisarmor and smple distance kept him relatively safe. Steering toward the piercing glare of the blast, he
survived the radiations and wild heat, suddenly dipping into agreet bubble of serilized vacuum wherea
fleet of disaster ships had dready assembled. Once again, living worlds were boiling away. Millions of
dying voices begged for help. But the ships had no choice: They ignored the pless, streaking for the Core
and the damaged barricades. If the Core' s searing fires could punch through the dusts, then countless
more worldswould perish.

Xo embellished hisdisguise. Suddenly hewas an Al free spirit Smply glad for this chanceto legp into the
mess, and grateful souls didn’t question him too thoroughly. They let him travel deep into the barricades,
repairing and repositioning the dust clouds while he hunted for signs of Ord’ s passing. But there were
none. He couldn’t find tracks of plasmas or debrisfieldsleft from agreat dud. Xo resorted to coaxing
the other ships and crewsinto speaking honestly. It was an ancient Brongg captain, suddenly drunk, who
admitted seeing apair of masses streaking past her ship, moving at very nearly light-speed, one mass
following the other so closdly that it was difficult to think of them as separate.

Xo'squarry must have taken a new, unexpected trgectory, charging aong the dusty fringe of the Core.



That hundred-light-year gap had doubled, and X o had no hope of catching the Chamberlain. But when
he thought about his choices, he saw only the one, and that was to follow, ignoring odds and
practicdities, every reason and good sense surrendered to this one consuming misson.

The renegade Nuyen skimmed past dozens of colony worlds. On each, he borrowed the faces and lives
of useful citizens. One night, he was a president’ s trusted wife. In the morning, he was an even more
trusted mistress. He turned himsdlf into various addicts and poets who were freeto St in every sort of
public place, listening to the important whispers. He gave himself the rank and angry bearing of a
notorious field marshal. With the breasts and penises of alocal sex symboal, he holo-touched thousands.
Plus he was an Al advocate, awedthy persondity sculptor, asmpleton custodian, and for one long
afternoon, everyone sfavorite golf pro.

Gradualy, gradudly, he pieced together Ord’ s whereabouts.

Most witnesses believed the two passing masses had bel onged to the ruling Families. “ The good
Families,” they would add with a make-believe confidence. But afew worriers mentioned the
renegades—the last Chamberlain and his Sanchex lover. “Y ou know,” they muttered, alook of easy
disgust building. “It’ sthose monsters who destroyed our mother world...”

X0 nodded with every face, saying nothing.

But when pressed for reasons, they admitted, “No, it probably wasn't those mongters. Just apair of
Nuyens off on one of their fantastic errands, probably.”

“Do you see many Nuyens?’ Xo would inquire.
“Plenty,” they boasted. “Huge and old and very important Nuyens.”

Skimming along the barricades, Ord had continually tweaked his course, and with every nudge, Xo
wasted time and distance finding the new trgjectory. But he remained aNuyen, pernicioudy thorough in
nature, studying every problem from dl angles, leaving Chance no placeto hide.

One dense black bubble protected a neat green world reserved for the wealthiest humans. Passing
nearby, atiny wisp of Xo dropped to the world' s surface. Quietly, he acquired the handsome face and
smooth reflexes of aprofessona golfer. The sport was tedious and €l aborate, and densdly rituaistic, and
it wasdow. Xo'sclientsweretrillionaires, and he confidently coached them on their swings and persond
problems and the philosophies and faiths of human history, helping his paying friendsto find the easy
course through their own immortal, burden-free existences. Each hole took afull day to complete, and
each hole existed for only that day—a unique assemblage of emerad green turns and flowery
obstructions and blue lakes and chaotic winds. The balswere smal and hard and nearly as complicated
asworlds. Each was amother-mote taken from the barricades. On each ball, billions of nanochines went
about their rapid existence, obliviousto the tiny forces ushering them from place to place. Playing with
mother-moteswas aloca wrinkle, and every player worked through the day for the chance to watch his
mote hit the dick-grass green just so and then drop into the tiny cup with that delicious, eternaka-plunk .

One of the three wedlthy golferswas abuoyant giant, both physically and in terms of his mountainous
wedlth. Prior to the Core s disaster, he was aminor billionaire with afleet of aging starships. The great
exodus gave him hisfortune, the refugees paying everything for the chance to put their disembodied,
comatose brainsinto one of his cargo holds. A grand tragedy was the same as a stroke of incredible
fortune, and from it an empire had evolved, encompassing entire worlds and afleet of swift new
darships.

The man was happy, and he spent his happy days dreaming about new triumphs. Xo watched the selfish



daydreams, and in revenge, he made the big hands flinch, an easy ten-meter putt missed. Then, ashe
bent over the mote to putt again, Xo remarked, “1t must make you guilty, knowing how you made your

money.

Thetrillionaire had never felt the tiniest guilt. But a that instant, an incredible anguish swept over him.
Blinking back tears, he looked up at the face of the golf pro, and sobbed, and said nothing.

Xosad, “Guilt,” onceagain.
Thetears poured past the furioudy blinking lids.
“What can | do?’ he begged. “I fedl...so bad...!”

“Tofix your guilt?’” Xo continued. “1 don’'t know what to suggest. That’sfor you and your conscienceto
decide”

The man wailed and glanced forlornly at his utterly embarrassed friends.
“But tel methis,” Xo continued. “ Y our flegt of ships...| bet they see some very unusud things...”
“Unusud?’ the golfer muttered.

“Dark-matter ships. Mysterious flashes between the stars.” But neither brought a reaction, which was
when he asked, “ Or any odd artifacts, maybe?’

The man didn’'t belong to any Family, but to keep track of hisfar-flung holdings, he had amassed some
congderable and legdly questionable talents. The implanted guilt had disabled most of his security
gystems. X0's question caused areflexive search of records, which in turn allowed Xo to peer into that
elaborate crush of filesand digitals and routine flight manifests.

X0 saw what he wanted.

“There sthisonething,” the sobbing man replied, unaware of any intruson, believing that this memory
hed dragged itself into the fading light of the day. “ One of my Al captainswas cutting distance, clipping
the Kuiper belt beside ared dwarf. And its sensors found a hot spot. On a pluto-class world, there was
afew kilometers cooking at nearly 260 Kelvin, and someone had given that ground hills and trees. On
thetallest hillswas abig house. Of dl things, it looked like the old Chamberlain manson—"

“What' sthat?’ blurted another golfer.

“What?’ said thefirgt golfer. Irritated now, he dug at his eyeswith hisincreasingly dampened hands. “I
wasjus tdling agtory.”

“What story?’ asked the third golfer.

“I don’'t remember.” He blinked. It wasjust the three of them standing on the flat and perfumed and
perfectly round green. Why should it be anything but the three of them? And why was he crying like this?
Gazing down, he blinked and sniffed, staring at the black mote, and he found himself thinking about the
billions of tiny machinesfixed to itssurface. Likeitsown world, it was. And if every one of the machines
was a person, and he could save dl of them and make them as happy ashe used to be...

“Shut up!” he wailed, athough no one wastaking.
Thento the bal, he said, “Quiet. Everybody keep quiet so | can make this damned shot!”



THECHAMBERLAIN MANSION had been resurrected, complete with areef’ sworth of cultured coral, and
it rose on the high hill, nearly as white as the snow that stretched out on dl sdes.

Beneath the mansion were two figures. Approaching on foot, Xo thought he understood. The figures
were child-sized, and proportioned like children, and fighting. One lay hel pless on the ground, whilethe
other stood over him, kicking hisribs and face and smacking him between the usdless legs. Other than
the terrific thud of flesh impacting on bone, silence reigned. A trickle of blood ran off into the snow,
pooling in athick frozen black-iron lake a the bottom of the hill. Judging by the flow and thelake's
condderable depth, this beating had continued, without interruption, for the last two centuries.

What passed for Xo's heart quickened as he approached.

The scene waslit by the Core’ sangry fires. The boy lying on his back, enduring that fantastic abuse, was
ayoung Chamberlain. He had the red hair and the proper build, and those were Chamberlain teeth
scattered about in the glittering drifts. The other figure was Ravleen. Obvioudy. These had to be divers of
their original salves, portraitsleft in their wake as they raced through the universe. How many of these
horrific little dramas lay scattered from here dl the way back to the dead Earth?

Unlessthese were hislogt friends, finally and unexpectedly found.

If thiswas Ravleen, then X o was committing suicide. But he discovered that he didn’t care. With a
corporeal hand, he grabbed the bully by the shoulder and gave her ahard, swift jerk, and with a
thousand toxic eschers ready to assault her higher functions, he ripped away the smple golden mask,
finding an unexpected face saring a him.

Shaggy red hair framed amae Chamberlain’s craggy features.

It was amore mature face than the one lying in the bloody snow. And if anything, it was harsher in
appearance, the bright pale eyes miserable in adeeper, more piercing fashion.

A moment passed.
Anocther.
Then together, with a shared amusement, both gpparitions said, “Xo.”

A strange and sad laugh followed, and the Chamberlain voice told the dumbfounded newcomer,
“Goodness, you certainly took your time!”

Four

“Without question, we have imagined the essential heart of whatever scheme the baby Chamberlainis
unfolding before us...but we have aso envisioned another fifteen hundred and twenty-two generd plans,
each with itsown muscular credibility aswell as myriad variations and € aborations and opportunities for
sweeping ingpiraions. Separating the genuine from the possible will be daunting. All that is certain isthat
Ord/Alice s attentions are focused on the Core, and it isin our Family’s best interest to stop him.

“His motivations are secondary.
“If it matters, we can establish hisintent once heis dead. .. securely and eterndly out of our way...”

—aNuyen communication



“ARE YOU ANuyen? Or do you smply like that face?’
“I am,and | don’t,” hereplied. “My nameis Xo.”

The woman showed him an impossibly bright smile, then, after too long a silence, she made suretotell
him, “1 have dways admired your Family.”

“That' sgracious of you,” Xo replied, focusing his senses on the bureaucrat. “And may | say, I’ ve dways
been fond of your Family, aswell.”

“Why, thank you...”

She was an Echo. Until recently, hers was among the least consequentia of the Thousand Families. Like
the Nuyens and Chamberlains, the original Echo was chosen with care, augmented with care, and cloned,
then throughout the Great Peace, those clones had done avery smal part in exploring and settling the
gdaxy, preferring to use their careful powersto manage the civilized regions.

Echoes were pathologically cautious. That’ swhy they had no greet history, no naturd flair for invention
or business, and adeep distaste for politics. Compared to most Families, they were an impoverished
clan, worth pity and charity and little more. They never terraformed worlds at the Core, and naturaly,
they weren't invited to help build the baby universe. As aconsequence, they could claim a perfect,
laudable innocence once the Baby had turned on its old mother.

Their lack of ambition made others deep easy.

This particular Echo helped administrate every facet of lifein her district. Loca humans and most diens
respected her. During her tenure, the district had felt like a prosperous backwater, quiet and calm if not

entirely a peace.

Out of respect for the Nuyen, or perhaps out of local fashion, she wore the smple archaic face and body
of amature woman. Echo women were small and round, dark everywhere but in the deep green of their
eyes. With those eyes and her careful words, she admitted, “I feel uneasy. Y ou’ ve gpplied for permission
to terraform alocd world—"

“Isthere aproblem?’

“A small difficulty, yes” She sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “I’ m sorry to bring thisup, and | don’t
know how else to broach the subject. .. but according to my records, you aren’t supposed to be here...”

“Wheredo | belong?’
“OntheEarth,” shereplied. “1t' syour lagt officid residence.”

Xo waswearing a Nuyen' s body. His straight black hair framed bright dark eyes, the smple mouth
locked into a perpetualy superior smirk. Through that smirk, he pointed out, “ The Earth isno more.”

“Which | know, gr. Yes”

Xo watched as the Echo accessed every availablefile. She wasn't particularly talented at her work, and
she acted obliviousto the fact that he could see everything in her gaze, aswell asterrains of datatoo
secret for alowly bureaucrat.

“| wasthere,” he confessed.

“Pardon me?’



“When our home world died.” With his Nuyen face, he showed his anguish, his guilt—unalloyed, and
pure, and wrenching. “1 don’t mean that | was on the Earth. No, | was standing beside the Sanchex....the
onewho actualy murdered those billions.”

“I see” she managed.
She had no choice but to bdieve him.

With the subtlest touch, Xo adjusted her emotions. Then, with a soft, grave voice, hetold her, “I fed
responsible for what happened.”

“For what the Sanchex did?’ she countered.

“A creature conditioned and armed by my Family, yes. | could have anticipated her act, and with one
hand, | might have stopped her.”

She was embarrassed, and sorrowful. “But I’ m sure you' re not responsible. Otherwise—"
“I"d belanguishing in prison. Wouldn't 17’

She stared a him, waiting. Her home was a crystalline moon orbiting a superterran world. The Core's
fires seeped through the barricades and through this solar system’ s defensive grid, then pushed their way
into this modest, somewhat stuffy room. With thosefiresreflecting in her wide wet eyes, she said,
“Prison, yes. | suppose you would be enjoying some kind of captivity, yes.”

Already knowing the answer, Xo asked, “What'smy officid status?’

“Y our Family fedls concern. They’ ve sent generd pleasto dl local administrators, with some rather vague
warnings attached.”

“Do you want to arrest me?”’

“No,” sheblurted. “ Goodness, no!”

He showed an appreciative smile, then asked, “What are you going to do, Madam Echo? Tdl me.”
“I am supposed to contact the Nuyens. And if possible, detain you.”

“Doit.”

“Pardon?’

“Both duties. Y ou should do them.”

Shetried. An encoded message was sent nowhere, and when the Echo’ s compromised systems sang out
that all waswell, she dlowed hersdf to smileat Xo. It wasanervous, vagudy hopeful smile. “Don’t leave
us” she advised.

“I won't be any trouble,” he promised. “My intention isto remain here and work on my little project, and
to the best of my ahility, keep out of public view. When my Family wishes, it can come gather me up.”

“That would be best,” she admitted.
“We have an agreement?’

The round face tightened. Finaly, shetold him, “ Thereisasecond issue.”



“Isthere?’

“Thisproject. You wishto terraform aloca world. But asfar as| can determine, you lack the essential
skills” Shewinced, asif expecting afist or abligtering insult. When neither came, she made hersdf say,
“Sir,” again. “We haverules. Much as I’ d love to see our little portion of the galaxy thoroughly settled
and green, we have standards to uphold, codes of conduct and craftsmanship to be honored.”

“I intend to purchase the proper talents.”
The green eyesgrew larger. “I am so glad to hear that, Sir.”

Xo told her exactly what she wanted to hear. Then with each smooth word wrapped inside a comforting
escher, he asked, “Madam Echo, do you have any ideawhat kinds of talents |’ m wielding right now?’

The eyesweretoo large, and in a pained way, awed.

“At any moment,” he assured, “1 can cause any entity to believe whatever suitsme. Or | could tie her
soul into an el aborate knot, leaving it tiny and insane for the next million years”

From deep within, the Echo admitted, “| believeyou.”

“Two choices are offering themsalves.” He touched the back of her hand, lightly. “1 get what | want, or |
meanipulate you into fulfilling my needs”

“Don't,” she squeaked. “Don’'t hurt me.”

“I'won't. If you will dlow methe privilege of begging.” Xo clasped his hands together, then kndlt on the
dick and perfectly transparent floor. With avoice that couldn’t have been more plaintive, he said, “I saw
the Earth die. Barely yesterday, it seemslike, and | can still hear the screams, and smell dl that usdless,
usdlessdeath...”

She could see his nightmares, too.

“I want to make amends, Madam Echo. In asmal way, obvioudy. Perhapsin a pathetic way. But at
least | can begin.” Xo had never been more honest or more certain. “Let me build aspecia world. A
uniqueworld. I will put it here, if you let me, and if we arelucky, it will be apiece of artwork that will
endurefor the ages.”

Quietly, the woman cautioned, “Your Family...it isn't known for itsterraforming skills or itsartistry...”

“And your Family has aways been frightened little shits,” hereplied. “ Y et here you are, awedthy despot
ruling severa thousand worlds.”

Shegaveatiny nod.

“Point taken,” she whispered. Then with adrop of bile, sheadded, “ Sir.”
“Do we have an agreement?’

“I'll bewatching you, Sr. Always.”

“An agreement?’

Shetried to laugh, and failed, and, placing her face into her cupped hands, muttered, “Asif | have any
choice...”



Five
“Why do we make such marvelousterraformers...?

“The other Families have the same essentia technologies. They can dressup in any proven talents,
wielding the same fantastic energies, every eye clear and dry, while each hand is moved by akeen, quick
intelligence. Y et their works never quite match our better works, and in every case, they fall woefully
short of our best...

“I know what you'll say: Red tdent isn’'t something worn, but it’saqudity deeply embedded in our
Chamberlain genes. And it isanintegra part of our ancient, prideful culture. From the first breath, you
have been taught that it is your duty and destiny to carpet dead worlds with life. Nothing €l se matters as
much or for aslong. And should the self-expectation weaken, then athousand sisters and brothers will
cuff you on the ear, telling you to return to your ultimate course.

“These are dl good reasonsto avoid the obvious. Chamberlain voices are those who most often judge
what is beautiful and best about aterraformed world. And we are the ones who decide what is unseemly.
And we are the judges who skate upon the dippery laws of possession, deciding what is actualy
ours...!”

—Alice, in conversation
THE WORLD HADfew charms.

