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For fun, and for my friends - you know who you are

1. Isol and the Engine

Day’s end: 5433.

Base beacon delay: 3 years, 351 days.

Speed: approaches 0.265 lights.

Fixed Stars Estimate Navigational Error: 0.0134.
Direction: Barnard’s Star, holding.

Immediate Region: infestation of scattered micro-meteors within density spectrum 0.001 to
0.032/m3. Bhupal halo configuration suggests ancient significant explosion. Expansion
suggests incident congruent with Earth geotime 246 BC: Archimedes works on his
principles, Buddhism spreading over India, Punic Wars in full swing.

Crystals of water present; saturation density per cubic metre 4 x 10¢; also frozen nitrogen,
hydrogen and oxygen; also carbon in the form of complex organic molecules within outer
shells of iron and non-Earth-like fullerenes. Iron ores and silicates predominate. Free gases
remain as negligible traces within immediate region.

Damage sustained: catastrophic puncturing of primary skin, significant punctures of
secondary skin. Heavy particle absorption decreased to 45%. Radiation count falling by 6
rads/minute. Essential gas loss at 32%.

Condition: critical.
Along, long time ago, | can still remember how that music used to make me smile ...

Voyager Lonestar 1sol was holed like a Swiss cheese, peppered with tiny wounds like abird caught in a
blast of shot. Much more of thisand her Miteswould fail, her immune system become stagnant from too
high ademand, her fuel absorption become disproportionate to the fuel available ahead of her.

And | knew that if | had my chance

Isol continued to hurtle through the scouring degradation of the meteor field, <till in shock at its sudden

gppearancein her path. The constant bombardment, which had felt like arough sanding at first, was now
razing her. She hurt, she bled, but her colossdl inertiadrove her into the grit with the force of amissile, so
that pieces only micrometresin diameter pierced straight through her at whatever vector she struck them.

Even when she'd seen it, it had been far too late to turn. She’ d had awarning of exactly 1.6108 seconds
and, if she cared to love her numbers, by then it was awhole Golden Ratio too late - an entire Fibonacci
crigsof suicidal beauty, fuck it. And in another few secondsit would be over, one way or another.

Did you write the book of love?

She' d had only two femtoseconds to redlize that no diversion she could make was going to steer her
clear of thering of crap that had suddenly manifested itsdf. This shit hadn’t appeared in her avareness
until the last moment, dueto alack of light in this star-forsaken region. That, combined with alack of
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expectation in her mind and her overconfidencein her own ultra-high-resolution optics and the datafrom
the fixed solar scanners back home. No tel escope had reported any big dusts, so she' d assumed there
weren't any. Isol could process memories at fifty times the speed of an Unevolved human and haveit fed
likered time; but she couldn’t think of what to do when she saw the problem, and by then it had been
too late. Two femtoseconds wasn't even enough for the brain to make the first connection towards
garting agasp - if you had lungs.

A long, long time ago, when she waslittle, she'd danced in afield of poppieslistening to ‘ American Pie,
not understanding a single word, around her the world as wide as a blue sky could stretch. The track had
lasted half a second in those days, played asfast as she could comprehend it at the time - thinking she
was some kind of genius as she dashed through one era of music after another. * American Ri€ and its
mystery had lasted time enough for one sharp intake of bregth.

These days she could play her music at far greater speeds without losing any nuance; Earth’ sentire
repertoire took only two yearsto listen to, end to end - more than enough time to find favourites and
make lists and endless recombi nations of accompaniment to the cacophony of the universa radio.

Now she played it dower than that, one line for every second. It seemed important as never beforeto
understand it, reviewing and discarding al the billions of databased papers aready written onitslyricsin
order to find her own unique take on its perfect capture of the ineffable. She wanted to hear it so loud
that the sound of her own death wouldn't eclipseit.

Do you have faith in God above?

She saw the curve of her future suddenly start to veer into the cubic... the quartic... heading into its
visible limit. It wastoo late, and it had been too late since thefirst day of her lifewhen, as an extrasolar
explorer, she' d been set on atrack for speed and silence and the infinite depths of an ocean beyond al
vastness. Even aForged lifeis so short and this place is so very big. How could you stand to be late?

Do you believeinrock and roll ?

A rock - much bigger than the rest - smashed through her right sailfin, punching aholein it more than half
ametre across. Numbness began to creep into her sde. From the edges of the wound hydrocarbons and
dlicates bled out into awhitening tail behind her.

Suddenly, asif the lump had left a secret decoder in its violent passage, 1sol understood the song, even
the line about the levee, dthough she didn’t know what alevee was. (Her insentient memory supplied
some kind of ditch full of water runoff from green fields and ariver, sodden with rain to bursting point.) It
told her the song was about the death of Buddy Holly and the crash of his plane. But she knew it wasfor
her, because she was the plane and the passenger and the song and the words, and the father, son and
holy ghost were out beyond the light horizon.

Can music save your mortal soul?

At last shewasin the clear, beyond the cloud of infinitesmal stones. But her body wasfailing. The
damaged sailfin wouldn't eat any more, wouldn't fedl the soft breath of the solar winds or the hard blast
of her reactor output. The drop in radiation made her fed acold foreboding that was more than a
physical chill. She didn’t need to create the graph to know the game was done.

Sowing, she maintained course along the thread of light towards Barnard' s Star. Everything about her
ached with regret and fury at her hot-headedness. Now she would drift until she died, for there were no
gtars close enough to supply sufficient energy to solve her shortfal. Barnard' s Star was to have been the
first of many stops. She hadn’t even got to first base.



| was a lonely teenage broncin' buck with a pink carnation and a pickup truck...

If only she'd seen it sooner. Then she might have had the time to make plans rather than smply seeing the
stark promise of adetour and its deceleration. She might have had timeto think, to dow down, to turn.
But although her brain was made for the task, her eyes smply weren’t up to the job. Not that those who
had made her could have known that - they’ d never tested any prototypesin the field, for there could be
no prototypes, only people; when you made someone you tried to give them the best possible shot,
surdly, didn’t you? Being among thefirgt, she should have expected afew flaws, perhaps. But her head
was made for speed and the silent heaven. She was perfect for this. AImost.

The day the music died...

Furious, shelooked back at the debrisfield. All but invisble until you wereright onit - pogtioned, asit
was, far from stars and their planetary systems, far from the light of nebul ae-scatter with nothing to cast
its shadow upon, nothing at this range to reved its proximity against the backdrop of glitter and dust,
where worlds larger than the sun made a pinprick on her lenses no larger than an atom’ swidth. But with
asecond glance she saw that this was no comet-and-rock incident. The signatures of the eements, the
shapes of the pieces... thishuge messwasn't acosmic accident of two bits of dumb mass calliding. It
was an exploson with a centre and among its remains were fragments of complex organic material.

That strange flavour of burning that now seemed so flat on her tongues:. thiswas carbonization. Thelittle
pieces had been alive, and the huge lump that had taken away her only chance of surviva withasingle
blow was ablock of highly refined metals of non-natura type that had liquefied and congealed within
moments - abit of technology that was now alump of heat-processed dag.

For asecond her astonishment outweighed her terror.
Thiswhole savage cloud had once been somebody.
Bye-bye, Miss American Pie...

This person had been undergoing their violent expansion for over athousand years. Such ashort timein
cosmic terms, less than amoment. Not even agasp.

Isol turned away from her horrible intimacy with it -with them. Horror and disgust mingled with eation
and made her fed sck. And here shewas, dead aswell, fulfilling her mission goa and her lifé sdreamin
onemove.

First contact.

She laughed at theirony, deep in her core chamber where the superhot reactions of nuclear fission
juddered and the unequa dams of free dectronslet the el ements do her sobbing for her. Eventudly the
reaction would egt her up if shelet it run hard. Switch it off, and she could freeze solid instead.

o Isol makes the fundamental inherited goal of all explorers - contact - and in doing so is
murdered accidentally by the long-dead native before introductions can be made: she often thought
of hersdlf in the third person. It was away of looking at her insignificance. Now that seemed ludicrous,
verging on the insane, as though she' d been writing her own story in abook: engineering it towardsthe
triumph and victory of ahappy ending with such determination that she hadn’t noticed when the plot went
wrong. What away to live.

She kept on laughing, drifting away from the field on her sngle, one-shot trgectory, wondering if she
should tell Earth about this or keep it to hersdlf asthe final word on alife that could never have had any



other purpose, athough it might have had another outcome.
Mental note to Creators (you boz-eyed shitbags): beware of roadkill.

The pain from the sailfin began to ache and bite as she withdrew support from it. Cold stiffened it and
frozeitsthin, tattered panes. She cut the circulation at her shoulder and kept her song on replay, humming
along, eyes closed as she watched her deceleration to 0.25 lights. She felt very tired suddenly. The
rebellion in her againg the Earthbound ancestors, which had previoudy been aburning vision strong
enough to fuel her through anything, exhausted itsdlf - so much so that shelonged for asight of the planet
now, blue and green and white, afloat on its prosaic round.

Her daily-link notes camein, relayed by beacons she had lft behind her, their hominid-centric news
mere years out of date. She deleted them.

| met a girl who sang the blues...
And then you get dammed by some other luckless schmuck’ s corpse and you redlize - what?

That apiece of youisalittle girl: picture her, apink balet dress replete with tutu and avery slly festher
boa so long that it drags behind her and catches on the flowersin the field, long brown hair, afaintly, no,
avery spoiled expression leading to a severe pout that looks utterly ridiculous. Where are the ruby
dippers, three clicksto home? Why didn’t | get those instead of this stupid dress?

That you'renot invincible,

Dear God, the bandity of al of thisl A billion biographies have said as much on alot less. Isthere nothing
about you which stands out and above dl of that glibly morta hyperbole, that camethisfar and saw so
little?

Thelast train for the coast...

She switched the music off. Ahead of her lay her extinction, at apoint not too far beyond the theoretical
navigationa marker she' d been going to hit - avirtual crossroads where the imaginary connecting lines
between four ‘fixed’ distant galaxiesintersected. Her first milestone.

But looking et it again...
Something floated in the empty space there.

At firgt shethought it was Smply afault in her optics, or areflection of one of the shattered motes behind
her. But even after cons derable reboots and calculations it remained out there, exactly placed on the
axid crossroads, as close as she could measure.

Isol braked without hesitation thistime. Anything seemed better than flinging hersdf headlong into
nothing, even if it was only another long-dead rock.

The sailfin snapped off her abruptly. It tumbled away to one side and began to outpace her gently. In
another few million yearsit might come within the grip of astar and burn up.

Venting and catastrophic skin repair were still consuming most of her available power. Even though it
was aready certain, her spirits sank as she fdt the losses and the interna shrinkage they caused, the
last-ditch warning systemsthey tripped.

For 1 x 10* oscillations of the radiation in the caesium spectrum within her atomic clock 1sol marked time



as shewasforced to close down part of her reactor, cooling, ebbing. She was aware of aduggishnessin
hersdf, exhaustion, soreness from the wounds, and nausea from the build-up of repair by-productsin her
system. As she waited to get close enough to this new rock, she listened to the changing patterns of the
light of distant sars. Their falling tonestold her of her decline. She dept alot, and sometimes couldn’t tell
if she were degping or awake except that, if anything happened meanwhile, she must have been adeep.

In her deep she returned to a place not unlike the Dreamtime where she’ d grown up, before she had a
body. In her youth she’' d done the common things for a Forge-born in virtuo: assumed many shapes,
experienced the world through arange of senses, and visited places which her adult life would never
subsequently have alowed her to see. Onein particular, the sea-depths of Earth’ s ocean, she'd loved
above dl, no doubt because it resembled the space she was designed to inhabit.

Asan octopus, her head ballooning, her limbs soft but strong, she explored the coast of Audtrdia. Asa
shark she patrolled the Barrier Reef and saw the silhouettes of diversthere above her, shadows from
another world. Asaplesiosaur in an ocean from another time she floated in the semi-darkness of tropical
watersfilled with dgae, watching for squid, nothing in her head that would pass for thought, only the
leviathan impulses of hunger and the avareness of water cold and water warm againgt her skin. But it
was as a soft-bodied jelly that she went beyond the reach of the light and drifted down into the degpest
trenches where sulphur fumaroles vented their spleen and created small, hot pockets of rising water rich
with bacteriathat existed nowhere ése on Earth. There she knew hersalf home.