Sunless and meta-poor, it was afull earth-mass drifting unclaimed on the dusty edge of the barricades.
Judging by the physical evidence, someone had long ago attempted to make the world habitable, and
they had botched thejob. A rugged little continent had been thrown up through theice, its stony bones
built from cultured basdt. The toxic beginnings of an atmosphere lay everywhere as ayoung white snow.
But the vanished terraformer had |eft a half-assembled sun in close orbit, which was ablessing. Plusthere
was enough Bose-condensed antimatter to fuel amodest biosphere.

Xo completed the sun and ignited it, and to hurry the world' s transformation, he injected fingers of
antimatter into the frozen crugt.

|ce became awarm, filthy ocean.

The reborn atmosphere was thick and agitated, gales damming againgt the land, threatening to gnaw it
down to nothing.

Xo briefly aandoned hisworld.

Twenty light-years removed from the barricades, orbiting close to ayoung blue-white star, was a
warehouse. A sophigticated array of diamond scaffolding and shadow meatter held every flavor of
treasure, sorted and labeled and set in stasis. Most of the treasures had been yanked from the Core
before the fires consumed them. In most cases, the owners were dead or unknown, and once the pesky
legdities were addressed, the propertieswould gratefully belong to men and women who had saved
them. But there were dso items | eft over from crimind proceedings. Tdents wrested from defunct
Families. Taentsthat aNuyen could rightfully purchase, or in specid circumstances, rightfully stedl.

“Terraforming,” said Xo. “Do you have anything that can help with alittle terraforming?’

“No,” the governing Al reported, point-blank. “1 am sold out.”



Terraforming skillswere dwaysin demand. Xo shrugged and turned to the other items on his enormous
shopping list. Some proved available, and cheagp, while many itemswerein stock but unavailable.

The Al explained the obvious. “We rewaliting for their legad owners”
“I only wish to touch them,” X o countered.

“You cannot,” hewastold.

“Not for asmple second? What would be the harm in touching?’
“Therewouldn’t be any harm,” the machine admitted. Then, with confidence, it said, “No harm at dl.”
“Then may 17’

X0 made hisrequest, and he touched the Al’smost intimate places.
“Do what you want,” it replied.

Xo put everything in his hand, then asked, “Just how long is asecond?’
“I’'msorry, sr,” the Al replied. “I can't remember.”

“But | know how longitis. Trust me.”

“Yes, gar.”

X0 assembled the treasures, then mentioned, “1 need to carry everything home. | want to wrap each of
these ingde adark matter envelope.”

“Of course, Sr. How much do you need?’
Xo answered.

The machine had a cranky laugh, but its voice was calm and reasoned. “ That' s far more than you need,”
it told thismogt difficult customer. “It iseverything that | havein stock, Sir. My entireinventory.”

“Fine. I'll purchaseit.”
The Al meant to say, “No,” but heard itself say, “Yes.”

Xo wrapped his purchases inside four envelopes of refined, compliant dark-matter. The other
thousand-plus envelopes were tied behind like thetail of an invisblekite. Then he returned to the Al,
asking again, “Areyou certain that you don’t have an old terraformer’ s talents?’

The machinefdt itself being manipulated. It was ahard touch, thistime. But with arigorous honesty, it
explained, “Thisisadepopulated digtrict, and terraforming is much in demand.”

“Who buysthese taents?’
Names and locations flowed.

X0 had more journeys and more steding ahead of him. With aworried resignation, he returned to the
head of the kitetall, ready to pull that massive load back across twenty light-years. But the obvious found
him. Returning to the facility once again, he said, “All right. Show me everything that might be atalent.
But it’ sbroken. Y ou can't get it to work well enough even to describe itsdlf.”



“Thereisone smal something,” the Al dlowed. “ A talent, perhaps.”
“ThenI'll tekeit, too.”

“Butit’squite usdess. Bdieveme, ar.”

For the bulk of a second, X0 said nothing.

That great slence gnawed at the Al. Finaly, it conceded, “There sno reason you can't haveit, | should
think.”

“Thank you.”

They moved into the deepest storage berths, and while the Al’ s hands sorted through |abel ed masses of
dark matter and baryonic matter, it mentioned, “ This talent comes from a Chamberlain.”

Feigning surprise, Xo sad, “Redly?’

“One of thefirst renegades to be captured and tried.” Hands created for this single task brought out what
looked to be along, long piece of obsidian, whittled by another stone to form a double-edged blade.
“When she was ordered to surrender her talents, the Chamberlain managed to damage this one beyond

repar.”
“Thebitch,” said Xo.
“Exactly,” the machine agreed.

With the blade held close, X o returned to his new world. It was adow, exhausting voyage, but it gave
him time enough to sort through his new belongings and make hisfirst inadequate attemptsto identify the
mysterioustalent. A hundred years later, hefinally arrived home. In his absence, the gales had worsened,
and the atmosphere had thickened and turned violently acidic, and worse till, X0’ s arrival brought so
much matter that tides were raised, stirring the young ocean, itsicy basement tearing |oose,
continent-szed bergsjoining in with the mayhem.

X0 st everything in ahigh orbit and began to work, desperately fighting to rescue hisworld.
“Don’'t,” said aquiet, certain voice.
A woman was speaking with a Chamberlain mouth.

The stone blade had become a red-haired woman, nothing but flesh and bone and the smplest of minds
garing a him. With amusement, it seemed.

“Everything’'samess,” he protested.

“Leaveit alone” sheadvised.

“But my plan—!"

“Isshit,” shewarned. “Which isn't too surprising, consdering you' re nothing but a baby Nuyen.”
The smple mind wasn't. Xo looked ingde, finding unsuspected depths.

“But | have awonderful plan,” he complained.

“Don't scareme,” sheteased, laughing fearlessy at everything. “I'm here to help you. And my hel pful



adviceisfor you to do nothing.”

Xo watched the angry white bergs rise from the boiling se, tidal waves sweeping across the raw land.
Then, findly, glaring at the blue-eyed taent, he asked, “Which Chamberlain did you belong to? Do you
remember?’

“I guess| should say Alice”
Xo sad nothing.

“lsn’'t thet the right answer?’ she said. “ After dl, that’swho | am.”
Six

“A Sanchex isawild bear shoved insde amouse s cage, abused until it becomes helplesdy compliant,
and then force-fed adiet of intelligence and cold civility.

“Whichisthesamefor dl of us, of course.

“But you know what | mean...”

—Alice, in conversation

RAVLEEN WASPOSSESSEDDY aglorious, perfect rage.

As she chased her quarry, her intellect constantly practiced her hatred, making sure it was perfectly pure.
Anything tasting of doubt or mercy was cast asde. Sometimesit was an act of will, but often it wasa
plainly physical deed. She would discover ashred of her soul that didn’t exist for the sake of killing Ord,
atalent whose existence wasn't spent dreaming of the horrible and prolonged and painful end that would
cometo that Chamberlain boy. With arighteous scorn, she would rip that worthless mass loose from her
body and fling it away. Oftentimes she would aim at someinhabited place, then watch the impact with a
cold satisfaction. Streaking at near-light velocities, akilogram of usdesstaent could makea
consderablewhump , damming into someone s green comet or asteroid with afierce bright flash.

Cleverness and stupid luck were the boy’ sonly dlies. On the Earth and again on the edge of the
barricades, Ord had just managed to keep alive, maintaining his very dender lead over avengeful,
righteous angdl.

That was the only way that Ravleen could think of herself.

She was a hard-fought, bloodied, and worn-down angd, but she sill wielded a potent array of weapons
and afabulous set of muscles, and those colliding suns had helped increase her dready terrific velocity.
The gap between prey and predator was steadily and delicioudly shrinking. They were gtill skating close
to the barricades, and Ord was obvioudy terrified. Ravleen could taste the fear leaking from him. She
saw it in hisincreasingly desperate maneuvers, watching him dive past sunsand little worlds. The
Chamberlain used those smple massesto twist his course, kegping himself near the Core. Obvioudly, he
couldn’t leave this place. Like theidiot moth, he was circling its magnificent light, and like any moth, he
wouldn't quit until he had plunged to his desth.

Frantically, usdessly, Ord would toss aside his own taents and machinery—Alice slegacy—trying to
gain any tiny advantage.

“You fuck!” Ravleen screamed. “Y ou can’t escape me!”



Ord said nothing.

“Giveit up!” shecried out. Then, with a softer, nearly patient voice, she added, “1f you were mord,
you' d surrender. Y ou' d have no choice. Y our fate' s set. Prolonging thisbusinessisjust adding to the
cogts. A mora shit would have no choice but to give up...!”

“What are you saying?’ her quarry whispered.
“Watch,” Ravleen advised.

With the equivaent of athumb and forefinger, she flicked awvay ashard of worn-out armor, aiming for a
passing sun. Moving at its fantastic velocity, the shard dashed past an inhabited world, missing it by less
than alight-second. Then with her quietest voice, Ravleen asked, “Did you watch?’

Slence
“Did you seethe big eyes on those little faces?’

With hisown quiet voice, Ord said, “Y ou' re the one who should give up. Y ou know | won't let you win,
and when you losg, it’ s going to be worse than any death for you.”

Shelaughed. Cackled. At his audaciousness, she howled.

Thirteen light-years|ater, she threw another chunk of armor &t another living world. But it wasamore
distant target, and, to impress her quarry, Ravleen aimed to miss by even less. There wasroom for error,
but not much. Y et the idiot inhabitants—a warm, passive species who lived nowhere else—tried to
defend their home world with an inadequate defensive network. Lasers boiled away just enough armor to
hurl the rest into the atmosphere, into the crust, then deep into the cherry red mantle. That hard splinter of
Ravleen’ s body turned instantly into heet and hard radiation, and one hundred million perished astheir
continent was ripped apart and liquefied, irradiated and flooded by the boiling sees.

In agony, Ord screamed.

Ravleen laughed again. And with amocking tone, she asked, “Were you watching?’
Y et somewhere, she felt sorrow.

A secret, unexpected portion of Ravleen was angry with Ravleen.

Suddenly acongtellation of little empathies exposed themsalves, glimmers of guilt that had always been
lurking just out of Sght.

Where were the traitors? Even as she laughed at the dead and suffering, Ravleen began searching hersdif,
examining every subsystem and trangtory thought, hunting for the rootstock of this nagging remorse.
When no part of her soul confessed, she began interrogating hersalf. She isolated her most suspicious
areas, and shetortured them and, as a precaution, purged every high function that she couldn’t utterly
trud.

Strong again, she promised Ord, “I'l1 kill the next world we pass by. And the next after that. And I'll
keep up this daughter until you surrender. That’smy policy. Look insde me, and you'll see: Only one of
us can change hismind and do theright thing, findly.”

Therewas along, pained silence.

Ravleen let the boy broil in hisweekling squilt.



Findly, Ord let out alow moan and changed course. He was panicking, she assumed. He was beaten.

To hep fud his panic, Ravleen spliced together her longest arms, and she reached for him. She bridged
the gap and, for addiciousingtant, could fed living pieces of the boy. Then he shattered the limb and
kicked it back to her, and again, from some hidden reserve, he found the strength to accelerate, pressing
againg his own swollen, stubborn mass.

Hugging the barricades, scattered by nature aswell as by need, were the black-hole graves of thousands
of dead suns. Half-tamed and fed measured doses of matter, the black holes hel ped supply the fantastic
energies necessary to keep the barricadesin place. The nearest hole was deeping, for the moment. Al
keepsafers squirted warnings to the intruders, teling them, “Thisis arestricted zone. Y ou are not
permitted. A civil suit isassured. We very much mean business—!”

For awrenching microsecond, Ravleen believed that the Chamberlain was committing suicide. He was
robbing her of her vengeance, in the end, and shewailed out in misery.

But no, Ord was going to missthat irresistible mass.

In amaneuver old as starflight and dways spectacular, he alowed the hole s gravity well to grab him and
bend histrgectory, the perfect atitude and vel ocity assuring that he would rise out of the well very nearly
aong hisold course.

A 188-degree spin-around was achieved.

Picture aforefinger and thumb touching at their tips, with the black hole set ingde that teardrop gap. That
was Ord's course. And where the finger and thumb touched was exactly where Ravleen would beif she
did nothing.

Shedid nothing.
Ord yanked his body into adenser mass, pushing what was strongest and superfluous to the front.
In her fashion, Ravleen did the same.

In those superlumind moments, Ravleen discovered another sick emotion lurking in her depths,
unexpected and unwelcome.

Fear.
Black, and wild, and hot.

She shoved the fear forward, pinning it to her hull, and for reasons good and otherwise, the Sanchex
screamed. ..and then came amisery vaster than any pain she could ever have imagined...

Seven

“A Nuyen who ligensto a Chamberlain...I never thought I'd live so long...!”
—Alice, in conversation

“IFOUND MY SELFnearby and curious. Do you mind?’

“l do.”

“If you' d rather be done—"



“No, stay. | have nothing to hide here.” Xo showed aloner’ s uncomfortable grin, then added, “My work
israther preiminary, sill.”

The Echo woman nodded. “1 agree.”

Together, they dropped to the smooth blue surface of the ocean, and in asmall diamond-and-teak yacht
built for the occasion, they sailed aong the edge of the continent. The world' s gravity was stronger than
anticipated, but Xo's guest never mentioned the vast quantities of dark matter taken from the warehouse.
She stared &t the expanses of raw basdlt split by the occasiona river bringing grit and thin muds from the
interior. Occasionally, she would dive into the warm acidic water, acquiring the body of asmal whae,
and she would fill her new stomach with ocean water or ingest random stones and sands.

“Nothingisdive” shewarned him.
“It'stoo soon,” hereplied.

But she had a different philosophy, and sheinssted on sharing it. “Microbia bugs are still the best tools
to prepare aworld. They aren’t as quick as microchines, granted. But they have alegacy and a beauty, |
think.”

X o showed her apatient grin, saying nothing.

Thewoman clothed hersdlf in an ol d-fashioned body, nothing on her warm flesh but a glistening sheen of
gerile water. Then, with too much force, she amiled, sdty nipples and her wide, wide pelvis beckoning.

X0'sgrin became less patient.

“Your Family are on their way,” she reported. “How they learned about your presence here, | don't
know.”

“Didn’t youtdl them?

“At onetime, | believed s0.” She wasintrigued and frightened, and in surprising ways, she felt
courageous. “But you probably dready knew they were coming. | think you know exactly when they’l|
arive”

He shook hishead, saying, “1 wish | knew everything,” and let the subject fall away.
“What will they do to you?’

Xo studied her face, her posture. He stared into her swirling mind. “They’ [| send my oldest, most
powerful brothersand sisters. | don't think they’ d ask help from their dlies; | antoo large an
embarrassment. And when they findly get here, they’ll no doubt try to gather me up.”

If anything, she was spellbound.
With awhispering voice, she asked, “ Are you dangerous?’

He gave alittle nod. Then the wind gusted, and he pulled his hand through his blowing hair, asking the
Echo, “Did they send you ingructions?’

She started to say, “No.”
Xo lightly stroked her mind, and shetold the truth.



“I’'m to keep my distance. | can watch you and keep ataly of your crimes, but I’m not supposed to
interferewith you in any fashion.” With the glegful thrill of confesson, she admitted, “I’ m definitely not
supposed to be here.”

“Now that you are here,” he began. With anarrow smile, X0 asked, “Isthere anything about this place
that troublesyou?’

The Echo took adeep breeth, telling him, “Nitrogen but no oxygen, with argon and much too much
carbon dioxide. Thisdl tastes very smilar to the Earth’ s prebiotic atmosphere.”

“That’ stroubling?’

“Thisis supposed to be atribute to our dead mother world,” she reminded him. “Is sterility part of your
tribute?’

Hesad, “No.”
Shewaited for afull explanation.

Instead, he asked, “Why would | build aliving world? If it's sure to be destroyed in the near future...why
would | be so recklesdy crud...?’

She looked across the blue water. “Will your Family destroy this?’

Xo let her believeit. He touched her mind with ddlicate fingers, and in the next ingtant, he caused her
nipples to soften and baked her loins dry. When she was absolutely certain that she felt no interest in him,
Xotold her, “Stay.”

“What—?’

“Livewithme. Will you?’ Into her ear, he whispered, “We Il belovers. Together, we will fight whoever
comes...!”

The Echo gave the softest little squesk.

Then, without fanfare or good-byes, she launched herself into space, streaking back toward home.
Eight

“| wasayoung girl when | met my father. 1an, | mean: The noble, incorruptible rootstock of the infamous
Chamberlains had just returned home from somelittle early venture to the stars.

“Conjured by aworld of blended races and synthetic genes, lan had the hearty pa e features of an
unreformed European. Like aking, he held court over his children. Like asaint, he acted utterly
indifferent to the rest of us. Like adandy, he had alove for fine clothes and seamless grooming. Y et my
first thought was that he seemed quite old, and exceptiondly tired. But then again, | wasthe baby...and
everything around me appeared ancient and spent...

“I remember hisvoice booming, telling me, ‘ And you are Alice’
“ ‘I know that dready,’ | informed him.

“With that tired white face, he attempted a smile. With an easy scorn, he said, * Oh, that’ sright. I’ ve been
warned about you, Alice’



“ ‘“That'sso funny,’ | replied brightly. ‘ Nobody says much about you.’

“Or maybe| didn’t say those words. At this point, memory and hope have become such amiserable
tangle...!”

—Alice, in conversation
FINALLY, FAINALLY, THEWorld was terraformed.

What was stone remained barren, and what was water still waited for itsfirst bacterium. But therewas a
second realm built entirely from a highly refined, highly compliant species of dark matter—a deep ocean
and smdll continent with very much the same shape and textures of the baryonic resllm. Whispery
plankton lived in that invisible ocean, feeding on the occasiond reaction with gammaradiations and
neutrinos. The plankton, inturn, fed avariety of small, dow, waferlike fish. Then the fish spawned on the
continent’ s shores, which was where the ghosts would snare them, using bare hands and eating their
catch headfirst and whole.

Two hundred billion ghosts lived along the shore, sitting naked on the rocky beaches and young river
deltas, making lovein the perpetua darkness while quiet voicestraded gossip and littleelse. Their
metabolismswere dow and undemanding. Their intelligence was compressed and very much streamlined.
Alice had helped concelve their physiologies aswell asthis smple, sturdy biosphere. But Xo was
respongble for each face, plus everything behind their grateful eyes. Borrowing from census records and
security reports, stolen memories and easy conjectures, he had woven afalse soul representing each
human who died on the Earth. Every phantom believed that he or she was so-and-so reborninsgde a
great sanctuary, surrounded by friends and family, and pleasant strangers, and with afrothy joy, they did
nothing but eat the occasiona sweet fish and make love and tell the same well-polished and tireless
Soriesabout their logt, immortd lives.

Whenever visiting the ghogts, Aliceinssted on sex.

X0 submitted, which the old woman seemed to appreciate. They were just another pair of spirits
engaged in that most ancient, life-born business. Then afterward, together, they would walk the beaches,
human feet treading on red rocks while their dark-matter salves waded through the murmuring,
copulating bodies.

To baryonic eyes, there was the golden sun revolving around the world, and when it s&t, the Core above
was athin, ruddy glow. Xo had erected an intricately layered barricade around hisworld. It was dense
and excessive and exceptiondly durable. The barricade’ sdustslet in only the most useful or determined
portions of the spectrum, and, just asimportant, it kept curious outside eyes from watching over them.

Inthe ghosts realm, the sky was afrigid and seamless and endless array of ebony spheres marching to
the ends of Creation. Thiswas the genuine universe, Xo would remind himsalf. Almost everything that
existed was dark matter and dark energies, with atrace of baryonic ash thrown into the otherwise pure
stew. Gravity wasthe only force shared, and it was patheticaly weak. Only the most fierce, Core-born
particles could touch the ghosts' synthetic molecules. If not for that occasiond touch and the soft tug of
moving masses, the place would be its own universe, tiny and undeniably smple, utterly immuneto the
great dramas swirling around it.

On occasion, Xo admitted envying the ghosts. “I wish | were asignorant, if | could pick the ways.”

With amusement and scorn, Alice stared at him, and sometimes she would laugh, and she dways made a
point of asking her lover, “How do you know you' re not? Ignorant, I mean. And maybe you' ve even
picked your own foolishness. How in hell would you know for sure?’



Little remained of the original woman. There were afew minor talents that Ord must not have needed;
but in most ways, Alice was nearly as smple as the ghosts around them. Stripped of her talents and her
grand intelligence, then imprisoned in atiny cdl for thousands of years...the cumulative effects of that
abuse and boredom made her appear small, and predictable, and for long stretches, nearly
unremarkable. ..

But then she would offer some observation or give Xo adicing look, and suddenly he would recall which
of them wasthe child.

“Maybethe ignoranceisn’t yours, little man. Maybe our universeisapuddle, and we can't seethe
darkest matter and blackest energies because of this great sweeping ignorance. Not in our minds, no. But
asdlective stupidity on the part of protons and such.”

Not apurely origina thought, but from Alice, it sounded new and true.

Sometimes Xo would ask what she had told her little brother. “ Just before the Earth died,” he reminded
Alice, “you whispered into hisear.” Then hewould ddicatdly tickle her smple, tiny mind, trying to make
it disgorgeits remaining secrets. “Why isit so important for Ord to reach the Core?’

Shewouldn't tell him. Perhaps she didn’'t remember why. But she still had the poise to wink &t Xo,
assuring him, “Ord knows why. Just as he knew that you'’ d follow us. From the ingtant he |eft the Earth,
my little brother was sure that you would trail after him. In aday or athousand years. But eventualy, and
dl thisway...”

“How did he know?’

But again, she seemed to have forgotten. When she shook her head, her red hair would chase her scalp
likeatide. Then, with awise, crafty smile, shewould promise, “It’'Il al work out fine. Fine”

“How do you know?’
“Everything endsfor the best. Haven't you noticed?’

With distant eyes, in thetime it took a heart to beat once, Xo counted athousand distant wars. “| haven’t
noticed. No.”

“Petience,” she advised.
“Patience,” he repeated, always.

Then with awink and aflirtatious grin, she would assure him, “1f you wait long enough, every problem
becomestoo smal to be seen.”

ONENIGHT, INthe Sllence that dways followed her blissful advice, Xo heard awhisper fal from the dark,
dark sky. Barely aword, and encrypted, and probably misunderstood. Y et when he tested what he had
heard, he couldn’t disproveits vaidity. His baryonic body stiffened, and Alice noticed, turning toward
him and pressing her fleshy sdf againgt his narrow frame, asking, “What’ swrong now?’

Hewas busy. Frantically, relentlessy busy.
Again, she asked, “What’ swrong with you, Nuyen?’

Over thelast millennia, everything done had been done at Ord' s behest. Those two figuresfighting in the



snow had given Xo specific indructions, plus some powerful, left-behind talents. The ingtructions ended
with thesmplewords.

“Then just wait. Wait”

Except there were more demands lurking insde that first message. He hadn’t noticed them until now. He
couldn’t see them until the whispered word fell from the sky, didodging the messy ot of them.

To himsdf, Xosad, “ Shit.”
Alice grinned with ddight, and asked, “Isit my brother? Is he coming?’

“Not precisely.” Xo absorbed the smple, sraightforward plan. Knowing what he had built here, he had
foreseen this circumstance. But many options had been possble, and some seemed much more likely.
That' swhy hefelt anumbing shock, and that’ swhy he found himsdf searching for anything that might be
confused for area choice.

“What isit?’ asked the ancient woman. “Precisdly, or otherwise.”
Xodidn't reply.

Instead, he fashioned a smple, compelling message that he sent to the Echo woman. Hetold the Earth’'s
ghogtsto fall into adeep deep, and he reached into the sky and grabbed the artificia sun, putting it into
another kind of deep. Then he yanked hard, causing the sun’s machinery to plunge into the ocean and
plastic mantle, merging it with acamouflaged stardrive waiting at the world' s core. Within the hour, his
world was accd erating, throwing its stone and water backward at a fantastic velocity. The continent was
on the bow, and X0’ s barricade expanded in dl directions, itsleading edge striking the Core's
barricades, infecting the intricate dusts with anew, more compelling set of ingtructions.

Hewas tedling atiny portion of the barricades.

Gazing straight ahead, Alice sad, “Thisisit then. It sfinaly hgppening.”

“Back to the scene of your crime,” Xo offered.

But she shook her head and smiled, pointing out, “ That’ s one possibility. Out of many, many, many.”
Xo didn't bother asking what she meant. Suddenly, he couldn’t be moretired of their very slly game.

ACENTURY LATER,the Echo’ sresponse arrived.

X0 and the remnants of hisworld were plunging deeper into the Core' s barricades. The message was
brief and furious, and in agrudging fashion, it was grateful. The woman was dtting in her crystaline office.
Shesad, “Thank you,” asif cursing him. She said, “Y ou shit,” with affection. Then shereported, “I'm
doing exactly what you suggested. Every world and every inhabited structurein my digtrict isbeing
abandoned. Hopefully, there’ stime. Hopefully, you won't stedl too much from the barricades, and we
can patch the damage before the other districts are butchered. And maybe, maybe, we can keep the
death toll under afew million. Which wouldn’t be too miserable, you shit.”

Xo considered areply to her message, then thought better of it.

“Y ou manipulated every part of me, didn’t you?’ said the Echo.



With atangible, painful shame, shesaid, “I was helpless. | can’t be blamed. What you did to me you
could have doneto anyone. Isn't that right?”

Theimage enlarged, dlowing him to view the others drifting insde the room. He counted adozen
Nuyens, high-ranking and powerful and absolutely certain about their emotions. A fiery brother said,
“Xo0,” with abooming voice.

Then the others, speaking in a shared shout, assured him, “Y ou’ re the worst mongter. Ascrud as
Ravleen, and even more gullible than Ord. Patheticdly, horribly gullible. What good can you possibly do
here? What makes al thiswaste and sacrifice worthwhile, little brother?’

“Your rage,” Xo whispered, and with every mouth, he grinned. “Pissing you off. . .that’ sreward enough,
thank you...!”

Nine

“Wejourneyed to the Core to creste anew universe.

“And by every measure, we succeeded.

“We attempted to ease one of our own down its narrow, narrow umbilical.
“And again, without question, we found nothing but success.

“If we had made any large mistake, the whole of our galaxy would have been obliterated, and asthe
devastation spread outward at the velocity of light, much of the universe would have been consumed.

“But theleskagewasminima.
“We succeeded in containing the damage, keeping casudtiesto lessthan atrillionth of what was possible.

“Yes, I'mtrying to scare you, little brother. Not with the potentia for cataclysm, but with my own
persond capacity to accept every conseguence. | was enormous and powerful, clever and farseeing. In
the grand scale of Everything, there was atragic but endurable event that was quickly contained...a
corrupt old order was set on its proverbial hedls...and when tragedy is balanced against the scale of
laudable accomplishments, was't thiswork of mine very much afantastic success...?’

—Alice, in conversation

AwIDE PORTIONOf the barricades had been ripped |oose and dragged inward, creating awhirlpool two
hundred light-years wide and half again as deep. The Core sfires were blue-shifted and became brighter
as Ord peered into the swirling depths of the hole. Then at the very bottom, where the funnd gave alast
little twist, lay a speck of perfect blackness. The stolen dust had been gathered up, then squashed into a
single cloud, inky dark and fabuloudy dense, and at that cloud' stiny center was aworld-sized ship that
the baby Chamberlain couldn’t quite see, even when he used every surviving eye.

X0's contraption had to be waiting there. Ord wouldn't let himself think any other way.

A bright raw vacuum engulfed him. Stars and worlds formerly buried insde the barricades had been
exposed. Thewhirlpool itsdf wasfilling with repair vessels—armadas of modified comets and plutos,
each sporting tools more powerful than even this sort of titanic work demanded. And lurking a respectful
distances were dark masses—ancient, high-ranking souls, most likely Nuyens—reveded only by the
tweaking and twisting of the background radiations, and their encoded, conspiratoria whispers.



Ravleen remained on hishedls.

Sincether collision, the she-monster hadn’t said one comprehensible word. Her only sound was an
incoherent, raging wail, and she hadn’t stopped wailing since Ord' s body had pushed through hers,
leaving her gutted. Alive dtill, and still powerful, yes. But in critical ways, crippled.

Could Ravleenfight?
There were reasons, dippery good reasons, to hope she had afew teeth and claws |l eft to use.

Ord spent thelast of his discretionary mass, boosting hisvelocity again. Then he stared dong his
trgectory, trying to identify everything that lay ahead. At exactly the point where an ambush would be
easest, he found apluto dressed up in armor and potent EM shields. It was probably already spewing
out antimatter mines and the anchor strands for a coherent plasmaweb. As a precaution, Ord pulled
himsdlf back into adenser, more enduring body, his surviving armors aimed at the most likely dangers.
To the stationary observer, thework took years. For him, minutes. Then heinvested afull hour of his
compressed time, busily transforming what remained of his body, dressng himself in chilled dark matter,
borrowing those forms that would be least impressed by these fantastic energies.

A voice whispered, “Ord.”
It said, “Thank goodness.”

He recognized the voice ingtantly, and with agiddy surprise, he redlized that it was coming from beside
him. From somewhere close.

“X0?" heblurted.

The voice sprang from adense, amost unnoticed mass barely one light-month away. The two of them
were plunging together toward the bottom of the whirlpool. And with X0’ svoice, it sent a prear-ranged,
deeply encrypted reply that perfectly matched his expectations.

“What are you doing here?’ Ord asked.
And he waited.
X0’ sreply was an apology wrapped in assurances and athorough, seamless explanation.

“I’'msorry,” he declared. “But | was scared. For you, and for me, too. Y ou should have been here by
now, and you weren't. | guessed you were hurt, and you are. So | let our ship accelerate without me. |
came back herewith extrafud. Thefud isyours, if you need it. Do you need it? And maybe | can help
you fight that bitch Sanchex, or at least make her quit that damned screaming.”

“Comecloser,” Ord invited. “If you can maneuver, come here.”

The mass obeyed. A light-month’ s separation was gradudly halved, then halved again. The pace of their
conversation lifted accordingly.

“Y ou look worn-out,” Xo observed. “But it’ sgood findly to seeyou again, friend.”

“| fed beaten,” Ord admitted. “And it'sawonderful surpriseto seeyou here. I’'m glad you took the
intitive”

“Everything’ sgone perfectly. Nearly.” His companion told him stories about hislong search, and the
Echo woman whom he had used, and the carefully refitted world that was now a starship. Then he



thanked the baby Chamberlain for leaving behind those talents. “ They made the differencel” Xo
proclaimed. “We re on our way now! From here, it'sastraight line to the Corel”

“TotheCore” said Ord.

The astonished, worshipful voice said, “If | hadn’t chased you exactly when | did, leaving Marsthe
minutethat | did...and if I’d ever made even onewrong turn...l wouldn’t be here now, waiting for
you...| haveto ask, Ord...how did you know so precisdly what | would do, Ord? How?’

“Didn’t she explain the plan to you?’

The voice admitted, “Shedidn’t, no.” Then it asked, “ Are we talking about Alice? Because | can't shake
any specificsout of her. She' sawfully stubborn, when she wantsto be...”

Ord laughed loudly, asking, “ Areyou lovers?’
Thevoicesad, “Yes”
“Tell me,” said the baby Chamberlain. “What' s the exact pattern of freckles on her favorite face?’

Without a shred of hesitation or self-doubt, his companion sent amap of that face. It was precise and
thorough, exactly matching the face of the woman once imprisoned insde the Earth, and in so many
ways, it was utterly wrong.

Ord sad, “Very good, my friend!”
Herewasthe Nuyens' trap. In front of him and beside him, the trap was preparing to dam shut.

Ord manipulated his course alast little bit. Then helooked back at Ravleen, and with aquiet, thoughtful
voice, hetold her, “I’'m going to let them kill me. There' saNuyen crawling at me, and ahead, there' sthat
ugly pluto. Plus, there are probably teeth | can't see yet. At close range, working together, they’ re going
to obliterate me. And what do you think about that?’

The she-mongter’ swail rose to ahigher pitch, then abruptly quit.
For thefirgt timein ages, Ravieen had falen slent.

With achild' svoice, Ord asked, “ Do you remember when we were little, Ravleen? When we played
together in the snow?’

Ravleen was manipulating her own body now, marshaling wegpons and redistributing her armors.
“Do you remember snowbdls, Ravleen?’

Ord spun abdl of whiteice, exactly the size that aboy’ s chilled hands would fashion, and after wrapping
the snowbal in a secure stasis, he flung it back at his pursuer, watching its whiteness diminish; then, asit
smacked againgt the she-mongter’ s armor, there came a bright and soundless little flash accompanied by
aninconsequentia glimmer of soft heet.

Ten

“I wasayoung girl, and for ayear or two, perhapsthree, my best friend was a Sanchex boy. Hewas
older than me by adecade, which was an enormous span in the Familes early hours. Age made himrich
with strength and difficult wisdoms. Using nothing but cultured granite and hand-hewn oak, plusthe brittle
gedsthat he smdted in his own furnace, he could build an array of powerful wegpons. Like every



Sanchex, he was an avid hunter, provided that his quarry was strong and intelligent and capable of
inflicting tremendous pain. He taught me the skills of tracking and ambushing and killing efficiently. Inthe
midst of mayhem, hewould smile and tell methat | amused him, that he' d never known aChamberlain
with such ataste for blood sports. Just once, he smiled before we actualy began our hunt. It wasa
different smile. ‘Bring your favorite wegpon and a short length of locking cord,” heingructed. ‘ Tonight,
we're going into the Canyon of Lush. To hunt sabercats.” Then with awink, he added, ‘1 think you're
ready, Miss Chamberlain.’

“But | wasn't ready, of course.

“He had sdlected a glade sure to be it by the green light of the moon. | secured one end of the cord to a
substantial boulder and began fitting the other end around my left ankle. | would be the bait; that was my
usua role. The cord was merely asymbol, unless| panicked, in which caseit would hold mein place for
amoment longer. | reached the point of putting aknifeto my wrist, preparing to send my blood scents
out into the evening air. But the Sanchex said, ‘Wait.” He laughed and unfastened the cord, saying,
‘Tonight, I'mthe bait. Y ou’ rethe one sitting in the blind.’

“I was honored, naturaly. And | wasterrified. And without question, | knew that when the critical
moment found me, | would do what was necessary.

“What wasright.

“The old sabercats were Smple beasts. They couldn’t spesk and lacked for culture. But they were
tailored to be passionate and shrewd—arelentless force of nature balanced upon four paws, each the
Sze of my chest. Severad grown cats could taste the Sanchex’ sfierce blood, then spend hours circling the
glade, sniffing and watching, arguing about which of them most deserved thiswicked med. A giant mae
won the right. I'm sure he knew we had set atrap, but he was intoxicated by the smpleidea of
consuming one of hisgodly owners.

“When the attack came, | felt dert. | was focused and clear-headed and utterly ready.