Here lifewas small and scarce. Tube worms, colourless, mouthless, lipless, eyeless, opened their
digegtive chambers and allowed specidized bacteriato feed on the rich minera's, absorbing their output in
return. A few metres from the fumaroles empire the rock of the seafloor stretched out, a backyard of
sty death.

There were no worms here to plough fields rich with the sediments from above. Here Isol sat, silent and
gtill, and examined abone here and there, apiece of athing, atooth or the minute cogs of along-lost
watch. In thiswildernessthe blind forms of tiny scavengers, the relatives of prawn and crayfish, picked
dowly and transferred morsals with robotic care into their untasting jaws. At these depths and pressures
no bony fishes could endure. Nothing with a backbone, nothing that kept its strength on theinside.

In her dying dreams |sol found hersalf down there again. From miles above her the distant conversation
of whaes and the occasiona trace of aheavy engine boomed faintly, their echoes butting against the blunt
dlence of her mind; the futile ssammers of winter ghosts. The vibrations shivered her entire body with their
undecipherable information. Sheidentified things by touch. She burnt herself by trying to fee how hot the
tip of afumarole tower was; and again when she strayed too close to a crack in the floor where 0ozing
tubules of fresh lavawere emerging, snub-nosed and crinkly, into theicy blackness - snorting
sausage-shaped chargers straight from the bowels of hell. Hdll’ s shit. She was surprised to survive the
encounter.

The bitter cold revived her. She brushed against something settled long ago into the ocean bed. It was
bulkier than the usud detritus here; thiswas obvious from its resistance to her insensible blunder, and
from the size of its surface. It tasted of metal, was coated with rust and dead barnacles, buckled out of its
origina shape by the weight of the water. She extended polyps and thetrailing lines that were her hands,
feding its structure, identifying - after amoment of bewilderment - the crooked but unmistakable
components of an internd combustion...

... engine?

She woke up saying thisword. Her core temperature had dropped fifteen degreesin the last hour. The
reactor was barely ticking over. Her drift had taken her within two hundred thousand kilometres of the



crossroads. All the radiation her fansails were capturing was needed just to keep her alive. Most of her
Mites were aready dead.

Isol opened the containment around her reactor core, ignoring the pain and the bleat of warnings, and
used it to warm hersdlf. Organic and cdllular damage was now the least of her worries when compared
with keeping her mind adive afew minutes more. Shetried to see what the lump of matter ahead of her
was but, athough it was clearer, it gppeared greyish and featurel ess. Intense magnification showed no
detall; it emitted nothing, and only reflected light in adesultory fashion. The revelation of its drabness
depressed her, and she looked away to the coldly merry twinkle of stars she’ d never know.

She thought she would compose aletter, just so they would know what had happened to her, but then
she couldn’t think who to addressiit to, and resorting to Dear Srs seemed ridiculous. She calculated that
her drift would see her eventudly miss her intended destination by anarrow margin: Barnard' s Star
would have shifted out of her vector by the time she got there. Perhaps, she thought, like whoever had
finished her off, shewould get to become the piece of junk that sank another ship, someone travelling at
severd kilolights maybe, not seeing her asthey stormed up the fast lanes... But then, at those speeds,
who knew what would happen? Of such things she could only dream.

Isol hadn’t wanted to be born, but now she definitely didn’t want this. No poetic niceties about being as
one with the gtellar masses was consolation. Fuck them dl for giving her such terrible eyes, and fuck the
Monkeysfor giving her ahead full of their own slly risk-admiring strategies and what esethey’d
considered (in their wisdom as socia and gravity-bound apes) that you needed for alife lived utterly
aonein space. If she hadn’t been stuck in their evolutionary tree she would have avoided this. A machine
would have calculated the odds and taken the tour dispassionately, not counted the extrayears of the
journey asimportant. Wouldn't it?

Oh come on, she said to hersdlf. A billion animals a day die like this. In the past millions of people
have vanished uncounted, all their great plans undone and no one to know or forget. What’s so
special about you?

But there was a huge difference between dying some day and dying today, and her anger failed her. 1ol
couldn’t weep, but sheimagined the girl inthefidd, her face buried in her hands, the poppy petas against
her face, so fragile and tender, red as human blood or industria diesdl. Isol wanted to live so badly that it
didn’t seem possible she could die.

The grey object |€eft its bearings and moved towards her.

Startled, Isol watched its approach. She dowed again, bleeding energy, and it matched its approach
gpeed with hers. She used the last of her reversing thrust to halt and the artefact came to rest when there
were only afew metres between them. It was not as large as she had first thought; redly amost amatch
for her own sze, asmadl thing. She could seeit very clearly now: it was quartz -silicon dioxide - but so
fractured and pitted on the surface that it was utterly dulled. It had no visible means of propulsion.

She considered that this might be the same thing that had seen off that other bozo out here, but that didn’t
much interest her because one death now seemed as undesirable as another, and as unimportant. Freeze
or be blown to smithereens - who cared?

Theinert chunk, having moved thisfar, now sat idle. It looked alittle bit like it might once have had a
shape resembling some manufactured object, but had since become so battered by itslong existence that
it had given up on outward appearances atogether.

Isol broadcast afew mathematical constantsto it on al channelsin avague gesture towards her extensive
and never-used First Contact protocol, but the waves she transmitted varioudy penetrated and



rebounded without result. The more she looked and kept on looking, the more the object seemed as
though it might have been the product of technologica advancement, although there was no redl reason to
think so except for its purposeful move. Here and there she kept noticing things about it: a hidden colour,
ashape suggestive of aturbine blade or the edge of afansail, the minute atom-shadows that might be
created by field-generator patterners, their fundamenta structures reflecting like the deeply buried facets
of aflawed diamond.

The quartz block sat cam and unruffled by her lack of intelligence. Isol reached out with ablind desire
for any kind of experience as her sensesfailed, seeing her spindly black arm stretching with the fegble
movement of invalidity, poisoned initsblood. Her fingers opened and she touched the object’ s surface -
expecting the savage cold of three degrees Kevin, but finding that it had no noticeable temperature at dl:
that is, it was aswarm as her. At that same instant she registered the radiation of its heat.

She snatched her hand back. A moment ago it had radiated nothing. Or had this been there before, but
she' d been too numbed to notice? After amoment shetried again.

It felt rough, its edges undefined and brittle. But there was a shapeto it that was not an accidental one.

Her exploration took many hours. From second to second the block changed not at al. In spite of this
she noticed regular new features of it every few minutes. She starved as her metabolism ground down to
the last of itsresourcesinitsfatal foraging for sustenance. It began to digest her, starting with her
extremities. The open reactor fizzed and made her fed sick with the onset of its decline. She went
through atime where she was't sure what was real and what was the fantasy of her own internal
breakdown. Circuitry that she' d thought must be part of her heart, where her emotions were processed,
began to melt. Meanwhile the object took on a shapein her hands, even though it was aclay that she
hedn'’t the skill or theimagination to mould into thething it became.

Eventually she woke and stared, bleary and nauseous, at her cregtion.

No human being had ever seen an object like this before, but that didn’t prevent her from knowing
exactly what it was. Never mind that she didn’t grasp what haf itsinterna structures were, nor thelogic
that underlay their design. Never mind that making it required a complete understanding of M-Theory,
which she didn’t possess - and nor did any other humans or their descendants. She understood that this
engine was cgpable of tranamitting her from one point in space-timeto any other, without travelling
through any of the pointsin between.

A jump engine? Fuck the impossible mass equations of FTL. Thiswasinstant karma. It was areplicator,
agiant immune injection, afactory for perfecting genetic and materid design. Shovethisin the back seat
andinnotimeat al she could return to Earth, or continue her travels -made whole, made strong, made
better than ever.

The only thing that bothered her was how she knew what it was, since none of these concepts had ever
occurred to her before. Oh, and the fact that it was still made entirely of immobile, uninteresting silicon
dioxide, amateria singularly unsuited to any such functions.

Meanwhile her life ebbed away from her, and her will to question ran down with the dowing stutter of a
coin spinning to fatdl ingtability onitsedge.

The engine-thing did nothing. It waited with her. She could take it up or leaveit there. Perhagpsit would
fold back on itself and become an untouched block again, waiting for the next interstellar rover to appear.
Perhaps her friend back there, stretched across ten billion kilometres, had mistakenly wished for
something bad. Perhaps, thiswas her fina dream, like Pincher Martin, and she was aready in the last
throes of being dead.



Weéll, what the hell....

She closed down her old reactor and distended her abdomen to expe it, pointing it vaguely in the
direction of anameless green star. Here' sto your well-laid plans. It hurt dbysmdly. Her fleshtore. In
her mind' s eye she saw panting, heaving animals, attempting to give birth. Sweat poured from them, but
Isol chilled quickly with the exposure of her internal spacesto the surrounding temperature and she
became stupid and clumsy with cold.

Taking in the new engine hurt less, and wasn't astricky as she' d thought. It obediently did up into her
cavity and settled in the old space, aperfect fit. With senses dulled by the poison in her blood shefdlt it
nestle there and burrow threads into her flesh and meta, brushing only afew pressure sensors, the odd
temperature-sensitive cdll. A curious new child. Shedidn’t fed afraid. Therewasa Tightnessto thisthat
wasdmod fulfilling initssmplicity: accept or die.

Isol blinked - aflash in and out of consciousness -and glimpsed her universe as the surface tension on the
welling brim of apeculiar toroid undergoing constant expansion. Itsinner volumes occupied seven
dimensions smultaneoudy and each in turn exerted its effects on her ordinary four, wrapping them around
itsdlf like Christmas paper. Congtrained by the fragile red space-redtime surfaces, imaginary time ranged
over immessurable expanses of other dimensiond regions. The whole Seven-D was outsde redtime and
rea space, but extended for the lifetime of its gigantic sister-surfaces. It touched her, through the medium
of theengine, and shefdt hersdlf the il point at the heart of dl things, the vanishing moment of the fina
bresth, the source of thefirst inhaation. It was vaster than her ocean, smdler than the pinpoint of asingle
photon gtrike, and crossing it would take no moment &t all.

Dizzied by the vison, sick with the rebdlion of her mind at its demands, shelonged for the safety of
home.

Beneath her lay abrilliant orange sun, radiant with savage heat, and a planet both blue and grey, with
white water-clouds and two moons. The place had a name she could not articulate, which meant Origin
and Identity in an inextricable tangle.

Isol looked around for the Earth. It was so far away she could not find the measure for its distance.
Theenginetold her that the measure was Nothing.

Isol felt the breath of madness movein her. She hung till, over an unnamed ocean, and looked down at
its soft gleaming reflection of the old star’ slight. Her fear wastoo big to befet or understood. She knew
her fear was there, but it had now undergone acritical fisson and her circuits were blasted, and athough
nobody was there but hersalf, and nobody occupied the spaces between her and the Earth, she was not
done.

Beneath her the dien world turned dowly, beckoning her with the cloud-curled finger of ahurricane. She
saw coastlines beaten by asdlty sea, and where the spray smashed itsalf high on the rocks she saw
ancient and unnatura structures clutching themsdvesto the stone with limpet tenacity. Nothing moved
there.

She shut off her eyes. Her earsreceived nothing but theinsengible blurt and chatter of natural radio.

Isol, said the engine, voiceless. We were once like you.

2. ol and Corvax

Corvax who was once a Roc, Handdlicer class, and who was now just Corvax with a body gone weak



from misuse and the addition of layer on layer of MekTek experiments, was aware of the approach of
the guests before hislaboratory sensorsinformed him of their arrivd. He felt ashiver dong the roots of
his feathers, where tendrils of the latest batch of semi-sentient Tek were triggered by the movement of
shadows on the surface of his asteroid home. What achemy he' d used to manufacture such sengtivity
belonged to him aone, asfar ashe knew. He' d have liked to have gone to see the respectable
Earthbound technicians about his own programming and his developing skills, telling them thet he
dreamed his machines into shape, but they’ d have had ahard time bdieving that. Then again, they didn’t
possess the imagination or the versions of Uluru that he was running. No Forged wanted to share their
secrets with the Unevolved any more, and MekTek was principally an Unevolved product - the brute
cybernetics of machine and Al spliced to their feeble bodies and brains to enhance capacitiestoo
eco-precious to have been butchered together like a Forged mind. And too small to cope with a Forged
CONSCiOUSNess.