“But as| stared down at my bleeding friend, down into that pool of green moonlight, the cat scaled my
tree—in one graceful bound—and dashed into my blind, four lightning white sabers sinking into my chest
and belly. Instead of misery, | felt the warm, amost pleasant numbness that comes to any haplessvictim.

| never heard the discharge of the Sanchex’ s wespon. But | was aware of faling, and tasting blood not
my own...and then my good friend was knedling over me, laughing a me, telling me, Y ou should seethe
expresson on your very foolishface...!””

—-Alice, in conversation
ORD WATCHED Hissnowball burst against Ravleen.

She responded ingtantly, wiping off adozen flavors of camouflage to expose abody far larger than he
had imagined, then she spat out twin shots, each more powerful than anything he could have mustered.
One blagt of coherent plasmas missed Ord by nothing. The other was focused on the X o pretender.
Together, those terrific bolts of energy caused the she-monster to lose momentum, the distance between
them suddenly doubling, and she careened sSdeways, following a separate trgjectory asthey plunged
deeper into the sprawling hole.

The Nuyen absorbed the second blast. Armor was splintered, then scattered. What passed for flesh was
seared, faling away from adark-matter skeleton writhing in agony. A great Sweet scream rose, piercing
and wildly frightened. Then the scream fell away, and gradually, gradudly, athin, dying voice buriedin
the dying roar caled to him.



“Ord,” the boy heard.

“We know what you' re doing,” the Nuyen promised. “And it' s not possible, what you warnt. It’ sjust
another one of Alice sshitty jokes...”

A trailing blast struck the Nuyen.

With aclean bright flash, everything that resembled avoice was extinguished, and alacework of
degenerate matter swept through the body, erasing every trace of the skeleton, the vacuum filled with hot
ash and ablue-white glow.

“Nol” someone roared.
Ravleen.

“You promised me!l” she shrieked. “A million times, you promised! No one else gets the Chamberlain!
He sming”

The armored pluto was awarm point of light lying dmost straight ahead. Ord was diving for it, closing on
it, then the world grew brighter. Ravleen' sfirst blast had reached its surface, the crust mdlting, then
boiling away aswormy plasmas found every weakness, cutting down to the mantle. Great geysers of
methane and water exploded outward. Surgical eschers convinced stocks of antimatter to burst free from
containment, then detonate, yanking the mantle off the melting core. But the weapon arrays had already
made their shots, and enough plasma cannons and gamma-ray lasers survived to send off new volleys.
Ord fought his momentum. He adjusted his forward-facing armor, and he was struck—a peppering of
wild energiesleaving him siripped and naked, then, reaching deep, his own incandescent agony making
himwall.

Again, Ravleen cried out, “Nuyens! Y ou promised me!”

Shefired again, fired backward, aming at those faceless dark masses that were following them, and
increasing her velocity again, dightly.

A dozen ancient Nuyens were wounded. Pieces of them were butchered and killed, and other piecesfled
from the battlefidd, trying to find somewhere to diein shameful peace.

Ord jettisoned his ruined armor and organs, flinging them backward, each dapping against Ravleen.

At the bottom of the greet hole, where the barricades were thinnest, the tar black mass of dust was
moving faster by theinstant. And asit accelerated, it compressed itself into atighter, more durable mass.
Thetiming would betight, at best. Ord sensed it, then made delicate calculations that Sretched out for
thirty digits, proving nothing but that this was one astonishing long shot, and if it failed, hewould have
absolutely no reason to fedl surprised.

Behind Ord, over the course of decades and light-years, the battle raged. Nuyensfired at him, but
Ravleen was near enough and large enough to absorb the worst of their blows. She wouldn’t let anyone
stedl the pleasure of her revenge. Besides, every blow lent her momentum. Sheinvited the terrific hits,
each moving her closer to him again, close enough that she could tickle Ord' s bloodied toes as they
rushed together toward that dowly closing target.

In desperation, Ord borrowed Thomas sfavorite trick. He pictured himsalf with a child’ s body,
shredded clothes and gaping wounds decorating his corporea flesh. The cold vacuum became a deep,
deep snow, white and featureless, roaring of EM winds, and he drew himself standing on along steep
angry hill, inthe night, frantic legs carrying him toward sanctuary.



Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Ravleen. She was adtride behind him, if that. Like him, she was badly
bloodied, her black hair streaked with gore, that perpetually strong, strangely lovely face as grim and
certain as any face could be. He could nearly see her thoughts, the endless rage compounded with a
fresher, more urgent despair. Then he looked forward again, up the long dope. Upon the summit wasthe
Chamberlains cylindrica house, but instead of white, it was blacker than any night. It washisgod. It
was hisonly thin hope. But the house seemed to pull away now, burrowing through the last shreds of the
barricades, and asitsveocity rose, Ord found it increasingly difficult to close even asingle step.

The hill grew steeper; the snow turned to amilky ice.

Around the sharp fringes of the house, alight burst forth. The barricades had been punctured. A
blistering, blinding glare gppeared asthe Core sfiresflooded into the galaxy. Ord bent low, keeping
himsdlf in thetrailing shreds of shadow. And Ravleen screamed and bent lower till, using Ord’ sbody to
protect hersdlf.

Together, they gradually haved the distance to the towering black house. But the pitch of the hill
doubled, and Ord'slegsturned impossibly heavy.

Behind him, the universe was consumed by flame. Worlds burned, and vanished. And brave souls
perished, their last years spent yanking at the edges of the barricades, fighting to close the gaping hole.

Ord discarded talents, and his corporeal body shriveled, and with an achingly dow step, he crossed
another half meter of ice,

Just out of reach stood adoor. Savefor its blackness, the door was utterly familiar, fashioned from living
corals and with that dab above, the PRIDE AND SACRIFICE emblem teasing him now.

Ord, the inheritor of Alice stalents and grest powers, was little more than achild again, streaking deeper
into thishdlish redm.

Because everything was an image—a symbolic estimate of what was redl and staggeringly vast—he
stopped hisfeet and turned his battered salf, looking back at Ravleen. Asaways, he was mystified by his
fedlings of infatuation. It was just a Sanchex face. Evenfor her Family, it was a severe face, and furious,
incagpable of love or the smallest charity. And yet...and yet...and yet...

That lovely wild face grimaced againgt thefierce glare.

If shefired her wegponsand didn't kill Ord with thefirst awful blast, she would push him through the
door, to safety. So crippled hands reached toward him, wrigts thickening with muscle and the surviving
fingers growing long and razored, aglimmer of poison making the new blades shine.

“You can't reech me,” hewhispered, not knowing if that wastrue.

But it wastrue. Even after such an enormous chase, Ravleen was il alight-second out of range. The
hands reached for the last knots of armor riding on his back, and they stopped short by what seemed like
acentimeter, collapsing back into the body again. Then Ravleen spun some elaborate calculations, and in
response to the numbers, she began to manipulate her form again. Watching her dow, purpossful
metamorphosis, knowing exactly what she was doing, Ord guessed how long it would take, and he
turned again and gazed up at the PRIDE AND SACRIFICE emblem as he quietly, quietly said, “Xo.”

Hesad, “Alice”

In the barest murmur, he announced, “I’'m here...”



Eleven

“At some watershed in your evolution, you will gpprehend that clevernessiseverything. That if the godly
soul issufficiently ingenious, it can achieve what Smple mora goodness and unaloyed sdlfishness cannat,
ever...

“Naturdly at somelater point you will be Sckened by thisawful insight.

“Perhapsin the very next ingtan.

“Although in my case, let’sbe honet, I'm till waiting for that instructive and most ddlicious horror...”
—Alice, in conversation

“I'M HERE,” X oheard.

Badly.

The Core was afrantic, furious magl strom, ionized gases and plasma jets punctuated with dying sunsand
world-sized blobs of boiling iron. A wild, white EM roar fell from everywhere, telling Xo next to nothing.
Hefdt haf-blind and utterly deaf. Ancient ingtincts grappled with hiswill, begging him to turn and flee.

Y et the great ship maintained its course, plunging for the Core' s center, shouldering aside the debris and
that scorching wash of radiations. But the hazards thickened. The protective envel opes of smart dusts
were eroding. A red dwarf sun passed nearby, tideslifting the dust, leaving a gaping hole that Xo patched
badly, shoving a portion of hisreservesinto the breach with his quickest, doppiest hands. Then he began
again, repairing hisrepair, and that’ swhat he was doing when the whispered voice announced, “I’'m
here” That' swhy it took him several moments to respond, eyes set on the brink of the barricade gazing
back at the source of that very tiny voice, Staring hard at afiery point in space that dowly, dowly,
revealed what might be another starship, or asuspicioudy tiny Chamberlain.

Xo dmost spoke, then found the trailing shape, enormous and treacheroudy close.
From that looming shape came a second voice, not loud but at least as furious as the Core.
“And herel am!” it screamed. “Y ou fucks, | have arrived!”

Ravleen was bardly indgde the ship’s shadow, its umbra, protected from the worst of the radiation.
Moment by moment, her shape changed, transforming itsdlf in profound and complicated ways that Xo
couldn’t begin to decipher.

Hisingtincts begged him to panic.
“Alice?’ Xowhispered.
“What' swrong?” shereplied.

Xo found her lying naked on the dark-matter beach, toes dipping into the smple, frothy sea. The ghosts
flanking her were awake, standing elbow to elbow, chattering with excitement. Their black sky had filled
with adim ruddy glow—the Core' sfantastic energieswerejust visible, just red. Sometimes the ghosts
felt the tickling touch of the radiations. Their faces were nervous and happy, and more than Xo had ever
seen, they were smiling. Alice was smiling, too. But it was a different express on—sober and scared, and
very much unsurprised.

“Has Ord found us?’ sheinquired.



13 YSH
Then before he could explain, she asked, “Who eseishere? That Sanchex girl ?’

“Right behind him, yes. Always.” Xo nodded glumly and looked between hisfeet. The baryonic meet of
thisworld had been ripped away. It was fuel and reaction mass, and it was spent. All that remained was
the dark-matter skeleton and the stardrives and talents that could only be baryonic, plus just enough
antimatter to power the systemsthat held the dugt in its place. He gave Alice the eyesto observe their
vigitors, and after amoment’ s contemplation, he confessed, “1 don’t know what to do. Y our brother
didn't leaveingructions.”

Shelifted her face, not smiling now.

“Maybe,” shesad. “Just maybe, Ord guessed that you wouldn’t need the most obvious ingtructions.”
He absorbed the criticism without complaint.

“If you were having hislousy day,” she asked, “what would you hope for?’

“Help,” he admitted. Then with ashy wince, he asked, “Isthat the answer?’

“To many circumstances, yes,” the smple, ancient woman told him, “ *Help’ isaperfectly good
response.”

WITH TALENTSANDample fuel, Xo eased hisway backward toward the baby Chamberlain, dipping
through dense blankets of stolen barricades with aminimum of disruption—for the ship’s sske aswell as
to hide his own shadowy presence.

Every few moments, Ord whispered, “I1t'sme.”
He sounded small, exhausted, and absolutely terrified.

Even insde the umbra, the radiations were blistering. Piercing the last ragged layers of dust, Xo beganto
reach for Ord, then, at the last moment, hesitated. What if there was no Ord? What if Ravleen, or some
other demon-agent, was offering this body and scared voice as bait? But if thiswas atrap, then Xo was
aready the fool. He was doomed and dead. Which was why he kept extending his hands, and after
them, histentative soul.

Mutilated fingers were waiting for his hands.

Xo fdt their embrace and found himsdf drawn into afase, familiar landscape. The black mansion stood
behind him. The snow was bright and scorching. Ord knelt beneath him, his boyish little body in shreds,
every limb shattered, and amatching voice weekly asking, “Did you give up on me?’

“I didn’t,” Xoreplied. “I never believed in thefirst place.”
A thinlittle laugh lesked free.

Then Ord whispered, “My sister?’

“Iswdl. Iswaiting to see you.”

“Who controlsthe ship?’



“She does. At thisdistance, | couldn’t react fast enough to keep the barricade intact.” With hisown
talents, X0 embraced the boy and began making repairs. “When you' re strong enough,” he promised,
“I'll carry you ingde. | built adurable little world for us. I ve been eager for you to seeit.”

In aparticular way, Ord said nothing.
Xosad, “What? What' swrong?’

A Chamberlain face stared up at him. Except for the architecture of the bone and projected flesh, nothing
about it reminded him of Alice sface. The eyes were fearful, the mouth sorry and mute.

Again, Xo asked, “What iswrong?’
“Ravleen.”

Shewas ill transforming hersdlf. On thisfaselandscape, shelooked likeatdl, tall human, her limbs
twisted together, tying themsalves into an elaorate knot. Againgt the raw light of the Core, nothing about
her was human: She resembled avast machine that was rebuilding itself, making itsdlf ready for asngle,
obvious purpose.

“Ravleen’smerging her wegpons,” Ord whispered. “When she' sready, she'll kick hersdf out of the
umbra, and she'll feed on dl that free energy, and just before she burgts, she'll fire. Once. And shée'll kill
usand everything, if welet her...”

“Wewon't let her,” Xo muttered, in reflex. But when there wasn't any agreement, he changed topics.
Quietly, secretively, he said, “Y our Sster explained something to you. Something about the Core. That's
why you're here, and why | followed. | couldn’t stay loyal to my Family. | had to know. Why isthis
worth so much? We vekilled millions, and we haven't even reached the baby universe yet. And when
wedo reach it, what? The umbilical has closed, and wecan't getinsde...canwe...?’

“No,” the boy agreed. “Wecan't goinside.”
“Then why go there?’

Now helooked like Alice. A dy delight dipped into the blue eyes, then into the narrowing mouth. And
with an encrypted tongue, he suggested, “Maybe the Baby isn't our destination. Have you ever
considered that?’

“What isthen?’

“No,” said Ord.

Hesad, “1 need one more favor from you, friend. Will you?’

Xo muttered, “Anything. I'll do anything.”

“Can you ill manipulate minds? Because | need Ravleen teased, her thoughts bent just right—"
“I can't,” Xo blurted. “No escher can soften her pissed off will.”

Ord nodded, and sighed.

Then, with aChamberlain’ s gift for the unexpected, he said, “I didn’'t make myself understood. | am
sorry, Xo. What | want isfor you to make certain that she kills me. Can you do that for me...?’



Tweve

“Wewereinfinitely clever soulslaboring on the nearly impossible task....atask laced with danger and
eager for disaster....but since we were clever and so sure of ourselves, we could seethe obvious...a
meansto let usavoid every pitfal...

“All that was required was accomplishing a second, equally impossible piece of magic...!”
—Alice, in conversation
THENUYEN SVOICEWaS soft, and close.

“We need to speak,” hetold her, each word using a different Sanchex encryption. Then he said,
“Ravleen,” with atraitor’ stoo-familiar tone. And when shefailed to respond, the Nuyen added, “We
have been fooled. We refucked. It isn’'t the Corethat he'schasing. | just got Ord to admit hisred goa
tome”

She could see the Chamberlain plainly. He was battered, but healing. In amoment, he would be strong
enough to drag himsdf inside the dusts. But just before that happened, Ravleen would fall back and eat
some of the Cor€e svast energies, then everything in her reach would be wiped from existence.

“Can you hear me, Ravleen?’
“No,” shegrowled.

“Alice and the other criminals...do you know what they did...? When they grew the baby universe, they
grew a second marvel, too. Using the same talents, the same impossibly strong materials. Do you
understand me, Ravleen?’

“I'mnot anidiot!” sheroared.
“Yes, you are. We're both idiots here.”

Ravleen examined hersdlf, expecting to find traces of Xo's dangerous touch. But nothing in her mind was
amiss. Nothing about her resembled doubt. Her heart was a blue-black mass encompassing and
nourishing the most perfect hatred ever fashioned by Man, and she clasped a thousand bloodied hands
around it, remembering every wrong done to her and to her Family.

“Look a me, Ravleen.”

X0 had maneuvered to a point not quite between her and her quarry. Her remaining senses could see
talents and unspent fuel, but no weapons that would cause real trouble. Y et just to be sure, shetold him,
“Hold your distance.”

“I'will,” he promised.

In the next moment, the greet orb of dust changed course, dowing its motion. Obvioudy, another
desperate scheme was beginning.

“Alice and the othersfound awormhole,” said Xo. “They found it in Planck space and yanked it out of
the quantum foam. Then they inflated it and strengthened it enough to make it stable, and because they
didn’'t want just anyone using it, they worked like demonsto camouflage their little friend. They created
what to the eye and mind looks like every other small, anonymous black hole.



“That was before the baby universe was born, Ravieen.

“One end of the wormhole was sent away, accel erated to near light-speed, while the other was
permanently rooted in their time and their space. If disaster struck—if the universe-building went wrong
in important ways—some future soul would come back and give the warning. Then the Chamberlainsand
Sanchexes would know better than risk building their baby—"

“I| don't believe you!” Ravleen spat.

Asif he heard nothing, Xo continued. “ That' swhat Alice explained to Ord. The wormhole. A moment
before the Earth died, she taught him whereto find it and how to useit. And that’ sthe only reason we've
comethisfar.” A soft, bitter laugh was wrapped around each word. “Like aways, the Chamberlains
found the meansto cheat Nature...!”

The blue-black hatred felt itself being threstened. A thousand protocols were launched, and her rage
swelled while her senses narrowed down the keenest, coldest of edges.

“Let Ord go,” the Nuyen purred.

Xosad, “Let him leave us, and the Core s saved. The Earth never dies. The Sanchexesremain a
powerful Family, and your lifeisas ordinary and as splendid as you believed it should be.”

Abruptly, the baby Chamberlain started to move, crawling hisway forward, pathetically struggling
toward the barricade.