Not that he was hitter about hislot, except for moments like thiswhen hetried to hurry and found himself
cresking aong through the command gestures that summoned his holographic tool kitsinto life around
him. He scanned the loca geo-chaos and saw the silky amoeboid shape of the Ironhorse weaving
nervoudy between the spinning clumps of rock on itsfina approach. It hadn’t picked up any tails.
Probably he should be grateful for that, athough there was an itching just under his skin that was nothing
to do with MekTek and everything to do with thislatest line of mumbo-jumbo the Ironhorse had been
explaining to him for thelast hour.

Extraterrestrid life, the Timespan-class had inssted, was proven. An extra-solar Earthlike world had
been its home. There were oceans, yes, and there was land, and structures made by - appendages - and
there was fantastic technology beyond the dreams of blah-blah-blah... Corvax had stopped paying
attention somewhere around then and gone to check out the library Who' s Who on this madman. But the
guide informed him that Ironhorse Timespan Tatres had been made incarnate ten years ago, after an
Uluru-upbringing of impeccable stlandards within Corvax’ s own beloved mother-father, the Forge
Pangenesis Tupec. Tatres plied the lanes from Mercury to Pluto asafairly impressve kind of bulk
carrier who aso ferried passengers and specidized in fragile cargo with gtrict environmenta requirements.
He was amember of the Independence Party and leader of the Solar Transport Workers Union.

Thiswas news that made Corvax twitchy, and he was dready permanently twitchy from fending off the
attentions of the Gaiasol Police and thelocal pirates, both keen to investigate his capabilities further. So
far anice dance of bribery, wheder-dealing and sheer bad temper had seen him survive ten years out
herein the Bdlt, doing good works on Uluru-programming and charitable acts of transformational
surgery, but visitsfrom virtua celebrities holding out giant |ollipops with the words Wedth, Fame, Power
on them were an entirdy new thing to him. He didn’t like the smdll of it.

Nonetheless, he exchanged approach protocolswith Tatres and let him try hisskill at navigating thefind
descent by himsdlf. Corvax had Alsthat were capable of handling amost any complication caused by the
spirdling gigatonnes of stone that sheltered the |aboratory from unwanted attention. They could easethe
passage of aterrified passenger lifter, or ensure that nosy busybodies were made into asteroid sandwich,
but he enjoyed the spectacle of seeing something as big and vain as the Time-span negotiating this
potentidly fata dance. Give him hisdue, Corvax grudgingly admitted, Tatres had balls - if he had nothing
else. He d et him have five minutes for that.

With the dexterity of amuch smaler vessd, the leviathan twitched himself asde from the path of ahurtling
chunk, brushed a clump of debris away from hisforward sensors and matched his direction and rotation
to afixed point above the docking bay. He was saying something about the VVoyager, 1sol, and her
fabulous journey, which to Corvax sounded not unlike adrug-fueled fantasy - in fact, he thought he
remembered experiencing one of those about seven years or S0 ago when doing Uluru on amix of



uppers and blissers had seemed the ultimate in erotic heaven...

‘Do you bdieve her? Corvax interrupted, trying to get the rich tapestry of the Timespan’ svocabulary to
ease up on its adjectives and superlatives so that he could clear his head.

‘I don't believe 1sol has an imagination capable of making it up’ Tatres replied, switching seamlesdy
from smple audio transmissionsto full-band Al interface with Corvax’ s systems. His voice suddenly
leaped out of Corvax’s mind and began issuing from a point near his ear, where Tatres’ savatar - a
hologram of atal blue humanoid - appeared with equal speed and took up a heroic stance on the
observation deck.

Corvax ignored the blue man’ s self-appointed intrusion into his workspace and triggered the clamping
procedure with awave of onethick claw. Tatres made a show of watching with great interest.

‘Fifteen years in degp space seems enough time to send anybody crazy,” Corvax said.

Tatres’ savatar turned to watch through the viewing window as his physical body sank into the safety of
the docking bay’ s ova refuge. Above and around the skimpy rigging of the bay the close-turning hills of
other asteroids bowled in dl directions, and shadows within the dock leaped and darted at great and
crazy peeds asthey themsalves aso spun, dizzy as gnatsin the weak sunlight.

The avatar glanced at Corvax with transparent admiration for hissurviva in thishellhole and informed
him, ‘But Isol isan old form. They don’t make them any more. And they never made them with any
inventiveness. A Voyager isnothing more than adesire to travel and meet new people fused onto a
psychopathic preference for no company at al. That includes family ties, of which they have none
whatsoever; no loyalty, no philanthropy. She has a strong mind, with single-tracked convictions based on
idedls and theories, but no experience of aliving socid world.’

‘And here sheisbeing loya to us Forged, like apuppy? Corvax added. ‘ That’s even less convincing.’

He kept his attention apparently lodged on his holographic controls, while he watched both the avatar
and thered Tatres closdy. Hugged in the cradle s cdlipers, the body of the Timespan - akilometrein
length - finaly settled. Its shadow cut out most of the fierce rig-lighting from the bay, leaving them both in
asepulchra darkness. Under ingtruction from Corvax’ s Als, waldo arms extended their greetingsto the
cargo-man in the form of junctions, cables and unloader tubes, and Tatres relaxed theirises of his
sphinctersto accept them, blink by blink.

Corvax turned and checked out the readings on his fud tanks and reactor. His own body fdt tiff and
ancient with disuse, hiswings arthritic, main arms crabbed and spindly - no morefit to grab apassing
boulder and catch its spin than they were to chop rock and taste ore. He told himsdlf that he didn’t mind
losing thisvital component of his Roc identity, but it was months since he had gone outside, longer since
he had done any exercise of note, and he looked at Tatres’ s avatar with amixture of misgiving and
jedlousy. Itsform had asuperb physique and, judging by the readings on his machines, that was a pretty
accurate representation of Tatres’ s state of hedlth.

‘Why don't you let 1sol speak for herself? the blue man said. He smiled at Corvax, showing awhite
metal toothgtrip. His sapphire eyes gleamed, partly asaresult of the pleasure of ingesting some of
Corvax’'sillegdly upgraded biotrophins, of which hewas currently guzzling fifty litres per second. ‘Y ou
can't tell me you wouldn’t take up a chance to escape the stranglehold of Gaiasol and its attempt at
democracy.’

Corvax shrugged. ‘ It’s not been a problem for mein recent years.” He gestured vaguely over his
shoulder. “Watch that dial. Y ou take more than fifty thousand litres and you start paying double.’



Tatres grinned and looked around him at the scrappy conglomeration of machinesin the laboratory. ‘It’'s
marvellous what one person can do, given skill and alittle incentive he said.

Corvax brigtled, hisfeathersrisng with dusty irritation, and shuffled back onto his platform. With aflick
of onewing-edge he ordered the Systems Al to present him with the tools needed to perform the minor
repairs on the Timespan. Asthe array flashed into lifein the air around him it ignored the presence of
Tatres’ savatar entirely, intersecting it a thewaist.

‘Ouch,’ Tatres said inthat camp way of his, and Corvax grinned. It hadn’t been easy for the big vessdl
to get in here without being either smashed to pieces or traced by Gaiasol Security. Even now they could
both fed the asteroid they were on getting hit by frequent minor impacts with other rocksin the colossa
debrisfield - onesthat the defensive Al systems had decided were harmless. These erratic vibrations
were comforting to Corvax, like acat’spurr.

‘So, whatcha got?

‘A proposal.” The avatar declined to move out of the way of the instruction system and instead |ooked
down, watching Corvax issue commands around his mid-section. ‘Y ou have the facilities here to use this
new substance | was taking about, alongside your MekTek capabilities to adapt the Forged. Y ou can
enhance Uluru for usadl.’

‘And? Corvax scanned the Timespan'sinterna systems, one of hisfine manipulating arms plunged to the
shoulder in asensor deevethat alowed him to taste, smell and touch the various layers viainterface with
his externd machines. He pal pated the Timespan' s digestive tracts and the avatar made aface. There
was aflavour he recognized - more than one, in fact.

‘ Carrying chegpskate tourists? Y our holds stink of garlic’

The Timespan ignored him. * And you could change my engines to enable me to take them to this other
world - to take the Forged out of the rule of petty Gaiasol economics. Y ou may keep my current main
drive’ Hetried to make eye contact with Corvax and added, unnecessarily, ‘It is a Draconis 500, mark
3, ingaled only last year, full service higtory.’

‘It sscrap to me, baby. Parts. | can use some of it but nobody out here needs anything that heavy, and
most of my regulars have their own obsessions, none of them related to acceleration and braking
in-system.’

Corvax stopped and stared through the transparent shield of the direct-view window at the colossal body
inthe bay. It was roughly teardrop shaped at the moment, studded with blunt, barnacle-like protrusions
where colonies of symbiont cleaners attached to its skin. Here and there metal gleamed where ports and
casings protruded from its surface. The skin was scded, fishlike, with tough crystal plates of homologue
diamond that reflected or absorbed light depending on Tatres’ smood. They velled the Timespan's
natural blue-grey hidein adully glimmering net, aguarded and unforthcoming presentation.

The avatar was garing at him. Corvax glanced unwillingly into its artificia eyes. * Not without seeing her
herefirst. And not without seeing it. Not without testing it. Not without some guarantees.’

‘Well, that can be, ah... arranged.” Tatres winced and then giggled as Corvax pulse-checked his
nervous system. His body strained and bucked briefly againgt the callipers holding it in place, and the
asteroid’ storgon controls had to break briefly from their avoidance of mgor collisonsto compensate for
the displacement caused by the huge impulse.

Corvax withdrew with a snap of rubber hosing. “ There' s nothing wrong with you - just some



housekeeping. Y ou want that? Or you going to get it free and legal back at Arrecife Base? Keep your
sarvice history'

‘l brought someoneto seeyou.’

Corvax leant back, braced on thetips of histough Solarine wings, and stared at the smug, smooth heed,
the hands pressed together in prayer position like abig blue Buddha, smiling at him.

‘Open your doors, and | blow you out of here faster than vindaloo from arat’ s ass. If she'scarrying dien
materid you' ve done agreat job of keeping yourself uninfected, asfar as| can tdl, but one sniff of
anything like extraterrestrial organics and you' re vapour. I’ m not onefor an interesting desth.
Understand?

Tatres continued to beam indulgently at him. * Of course. We wouldn't dream of bringing you an
infection. What kind of agreeting would that be? Asyou' ve dready seen, the materia is undetectable by
ordinary means, and quiteinert. It' sal fully tested, as|’ve been saying...’

‘Whereisshe? Corvax stuck hisarm back into the deeve and the Timespan' s body.
‘Hold Nine’

‘Ohyes’ Therewas nothing there out of the ordinary that he could smell. ‘Listening in?
‘Of coursenot.’

Hewas smooth, Tatres, ared diplomat, Corvax thought, extracting himself for the second time, and
envying the power he could fed humming in that gigantic frame. Compared to a Timespan's capacitiesa
Roc was far down the glamour list - bardly aflea

‘Shdl | let her out?

‘Noway.” Corvax disposed of the scanner consoles and drew up the controls for the doors. *I'll meet
her inthere.” He released his hold on the floor and jumped for the doorsin an easy glide that he was
amost surprised he could till manage.

‘Yes, | forgot wedl enjoy the same environment.” The avatar followed himin his push to the exit with a
skilful drift that mimicked ahuman in zero gravity, dbeit an unusualy graceful one.

Corvax grunted and stabbed hisfinger into a bottle in hiswork-belt, taking aquick suck of hi-ox to perk
himself up for thewalk. Tatres had referred to their joint adaptation to space’ s vacuum and temperature,
probably in an effort to make-nice, but Corvax was stung by the condescension and the suggestion that
any lumbering bulk like Tatres could match aRoc’ sfacility in the Belt. ‘ It' snothing like the same. Look
what two thousand tons of free-floating rock did to her.’

He hooked his hands out around the protrusions of old haemétite that formed hislintel and propelled
himsalf out with as much speed as he could manage. Even 0, it took awhile crossing the Timespan's
shadow where it spread across the docking bay, navigating hook by hook along the floor, before he
came up to the vast flank of the body itself. Tatres dilated adoor with insouciant skill, giving Corvax
exactly theright distancesfor optimum claw holds on the tough skin of the opening. With as much dignity
as he could musgter, Corvax legped into the stadium of light that was Hold Nine.

Thetiny shape of the Voyager was dmost lost in the middle of this hangar, suspended fredly on finelines
of Arachifibrefrom the vast ribsthat supported its dome. Corvax bowled himself towards her, rolling and
enjoying astretch, adthough his knuckles hurt from thejolting. He opened hiswings, seadied into a



sraight vector with afew flicks, and brought himsdlf to ahat just outside the reach of her insectile arms.
The rocks she' d encountered had minced her, so Tatres had said, but she didn’t look minced to him.

Isol was not pretty but Corvax could see, even from where he now rested, that she wasin superb
condition. Her Ti-bone exoskeleton, which had taken such a besting, was newly whole. Pieces of the old
onelay scattered around her in grey and white flakes, where they’ d pedled off most recently. From the
tips of her antennae to the delicate vanes of her solar salls, she gleamed like afreshly moulted scorpion -
and looked as dangerous.

‘Corvax’ she stated with all the friendly attitude characteristic of that same creature while he stared at
her.’I’ve heard dl about you.*

‘Ohyeah? Hemade asif to tidy some of his gravity-sengtive primaries with hisbeak, not taking his eyes
off her idly flexing arms, and watching her with MekTek sght. There was something new about her - and
it waan't just this meeting of strangers and her unfamiliarity to him that made him think so. She didn’t fit
the blueprint of her Clade any more, he reflected. There were organs and implants he didn’t recognize at
al: thingsthat he was sure no Forge schematic for any specieswould detail either in the officia design
labs, or even in the daydreams of Tupac and Mougiddo, the mother-fathers of them dl. Hisinterest
sharpened to an acuity that made his muscles shiver.

Isol spoke up again. ‘ Tatres says you are someone the others may look to asaspiritua leader.’
That floored him. * Spiritud? he barked, laughing. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘But yes,” shesad. ' You werethefirgt to break the law and use MekTek on Forged for their own ends.
Y ou were thefirst to help usto describe our own destiny.’

‘l don't likethe D word' hetold her. ' If we' re going to do anything together, you can stop that right
there. There’ sno destiny in Form, and none in Function either. That' sdl fataistic bullshit from people
without imaginations. The Monkeyslivein their world and we have theright to live aswe pleasein ours.
We can make afew amendments to oursalves here, or we can live any lifein Uluru. That'sdl. If you
want ajob done, name it and we can discuss terms. Otherwise, be on your way"

Therewas apause. Corvax half expected Tatres to ail in, but the Timespan said nothing. Hisblue
hominid avatar didn’t even appear. 1ol composed her antennae in the formal shape that denoted a brief
retirement from the conversation in order to consider, then opened them again.

‘Onmy journey’ 1sol spoke dowly, choosing her words with care, | have come across some detritus
that | wish you to andyse. | bdlieveit to be of dien origin.’

‘Alien asinbiology? A thrill of excitement fled up Corvax’s spine and into hiswings. He strove not to
show it and hoped she had no understanding of the physical changesthat Rocs might be subject to when
emotiondly stirred. Fear dso coursed in hisguts. He hung, waiting, on her every bregath, even though this
waswhat Tatres had promised. He just hadn’t believed it until now. Maybe till didn't.

‘Precisdly.” She hestated. ‘ And technology, too. A very peculiar technology. | want your opinion. No
doubt Tatres hastold you most of my story aready’

‘Morethan | want to know.” Corvax shifted, feeling uncomfortable because he couldn’t tell how closdly
shewas watching him. Her visua sensors were acomplex knot of radar, photo and radio, capable of
360-degree awareness. There was nowhere to hide his unease. In truth he would have liked to hear
much more of this story, but what he didn’t know would hurt less, he' d found - especidly when the
Galasol Police camecdling.



‘Will youdo it?

She asked before he had time to voice his uncertainty about their whole project. He aready knew she
intended to claim some new extrasolar world as a place for the Forged who wanted to break with Earth,
and it wasafineides, in theory, if you were arevolutionary intent on founding your own society and living
by your idedls. But practicaly? He d rather stick it out here, particularly when there were ill so many
unanswered questions about these dliens. Hah, aliens. He couldn’t really believe he was thinking about
that serioudly.

‘If you can provideit in aguaranteed safe-environ- , mental containment, I'll ssewhat | can do.” Taking
alook at it wouldn’t hurt, he thought - at least, maybe it wouldn't.

‘We came to you because—'

‘It' s okay, you don't need to state the obvious. The law, quarantine, theft, deception, unreported
Contact, breach of contract, sedition... Small problems. | gotcha’

“Then hereitis.' Isol extended an arm, reached into a hole that gaped suddenly in her side, and drew out
atiny smart-vid of maximum shielding - apart of her sandard materias-collection equipment - that she
extended towards him. Like agraphite apple it hovered in the delicate grasp of her pincers, shining softly
in Tatres’ shangar lights. ’ | will wait herefor your andlysis. Perhaps then you will want to talk further with
me and consider the extent of my proposals.’

Hetook the thing from her cautioudy, avoiding the hair-finetips of her many fedlers and sensors, and
tasted the firm unaloyed purity of the appl€e’ s perfected surface fullerenes. Frosty-assed and autigtic, she
was, he didn’t want to touch her.

‘One scary move...” hewarned her. ‘Ka-blooey,” she said softly, and in hismind's eye Corvax saw a
grangelittle balerinagirl smile, fish-cold, her dark hair like waterweed floating in odd currents; thevision
made the feathers on his back try to stand on end. Belatedly herealized it was |sol’ s persona menta
ident, and that she’ d chosen to broadcast to him on full Sympathetic Mode for arare ingtant, filling his
awareness with a comprehensive emotiona understanding. It was asignas protocol used only between
friends, and the sudden intimacy - an interior touch - was hard to resst. He knew when he was being

played.
She giggled, soundlesdy, in hishead, ‘| heard you,” and was gone.
Mad bitch, he thought.

Corvax made one last effort to see where this new engine was housed within her structure, but couldn’t
pick it out of the medley of new structures. He made a menta note never to trust another word Tatres
said about secrecy, and reached down to the floor, there hooking a cargo web with one talon and
propelling himsdf out of the giant body without a backward glance.

Back in the confines of hislaboratories he fdt instantly better, and that wasn't just dueto the light
atmosphere and anew rush of hi-ox hitting his system after the hard work of holding his breath and
cycling on full anaerobic process to survive the true vacuum of the bay. He took the grey sphere and put
itinto his Skryoscope tray where small items could be examined right down to their atomic structures. As
he thrust homethe Analysis Al softjacksinto hisMekTek intake ports, he shivered with the memory of
Isol’ s sudden presence: a curious mix of voluptuous, desiring neediness, and the cold teeth of emotiond
absolute zero.

Some Forged were sufficiently dien to the fundamenta human base-template that even to their own kind



they were so incomprehensible asto be a distinct species. VVoyagers had one of the strangest
psychologies. In theingtant of Corvax’s exposureto Isol he' d felt something he didn’t know the name of,
but it was savage and insstent - akind of hunger that was as prima in its passion as any animal
compulsion he'd even known. Y et it wasn't linked to anything he' d ever wanted.

Tatres could keep her, whatever she had to offer.
The sensor feeds were primed. He took alook at the two samples.
Onewas organic, and the other... hedidn’t know what it was.

Ashisfirst MekTek sdf-adaptation, many years ago now, he' d given himsalf the sensory appreciation of
amaster physician, one for whom smell, taste, touch, sight and sound provided data to the most precise
of scales, with abrain function and a basi ¢ knowledge to match it. Corvax had seen starsdie and could
casually observe the deterioration of asingle cell through every molecular transformation, every vibration,
every split second. He knew bog-standard silicon dioxide when he saw it, and thiswasit; but subtly
engineered in its crystal formationsto be astorage object for data.

Bringing in the additiond optics of his scanning-tunnelling microscope, he saw that thisreaively smple
structure held, within the bounds of itslattices, asmple pattern representing the prime numbers up to one
hundred thousand. But he' d no sooner recognized this childish list than he heard the digtinctive tones of
molecules on the move. The crystal reorganized itsdlf to represent asingle giant prime - five thousand
digitslong - and then, without amoment’ s delay following his comprehension, it formed the distinctive
and ubiquitous human symboal of two dots and asemicircle withinawholecircle.

Thefucking thing was smiling.

Corvax legped back from the consoles, straight through hisvirtua arrays, and landed against the wall,
smacking his back so hard with the force of hisown involuntary retreat that he snapped severd feathers
and aminor wing bone. The force of his panicked escape ripped out the MekTek junctions, some of
them down &t their rootsin his skin and bone. Pain punched through him like lightning asthe last of the
sockets pulled themsel ves free and went springing back againgt the housing of the Skryoscopewith a
series of clangs and crashes and the unpleasant smell of his own blood.

He rebounded dightly to one side and back onto the
‘scope console before bouncing back against the wall and managing to cling on to aholding stud there.

Corvax lay in atangle of wing, arm, leg and claw, fedling every second of histwenty years existence
dert insgde him, asthough his persond history was a separate part of him waiting to disembark and jump
ship for somewhere that was going to be safer long-term storage. The only reason he wasn't dying of
fright was that his damn soul couldn’t find anywhere e seto go.

The other thing — he was till thinking, in abit of his brain that hadn’t shorted and wasn’t now engaged
in heavy endorphin production - the other thing in the tray was adead bit of flesh. It didn't have DNA,; it
had some kind of RNA-like molecular traces, which were so damaged asto be pretty useless, but he
couldn’t figureit out from just one sniff. Anyway, that hardly mattered. It waslong-gone, deed asa
doornail - toast.

As Corvax gathered hiswits, he consdered blasting Tatres out into thefield’ srandom carnage. Let him
seeif he could navigate hisway out of being hefted on astraight shunt into this asteroid’ stwin brother,
which was ever close at hand for those awkward moments when you needed to get rid of junk or
unwanted custom. 1sol’ sfragile form would be wrecked, perhaps destroyed, and then he could signal



Earth for aquarantine pickup, and get maybe fifty years off his prison sentenceinto the bargain. Hedidn't
actualy careif the militant separatist Forged never got clear of Sol. He didn’t even have any sympathy
for their whiny arguments. Everyone was stuck in some shape or other. Everyone had to get ajob inlife
or shove shit. There was plenty of space right hereinside Jovian rule, with al the wittering Monkeysfar
away, so why not just get onwith it?

‘1 know what you' rethinking.” 1sol’ s voice came through his recaiver, polite and deferentia on business
frequency thistime, instead of directly broadcast to his head.

‘No, you don't.’

He was getting up now, shuddering as the injured wing bone sent spasms across his upper body; muscles
tried to compensate and his meta-skel eton shifted, reorganizing.

‘Don'tdoit,” she pleaded. ‘Ligten. It's more than what it seems. It will become what you want.” She
added some pictures, blueprints, to her words.

Corvax now saw the form of her interna components. Where her main nuclear reactor had once been
housed there was now an unholy network of unlikely surfaces, dl twisted up around each other.
Bdatedly, he redlized that they were one surface bent in and around itsalf abillion waysto Tuesday. It
moved idly about, like captive baby edsin ajar containing too little water, softly dive and fataly inert,
yet with an unmistakably mechanoid precison.

‘What in fuck isthat?
“Thisistheingtant drive we want you tofit to Tatres.!

Y ou haven't answered the question.” Corvax dragged himself upright and tried to look at the specimen
again, but something in him hung back and his upper arms and hands gripped the unit hard, pushing him
away asmuch as pulling himin. He couldn’t face trying to re-establish alink.

‘1 wanted to get back hereimmediately,’ 1sol said, softly insstent. ‘1 wanted FTL. | wanted awormhole,
ajump gate, ateleporter, whatever it took. It became what | needed.’

‘So you' re saying you have no ideawhat thisstuff is” At last, something that sounded plausible.
‘It sadrive.” Her voice became adrawl. ‘ A wormhole. A jump gate. A teleporter. Whatever.’
‘Just likethat. He smothered agiggle.

‘Corvax, haven't you ever wished so hard for something? If you were dying, wouldn’t you want to
survive? Haven't you dreamed of the impossible?

‘Yesdl” heroared, flinging up arms and wings in a helpless gesture towards the roof. * But for me, and ten
billion other poor bastards, it never happened!’