Seething, Ravleen cried out, “No!”
Like asyrup, the dust flowed before Ord, pulling asdeto create atiny hole. A doorway.
Agan, “No!”

She dowed hersdlf, and before she was perfectly ready, Ravlieen fdll out of the shadowy umbra,

dropping into the searing radiations, her vast new surface absorbing the energy even as her flesh
shredded into plasmas and heat. The smple brilliance diminished her senses, but she didn’t lose track of
Ord. The Nuyen, yes. He had vanished. Where was he? With too few eyes, she searched the umbra,
then the surrounding maelstrom, and just as she spotted that dippery presence, Ord accel erated, trying to
make alast sprint for that very tiny hole—

Somehow, Ravleen’ sanger found the strength to swell again, her rage clean, and brilliant, and swest, and

perfect.

With awild screech, with dl of her carefully sequestered energies, she spat a her nemesis, gutting hersalf
in the process...agreat numbing pain surging through an evaporating body. .. her last few eyeswatched in
horror as Ord, knowing exactly when shewould fire, leaped aside, allowing the fantastic cake of gamma
radiations and plasmasto pass by and enter the new hole, vanishing, then impacting on an invisible target
et at the orb’ s exact center ...

X0’ sgreat ship was destroyed, at least.

And Ravleen discovered that shewas il alive. Barely conscious, but able to crawl back into the
protection of the umbra. With aweak, happy voice, shetold the Chamberlain, “Y ou' re il
fucked...deep insdethe Core, your ship left asshit...!”

The dense dusts began to glow in the infrared, absorbing awild array of unexpected, unexplainable



radiations.
A voice, warm and much too close, whispered, “Vacuum fluctuations.”
It told her, “ From the wormhole, they’ re coming.”

It explained, “Y our hammerblow uncapped it, and now every photon that entersthe hole is magnified.
Doppler effects. Doubling effects. All the ugly feedback dangersthat make thiswork nearly

impossible...”
Again, Ord leaped sdeways.
Then hedoveinto that little, little hole.

With awary ddight, Xo said to Ravleen, “Thank you. We could have done this oursalves, but you made
it essy.”

Ravleen |lashed out with her last hands, grabbing nothing.
The Nuyen plunged into the same gap in the dust.

Ravleen wasn't too stupid to know that she was stupid. She had been afool from the beginning, and for
adender ddicious moment, she was glad to be dying. But then somelittle talent—more ingtinct than
conscious thought—found a smple, workable answer to this damning mess.

Inawild ingtant, she stripped hersdf to nothing.

She peded avay her exhausted limbs and charred flesh and dl of her surviving senses. But she wasn't
tiny enough yet. Shewouldn’t be fast enough. Nothing remained of her but her soul and some minimal
talents, plusthat great blue-black hatred, and without hesitation, she abandoned what she loved most.
Shel&ft her heart behind. Suddenly as smple and smdll as anewborn, she aimed by memory, flinging
hersdlf forward, and she pulled hersdf into the tiniest possible shape, accelerating into that shriveling hole,
too blind to see even the searing white light that was climbing up to meet her.

Thirteen
“1 know stories.

“Of course | can't fed certain which of these storiesare true. Or if anything | say hasthetiniest toehold
on fact. What mattersisthat you believe me. What mattersisthat | believe me. What matters—more
than anything, this matters—that the universe Itsdlf, in some important fashion or ancther, believeswhat it
hears bubbling out of my little mouth, and acts accordingly...!”

—Alice, in conversation

THE DENSE SPHEREOf hyperactive, ultraoya dugtsfulfilled its crude purpose, absorbing the furious
radiations as they boiled out of the freshly uncapped wormhole. What the ball couldn’t absorb, it
transmuted into more benign forms. Then the engineered limits were reached, and the sphere abruptly
split wide, the explosion brighter and far hotter than any supernova, and thankfully, quicker to fall avay
again. Alice and her phantom friends rode out the blast, then watched gratefully asthe sky darkened
again, returning to the blood-tinged glow that was, in her friends eyes, awarm, reassuring presence.

Little remained to be done.



Alicewasfreeto wak the edge of the continent, following the beaches and low cliffs, quietly spesking to
her two hundred billion companions. She was a shadow and awhisper floating amidst their gossipy
chatter. Ignoring the gossip, she would tell the entire glorious story, fromits arbitrary beginningsto that
obligatory final scene. Then she would begin again, knowing the ghosts wouldn’t remember her words
after just onetelling, or twenty. Perhaps they would never learn. But smple pride and the sturdy sound of
her own familiar voice served to keep her company, and perhaps more important, it helped fill this
sudden and unnerving wedth of time.

“| took our ship’shem and moved us,” she reported. “ At the very last moment, | spent the last of our
fuel, dowing us as we approached the wormhole. Since before the Core exploded, the wormhole has
been moving daisy fashion, skimming past suns and genuine black holesin order to remain in the Core.
Hiding. Then | opened the barricade in its bow, engulfing the wormhole, and | forced our dark little world
to dance with it, the wormhol € s gpparent mass helping fling us off in an entirely new direction.

“We ve moving perpendicular to the gdaxy, my friends. My friends. Racing into the ultimate cold. Our
gardrives and other machinery are ruined, left behind. We have only the barest residual capacity to make
energy. But then, how much power does aworld of ghosts require?’

Asking the question, Alice dways paused, giving her audience the opportunity to offer answers. Right
answers or wrong, it didn’'t matter. She only wanted some sign that some other mind wasfinaly, in some
pitiful form, awakening.

She ended her sllence, dways, with abold warning.

“We re doomed, my friends. Utterly, eternaly doomed. If the baby Chamberlain is successful, our very
existence could evaporate. Depending on your persond reading of quantum gravity and the true nature of
time, we might very well have already been erased. And everything you see hereis what nonexistence
lookslike. Dim and peaceful , with an occasiond fish for the eating.”

She laughed, then continued.

“But if things go wrong for poor Ord, we will continue on. WE Il leave the Milky Way entirely, haunting
the deepest regions of space until findly, as our meager energiesfail and our fase moleculesfal to pieces,
we Il perish.

“Together, we shdl perish. | promiseyou!”

Then, for abrief while, Alice would stop walking, staring at the vague faces and bodies, unable to
remember even one of their names.

At that point, the same furiousingghts would pounce on her.

Suddenly shewould ask hersdlf: What if the universe—this glorious and inflated and utterly spellbinding
cregtion—was the same as thislittle ghost world? What if Redlity was some clever soul’ s device built
with whatever tools were on hand, its creator trying to model something much grander, but in some great
tragedy, lost? That would explain why so much of the universe was dark and smple, and why the
universe, given al this space and its greet reaches of time, inssted on repesting the same few building
blocks—the protons and galaxies, the stars and the twisted, tragic souls.

That would explain everything.
Just contemplating the possibility made Alice shiver.
Then as Alice began to walk again, teling her story again from its arbitrary beginning, the second insght



would attack. She would wonder if thiswas how the Crestor lived: A londly soul whispering to ghosts of
her own making, trying to force their dim little minds to accept what couldn’t be more obvious or
important?

But Alicewastoo small and stupid to answer such agrand question.

She aways had been too limited to comprehend such matters, and for that she was thankful, and for that
she had dwaysfdt infinitdy, perfectly blessed.

Book 5
Father tothe Man
One

“I was searching your memories, and thiswaswaiting for me:

“Y ou wereayoung girl. Y ou were still the baby. One morning, unannounced, lan appeared in your
room. ‘Alice; hesad. ‘Comewithme.” Y ou followed, but leaving distance between you and him. The
mood was serious, dmost grave, and | think you were alittle worried, athough if you told this story, |
suspect you' d confess only to skeptical curiosity. Our father was a distant man, and astranger. lan was
famous, and powerful, and what was probably most important at that age, he was much larger than you.
The man was two meterstal and then some, and he was thick-boned and ddliberate. His augmented
body made the most intriguing sounds, tiny pumps sucking and odd machines humming while his ordinary
human legs climbed the centra staircase, one wide hand riding theinner banigter, the golden oak shiny
and dick beneath histhick pink fingers.

“Y ou watched that hand; | don’t know why, but you seemed genuinely fascinated by it.

“Inthose days, our stairswererigid. Even agod had to use his own legs and bresthe with his own lungs.
And pausing on the landing before the long climb to the penthouse, 1an looked back at hislittle daughter
with an indecipherable expression.

“Y ou assumed the penthouse was your destination. That's where our father lived whenever he came
home for avigt. Like any child, you were hoping he had brought you a specid gift. Then hewas climbing
again, leading you again—on iron steps now, bolted into the cylindricd stairwell—and that’ sthefirst time
that you saw the half-finished murd. 1an had painted it on the ceramic wall. He' d ways been something
of an artit, even before hewas agod. Neura implants and practice had given him agenius, and you
thought it was dl very beautiful. Y ou said so. He explained that he was creating amurd to show key
moments from the Chamberlains history. Y ou stopped afew steps below him, grabbing the black cold
iron of therailing. The nearest image portrayed lan standing on a high black ridge of razored rock, staring
into infinity, watching a scene yet to be painted. ‘What will bethere? you asked. ‘A new world?
Some-grest battle? What?

“lan amiled. It was arare moment to see him smile.

“ “What do you want meto paint? heinquired.

“*] get to choose? you asked.

“*Aslong asit’sagenuine moment from our history,” he replied.

‘Yes. You can choose!’



“ ‘I want me,” you blurted. ‘ Please, Father. Paint me!” ”
—OQrd, in conversation

ORD PLUNGED TOWARDhistarget, nothing remaining now but afew picked talents and some patchwork
armor, and hislittle salf, and adecidedly smplefaith that everything would happen as promised, as
planned.

A focused, fierce blast dashed past him, uncapping the wormhole.
“Easy,” hewhispered, to himsdf. “ Thiswill be—"

Motion through the universe means passing through space and through time. In that sense, awormholeis
no different. Take astep, and you find yourself insde anew moment and a fresh place. Make another
step, and again everything is different. But where did he actually cross? Wrapped in an envel ope of
roaring white chaos of hard radiation and hesat, Ord did not fed the wormhole. He couldn’t decide where
he had crossed over. With each successive nanosecond, nothing felt new. Nothing had changed. Then he
plunged into asmothering blanket of black dusts. A trillion trillion impacts bled awvay hisfantastic
momentum. A cocoon of plasmas shrouded him, and blinded him. Had he missed histarget? Was he
faling back into X0’ s cloud, broken now and lost? The questions posed themsdlves, then a brilliant white
light blinded him in new ways. The wormhole had grown ungtable. Shattering at a point of intentiond
weskness, it was designed to spew the bulk of its energiesinto the future. Had it? Wherever Ord was,
and whenever he was, the blast was angry enough to make him tumble and burn, pedling away much of
his remaining armor, and wringing from him along, sharp scream.

Again, the black dust wrapped itself around him, choking and dowing him, diminishing hisvelocity to a
modest fraction of light-speed.

A whisper came from somewhere close, too soft to comprehend.

Then Ord suddenly broke free of the dugt, plunging into achilly vacuum and afantagtic cold light.
Surrounding him were suns upon suns upon suns. The largest suns were old red mongters, and there were
blue stragglers born when the old monsters merged, new hydrogen burning inside the shared cores. Plus
there were countless yellow and orange suns spawned in the metd-rich clouds, in natura congregations
and otherwise. A few planets circled those suns—colony worlds built by humans and other species. But
the bulk of the cold bodies wandered free, dragged away from their old solar systems by thejostling
dance of so many masses. A few possessed their own light and addicious heat. Obvioudy, terraformers
had been busy here. Grest hands and small ones had built aremarkable place. The core of the Milky
Way lay on dl sdes of him; here existed adensty of energy and light, of smplelife and roaring genius,
unparalded in human experience. Peaceful, and lovely, and doomed, all thiswas.

“But not doomed anymore,” Ord whispered with asolemn voice.

With every surviving mouth, he shouted, “Can you see me? Hello! I'm hereto warn you! Chamberlaing
Sanchexed! All of you...! Stop thework! Thisingtant! Because if you don’t, everything' s going to be shit
and death—!”

Hefdl slent.

The nearest world was aretrofitted brown dwarf. Hyperfiber scaffolding held up an artificid, only
partially completed crust. Each portion of the new crust waslarger than ahundred earths, and each was
walled around its edges, the upper surface painted with shallow seas and deep, warm atmospheres.
Some of those airborne continents lay in night, while most basked in a self-made day. Ord could see only



afew detailswith hisremaining eyes, but he intercepted a burst of laser light—one of the transmissons
endlesdy sending imagesto universd wals at every end of the gdaxy. In hismind' seye, he tared at a
vividly green, newly made wilderness, and asmall town of happy colonists, and in the town’ s center
stood a statue of no great size—a statue made from living pearlwood, red air-algae serving as hair, and a
crust of delicate parasitesthat helped define the grinning lips and blue eyes and the tdlltde freckles of a
god worthy of apeopl€’ s earnest devotion.

Alice, he saw.

Then Ord glanced a the world-code, recognizing it instantly. And redly, hewasn't at al surprised. This
was theworld Alice showed him on that horrible night in the penthouse, when the Core died. She had
made him st with those dead children, waiching the peaceful night sky, everyone quietly and innocently
talking about the grestness of Alice.

No, hewasn't surprised. After dl, hissister had lured him into the wormhole, and she did nothing without
reason. Alice had known that he would emergein this place and see thisworld first, and in the next
instant, hisfear would legp to another, even more miserable peak.

Again, the boy screamed.
“Alicel” heroared a the stars.
“Aliced” hewalled.

“Canyou hear me, Sster?”’

Two
“Y our long climb ended with a sack of fegthers.

“‘I"d imagine you were hoping for agift,” lan remarked, amused to know the mind of alittle girl. * And
you're correct,” he added. ‘Here. Take any feather. With your forefinger and thumb. Just one now. Just
likethis’

“Thetwo of you stood on the landing outside the penthouse, the black-iron railing coming up to your
chest. Mimicking our father, you picked up afeather by itsrachis. The feather waslong and downy, and
it was deeply red with asharp blue eye at its center. ‘Now drop it heinstructed. ‘ Down the
darwdl...letitfdl, Alice...’

“Y ou obeyed, watching that bit of fluff danceintheair, twisting and skating asit gradually dropped from
view.

“*Now, said lan. ‘Pick asecond feather. And release it from exactly the same point in space. Yes, like
that. And watch its motion again. Do you see?

“Y ou saw everything, and nothing.

“*Again, our father urged. * And three more times, again. But make sure that each feather sartsfrom the
same point. Are you sure?

“Y ou were being very careful. But you were adso growing bored with this pointless game.

“ ‘Every feather isidentical to the others,” 1an mentioned. * Atom for atom, each isa precise duplicate of
the ones that went before.” Then he laughed gently, chiding,  But these feathers keep faling dong



different courses. Obvioudy, Alice...you need to be more careful...’

“ ‘I am being careful,” you argued. Then you doubled your efforts, and quadrupled your concentration.
Y et the damned feathersingsted on taking odd turns, faling quickly, then dowly, and when least
expected, floating back up to thelanding or even higher, awarm gust of air letting them fly.

“‘Stop,’ lansaid et last. * That' senough, Alice.” Then he placed his big hand over both of your little
hands. It may have been the first time he actually touched you, and what surprised you wasn't the hesat of
his hand, which was staggering, but it wasthe dick plagtic fed of the flesh. lan waswearing aprimitive
prosthetic that began just beneath hiselbow. Y ou didn’'t know that, until then. And looking up into that
great face, you watched our father explain, * There are hundreds of thousands of identical feathers here.
And if you could actualy drop dl of them from the same precise starting point.. .if that were even
remotely possible...you still wouldn't see any two fall dong the same precise course’

“That moment, that lesson, might have been your first contact with the pitfalls and possibilities of Chaos.

“*And it’ sthe same with Chamberlains,’ our father assured. ‘We re very nearly identica to each other. If
not atom for atom, at least gene for gene. Y et each our livesis guaranteed to follow adifferent and
unique course.”

“Y ou absorbed that revelaion in along moment. But you didn’t speak until you had sometelling,
Alice-like observation to offer. Grabbing the entire sack, you poured its contents into the stairwell, the air
filling with blue-eyed red feathers....and with a stubborn, overly smug voice, you exclaimed, ‘ But you

see! You see! They dl fdl, and every one of them ends up in the samefat pile...!" ”

—Ord, in conversation
ORD BUILT Abody, and a path.

The body was boyish and small, barefoot and dressed in animal skins. His own skin was decorated with
an assortment of old and important scars. The path beneath him was made of aternating blocks of yellow
limestone and bluish shde. He pulled each stone out of a Thomas sack and carefully fitted it againgt the
last stones. Each little dab represented several million kilometers, and each also marked a beacon that
would help any weatchful eye notice his passage, and eventudly find him.

Ord was removing a fresh stone when the voice ambushed him.
Quietly, from somewhere close, the voice suggested, “L ook over your shoulder.”

Too late, he glanced back aong the path. The dusts around the dead wormhole were absorbing the
fantagtic energies, reradiating them as heat and X rays, and as a bruising shower of gamma radiation.
Stepping out of that brilliance was afigure. Closing on him, the figure whispered, “My good dear friend.
Isit you, Ord?

It was a Nuyen'svoice.
Quietly, on aprivate channel, Ord whispered, “ Xo0?Isit?’

“Itis” thevoicereplied. Then Xo'sface gppeared, smiling brightly as he caled out, “I followed you
through. 1t was close, but | madeit.”

“You did makeit,” Ord agreed. “Good.”

The visitor was moving much faster, and that trandated into afaster gait for the Nuyen's body. He was



practicaly running, following the path, the face ignoring the close-packed suns and worlds, staring only at
the boy.

Again, Ord sad, “Xo?Isit—?
The impact was sudden, and jarring.

Too late, Ord redlized his mistake. Ravleen had stripped hersdlf down to amost nothing, and dicing
through the dusts, she had managed to retain most of her velocity. Without athought for her own safety,
she struck him like a cannonbdl, their momentum married, then she grabbed hold of him, and with every
little weapon at her disposal, shetried to murder him.

Ord absorbed the first impact, and the next thousand. The path and both bodies vanished, leaving him
drifting through the cold bright vacuum. He was faster now, but not much. Mogt of Ravieen must have
been trapped on the far side of the wormhole. That fiercelittle last piece of her didn't have enough mass,
much lessmuscle, to cause lasting harm. Even her mouths were oddly weskened, cursing himin anear
whisper, repesating the same few insults with awashed-out fury.

“You'reastupid fuck, and I’m going to kill you now,” she promised. “Y ou’ rean ugly fuck, and I’'m
going to skin you and wear you like afucking mask.”

Ord wesgthered the abuse without comment.

Another voice intruded. “What do you mean?’ it asked with an inky smoothness. “Whom do you wish to
kill, Ravleen?’

Xo. Findly.

Using asoothing voice, the Nuyen said, “You'realittle stupid, | think, and ugly-spirited, and whom
exactly do you want dead?’

Ravleen felt the words, and paused. She seemed to be examining her battered saf. The collison with
Ord had |€&ft her grievoudy injured. Her most fragile, intricate organs lay exposed. Baking in the radiation,
they were dying. She was dying. A look of supreme fatigue washed over her. Ord saw it in the angles of
her body, and he heard it in the depth of her silence. And because it was the right thing to do, he deftly
positioned his own body between her and the wormhole, using his shredded armor and dight bulk to
absorb the worst of the poisons.

Xo drifted closer, whispering, “ Y ou aren’t the same mongter. Areyou, Ravieen?’
Shesad nothing.

“I cantell,” he assured.

Ravleen flexed her muscles, accomplishing nothing.

With agrave wonder, X0 said, “To catch us, you had to leave everything e se behind. Including your
hatred, didn’'t you—?’

“I kept enough!” she sputtered. “Y ou prick!”
Ord brokeinto alow, happy laugh.

“A kind of redemption,” he exclamed. “Likeit or not, Ravleen...that’'swhat you' ve found...!”



Three

“A wilderness of infinite potentia . . .avastness bursting with weslth and promise....agolden relm where
you might live nearly forever asthe God of Gods...

“Isit the Core?

“The baby universe?

“Or maybe I’m teasing. ..maybe this boundless marvel isthe mind and soul of Alice Chamberlain...?’
—Ord, in conversation

THREE BODIESHUDDLEDIN the vacuum, limbs tied together in elaborate knots, their armor gradudly
searing in the fading glow of the spent wormhole. Ord had never stopped calling for help, and now Xo
joined in, lending his energy and mouths. Y et nothing seemed to notice their pleas. The nearest worlds
remained stubbornly remote, and the surrounding space tasted perfectly clean. Unnaturaly clean, Ord
decided. Savefor the dust suspended above the wormhole and the occasiond photon bound for better
places, the three of them were drifting across anearly perfect vacuum. Unlike the rest of the Core, there
was no fog of hydrogen and were no littleicy worlds moving without suns. Ord couldn’t evenfind a
mountain-sized rock or thumb-sized pebble. A volume better than ten light-yearsin every direction had
been scrubbed and scoured, filtered pure again and again. Here lay an unexpected wonder: A gigantic
and pure region, clean as any laboratory—a seamless perfection that could only have been produced by
the mogt feverishly efficient and andly focused gods.

“We ve got an unlikely trgjectory,” Ord whispered. Comparing internal mapsto what he saw, he
admitted, “ The centra black holeis exactly on the other side of the wormhole. That’ swherethey’ Il be
waiting. I'msure”

“Sothey won't find ushere,” Xo offered.
“Intimethey will.”

“But they’ || be watching for something enormous. Someone like them.” Xo kept shouting for the starsto
take notice, but he confessed to his companions, “They’ll ook and miss usthe first thousand times....and
you know what’ s going to happen...? They’ll logicaly assume that the wormhole went unstable by itsalf.
A random act, and inevitable...”

“No,” Ord countered.
Ravleen said nothing.

“They’'regoing to find us,” Ord muttered. “Because we re twists of dirt wandering around insgde thelr
very clean room.”

“But intime?’ asked Xo. “Will they actudly find uswhileit till means something?”

Ord answered with silence and a purposeful glance at the stars. Then he resumed to shout and holler,
switching channels and volumes according to custom, then doing it randomly, aways sandwiching the
name, “Alice,” between the other names drawn from the five hundred Families who had cometo the
Core.

The days passed.



Long cold weeks were crossed.

It wasjust the three of them, and the vacuum. A routine quickly formed. Xo occasondly spoketo
Ord—usudly about nothing of consequence, just to pretend conversation—and Ord might answer in the
samefrothy light vein. Ravleen never uttered a sound, never moved. Meanwhile, in code, the two friends
discussed their contingencies for likely futures, and sometimes they talked about their nightmares. What if
they didn’t reach the Great Ones? What if every risk and every victory meant nothing in the end? And
then they would plunge back into a sober, introgpective silence that would last for ten or twenty endless
seconds.

Then Xo started to say, “ Do you remember...when wefirst joined the Golds...do you remember... 7’
Hisvoicefdl away.

“What?" Ord started to ask.

But then he hesitated, sensing what X o had aready felt, letting it interrupt his fragile concentration, too.
Therewerefour of them now.

With mogt of histaentsruined or left behind, Ord could fed the visitor only as a presence—ablack chill
carefully licking at hisfringes. The brightest garsfaded just dightly. Then camethe mild and irresstible
tug as agreat mass sivung near before pulling avay again. Someone was studying them. A thousand
sensors and eyes and fingertips too delicate to be seen were playing across their bodies, then poking
around insde their superchilled minds. When he guessed that the time was ripe, Ord opened a
Chamberlain channel. He didn’t whisper, but he didn’t shout, either. Without atrace of fear and only a
minimal respect, he said, “Hello to you. Whoever you are. Hello.”

Slencewasthereply.

A dédlicious urge struck. Ord told the darkness, “If you' re injured, we can help you. Do you need help,
friend?’

In aprivate whisper, Xo warned, “1 smell mistrust. And muscles.”

The Nuyen had kept more of histaents. On the premise that hisdly could read the visitor’ s thoughts,
Ord let himsdf wonder, “Which Family?’

Xo whispered, “ Sanchex.”
“You're sure?’
“Themind sefficient, and relentless” Xo warned. “And everywhere | [ook, | see muscles”

Ord brokeinto aquiet laugh, relieved findly to come across something that was at least alittle bit
familiar.

Only then did Ravleen sensetheir visitor. Limbskicked, and from her strongest mouth she cried out,
“Whoever you are! These criminds are holding me againgt my will—!”

A thunderous voi ce descended on a Sanchex channd.
“What should | do about them, little one?’

“Kill them,” Ravleen barked. “If you can.”



There was amomentary pause, then aface and naked body were conjured from compliant light. They
saw amale body, muscular and dark, and in the depths of its eyeslay an even greater darkness. The
handsome face grinned with a practiced maevolence. There was alaugh not unlike the collapse of a
mountain. Then aquiet, massive voice whispered in each of their ears, warning, “Oh, | could kill them.
Easly. And | could butcher you in the same breseth, little one.”

Ravlieenfel slent.

“Who are you?’ Xo asked.

In an offhand fashion, the newcomer said, “My nameisMarve.”
TheFirst Sanchex.

But if Ravleen wasimpressed, she kept her emotion well hidden. *'Y ou might think that’ swho you are,”
she said, suddenly kicking and squirming. “To me, you' rejust avoice and aput-on face...and even if
you are, you don’'t scare me! Do you hear me, Father? Do you?’

Four

“ “Who crossed over? | will ask you.
“Spellbound.

“ ‘Into the baby universe...who...?

“And very softly, you'll say to me, ‘ Closer.’

“So I'll dip my heed, and listen, and you' Il offer me two of the most smplewords...two incredible,
impossible words...and about that subject, you will never utter athird word, even in the most offhand
fashion...”

—Ord, in conversation

THEIRBODIESWERErobbed of their inertia, then accelerated, and, without warning, the three of them
were unknotted and ruddly yanked apart.

Ord found himself done. He discovered himsdlf Stting insde what seemed to be atypica Chamberlain
gpartment. There was a pacious bed beneath him and abath on hisleft, and on hisright was a swimming
pool stocked with dragonfly larvae and rainbow worms, and besideit, avery long universa wal that
refused to work. The atmosphere was oxygen, intended for him, and someone had knitted together a
meat-and-blood Chamberlain body. Ord was till linked to his battered machinery and talents, but what
he saw with hisimmediate eyes was naked and pale, freckled and unscarred. This body was akindness,
and asymbol. Heleft it entirely aone, except to touch himsaf where the ribsjoined at the sternum,
causing atreasured scar to rise up and grow pleasantly dick.

Nothing about the room reminded him of aprison cell. Y et Ord understood that he couldn’t leave and
should never try. He was expected to play the patient role while he was carried to somewhere else. The
Great Oneswere being summoned, and long swift tangling conversationswould be held, giving them time
to discussthe possihilities, arriving at aquiet tate that could be confused for a consensus. And only then
would they wish to speak directly with him.

Quietly, Ord said, “Alice.”



Hesaid, “I"m your baby brother.”

Strolling up to the universal wall, he squinted, peering into the blackness. Twenty requested viewsfailed
to appear. But wasthe wal dead?“Isthisthe Core’ s black hole, Alice? Isthat what you want to show
me?’

Slence

“I know what you're doing here,” he continued. “Y ou and the other Great Ones...| know why you've
gathered, and what you' re hoping to build, and I know what a selfish mess you' re going to make of

everything...”

The silence gained asturdy indifference. Otherwise, it was a seamless quiet, untroubled by the messenger
initsmidg.

Ord couldn’t help but fed surprised and hurt. He knew that he shouldn’t worry about prosaic business
like wasted time and the unfathomabl e stakes involved, but he wasworrying quite alot. Alice was
arrogant and stubborn—a consequence of being haf as old as her species—and Ord aways assumed
that her peers were exactly the same, if not worse. But he kept telling himself that none of those ugly traits
made them into fools. No matter how mammoth their powers, no matter how sweeping their gaze, didn’t
reason and right till have to rule their enormous souls?

With aghrill desperation, Ord started to cdl out, “Alice—"

A doorway blossomed in what had been awall of living coral. The doorway opened outward, riding on
what looked to be great brass hinges. Beyond lay nothing but a deep grayness, and from the grayness
came a sudden cool wind that combed Ord’ s shaggy hair. With old-style nostrils, he smelled
perspiration. He smelled lingering aromas that could only remind him of himself. Caling him were afew
dozen genetic markers, ancient and deeply buried, meaning Chamberlain. He sniffed a second time and
showed hisguest awide smile, and said, “Alice,” with an eagernessthat he' d hoped to keep hidden.

From the grayness stepped afigure clothed in the same grayness. There were long dippers and tight
trousersrisng up into aroomy gray blouse that shimmered in the room’ syelowy light. A taut black band
was worn around the forehead. The face beneath looked asyoung as Ord's, and as masculine, and it
smiled in the same relentless fashion. But thiswasn't just some clever reflection. Those eyes were not
Ord's. Yes, they possessed the same blue-white color, and they had a brightness and agenuine
eagerness. But beneath their surface lay adifferent quality—a sense of great mass, a hint of supreme
age—and beyond the eyes was a sadness both profound and appealing.

Ord recognized the sadness.
“Where have | seenyou?’ he whispered.

The creature before him shrugged gamely, then stepped into the doorway, admitting, “Y ou’ ve seen me
many times, | should hope.”

Loudly, Ord asked, “Which brother are you?’
“None,” said the young face. Said the ancient eyes.

“No,” Ord growled. Therewas no sense of surprise, but he felt apure, ingtinctive anger. Then, revulsion.
He shook his head defiantly, saying, “You can’'t be. You aren't. Y ou died eons ago—"

“Who'sdead?’ thevigtor inquired.



“My father,” Ord said to theimpossibility.
“Thefather of the Chamberlains” he muttered to nobody.
“lan?’ he squeaked.

Those ancient blue eyes pulled shut, and with a practiced bow that was both formal and devoid of
humility, the visitor announced, “In the service of the Greet Peace, | am. Y es. lan Chamberlain.”

Five

“You'll say, ‘Closer.’

“SoI'll dip my head and listen, and you' |l offer those two incredible, impossible words...
“ “Your father,” | will hear.

“Which will betoo much sad, | think...”

—Ord, in conversation

“IAN’'SDEAD.”

It was true enough to deserve repetition. Three more times, Ord uttered that smple declaration. “lanis
dead.” Yet hewasn't truly surprised. Alice had given him acurt warning, and the long journey alowed
him time to chew on her odd words. He had a mountain of explanations &t the ready, each offering
dtrategies and a certain face. Surprise chose Ord. His eyes grew huge with amazement, and his mouth fell
wide, and with an incredulous voice, he said, “I don’t believe you.”

Angry now, he snarled, “ That’ s bullshit!”

The visitor seemed amused by the outburst. He stepped alittle closer, growing taler while he smiled, and
with aquiet, dry voice, hesad, “ Tell thisold ghogt, if you would. How did lan die?’

“A starship was crippled,” Ord explained. “ There were eighteen hundred human colonists and an Al
crew. They were drifting, passing too closeto abinary system. An aging star was dropping its skin on the
surface of a neutron star, and once enough mass had gathered, the supernovawould erupt. In a matter of
afew years—"

“Nineteen years, plusafew days,” the gpparition offered.

Ord looked at the black universal wall. “lan was the only soul near enough to help,” he continued. “The
Gresat Peace was bardly amillion years old. Taents were much more limited then. Even the First
Chamberlain could do only so much. When he arrived, it wastoo late to save everyone. He could save
the ship, or save himsdlf. But there wasn’t any choice. lan clothed the ship in his own armor and engines,
and he accelerated those people out of the gravity well, and the neutron star detonated on schedule, and
he was granted a hero’ s death.”

The smile broadened. “Y ou learned that story, did you? Asaboy?’
“Asaboy, and since,” Ord responded.

Then he continued, explaining, “1 was promised—in my crib, practicaly—that if | wasvery lucky, I'd die
likelan. A perfect, sdlflessdesath...”



The visitor’ s response was an apparently humble, much-practiced bow.

“I suppose,” Ord continued. “History could be wrong. It often is. Witnesses and sensors could have
made the same string of mistakes. It wasn't lan who saved those people, or maybe he escaped the
catastrophe, or he survived it. Somehow. And later, when he learned about his heroic death, he might
have decided to let the story stand.” Ord set that explanation between them, asif offering agift. “Being
invisible, he gave his children ahero worthy of their love.”

The smile broadened, and the blue eyes narrowed. “Perhaps,” said the apparition. “ Just perhaps, thisis
what redlly happened.” Then came abig conspiratorid wink. “ Asyou say, thiswaslong ago. Y our father
had to expend fantastic energies to reach those stranded people. Taents were bulky. Inelegant. Even
clumsy. More than today, there were some rather brutal limitsto motion and magic.” The amile
brightened. “What if lan broke one good law—abandoning functioning pieces of himsaf—in order to
achieve ahigher good?What if when he heard about the disaster, he flung aside al the machinesand
talentsthat he didn’t absolutely need? He sent them racing along one vector, and lighter for his sacrifice,
he managed to reach the disabled ship in ample time. Then the star exploded, and yes, he died. What
was lan was definitely killed. But those functioning talents continued following the same course, and after
an age, they managed to knit themselves together and build a shared self, an identity and a consciousness.
A soul initsown right was born. Then the newborn entity took control of its motions, its actions. And
redizing that it was living outside the strictest laws, it decided, quite reasonably, to keep its existence
more secret than not.”

A pause.
“What do you think of my story, little one?’
Ord shook his head, and a harsh loud laugh bubbled out of him.

The Chamberlain acted offended, but then laughed in exactly the same fashion. “From what I" ve heard,”
he warned, “both of us are entitled to our doubts.”

“What do you mean?’
For thefirgt time, the man called him Ord.

Thenhesad, “Y our companions, particularly that creepy Nuyen...they paint vivid, and frankly, rather
incredible portraits of your last few thousand years...”

Ord remained slent.

With a snort and a vigorous shake of the head, the Chamberlain exclaimed, “ Thisisal such apeculiar
busness”

Silence

“When we envisioned who would emerge from our wormhole...wdl, I'll give you fair warning...we
didn't anticipate the likes of you...”

“Y ou're not imaginative enough,” Ord suggested.

Unperturbed, the Chamberlain said, “ Obvioudy. But isn't that the universd failing? Themind seyeis
aways behind when it comesto seeing.”

Ord turned away.



Quietly, fiercely, he asked, “Isthisthe Core sblack hole?’

“Sagittario? Y es, of course” The Chamberlain strolled over to the universal wall, and with atouch of a
finger, he enlarged the center of theimage. More than amillion solar masses created a seamlessand
elegant mass with no true size, its event horizon embracing avolume twenty million kilometers across.
Againg that perfect blackness was a speck of matter racing a a healthy fraction of light-speed. It wasa
pluto-sized chunk of machinery, one of the tools that had once hel ped make the Core safe for
protoplasm. But now the machine was deeping, tending to its critica parts, probably dreaming of a
dangerous future when its powers would be needed again.