Hefdt the MekTek virusesin his blood beginning to go to work on hisbone, and forgave them theidle
moments they’ d spent whittling away a his deteriorating joints. Y ears of working in the cramped
conditions had made even their efforts to keep his hedlth perfect no more than a compromise, and they’d
frequently mistaken good flesh for bad once the workloads they’ d been designed for had fallen far short
and become confused by the addition of non-specified devicesto hisform. The Devil makeswork for
idle nanytes, especially those not trained for the job. Rocs were meant to sail the spaces between huge
chunks of randomly propelled star debris, not it and work al hoursin confined areas, operating on their
own bodieswith stolen and haf-understood gear. And dl his efforts so far had done very little except



equip afew crimindswith the means of killing and defrauding faster and more effectively than before. As
for himsdf...

“You'regoing to tel methat it grants three wishes? Thisis, what - magic beans? He till couldn’t look at
it. It might still be displaying asmiley. He looked at the other thing, the flesh mote, instead. * Didn't work
onthisguy, didit?

Tryit sheindsted.

He pushed hisway acrossthe laboratory, using the pain that moving caused to clear histhoughts. *Why
don't you just wish it into Tatres and be done? Then imagine that he' sa Giga-class cruiser with military
weapons and instantaneous transport, and blast Earth to shit. Or that you' re Queen of the Universe and
weal haveto do asyou think fit. Not got the imagination for that?

Therewas aslence he fdt justified in being proud of. ‘| wanted you to check it first, Corvax,” Tatres
said then, gppearing like ageniein the middle of the lab, hisazure armsfolded. * Isol took it aboard in
extreme circumstances. But we both agree an expert opinion is needed. After al, we wouldn’t want to
bring othersto harm.’

Corvax settled himself upright reative to the room and examined hisinjuries, brushing broken-off festhers
towards the dow suck of the extractor, where the margina atmosphere was recycled, bloody drops from
their tipsfloating liketiny billiard bals towards the fan. He watched their glide and wondered if there was
something about him that made these two think he' d been put together in a cheap plasticsfactory. Tatres
coming on with sub-standard compliments, Isol acting the femme fatale as best you could when you had
the body of afractured arachnoid; as best you could when you were playing your chilly act out ona
hunchbacked crow with the hook hands of a goods hoist and areputation for immersion in chegpjack
Monkey porn. A girl balerina? And he even thought it was her redl ident. Hislucky day. He said nothing,
didn’t even laugh, just nursed his sore shoulders and looked unwillingly towards the safe unit. Bring
othersto harm? That was a cosy phrase, with its gented passvity.

The blueimago of Tatres looked down on him, its sgpphire eyes shining, squeaky clean as Clear Blue
Mek Clense. Corvax almost thought he could smell citron freshness, a pure stresk of lemon joy. But he
didn’t know enough about the man to put any pressure on him.

‘In return for your kindness you may keep the fragment of both the dien anatomy and the technology,’
Mr Clean said. “ The artefactua substance will propagate itself, should you chooseto so direct it.

“You'retalking like her now.” Corvax glanced up, to the window and the red hulk of the man looming
outside. On his port flank, Tatres was decorated with service colours, hisloydty to Earth painted onin
blue and gold: acarrier of distinction, by gppointment, trusted spokesman for al the spacefaring Forged,
and union leader.

“Y ou’ re going to hand me the power to make any Degenerate into agod, in return for giving you an
unlimited trans-universal ticket? | beg to guessagain,” Corvax sad. ‘ One sniff of thisbeing in my
possession and al bets are off. The mafiawill take this system and everything that’ sin it, Tupac and
Mougiddo included. Even people like me don’t want that day to come. So, you want to tell methe truth?
What' sthe kicker?

‘No kicker,’ Isol said, smooth and confident as a barracuda’ stail flick. Y ou can do whatever you fed fit
with the substances. | should guessthat afew hourswill give you more than enough measures to control
whomever you like. Y our mafiaboyswill look to you astheir natural leader once you have such apower.
And you can digpenseit at your will. Y ou can build paradise, Corvax, in the image of your choosing; red
or virtua, there are no bounds.’



“Your friendly internal Watchman tell you about that? Corvax asked, more comfortable with this turn of
events than he had been when they’ d first shown up, seeming so straight and true. Clearly her intimate
conversation could have done more than stroke his ego with that weird tech backing it up; it could have
sucked out his story on the same frequency - and what was to stop her if she had thisaien fairy dust?
She' d discovered that he had hoped to build a better Uluru, one of unlimited capacity.

Her current silence confirmed this accusation of spying, athough it could easily have been aruse, abluff
to make him think they had more mind-sucking force than they did. Tatres could concelvably have
known about Corvax’ s weaknesses from the scuttlebutt he could eavesdrop from his customers and
other Forged around the Cing Ports area, where Virtual Uluru plug-ins came at haf-price for anyone
who' d turn the odd blind eye to certain types of shipments.

‘Fucking mind-reading shit,” Corvax muttered, impressed and fedling hisfear like a series of eectric
darts, one at the base of every feather. 'Y ou good with this, Tatres - contaminating the system with dien
dross? Y ou don't even know what it is. Y ou're fucking liars. Y ou come here because the pair of you are
pissing heavy water at the thought of what you' ve aready done and seen, and you want me to smooth
over your fears like Momma Tupac. To sanction you. Give out the unction -whatever the hdll that is”

‘“Thereisno contamination,” 1sol said. Y ou' ve scanned Tatres. The materid | gaveyou isquiteinert. It
issafeaslong asit iskept in safe hands.’

“You redly washed in onthelast flare, love,” Corvax said, dmost sorry that her conviction marked her
out as another loony. Of course, what did you expect out of apsyche like that? Smpleideasfor smple
folk who don't live with anyone e se but endless versions of themsdlves. But Tatres ... He studied the
bluefigurefor awhile. No, hedidn’t get that. What would the man want with this extraordinarily
dangerous cocktail of woman, tech and white-frothing ideology? Was he a secret Independence
sympathizer? Or maybe he had dreams of building the first transgal actic franchise between hereand
who-the-hell-knew-where.

‘Our offer gands,” Tatres said. He dusted off Corvax’s holographic control suite with his holographic
fingertips. ‘ Keep the samples. We rein no hurry. Take an hour to think it over. And take al the time you
want to do the work onit.’

‘Andif | say no?

Tatres shrugged, the musculature of his shouldersrippling. ‘We can find another anaysisdsawhere. The
Jovians have less expertise, but their |aboratories are better equipped. And their loyaty to Earth is purely
finencid.

‘Andif | say yes, you clue mein on the ded?

The blunt-festured head inclined towards him regaly, asif nothing could be moreto itsliking, and then it
winked out of existence.

Try ashemight, Corvax couldn’t like the idea of sentient technology. He was fine with stuff like
Abacands, which were just chipsets |oaded with free-running personality programs and the knowledge of
whatever resource was available by connection on the net - they were just pretend people, toys. They
weren't dive. He didn't even consider high-grade Al systemsdive; their existence came and went with
the flow of dectrons. They could switch off and on without dreaming or changing onesingleiota. They
didn’'t age and they didn’t, in any meaningful sense, die - though he' d scrapped afew in histime. Just talk
to onefor ten minutes and you could tell it didn’t give afuck about anything one way or another, evenits
own awareness. Al creeped him out.



This shit, on the other hand - it smelled bad to him. Y ou didn’t get something for nothing. 1sol got her life
restored for free, and the capacity to take the human species on into the universe at no charge? No way.
And the dead thing/guy/whatever that she said she' d run into: why hadn't it been fixed up and sent home
with abee up its ass about colonizing anew world? Had it imagined itsdf abomb and blown itself to
kingdom come?Had it failled some kind of test? Why?

Thisdl began to reek of quantum foam and the solipsistic universe created by, and for, the single
observer. Then again, the innocuous quartz there had just violated a series of irreducible physica
requirements that made it seem much more problematic than that. It made Corvax think of really
unpleasant things, like dark-matter worlds and hidden dimensions, and al the horrorsin the universe that
he couldn’t see but suspected were in constant and sinister attendance.

The very ideamade him shuffle forward and get geared up again to look more closely at the scrap of
flesh. Hetaped and pasted himsdlf from hisfirg-aid kits, replaced the softjacks and his MekTek damage
with quick repairs, shot himsalf up with painkillers and micro-agents, keeping an eye on the time. He put
the samiley * Stuff aside, out of Sght. It wasn't smiling any more.

It sat there, minerd-stupid, dl lined up in the correct crystalline group structure for its nature. A less
interesting-looking rock could bardly be found. Thistime he examined the RNA fragments.

Ashewaited for the results of various chemical scansto percolate up his nerves, he sent out afedler toa
friend down in London, at the Registry of Births and Forgings, to see what they had on Voyager 1sol and
Timespan Tatres. The Regisiry kept tags on files from Tupac and Mougiddo about the virtua lives of the
infant and young Forged, before they were embodied. It was confidentia information, not even
accessible by the police, but Corvax was owed. Not owed enough to have his own early life expunged
from the records, regrettably, but owed.

He aso sent amessage to one of his* cousins , the Degraded Ornith-form Gritter, who had been
conceived as awild-analogue eagle, intended to assst with the rediversification of the natura world on
Earth and to act asan in situ scientist, but who had come out of the mould a disagreesble, self-interested
little bastard, more reptilian than he should have been and twice as scheming as the stats had origindly
indicated. All great plans had their failures. Together with other Degraded Orniths, Gritter had found
work asamessenger boy amid the bustle and intrigue of the Gaiasol government officesin London,
carrying light packets - and no doubt investigating the contents for various concerned parties. Partieswho
found his candour and easily manipulated morality entertaining.

Corvax, on the other hand, wanted to find out who else knew about the existence of this Stuff, and so he
sent: ‘A little bird says new Tek existsin certain markets. Will pay over going rates for early acquisition.’

The machines were now reporting their findings on the morsdl of aien cadaver. The RNA was so blown
by itsbrief, part-shielded exposure to gluon-plasmathat no cohesive picture of itsform could be
achieved. It had been a carbon-based life form, enhanced by or covered with afair quantity of highly
refined metasand silicates. Surviving crystdline symmetriesindicated that lightware processors might
have been apart of its sdf, or its cargo, or ship.

So, the bomb in question had gone off like the first bresth of the universe, yielding primitive particles and
agenerdly non-survivable areafor someinfinitesmal fraction of time. Corvax’ s scientific Abacand added
that it had assessed, from Isol’ s data, that this explosive event must have originated insde the cregture,
possibly within the nucleus of asingle cdll. It would have lasted for less than a billionth of a second.
Nothing any bigger could have occurred, or there would have been no evidence left. In fact this evidence
itself, the very existence of it, was odd in the circumstances because—



Corvax shut the Abacand up at that point - he could live without hearing more uncertainty and bad news
indetal.

He stared again, unwillingly, at the quartz lump, constantly back-checking it every few seconds asthough
he was developing atwitch. In anger he shut down the equipment and sat in Silence, shrouded in acloak
of dim sweat-drenched feathers, his head tucked between the folded long bones of hislimbs, beak tip
resting on the floor. He redlly wanted to know more about what was going on, but he didn’t trust 1sol and
he definitely didn't trust Tatres. He didn’t like the quartzy lump, and he didn’t like the idea of what had
happened to the mystery contestant in the Whose Atoms Were These? quiz, either. Information circled
ingde his skull with the flickering uncertainty of bats wings. He wanted the solace of Uluru and knew that
before he came up with an answer he was going to go there. He shouldn’t, but he just couldn’t help it.

3. Uluru

Virtua- varioudy named as the Dreamtime or Uluru, as Ghost-town or No-Space - had certain
protocolsfor adult Forged. With regard to them, it didn’t exist.

Conceived as aplayground for the childhood and adolescence of the Forged, whose eventud bodies
were congructed in afully adult form only, it had later been developed illegaly for recrestiona use.
Amenable MekTek engineers put it together on stolen Al systems, in return for the promised benefits of
free use of its arenas. Forged and MekTeks aone possessed the intricate cyborg structures that allowed
them to partake of the pleasures on offer there.

Corvax had been akey developer of itslater subsystems, ageniusin his own youth, and he had
introduced unlimited free-response within the grammar engines of the Dreamtime. He was now Uluru’s
primary host-keeper, and guardian of its gigantic servers now that the First Forged were mostly dead or
pensoned off into milktoast assgnments away from the action. He made hismoney renting timeiniit, and
he maintained and continued to build upon it wherever he could.

Hisonly persond guideline had beentolet free will have its day. Everyone could be and do whatever
the hell they wanted insde Virtuaand, so long as everyone signed up to the consent and the disclaimer,
what did he care? The pay had been sufficient to buy him out of his standard Gaiasol government
contract to Handdicer mining, and into his own laboratories. Mogt of his clients arriving on the asteroid
came for adaptationsto alow them to return to the experiences of Uluru that they’ d enjoyed as children,
like him they had old friendswho were dive only in their imaginations, or other loves, or other worlds. He
didn’'t ask and they didn’t tell. Neither he nor they were much bothered by the constraints of redlity or by
the hypocritica mora censure of the Un-evolved who couldn’t partake, and who had calloudy stamped
their own lack of options onto Forged workers when they decided that virtual environments werefit only
for those who possessed no physical forms and must be forbidden, on *mental health’ grounds, to those
who had.

A singleglancewasadl it took for one Forged to communicate with another the acute sense of loss that
their adult physical Manifestation brought with it - so great they couldn’t spesk of it, so intense that no
Unevolved would understand it. Manifest individuas had asocid life, like any human, but without the
Dreamtime they were castrated things, haunted by the ghosts of imaginations that had once been
al-powerful and were now forcibly limited to form attainable, mediocre longings within the bounds of
their physicd capacity to act. Some adapted better. Some claimed they were fine as they were. But some
had afaraway look about them and a sadness that made Corvax turn away and hide his expressve
forebody from them, in case they saw his sudden answering pain.

Someday I'll wish upon a star...



He vowed that he' d give them the bluebirds wings. But it wasn't easy. Many Forged immunologies
resented the overt MekTek intrusion that was necessary to bring them back to Uluru-consciousness.
They became sick. They suffered. He had to fight to get the stolen * ware to adapt to them and give them
the Al connection. Sometimesthey died. But they Hill came.

Corvax got better at it and his reputation grew as he became known as the man who restored sex to the
sexless, friendsto the friendless, socid contact to the isolated. Dreamtime was only the flicker of an
eyelid away, once you were changed. And the police pers stently hunted him, for the hours of time he
lost the workforce, the broken contracts, the suicides and the crazies and al the problemsthat Forged
were carefully engineered to be free of: perfect soulswith no dissatisfaction, as happy asLarry inther
world, round pegsin round holes, bugsin rugs, children born and brought up to livein bodiesand in
Stuationsthat didn’'t change, couldn’t change, wouldn’t change. Smother thisingtinct and take that one
away in the test tube, silence this gene and dice out that hormone. What they don’t feel they won't miss.
Let them get used to it now and later they’ |l be glad. But Corvax knew from the start that he’ d been
made wrong, and others... they were botched aswell: otters making their livesinsde clamshdlls, wolves
inlambs’ clothing, horses driven to hang upside down and roost like bats.

Corvax had every physical add-on his badly treated Roc body could stand, but Dreamtime was where
he did most of hisliving these days- histhinking, hisrecreation, his creation, everything but deeping. His
poor physical condition was adirect result of hisaddiction to its Siren call but he was powerlessto resst.
Therewas no red life outside Dreamtime’ s spaceless span. As he still pondered 1ol s problem he quietly
activated hislinks and entered his own private ground...

He stood in the rough shed that was a machine shop in the residency camp where he' d had hisfirst
Earthside adventure. His body was now a human body, smple and smdl, wingless and weak. Hewore a
denim coverall stlained with oil and grease and metal dust from hard work at the grinders. Heaven. And
she wasthere too, so the dangers of unlimited two-way interface didn’t matter to him at al. Let nerve
fibres fry and synapses store the untold damage of too deep adream if it meant sharing ten minutes of her
mojo.

When he was here he was close to deep. REM was the natural state of Uluru, but REM-deep brought
the terror of uncontrollable changesin No-Space. In lieu of the father-mother’ s control that Tupac had
once provided, Corvax was donewith the Al systems’ insenditive proxy presence. Where Tupac had
managed his subconscious upwe lings with her own stable consciousness, now his own mind wasthe
system’sonly aware input. The machines adapted the impul ses of the narrative according to
environmenta laws he' d programmed into them - and most of those laws were now broken, leaving
nothing between him and unlimited free possibility. He had acortica stimulator that kept hisfunctions

hel ghtened to avoid the worst accidents and to keep matterson a‘norma’ plane, but now he switched it
off and let himsdlf fed thefirst wave of the flickers: now people could come and go, things change, the
world shift. and he wouldn’t bein control.

Now he could fed thered ded, the whole nine yards. It was, as ever, late afternoon. He left the machine
shed and went outsde. A listlessrain was pattering down from agrey sky over the south-eastern
marshes. The house looked smdll, arunt among the high-shouldered giants of buildings around it where
once the unhomed and the unwanted wandered in limbo. These were brooding hulks, grim tenements that
had grown over the years of hisvists hereinto massive chartless mansions, therr attics vast and lofty, their
deep and dark cedllars extending down into the Earth for countless storeys via stairs and empty shafts
without number.

On theverandaof theleftmost villahe saw afigureleaning againgt one pillar, itsface cast in an expresson



of casua hogtility. Caspar - an invention of latter days, who had absorbed the vacancy and numerousness
of thevilla sinhabitants until only he remained, dlonein dl that acreage of waste. He stared at Corvax
with ditted eyes.

Corvax ignored him and sidled through therain into the small house. Insde it stank of drying clothes, old
wok-fat and noodles. He recognized Paul, the man who taught him how to hot-wire cars, adeep in the
sags of the sofa, a cigarette burned down to hisfingers. Paul snored heavily, white hairsin hisnostrils
vibrating. Corvax ignored him, bardly noticed him. Dani was upgtairs, waiting for him.

He went there now, the fourth and sixth stairs creaking, the noises of the house' s other beings muffled by
closed doors of thin plywood. He opened the door of her room, guilty aready for his own weakness but
hungry for desire, to fedl the surge of passion, the pleasure and the intensity of full body contact with a
body like his borrowed human body, capable of connections no Roc could ever make.

She sat on the window’ s open edge, staring across the flat blankness of the marshes. A ghost - a
semi-rendered artificial congtruct as yet non-functiond in the Al programme, an empty dot waiting for
character instruction -walked aong the back wall, searching for a zone in which to take form, aplaceto
belong. Corvax glared at it and it faded sullenly from hisvison into some other universe.

Dani turned. Her greeting wasn't the effusive delight it had been when he'd put her together from his
origina memory of Uluru, years ago. She now had an experienced weariness around her that didn't suit
her yellow and candy-pink hair, nor the sassy way she popped her bubblegum. He knew when he saw
her now that he was|ooking a something he' d crested over along time, not imagined in amoment of
youthful fancy. She didn’t have alife that wasn’t being hiswhore, and she’ d become self-aware enough -
for aghost - that she knew it.

She stuck her tongue through alayer of eastic purple gum and worked it indifferently, blowing the bubble
and letting it burst over her face before sucking it al back in again, asthough eating a second skin. With
mechanical enthusiasm she removed her clothes and kicked them towards him, pink rags. She held out
her arms and stared a him tolerantly. ‘ Come on, then,” shesaid. ‘Let'sdoit.’

Siesareblue...

When they were done he lay beside her, revelling in the soiled sheet and the smdll of hisown swedt, his
thin skin and the residue of her touch. But aheavinesslay on his heart. He had to stop this. He should
have done so dready, before therot set into her, beforeit set into him. Pointless to think of that now.

He held out the quartz pebble of Stuff to her. ‘I found this’

Dani took it and rolled it around in her callused fingers, their nails bitten to the quick. ‘It sarock.” She
tossed it onto hisbdly.

‘It samagic rock.’

Dani laughed and coughed, faintly consumptive. ‘Y ou're alame son of abitch.” Sheturned on her sde
and got up, beginning to roll her leggings back on.

‘Dani.’
‘What?
‘I loveyou.” Can it be fixed? Better late than never?

She stopped, frozen in position. ‘Y ou?



“Thisisit.* Henudged her, tried to give her the rock back. Believeit.

She turned and dapped his hand away. He heard the house on the | eft creak and the plaster on the left
wall cracked with the sound of avoice that spokein hishead, mocking hisfallure,

Caspar knows best. He loves her better than you.

‘Don’'t try and befunny’ shesaid.’If thisisyour way of finishing it you' ve got my blessing. Just be
draight.’

‘| want you to haveit. Takeit.

She spat at him and got up, yanking her jJumper over her head. ‘1 thought you were going to figure out a
way for usto leavethis place. When isit going to happen, hmm? When?

Corvax folded the stone in his hand. He shivered. Beyond the walls of the compound a strange animal
made ahowling sound. ‘Dani’ he whispered. Dani, he said, in hishead instead of to her, | know I’ ve
donethisall

wrong, but it'syou, darling, you see, you don’t really exist and I’ m a fool for coming here, weak
and afool but it'strue... ‘It'sfor you.’

“Y ou couldn’t have done worse to meif you' d hated me' she said. " And I’ d have done no worseiif I'd
hated you. Maybe we do hate each other. Perhapsthat’ sit. Y ou work on the aeroplane and you come
here and rut and est and shit, and you work on the aeroplane and say it'll fly but it never flies, doesit?
And Carl and Paul pissall the money away. And Caspar’ s house gets bigger and everyone who goesin
never comes out. And that thing out on the marshes sings at night, sweet songs of childhood. Did you
know that? No you' re never here. But it does - like abluebird, it is." She turned back and he saw that
shewas defeated. ' It d be worth staying for, if that wasthe only thing.!

Caspar is coming. He’s going to eat you.
Corvax wanted to will therock into being adiamond ring, but it wouldn’t oblige.
‘Takealook, anyway, he said, holding it out to her again.

Sherolled her eyes and snatched it out of hishand. ‘Pink,” she observed. She licked it. ‘No taste. Not
edible. Chrigt, Tom, when are you going to do something useful? She turned the stonein her fingers
sadly.

A long-billed crane brushed the outside of the house. Corvax could fed itshill, akilling spike, and the
metronome precision of itsfeet moving towards her from somewhere on the lft, outside. The bird lived
near the ground floor. It and its brethren had something to do with Caspar, but Corvax didn’t know what
He wanted to switch on the cortical shunt, but didn’t. The crane was an unavoidable terror, astalking
nightmare, but it was dow to approach.

Dani shivered and looked around for another sweatshirt, but there weren’t any. Miceran in circles under
the bed, keeping warm.

‘Makeawish,” Corvax said.
‘l wishyou'd pissoff and leave meaone,” shesaid. ‘1 wish you' d kill Caspar and take his house’
He got up and dressed. ‘ Keep the rock.’



‘Sure’
‘If it doesanything—'
She laughed. ‘Baby, I'll shit bricks and build you a house’

After he closed the door he heard her throw it after him. Knock, knock, knock - it rattled along the
naked floorboards.

Caspar was there, his unpleasant face a blank sheet of pale skin without nose or mouth, still managing to
sneer nonetheless. ‘ Mmmn, mmn, mmmm.” Hewas trying to speak. Corvax lived in dread of when he
would.

Cagpar’ sdtiletto flicked out of hisdeeve. He began to cut himself along grin of amouth.
‘Shewantsme... not you. Shewants...’

Blood is spitting and spraying al over thefloor, dl over Corvax, al over the long talonshishands are
becoming and when hetriesto say something he finds he can’t open hismouth. ..

‘Hnnhaha!’

Corvax left Dreamtime explosively, waking to find the floor of the lab smashed againg hisface, his
stomach juddering as he gasped for the non-existent air through the tough gashes of nostrilsin hisbeak,
desperate for more oxygen. He fumbled for the hi-ox in his pocket. It was always far worse without the
cortica controller on. Dreamtime was soul-litmus, and he wasin abad way, red and black.

He hadn’t known it wasthis bad, but of course he' d been too hungry for the touch and thrust and perfect
pitch to really think about that at the time. He stumbled across the lab and into the stockroom, took
down avid of Genocaine and tabbed the whole thing into his system to dull the sensation of having
created athing as pitiful asthe Marsh refugee camp.

The MekTek in his system burnt and made him twitch asit felt the Genocaine s attempt to silenceit. He
gpasmed but ignored the convulsion, hanging on to the celling supports with the claws of histwo disused
wings until it was over, and norma power flowed in the metd veins.