Quietly, Ord asked, “Where s Alice?’

“Everywhere,” the Chamberlain replied. Then helaughed heartily, shaking hisruddy face, adding with a
measured ddight, “If | know my daughter, she' s everywhere and trying to do everything hersdlf.”

She didn’t mention you, except once, thought Ord.

The Chamberlain saw histhoughts, or guessed them. And with asturdy tsk-tsk, he admitted, “That's
probably best. Sincel don’t exist anymore.”

Ord watched the machine cross the screen, vanishing for amoment, then appearing on the other side,
racing once again across hisfield of view.

“Thisiswhere my taentsfindly settled,” the Chamberlain confessed. “ There. On that small, cold body.”

Ord touched the rapid speck, and the image changed. Suddenly he was looking up from the
platinum-clad surface, staring into the greet curtains of starsthat moved about Sagittario in longer, dower
orbits. With large enough eyes, he could have gazed past the curtains, past the walls of cold dust and hot
dust and swirling gases and newborn suns. Thirty thousand light-years away was the surdy yellow-white
light of Sol. In time, Ord might fashion an army of eyes, and if he were patient and precise, hewould
eventually seethelight of hishome. Thirty thousand years before his birth, that feeble glow had begun its
march. Here, in this place and thistime, Ord was nothingness. He was a possihility, unborn and
unimaginable. And with that insight, he decided the entity standing nearby could well be lan Chamberlain.
After dl, thetwo of them were much the same: apair of ghoststrying to climb their way out of oblivion.

Helet hisfather hear those bittersweet thoughts.

And lan let himsdlf laugh, then patted his son on the small of the back. With a paternd warmth, hetold
hisyoungest, “My talentsworked alone. For the next few million years, they laid the groundwork for
cregting anew universe. Here” Again, he gave a soft pat. “Eventudly, your sister and the others found
me. They’ re the ones who conjured my old persondity and flesh, using shared recollections and my
surviving diaries. And when | explained what | was attempting, they decided to help.” He shook hishead
appreciatively. “Honestly, they’ ve done aworld of work, compared to my little efforts. But they have
better talents, and the raw knowledge. Mogily, I’ ve given nothing but my sturdy, unflagging approval.”

“Father,” whispered Ord.
He asked, “Areyou, or aren't you?’

“Thisiswhat | havelearned,” said the entity beside him. “We are nothing but talents, realy. We are
genius and power and focus and skills beyond number. These faces we wear? And these bodies of
convenience? In every consequentia way, they’ re nothing. ..nothing but clothes donned for the narrowest
of occasions...”



Ord remained slent.
“Nothing about usis human anymore,” he heard. “Except for athin, perishable skin, that is.”

Maybe you are my father, thought Ord, in asecret place.But | don’t much likewhat you are ...
Six
“When Alice arrived home, she mentioned to methat she liked you, and she respected you and your

Family, and she seemed to imply that | should do a better job of gppreciating your very difficult legecy,
Ravleen.

“Buried indl the other strangeness, | barely noticed those few words.

“Y et sncethen, and now...I think about what she told me. Not about liking you, or respecting you. |
can, and | sometimes| do. And your difficult legacy isobviousand awful. No, what gnaws at meisthis
sense...thisingstent, powerful feding...that what sheredly said was, ‘| fed sorry for that poor, pitiful
child...!"”

—Ord, in conversation

ONE MOMENT,RAVLEENWaS perched on ahard bed, sitting inside what |ooked like any apartment lost
ing de the Sanchex mansion. Shewas looking in no particular direction, speaking to Marve, relating the
highlights of thelast thousands of years. Just tdling it made her angry. Shefdt her heart humming fagter,
pushing the hot blood around and around her new body. Shefelt her voicerisein pitch and volume, and
she heard it rise, and she discovered that her hands were trembling. Even when she grabbed the muscled
tops of her thighsand held tight, those silly hands trembled. But she pushed through her rage, ignoring the
acidic tearsand the dicing pressure of her clenched fingernails, blood running now in ten distinct streams,
dowly soaking the bristly wool blanket benegth her.

“Then | went through the wormhole,” she reported. “1 caught Ord and tried to kill him. Again. And then
you found me. Whatever you are. Marvel Sanchex, or whatever. Y ou found us and brought me here.”
Her heart was screaming, and the pressurized blood began to spout. In awild, scorching voice, she said,
“The fucking Chamberlains...that bitch Alice...leading usinto atrap here, in the Core, with the fucking
Nuyens stting on the Sde, waiting for the trap’sjawsto drop...!”

“Stop,” said avoice.

She couldn’t see Marvel. Somewherein the midst of her telling the story, he had vanished. But hisvoice
returned now, warning Ravleen, “1 don’t fal into traps. Not a Chamberlain’s. And certainly not one of
the Nuyens'.”

“Our Family’sdead—!" she cried out.
“Am| dead?’

“Tome,” sheanswered. “Yes”

“Look at me, Ravleen.”

Shewas staring at her bloodied legs. Against a great, unexpected weight, she managed to lift her eyes,
her face following dowly after them. The apartment had vanished. The bed benesth her had turned into a
hard stool made of gray-white bone. She was sitting in one corner of afighter’ ssquarering. Marve, or
someone, was Sitting in the opposite corner, wearing a Sanchex body. Besides the ring and themsalves,



there was nothing to see. A bluish white light came from everywhere, making her squint. Marvel looked
like ayoung man. He looked fit and lean, and strong, regarding her with an inky gaze that made her
uneasy, and she returned that 1ook with the hardest stare she could manage.

“Do you know this place?’ he asked.

A familiarity teased her. Thering was built from human shards and scraps. The four posts were bone,
each topped with afleshless skull. The skulls were bone patched with crude pieces of metal and bone
white ceramics, and each skull showed scars partly healed and the wounds that had killed their owners.
The ropes strung between the posts were knitted together with human sinews and tendons, and in places,
long fingers curled and frozen, then used as smple hooks.

“Y ou don’'t remember the story,” Marve remarked. “ Do you know about our Family, Ravieen?’

She could dmost remember, dmogt, but each time she came close, the truth would skitter out of her
view.

“Ravleen?’

Again, she had to force her eyesto lift. She had to work like ademon to keep her massive head leve,
gtting upright on that hard bone stoal.

“Thisiswhat | did,” said Marve. “When | was boy, and when | had to make any kind of living—"

“I know,” shesaid. “I remember.”

“Y ou don’'t remember,” he cautioned. “1 don’t think you redize just how mangled you are, daughter.”
“That fuck Ord,” she began.

“Not all of itishisfault,” he countered. “Not in what | see now. And what | don’'t see” Herose from his
own stool. He wore silky trunks and battered shoes, and on each hand was aglove. Theright glove was
covered with atitanium mesh, whilethe left glove was smdler, bristling with the canines of hyenasand

dogs.
“Arewe going to fight?’ she asked.
He actudly laughed. “Why? Do you want to dance for around or two?’

But she had no gloves, or shoes. She was suddenly wearing nothing but a woolen dress streaked with her
own cooling blood.

“No, | don’t want to fight you,” said her father.
Thenhesad, again, “Thisiswhere | made my living when | wasaboy.”
“I remember now,” shelied.

Hedidn't correct her again. Insteed, he strolled into the middle of the ring. The flexing surface beneath
him was a durable beige |eather made from layers upon layers of human skin. “1 was born on Lantana' s
World. A high-grav colony world—"

“I know that much!” sheinterrupted.

“Lantana kept bouncing from misery to misery. Wars and severa man-made plagues, and there was an



ecologica collapse, followed by an ugly recovery. Populations expanded again. The economy soared
along some very narrow lines. There was agood living to be made for strong young people who would
willingly dimbinto atiny ring and beet the shit out of srangers.”

Ravleen watched him, and listened.

“| wasfifteen, and very taented, and exceptiondly cruel.” He came close to smiling, just for that instant.
“That’ swhen the Council cameto Lantana. They came and met with our government, explaining that they
were searching for afew specia people. Only sixty million humanslived there. The chance that one of us
would prove worthy...well, it was very unlikely. But the government did everything possible to sway the
testers. Fifty thousand people, young and with connections, were taken aside and trained while the
Council madeits preparations. But you couldn’t train for those tests, and you certainly couldn’t cheat
them. That wastheir beauty. Each person was inflicted with a different set of conditions and questions,
and each reaction and answer caused the test to jump into some new, unexpected avenue.

“Y ou don't how beautiful it is. Even now, gazing at the dgorithms and protocols, and the bottled
genius...wdl, | haveto marvel at the €l egance and pragmetic beauty of it all...

“My given namewasn't Marve. That was my fighting name. * Gene' wouldn’t put the proper fear into my
opponents, you see.”

Helaughed gently, for amoment.

“Eventudly, | wastested. Thefirst questions and acouple Al interviews led to more tests, which was an
encouraging sign. About athousand times, | was asked, ‘ Do you want to be endowed with godlike
powers? | said, ‘Yes” And sometimes, for whatever reason, | said, ‘No, never.” | didn’t know it, but |
gave the best answer a each turn. That’swhy they said, ‘ Okay, Mr. Sanchex. Y ou have one last test.

Areyou ready?
“I wasn't, and that wasn’'t the point. Of course.

“They put meinto thisring. They didn’t give me ingructions, even when | demanded them. Then they
threw an opponent in here to fight me.

“Itwasme. At least in asense, it was me. An android with my face, my reflexes. My basic strengths. We
shared the same nervous system, by theway. Thefirg timel struck him, up hereonthearm, | felt the
impact. Thefirst time he cracked mein the jaw and got my lip bleeding, he tasted my blood.

“Fight that fight for two little minutes, and believe me, you'll never forget the experience.

“We fought for hours. We hammered and kicked, eroding each other down to pulp and fatigue toxins,
then the bell would scream and we' d crawl back to our corners and drink water and broth, scraping
together enough energy to crawl back into the middle and batter each other again.

“Thisisated, | kept thinking.

“I wasin the greatest fight of my life, and I wouldn't quit. | decided that | could outlast anyone, including
amachine. Hit the soullesslittle bastard often enough and hard enough, and I’ d come out on the end of
this nightmare with the universe at my fest.

“Then | got doppy, and the machine knocked me down, and it dropped in misery, and watching it writhe
on the skin beside me, adifferent possibility presented itself. What if thiswasn't arobot? What if thiswas
ahuman being?Hell, what if that was me, and | was the robot, and think what that poor son of abitch
was going through?



“That'swhen | said, ‘Enough. | give’

“My testers came over the ropes and started to patch me up, and they removed the robot’ s battered
head, folding up the arms and legs, making ready to carry the machineto the scrap hegp. ‘So I’'mtheredl
one,’ | muttered. They pretended not to understand me. ‘How did | do?Did | pass? | asked. Then this
little woman looked hard at me, and without blinking, she said, Y ou weren't even fucking closeto

passing.’
“| was devastated.

“| wasrdieved.

“Weeks later, hedled up and feding perfect again, | stepped back into the ring. The Council had
abandoned Lantana s World. Nobody had been selected, and nobody would be. To help heal that
wounded civic pride, a huge prize was offered to whoever besat the reigning champion, and since |l wasa
young gtalion, and lucky, I got thefirst chance.

“Hewas an asshole, the champ was. A murderer and amonster.

“Inacrud business, he was much too crud. He had killed half ahundred meninthering. Infact, he'd
murdered two of my best friends. These two skullshere, asit happens.” Marvel pointed at two of the
battered, infinitely dead shells. “ That helped my concentration. The son of abitch needed to be hurt, or
worse. And | came out with every trick ready, getting chegp shots and free shots, pushing the rules until
my sworn enemy was starting to get doppy, and tired, pulling hisfeet along the skin without lifting them,
looking out at mewith asick horror that told methat I’ d won. In everything but name, | wasthe reigning
champ now.

“| stopped fighting.

“Redlly, | couldn’t have told you why | stopped. Not then, and maybe not for a couple hundred yesars.
But ingtead of killing that cocksucker with my hands and feet. ..instead of ddlivering the vengeance he so
richly deserved...I let my armsdrop, and in abloody voice, | said, ‘ Enough.’

“Unfortunatdly, you couldn’t just surrender from thisring.

“I had to let him have hisway with my face, my ribs. My groin. And then because | was obvioudy giving
up, the audience got into it. They felt cheated, and they decided that a payment must have been made for
meto throw thefight like that...and theriot that followed very nearly killed me. Theway | heard it, the
Council had to insert soldiersinto the mayhem, just to save the father of the Sanchex Family from the
clutches of that mob...!”

AGAIN,RAVLEEN WASSItting on abed, Stting ingde a Sanchex gpartment.

Shewas still wearing the wool dress, but her wounds and the blood had vanished. And Marvel was
dressed in adark suit, watching her with amixture of maice and curiogty. “ Tel meyour Sory again,” he
coaxed. “But dower thistime.”

Hesad, “We have plenty of time. Don’'t worry.”

Then when she didn’t make any sound, he said, “ The Earth. That' s the part that redlly interests me.
Describe how you moved asingle hand, and tripped an awful trap, and murdered our mother world.”



“There salot moreto the story,” shewarned. “A lot more than the Earth.”

“Redly? Marvel gave her astrange hard smile, adding, “I’m atough soul. Yes, | am. But, daughter, |
think one dead world isjust about as much as| can somach just now...”

Seven

“If I'd brought every last one of your talents....if circumstances had been that generous...we would have
been, in effect, two Alices. More than amatch for every obstacle stupid enough to stand in our path. ..

“Butinthe end, what | dragged hereisamost nothing.
“Hereiswhat | can offer you...

“Although | think there might be some secret intuitions. ..notions you hid ingde my unconscious
sf...memeswith the mass of afew tamed eectrons, and the irresistible power of acollgpsing sun...”

—Ord, in conversation
IAN SAID,“WITHMe. Come.”

Ord stepped toward the wall, then the wall was behind them. Suddenly they were plunging, streaking
toward the platinum-clad machine. It remained tiny and distant, and swift, but he tasted the first wisps of
adeep, deep atmosphere. Unlike any other atmosphere, thiswas: an invisible but increasingly dense
accumulation of dark-matter talents and plasmatic talents and baryonic talents made transparent and
permesble, each talent carefully aligned with its neighbors, cooperating with its neighbors, set together
like the elaborate pieces of some grand, secret puzzle.

They were diving into an enormous and perfectly clear ocean.
Ord wasatwigt of life swimming insde the enormous and tirel ess bodies of the Great Ones.

He could taste and smell severa thousand distinct entities, each packed as closeto its sblings and peers
aspossible. Lessimportant talents lay on the surface, while the essentials of each soul were asclose as
possible to the deeping machine. And still Ord plunged deeper, the ocean growing dense and fiercely
warm, with little pockets of absolute cold dapping againgt hisface.

What |ooked like a pink mountain was erected on the machine’ s northern pole, and straddling the peak
was acylindrical white building of no specia size or obviousimportance. It was the Chamberlain
mansion. Not the fat modern structure that Ord knew, but the modest five-story house that the ol de<t,
greatest Chamberlains had known.

Again, Ord asked, “Whereis Alice?’
“Close,” lan admitted. “Remarkably close”

Two granite bears flanked the main doorway. One bear sat, while the other stood on its hind legs, one
massive paw raised in what might be taken for agreeting. Passing between the statues, Ord mentioned,
“That’ swrong.”

“What is?’
“Bearsdon’'t wave that way.”

“But statues do,” hisfather reminded him. Then he touched the boy on the back, urging him forward, and



with another step, they had passed through the suddenly open doors.

The cylindrical house looked small from outside, but stepping insde triggered an eaborate set of illusions,
cheats, and embedded talents. With his second step, the front room and surrounding hallways exploded
outward. Everything except for Ord was enormous. With histhird step, it felt asif he were afleck lost
inside some immeasurable vastness. A new set of tricks was stacked upon the last. He dlowed his
surprise to seep out where it could be admired—earning a knowing nod and wink from the man walking
besde him, smiling like hisfinest friend, astrong warm arm thrown casualy around Ord' strembling
shoulder.

Softly, the boy asked, “How?’

“Gdloping cleverness,” lan replied. “ That and catastrophic expense.” Another wink. Then he said,
“What' s ashabby mansion on the outside is a shabby mansion within. But our laboratory hides a the
center. Remember, thisisfabuloudy delicate work. For good technica reasons, everything here,
including you and me, needs to be even tinier before we can proceed.”

Again, tricks were unleashed.

Fifty metersfet likefifty light-years. Together, they soared through the front room and down ahalway

that led into the centrd stairwell. Except the stairs were missing. They passed into acylindrical chamber
that seemed to be kilometers across, and kilometerstall, and lit in the most haphazard fashion by softly

glowing orbsthat seemed to float where they wanted, in clusters and twos and sometimes alone.

“There sapoetic senghbility inthissmalness” lan assured. “What isthe universeif it isn't something born
fantadticdly tiny, yet bursing with infinities...?’

lan was a glowing sphere, smooth and radiant, and relentlessly etheredl. But not Ord. He ill worea
boyish body dressed in decidedly ordinary trousers, even though his body had been compressed into a
hyperdense fluid no larger than afat bacillus. His remaining taents stretched behind him like agreet thin
tall. Helpless, he was towed to the chamber’ s center, and on dippered feet, he found himself perched on
aplatformin front of what looked to be agiant chambered nautilus. The nautilus had athousand tentacles
fashioned from normal sorts of matter, baryonic and dark, while the coiled shell itsalf was fashioned from
strange matter and dark energies—a sivery, impossibly strong shell forged on the lip of the great black
hole.