If Stuff - the pink quartz - were what Dreams could be made of ... he could give Dani anew life. A red
one. And not sad, used-up Dream Dani, with her artificialy cauterized will, but Dani as she was, the redl
thing in Tupac' s mind, ahuman monkey girl with not much talent but alot of spirit.

Corvax waited for the Genocaine to take down the emotion and the physical discomfort of the MekTek
fit, and then shifted his unwieldy bulk across to the microscope again. Helooked at the fragment of
aleged dead dien. Just acouple of drawbacks to the whole making-red plan right thereinitsgrim
warning, but no amount of staring at it like an owl was going to give him the answers.

And could he make himself anything less|oathsome? There was ared question.
Heradioed Tatres. ‘ Come on then, let the dog see the rabbit.’
“Youwon't regret this” Tatres’ s voice boomed out of the speakers, affable and smug.

Corvax cut theline. ‘1 wouldn’t put money on that.’



The Stuff fragment, the redl one, lay in the clamps obediently. Corvax studied Isol’ s explanations of her
own engines. He freed the rock and held it in his naked hand, barely able to fed itsweight through his
tough skinin theinfinitesmaly light gravity of the asteroid. It was il going to take awhileto figure out
the right conditionsto make it work. Delirium, dream, degth - Three-D. What was the fourth?

The blue avatar of Tatres appeared beside him. *What should we do?

Corvax turned the nub of stone, hisfingerslistening to itsinert molecular structure, relaying the pattern of
itsregularity asahum into hismind. He glanced up at the avatar’ s smooth figure and shrugged, dirty
feathersrugtling.

‘Get ready for hdl. I'll take therock. But if you want it broadcast like the seeds of Adam among the
Forged, you can do that for yourself. Thisis poison, and even if you don't know it, | bet thisthing
demandsitsown price’

Tatres shrugged.  So speaksthe addict. | believe you. But have you seen any ill effects so far?

Corvax grinned at him - but aRoc grinwas dl inthe eyesand Tatres didn't seeit. ‘ Only one, my friend.
Only one dead thing - long, long dead. So, if you're till willing to get shafted, soread your legsand let’s
have that scrap iron out. Then you can dream an orgasmic dream of FTL, and we never need to see each
other again.’

“Youwill not mention...’

Corvax stared at him. *Who has the rubber gloves on, baby?

4. Machen finds out about | sol

Sergphs brought the newsto Generd Machen first. They confirmed asighting of Isol as she stole their
wing space in the stratosphere and brushed sensor fields with the Heavy Angels surrounding Idiewild
Base. They sgndled himin officid encrypted code.

A short timelater hisunofficia intelligencers, apair of Ornith Degraded, perched outside hiswindow on
their summons posts and fixed him with their shining yellow eyes.

‘Scavnugh,” one shouted through the glass: the closest it could get to theword * Guvnor’ initsharsh,
throaty voice. “ Sgot new stuff. Newstuff al over ‘er, she’asit. Never seen it before and don’'t know
worrit is. Dunno a al. Lookslike asumming. But worrisit?

Sameinformation, different rendition. He didn’t know which of them was more apt.

Machen looked at the Ornith’ sugly scarlet lizard head, with its plates of microcrystalline tegument that
madeit look half-armoured, and made no effort to hide hisrevulson. They couldn’t have brought the
news any faster, but that didn’t make him like them. They’ d sdll hisinformation to anyone, given enough
incentive, and he paid them well enough aready. He snarled, * Get somefacts, you little shits, then I'll pay
you.

‘Fuck ’im, Gritter’ the smaller one muttered. It tidied its parroty plumage and digned its antigravity
primaries with fussy movements, then lifted itstail to splatter the ledge benesth the post. ‘He' s not worth
the effoht. Let "imway till the uvversdl know, wel nuff.’

Gritter - Degraded Aquila Class Ornith Citizen -thoughtfully preened afew featherswith histoothy besk,
and clattered hisjawsto rid them of greasein alargely ineffective gesture. He sdled dong the perch until
his head was next to Machen’ swindow. His breath steamed on the pane.



‘Scavnugh’ he began, more quietly and alot more clearly than before. ' Deep Space sheis. So when

she' ssurfing the curve of the baby-blue up aboveya, closeinto Earth like an old frien' - gotta ass yersen
that, eh? Shoulda burst her little self openwi’ that caper, so closeto the G-well - right in its mouth.
Heavy Angels regionthat is, innit? Too high for us. Too low for Deepies. But no, oh no, shewaslow
enough they could smdll her enginesin the cloud and they was't burning nothing you got, gettit? And sall
sweet she did too, like aHawk. Likealong * Tross. And docked on the Wild station, not the old Deeper
hang-out at Arrecife. Gottaask hersdf yersdf, eh?

Machen opened the window and fired the remains of his sandwich roll in Glitter’ sface. The messenger
dodged and snapped vicioudly at the generd’ sfingers as he dammed the window down again and locked
it. He gave Gritter aflat stare. Gritter could speak proper Gaian too, when he wanted to.

Gritter wound in his neck in a heron-like stooping S, and considered. Findly heturned to hissmall
companion. ‘ Shiftit, Necktie. Go get it and bring it in.’

Necktie tumbled off the perch with the grace of a potato sack, and then spread hiswings, instantly
becoming a creature of speed and beauty. His green and blue form darted away between the high
branches and heavy foliage of the smdl arcologies of Downing Stret.

Machen looked away from Gritter’ s grinning specul ation and across to his suite of chairswherehe'd
been having a conversation with one of the Heavy Angdls. Itsavatar sat weightlessly on the lesther sofa,
experimenting with al the kinds of movementsit could make as ahologram. As Machen turned it looked
up, and itshalo of golden hair lifted around itsface, glowing brightly.

‘We ve never seen thiskind of thing,” it said. ‘Wethink it must be dien technology. It appearsto direct
energy flow from the Hypertube: and that isinitself apurdy theoretica statement, based only on best
guess. Very interesting.’

The expression on its androgynous marble face was cool, but Machen thought he detected an
undercurrent of excitement there. The Angdl Sisyphus Bright Eagle was relatively young and sure of
himsalf. Machen suspected he was a keen participant a |ndependence meetings, and stiffened his back
at the thought.

‘Have you heard anything to suggest she might depart just as suddenly as she' sarrived?

‘She' s content to remain at Idlewild Base, the Sisyphus avatar said, flicking one of sixteen
white-feathered wing-tips with adelicate pleasure in its superior understanding. ‘1 wouldn’t do anything
to... enrage her, until we know al thisthing's capabilities.” It glanced out the window &t Gritter, who was
knocking dirt off some object by banging it againgt his perch. ‘1 doubt your little pets there will have much
to offer on that score. So I'll keep you informed.” And, with adow begt of his secondary flights, Bright
Eaglevanished into thin air.

Machen gtared a hisvistor's vacated seet in didike. It was one thing for him to despise the Degraded,
but it was another when the damn Forgeds started degrading themselves with airs, graces and
home-made hardware -especialy the rebellious types who had their politics written al over them. ol
would be the first among that set, and it looked like the Sisyphuswas afan of hers. That wasjust peachy.

On the summons pogt Gritter was gnawing gummily at what Machen recognized asthe end of his
sandwich, filling removed and something that looked like arat’ s nether regions stuffed inside. Drool
gpread in strings from his non-existent lips. He gave Machen ajaunty wink.

Gritter wasright, of course, whereas Bright Eagle wasjust full of platitudes. 1sol’ s return made no sense,
and her abilitieswere on no Forge blueprint in use. She had been in regulated radio contact, posting



reports, until afew weeks ago when the interference of aminor meteor storm had disrupted contact and
wrecked her mission’s chances. She ought to be dead in the void right now, instead of which shewas‘in
for repairs at Idlewild s Orbital Base, and |etting no technicians near her until whatever she wanted was
dedt with persondly by Machen.

Necktie came soaring back over the chimney pots. He carried achip in hisfoot, which he handed across
to Gritter after aminute' s kerfuffle of snapping and biting on the post during which chip and sandwich
swapped owners. Gritter then tapped the window. Machen opened it and took the casing, trying not to
notice or smd| the stringy meat hanging around it in the Ornith’sjaws.

‘Now,” Gritter said, scratching just above his eye with the claw of one foot as he suddenly became more
articulate, ‘you've got the juice. That’ sit right there. The scan is courtesy of the Seraph Gonsordin
Magnificat, crafty bastard, taken before Isol knew it was’ appenin’. Cross-sectiond ' nayss, akind of
a_l

Machen shut the window and drew the blind down. He asked his secretary to summon the Strategos, his
adviser, and sat down, turning thetiny object in hisfingers. Gritter wasan invauable, if unreliablelineinto
Forged scuttlebutt. How he managed to obtain a dataload like this was unknowable, but the provenance
didn’'t matter. For the sake of hisfeathery hide it wasn't worth the price of faking things. Whatever the
wretch had paid for it he would be rewarded double. Machen was no foal.

The Strategos walked into the office, without asking, and sat where the Heavy Angel had been, crossing
hislegs, adjusting his uniform. Whereas the avatar had made no impression, he sank deeply into the chair
and sighed with fatigue. He ran ahand over the dense copper MekTek tracery on hishead in an
unconscious gesture, and caught the chip case as Machen tossed it to him. He extracted the pin-sized
crystal and dotted it into apore that led under the skin of his hand to where ared meta channel ran close
benesath the surface.

Machen watched Strategos MekTek Anthony’ s face closely. No matter what he read, its significance
wasrarely betrayed by more than aflicker of one eyebrow. Thistime was no exception, although he
paused before meseting the genera’ s stare.

‘| don’'t recognizethat a al,” he said, withdrawing the crystal pin and tossing it into the wastebasket with
aflick of hiswrist. ‘Doesn’'t mean much. I'll get a Ticktock Hiveto takealook at it, if you like’

M achen assented with anod. ‘ Advice?

‘We knew the Forged Independence Movement would make a break at sometime. It was only amatter
of waiting for an opportunity. Lookslikethisisit. Whether or not the planet in question has any interest
or vaueisirrdevant. They’re going to try to get us off their backs and make abreak for it.” He shrugged.
‘It snot asif the Joviansdon’t think of themsalves asagate in their own right anyway. Officidly we're
opposed to species separation, but it may prove the most practical thing to alow them to go their own
way. They may take the worst of the troublemakers with them. Enough will stay to cover the shortfalls.
We might consider it anatural migration outward, under population pressure.” He blinked asthe severa
Alsrunning dongsde his naturd mind finished communicating with him.

‘S0, you believe this claim that 1sol’ sfound an extra-solar planetary system?

The Strategos glanced at the shadows of the two Orniths shifting on the blind, looking likeasingle
monster with two heads. ‘What interests meis this machinery it mentions. We know for afact that it
exists because she hasit. But we don’t know that anything else about her story istrue. There could be al
kinds of reasonsfor her to fabricate.’



‘Including the length of time her journey took and how long she was out there’ Machen added, mosily for
his own benefit. He glanced at Anthony and knew they shared the same suspicion.

Machen pushed it to the back of hismind. * Okay, speculate on the outcomes for me, Anthony. What
d'youthink?

‘We haveto investigate the substance Isol claimsis her engine, and aso the planet she has been to, if
she' sbeento one. If the materiad isdien, then we have to consider aquarantine. If the diensin question
are dill dive and kicking, we have to prepare for conflict with them.’

Machen shook his head. Y ou're the happy puppy today. Anything any brighter in the offing?

‘We haveto consder if it' sworth having a protracted conflict with the militant members of the Forged
I ndependence Movement. Terrorist actions are more likely than astraight civil war. And - ' he paused
for bregth, ‘ - if the alien engine systems and other technology become essential components of people
who want to secede, then we have to make a decision on how human we re going to consider themin
the future’

Machen scrubbed his hands together in awarming, washing action. * It'sin our policy that one day we
would get beyond Sol,” he sad, reflective. * And | suppose that the distance involved in this case would
require some kind of new state to be set up. Even the ethos of creating the Forged had their eventual
freedom writteninto it. | just didn’t think it would come about thisway’

‘Fedling left benind?

‘Feding extinct, if you must know.” Machen pushed back from his desk and messaged his secretary for
refreshments by tapping the wall.

Anthony grinned a him. *We re becoming old men. Thisisjust the children leaving.’