Ord felt the crackle and spark of energiesflowing into the shell, spiraling deeper, conspiring with quantum
mechanics, hunting the brink of the Planck realm, hoping for ababy universe worth snaring.

He stared at the machinery.

But the strange matter was perfectly opague, and his best senses had been | €ft at the door. He felt
half-blind. He was carefully maimed. And to one degree or another, it wasthe same for everyone ese,
t0o. Smalness was demanded here. Speed was essential. Bulky talents and patient talents couldn’t be
alowed anywhere near such an eegant, delicate business.

Someone said, “Ord.”

A Nuyen was standing near him. Xo was standing there. Like him, Xo wore trousers and dippersand a
boy’ s unfinished body. But what Ord stared a was the smear of light behind hisfriend. In an instant, the
light turned into a Chamberlain. A sster. A sster extruding a confidence and pride that Ord recognized
immediadly.



“Alice?’ he sputtered.

Xo gave him ahard look, shaking his head.

“No,” he whispered.

With atangible despair, hewarned, “ Thisoneis Addlaide.”
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“She' sour Two: thefirgt child and favorite daughter of lan Chamberlain, according to the recollections
Aliceleft for me. Addadeis exactly the same as Alice, except for the raging differences. Never as
powerful, and maybe haf as bold. Which makes her more conservative. More perfectly attuned to what
isexpected and normal. Since lan’ s death, she's served asthe officid leader of our Family—aduty and
burden that has shaped every last one of her talents. Nine million years as our matriarch, and until | had
Alice smemoriesto pick through, I’d never heard even atrace of dissent about the great old woman.

“How many of Alice scomplaintsarered, and how many ride on ayounger sster’ senvy...?
“l can't say, Xo.

“But if you meet my sister, be careful. She' sagod drawn with the most ordinary lines...”
—Ord, in conversation

“WHY THIS?” X ohad asked. Descending on the moon-sized machine, he had looked at the mansion
gtanding on that granite mountain, and with afaint little laugh, he d admitted, “ Thisis something of a
urprise”

With asdewaysgrin, Addadeinquired, “What mansion do you see?’

“TheNuyens,” he answered. Then he darified, adding, “The origind brick building. Fourth Millennia
Gathic”

“Maybeyou are,” she dlowed.
“What am1?’

“A genuine Nuyen.” The Chamberlain wore an old face, alittle fat and very sure of itsdlf. Shewas
touching him by many means, not dl of them subtle. The examination had begun long ago, but neither of
them had mentioned it. Until this moment, they had said very little, and every word had been polite, and
empty, dancing carefully around the important subjects at hand.

“Y ou see the old Chamberlain mansion,” X0 guessed.

“Each seesher own, or hisown.” Sheled him to the front door and paused, standing on what to Xo
looked like awide brick path covered with adusting of early-winter snow. “Frankly,” she announced, “I
didn’t think any Nuyen would visit us here. Y our Family hasadim view of thiswork.”

“Not dim,” he corrected. “ They have avery clear and calculated perspective.”
“I can agreewith that,” she said.

They remained in the open, carefully ng one another.



Shetold Xo, “There are some peculiar taents fill attached to you.” Then with acool smile, she admitted,
“| don’t recognize most of them.”

“Thesetadents haven't been invented yet,” he confessed.

“They haven't been needed,” she said, correcting him. “I’ m sure some soul, in some remote part of the
galaxy, has dreamed them up.”

Xo sad nothing.

“Maybe | should try to remove them,” she remarked. “Before we continue. ..would you like meto do
thet...?

Hesad, “Youcantry.”
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He shrugged his shoulders. “1I’d be interested to see if you could cut me loose from them. Frankly, |
wouldn't know how to manageit.”

“Exactly. That'swhat | guessed.”
Then they stood motionless for another long moment, ghostly probestrying to decipher Xo's possibilities.
“Y ou hate Nuyens” X o mentioned.

“That’ snot true,” she countered. “| respect your Family. | understand them. Better than most
Chamberlains, | possess agood appreciation of you and your history.” Then with acalm laugh, she said,
“Hatred isjust asmdl component of my fedlings. A spice to the more reasonable emotions.”

“But your father despised us.”

“Again, that’s an inadeguate word.” She seemed to attempt asmile, then thought better of it. “What he
despised were the tricks employed to make you into a Family. To ensure that you would fool the
test-givers”

“Nobody was bribed,” Xo countered.

“I know that, yes. And al those nagging rumors about blackmail and incompetent Al judges arejust
rumors. Just noise. The evidenceis so pdtry, particularly after so many eons and so many opportunities
to destroy any graceless evidence—"

“My Firgt didn't cheet,” Xo said, using abridly little voice.
“Agan. | agree”

He pretended to care deeply, putting on atidy rage whiletelling her, “ The test had rules, and the rules
were adhered to. Tell me where the testers, or anyone, was fooled by what happened.”

“Asl sad, | agreewith you.” She began to pull back now, reassured by X0’ s responses. “ The despot
ruling acolony world learns about the coming test. And of course he wants to wear those godly powers.
No expense istoo much. So he clones himsdlf. He impregnates millions of women with his seed, in most
cases agang their will. 1t was a horrible crime, but who was the guilty party? Not his offspring, surely.
When the testers from the Council arrived, they decided it was safe to ask the same-faced boys and girls
their questions. They believed that none of them would pass, having inherited their father’ sviciousness



and vulgarities...
“But one young girl did match every expectation, or exceeded them.

“Onegirl, different because of mutations and because of her upbringing...apoor girl raised by mord,
decent colonists. ..she passed every test, and what choice did the Council have? One Nuyen had played
the rulesto perfection, alowing his clone-daughter to win, and the Council couldn’t Smply ignorea
candidate for that reason. It would have bankrupted the entire processiif they had...”

“You don't hate me?’ Xo asked, hisvoice soft and sorry.

“I only mistrust you.” She smiled with aflickering warmth. “1 know your Family and your basic nature,
and from this point on, | have to keep avery firm hold on you. Do you understand?’ Then she shook her
head, adding, “But you came through our wormhole, which means there might actudly be a Nuyen who
has something important to tell me.”

“I do,” hetold her, usng amultitude of coaxing voices.

But Adelaide surrendered to adifferent logic.

“And who am | to turn you away?’ she asked. “ Just because you don’t have the face that | expected to
see?’
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“I understand. ..

“In the end, what happens happensfast...!”

—Ord, in conversation

ASUDDEN PRESENCEemMerged to Ord’ sleft, accompanied by a harsh, exhausted gasp.

He glanced sdeways. Ravleen was a silhouette, dender when set againgt ablazing white light. Then the
light clotted and collgpsed, becoming Marvel. Her father set both hands on Ravleen’ s shoulders,
goparently holding her in place, quietly growling, “Remember now. Behave yoursdlf.”

Her face was|ean and hard, the body emaciated. Saying nothing, she gave Ord awide-eyed stare,
trembling asif cold.

The other immortas now dressed themselvesin polite bodies and dated clothes. Thousands floated in
space, creating agently bowed wall before the nautilus. Ord searched for the Chamberlain faces.
Excluding lan, there’ d be eleven of them. But it took severa desperate momentsto find the right face.
She was high up and near the back—allate arrival yanked away from some critical task. That had to be
Alice. He recognized her eyes. Bright and strong and exceptionaly smug, those eyes couldn’t belong to
anyone besides Alice. Yet it was just one face among many, one soul dmost invisible, swalowed in that
ocean of talent and arrogance, and bounded rationdity, and boundless dreams.

Adeaide touched him on the shoulder, lightly. “Tell us,” she said. “ Every way you wish, tel what you
cametotdl.”

Then shecaled him Ord.

Suddenly, hewasn't afraid, or sad, or haunted by doubt. Thiswas where he belonged, and hetook a



bold, micron-long step forward, and with avariety of mouths, he told the Great Ones about the murder
of the Core, the ruin of the Peace, the mangling of their lives and good names, and findly, the collapse of
their honored Families. If they continued with their perilous work, that was what would happen. He
promised them. Then he sighed and shook his head, telling his own story while showing them everything
his eyes had seen of death and despair, hatred and revenge. Disaster lay upon disaster, and the miseries
gtill hadn’t yet run their course when he abandoned the future, escaping to here. To now.

“Y ou haveto end thiswork,” hetold them.

Again, and again, in endless new ways, he hammered them with that extraordinarily smple message. He
showed casudty figures. He danced with tales of economic collgpse and socid ruin. He flooded the room
with visons of war and wastelands. Then, with a perfect scorn, he looked at each facein turn, promising,
“Addadewill die. Marvel with die. And you will die. And you. And you.” Every famous name deserved
to be shouted. “ Degth, death, death!” he promised. “ That’ swhat is coming for each of you now.”

Carefully, rdentlesdy, Ord worked hisway through the audience, climbing up and around to the face that
meattered most.

Finaly, with a sudden quietness, he said, “ And you.”
Hesad, “Alice”
Hetold her, “For you, it' s everything but death.”

Shewas saring a him—she had never been anything but watchful—her blue eyes bright and unblinking.
Was sheimpressed? But she had to be enthralled. Any sentient mind would have to beimpressed, even if
itwasjug alittle boy telling the epic.

At least one soul had to believe, What a brave, noble young brother...

In afashion, these dense momentsfdt easy. Anticlimactic, if anything. Ord reminded himself that he was
gpeeking rationaly to reasoning beings, and emotionaly to human souls, and how could they resist him?
Y et when he paused, there was only aglacia slence punctuated with just enough nodding facesto warm
him. He smiled in turn, and because there was nothing else for him to do now, helet himsdlf enjoy the
luxury of an unfettered optimiam.

Adeaide spoke again.

“Youtdl it now,” she said to another visitor. Her heavy round and excessively cam face said, “Mr.
Nuyen.”

Xo looked like ayoungish man. Like any Nuyen, hisface held asmplicity meant to fool observers. Butin
his voice, there were currents. There were great irresistible pushes of emotion wrapped around armored
logic. Xo told the same story, but from his peculiar vantage point. And he admitted what everyone saw
for themselves. He had been radically modified, given wegpons of mind and spirit in order to subdue the
baby Chamberlain.

“But my heart changed,” he confessed. “I got sick of the cheating and deeth, and | joined your camp.
Your fold.”

“Good,” athousand voices declared.

Then Adelaide waved an arm, saying, “ Thank you,” to put an end to the speech.



Xo dipped his head, nothing more worth saying.
“And now, you...Madam Sanchex?’

Marvel shook his daughter, asif she needed to be awakened. Then with alow thunder, hetold her,
“Honest, and quick. Spare nothing!”

A withered, devastated Ravleen stared at the Great Ones. For what felt like an age—barely a
microsecond, at most—she gppeared helplesdy lost, nothing left of the great warrior but aterrified
splinter, adried piece of husk. But then atight little laugh began to dide out of her haf-closed mouth. A
look of bitterness and cold amusement brightened the face, and the swayed back straightened to where
shewas nearly astall as her father. She spread her shoulders while the laugh gained amuscular strength
that sounded very much like Ravleen. But it wasn't exactly the same. “Y ou’ ve never seen aworse
mongter,” she promised her audience. “In your tiny lives, you' ve never dreamed of anything half as awful
ame”

It could have been Ravlieen’ s voice. But missing from that Smple declaration was the cocky pride, the
sdf-congratulatory joy.

“I murdered the Earth,” she confessed. “And I’ ve murdered other worlds and millions of souls. Why, |
don’t know. | remember hating this Chamberlain boy. Like you' ve never hated anything, | loathed him.
More than you' ve ever loved, | adored the smpleideaof torturing Ord until he wasinsane.” She stared
at him, suddenly and defiantly. The black eyeswere bottomless, and the face was beautiful again. But the
voice was lashed tight to awild grief, and the eyes were weeping now. She sputtered, “I’'m the worst
fucking nightmare you canimagine.” With her fists, she smacked theflat of her bely. “But I'm nothing
compared to you,” she cried out, looking at the Great Ones, practically glaring at them. “Onewrong
move, and you stupid arrogant shits-of-god are going to be worse mongters than anything | ever wes...!”

Marve shook his daughter. But he didn’t say a public word, and the smple physica punishment was
more like areflex, amandatory deed.

Again, therewas aslence.

Then lan placed himsdlf in front of Ord, and with anirritated tone, he remarked, “Y ou didn’t mention one
critica detail, son.”

Ord knew what he wanted.
But quietly, affecting confusion, he asked, “What detail 7’

“Sinceyou ve dropped out of the future,” said 1an. Then he added, “ Apparently,” with adarkness
wrapped around the word. And with aweary shake of the head, he said, *'Y ou should know the
technicd particularities. If only to prove that you' re genuine, you should have learned them.”

Ord looked straight ahead.

“Tell us” lantold him. Then he put on asmile, asking, “What exactly did we do here, and what went
wrong, and to the best of your knowledge, why did it go wrong?’

The great nautilus loomed overhead.
“Or,” lan continued, “would you rather not share those gruesome detail s with your elders?’

In his most secret mind, Ord thought,No, don’t. Don’t do thig!



But there was no choice. In his public mind and with every voice, he described the dense and
exceedingly obscure detailsthat Alice had given him. Even now, he barely understood the bones of this
science. There were monumenta equiations, more strange than compelling. Capturing the baby universe
was just the smallest part of the magic. Crossing over into the Baby brought the gravest risks. Opening an
umbilical wide enough for asoul to passthrough, but allowing nothing of the new universeto gush into
thisream...that’ swhat these entities had attempted, and that’ swhere the calamitieslay in wait. ..

Ord recited everything, including data accurate to a fraction of afemtosecond and to the brink of Planck
gpace, and at every critical junction, he gave the names and failings of those gods most directly in charge.
And when hefinished, the blame focused and delivered, he again felt awave of optimism, confident for
every good reason. At long last, his quest had cometo itsjust and inevitable end.

Hope died a swift death.

The briefest sllence ended with a sudden, “Thank you,” from lan. From Adelaide. From perhaps another
thousand voi ces scattered about the great chamber. Then it was lan who showed him awide grin,
clapping his hands onto the boy’ s shoulders and shaking him with afriendly violence, telling Ord, “Well,
now. Now we know.”

To everyone, he exclamed:

“From this point on, we' |l be sure to dance around those little difficulties!”
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“When | meet you for thefirst time, you' Il seem so large and impressive. .. my fantastically powerfully,
unimaginably ancient sder...

“Yet when | saw you just now...when | found your face, finaly...you couldn’t have looked moretiny,
standing in that crowded place, shoulder to shoulder with dl those elderly gods...”

—Ord, in conversation
XOSPOKE.
With afierce outrage, he asked, “Y ou gtill want to finish it? The Baby? Knowing the whole ugly mess?’

Happily, with a cadculated and buoyant indifference, Adelaide explained, “Not only will we finish our
work, but we will finish it now. Now that we' ve been shown what cannot succeed, we' |l push past to the
logical ends—"

“No!” Ord cried out.

lan set ahand on his shoulder.

“You can't bdievethis...it' sinsane to even hope it—!”
“Quiet,” lan cautioned. “Be quiet, son.”

With abooming voice, Adelaide asked, “Why did we build the wormhole?’ Then she answered her own
guestion. “Thewormhole gives usfair warning. It'saportd to the future that alows escape from the
inescapable trap. Which in turn lets us do what’ sbest, in the finest way, leaving the galaxy wedthier and
happier because of us. Us.”



“No,” whispered Ravleen.

“Imagine,” Adelaide continued. “In another little while, we' Il be able to create new universes by the
thousands. And eventudly, by the billions. Souls born in every portion of the gaaxy will live long happy
lives, accruing wisdom and maturity and a certain small wedlth, and then they’ Il make pilgrimagesto this
place”” Vivid images accompanied the hopeful words, building atidy portrait of that very distant future.
“Each pilgrim will walk through an umbilicd, striding into a universe meant only for him. Each of our
children, our neighbors and friends, will inherit their own infinite reelm where they rule asthey choose, as
the forces of Nature, asthe irresigtible Will of God.”

Quietly, angrily, Ravleen sobbed again, and screamed, “No!”

Ord glanced at her. For an instant, he believed that she had managed to retain some hidden wespon.
That was her habit, after al. Alwayshold somelittleterror in reserve; that was the way of every Sanchex.
In amoment or two, Ravleen would shake off her father’ s grip and, with athought, or the flick of some
secret limb, obliterate the experiment, this |aboratory, and every last one of theseidiot-souls.

But Ravleen just dropped her head, and shivered.

What others were thinking, Ord couldn’t guess. Contrived faces showed precisaly what their owners
wished to show, and for the moment, they wore a seamless, invulnerable resolve. Even Alice, standing
among her peers and superiors, wore an exterior of perfect contentment—immune to any moral judgment
delivered by mere children.

“And now,” lan declared, “let’ s finish our good work.”
Hundreds of voices said, “Yes. Finish!”

But what Ord heard best were the little knots and twists of silence. A half-born doubt was Smmering,
perhaps.

lan placed both hands on Ord’ s shoulders. “Would you like to remain with us, son? We' d certainly dlow
you to watch.”

Ord whispered, “Alice.”

With a caring, benevolent voice, the ancient man remarked, “We' ve asked and asked. But it seems your
gger wants nothing to do with you.”

Louder, Ord called out, “Alicel”
Xo graightened his back, teling Addaide, “I’ll stay here”
“But only here,” shewarned. “No closer.”

“I want to watch,” Ravleen remarked. She gave Marve ablistering stare, adding, “I want agood laugh
when you fuck it dl up again!”

Onelast time, Ord shouted, “Alice