‘And bringing their friends home uninvited,” Machen muttered. * And | want to know all about these
friendsbeforeI’ll let anyone go off donein that flashy new car.’

‘We can send an investigator’ Anthony said. “ That must be thefirst step. Wecan't rely onlsol’s
testimony, not with the engine in such intimate contact with her. She clams she' sthe only oneto have
reached this planet, so she can carry arepresentative of ours back with her. It would only require some
minor adaptation: a Hand, perhaps.’

There was ayawning sound from benegath the desk. A paw appeared on Anthony’ sside of it from
beneath the skirt, white speckled with black. It twitched alittle and then settled there on the carpet, worn
claws and padsfaintly grey with old mud.

Machen smiled as he glanced down at hisdog. ‘| wish | dept that well.” He glanced up, eyes till misted
with fondness. “Would you ask Tupac, just in case?

Anthony blinked the dow blink of those transmitting on unheard frequenciesto sgnd hisactivity for the
sake of politeness. ‘ It'sdone. Sheisin agreement. She does’t believe that Isol’ s engine will contaminate
her, dthough she acknowledgestherisk.’

“Thenwejust haveto ask Isol.
‘I'll goin person,” suggested the Strategos glumly, frowning at theidea of an orbitd trip.

‘No, I'll send one of the Forged staff,” Machen said. * Someone lessimportant. Don't want her thinking



she'sgot it dl her ownway yet. Y ou find me an investigator: someone who will be ableto tell dead dien
from living alien on adistant world in an unknown region, just by looking.” He smiled at the very idea.
‘“We must have someone like that, right?

‘Likethat” Anthony agreed, the coppery lines across hisforehead briefly pulsing bright. He sparkled with
invedtigation.

‘Good. Timefor Bob'swalk, | think. C'mon.” Machen made a nudging action as the secretary
appeared, carrying hot drinks. There was another yawning sound and the paw disappeared from the
desk front. With a soft tinkling of his collar buckle, Bob shook himself and appeared in full, moving to
dare at the window and Gritter’ s shadow that was waiting in adouch for its money. He barked
suddenly, sharply, and they saw the shadow convulse, teeter, and saveitself by hurling Necktie off the
perch instead.

With enormous restraint, Gritter said nothing much, athough they digtinctly heard the beginning of the
phrase, “ That bloody—

Bob wagged hislong collietail. Machen said, * Sit” without much conviction, and added to Anthony,
' Gritter’ s sdlf-contral is getting much better. One day | may even trust what he hasto say.

The Strategos nodded, half his attention gtill in the room, the other half trangported to hisinner realms of
information. ‘Don’'t go mad’ hesaid drily.

Bob sat down, grinning from ear to ear.

5. Ancient History

Zephyr Duquesne watched astudent’ s holographic display of socid life and timesin Ancient Rome asit
played out above the broad flat surfaces of the sm suite. The tiny, maximum-opacity figures of the people
were no more than an inch high, and the buildings were rendered in the most transparent of tonesto alow
her to seethe citizens movementsin al places. She' d seen many of thesein her time, and thiswas
nothing specia. There seemed to be amgor session of the Senate going on a the sametime asthe
Colosseum hosted a packed house, with tigers and gladiators battling ferocioudy. In the law courts
Cicero was giving one of hisfamous orations. Slaves and trains of merchandise wovetheir way to

market, and out in the suburbs, as the view panned, grapes were being picked on the rocky dopes and
the gardens of large villastended. Along the banks of the Tiber warships and merchantmen vied for
moorings.

‘Thisisapan-tempora view? Zephyr asked unnecessarily and the student nodded.
“Why do you suppose such a patchwork vision is so popular these days? The question wasaimed at
hersdlf more than the student, although she knew her answer -she detested such inaccurate mishmashes

that drew ‘the most exciting’ bits from history and planted them together under the banner 1t s all the
same era asif that was explanation and justification enough.

‘On generdized courses, anachronistic analyses are the best technique for putting dl the informationin
one artefact. Easier to remember, and it givesafuller picture of thetimes' the student explained, dightly
uncertain but prompted by a swift glance at the officia University answer displayed on his Abacand.

‘ And with regard to the history of the period, what doesthis-’ Zephyr swept her hand out over the city,
* - tell us about the Romans?

‘That they traded far and wide, were a dave-owning culture with a democratic government and a—'



But Zephyr had now zoomed in on atiny corner, where daves laboured under the gaze of their masters,
working on thefloors of ahouse, laying paving dabs over the carefully judged pillars of a hypocaust.
‘And what does this tel us?

‘Er... sophisticated domestic comforts such as heated floors and running water in the home...’
‘Y es, but think more about the people.’
“They enjoyed agood standard of living?

Zephyr wondered what she was doing there - and how many more times she would be there, trying to
point out the way for someone who had no ideawhy they were studying Cultural Anthropology 101
except that it was agood way to acquire a history credit without having to tackle the twentieth century.
‘ And how isthis Rome similar to our livestoday?

The student looked blankly at her.

“These people - she pointed at the builders,’ - are making awhat?
‘A room with underfloor hesting.’

* And how will that hegting be maintained?

‘By fireslit below it.

‘Tended by?

‘Saves’

‘Yes, and davesare?

‘Captured prisoners of war...’

‘Sometimes,” Zephyr agreed. ‘ But daves are people who do not exist legally. They are aso people
whom one does not need to care about asif they werered. They are expendable and inggnificant - is
that right?

‘| suppose so, yes!’

She sghed inwardly, wondering if the lad showed any backbone in any other classes. * Except that we
know the Romans didn’t dways view daveslikethis. In the cities, daves could sometimes be valued like
family. Out in the boondocks, they were whipped and killed...” She paused. ‘| was going to say like
dogs, but really that's mideading. Although certain Romans could be cruel enough to animals, the
pleasure of destroying another person usualy led them to treat the human daves worse than the animals.
Animaswere used, but subject humans were despised; both even underwent vivisection as a part of the
progress of science, and both were considered, in those cases, to be smple automata, generaly by
people who considered themsel ves the finest minds of their generation. Now, thereisateaching
immerson-module at the Al Virtual Library based on the life of areasonably well-treated davein the
house of aRoman noble, Julius Martius. Have you tried it?

‘No, ma am.” He looked paler and Zephyr sighed.

“Think it over,’ she suggested. " These things are dl therein thelibrary for your benefit. Y ou' ve made a
fair job of representing most of the significant elements of this course requirement on your map, but if you
want a credited pass | think we need some more in-depth research, perhapsinsight, into the experiences



of the age, rather than its cliches, don’t you? For example, the daves of the modern age, according to
many of their political extremigts, are the Forged. Y ou might compare the Situation in Rometo thisand
decideif you think their point isvalid. What' sthe point of history, if it has nothing to say to the present?

Theyoung man'sirritation crested. ‘| only want apassgrade,” hesaid. ‘My red interest ismaterials
engineering. They said thiswas an easy arts C. Other guys have passed it with less’

Zephyr stared out of the window towards anywhere e se and then glanced back at him, flicking her hand
to switch off thedisplay. ‘ JuliusMartius” she said sgnificantly. ‘ First two modules minimum. And only
come back when you’ ve received your education.’

Heglared at her and then turned to go.

‘Just thank me | didn’t send you to our cotton farm in the ante-bellum American South’ she sang out after
him, amused by hisirritation for amoment. She didn’t mind the mediocrity of his attempt on the subject,
but she minded the disrespect it displayed to the dead, especidly the name ess dead who were long

gone, stories untold, suffering unknown.

Since thiswrapped up her afternoon’ swork there Zephyr collected her Abacand, switched off thesm
suite, and went to check her mailbox by the Porter’ s Lodge with the casudly offhand air of someone
expecting asignificant parcel. And there it was, crumpled wrappings pock-marked with the slamps of
three nationa routers, and she drew it out with reverence and hugged it to her chest.

‘From the old country? the Porter suggested, looking up from his crossword puzzle, pen wobbling like a
tiny straw ashe hdd it carefully in his Herculean fingers.

Zephyr glanced up at him and then down at the Caribbean stamp, ‘Maybe' she said, knowing full well
that thiswas no box of local tithitsfrom her sster.

‘Ah.” The Porter nodded significantly. She waited to seeif he was going to make some other remark
about it but he said, ‘I like a pack from home mysdlf. Ordinary food, it’s not the same.’” He bent with
exaggerated concentration to the crossword and she amiled, leaving himto it.

In the privacy of her office she unwrapped the package hastily and withdrew the anticipated box from
ingde. ‘Grow Your Own Trilobites!’ it demanded in large print. Along with it came amulticoloured
headscarf that she hadn’t been expecting, and aletter. The scarf was quite nice, and when sheread the
label she saw it was designed by a psychic just for her, created from *uniquely natura tussah silks whose
irregularity lends sensual character to this decorative casudwear’ . Blue, yellow and pink swirls chased
each other around it.

Zephyr st it asde and studied the box (delaying the anticipated pleasure of the letter) which rattled as
she shook it. Theingtructions on the limited-edition palaeo-genome kit came with everything supplied
except for habitat, and she glanced quickly at the list of aguarium requirements, wondering where she
was going to get her hands on atank. She was pleased to note that her specimensincluded the
glamorous and bizarre Radiaspis, whose arrays of impressive spineswould need a sizegble areafor
showing off.

She then sat down to read the letter, snuggling into her favourite chair out of sight of passing students or
gaff.

Dearest Zephyr, sheread, enjoying thefed of the thin banana paper and the curl of the handwriting. The
wind in the coconut palmsis brisk, | have to hold the paper down with pebbles. | saw the scarf
shop close to the beach. All the wares outside were horizontal, straining at the leash. | thought



they were Buddhist prayer flags until | saw someone come out with a bag under their arm. The
man who makes them has a nifty loom which actually creates the warp and weft at the same time,
weaving the caterpillars back and forth as they spin - a marvellous contraption which | knew
you' d love to see (will send e-note). He claims he has gypsy genes, real Romany blood, which
allows him to match coloursto anyone, whether or not he's ever seen them. He made this for you
after I’d told him the relevant facts: an English coal-rose, with a Jamaican heritage, Professor of
Cultural Anthropology and Psychological Evolution, Trilobite fanatic, furtherer of radical
educational experience.

I’m colour-blind, as you know, so | hopeit’s all right. Meanwhile, as you can see, the project to
create home-grown Trilobites has at last moved into production. Our lab specimens are doing
very well at the Marianas site, although there has been some problem with a chemical pollutant.
We think this may be Undone leaked from a 1990s tanker wreck, causing deformities of

exoskel eton which you can only see once they shed their ‘perfect’ lab-grown skins. We have many
orders from secondary schools and also Universities, and hopes are high for the devel opment of
similar short-term natural-history projects using giant dragonfly specimens and other hopefully
innocuous extinct species! (We receive over a hundred posts a day asking for dinosaurs. The
financial temptation is considerable, although we have so far restrained ourselves to pointing out
that saurian retro-geneticsis already part of the Forge Palaeo-Dbase and evident in living people
here and there. | doubt that does much to stifle the six-year-old’ s need for T. Rexes.) The Trilobite
genomes have already been taken up for inclusion with Tupac and Mougiddo’ s Palaeo-sour ces,
and we may see some Bathyforms adopting some of their eye-designsin the near future.

My own research work goes on apace. We find a new animal once every fortnight, more or less,
and have had fun putting names together once their Clade place has been found on the tree.
Mostly these are jelly fishes and cartilaginous small fish. | enclose a picture of one such, which
hovered for a while as neither-nor until we finally pinned her down:

It was apeculiar cregture, purple and blue on the outsde, glowing faintly within, alongtal endingina
kind of fan tralling after.

Thisis {ChrysaoraZephyra}. It isonly a few centimetres long, a relative of the West Coast Sea
Nettle, and moves with an extraordinarily independent energy of purpose and grace. | thought of
you as soon as | saw it. The genome has been registered in your guardianship, and a copy of the
certificate ison itsway. | doubt that Zephyra has too much that is exploitable about her, but if she
is sourced in any Forged yet to come, you will be godmother to someone new and your name will
appear on their genealogy records as contributing inloco parentis.

Write as soon as you can. | await all your news. With love... Kalu x

PS When the trilobites hatch out, you should separate out the carnivorous ones - they have a
tendency to eat the others, even if the nutrient base is present. In adulthood they regain their
manners and take to supplied foods.

She read the | etter twice and then folded it and put it in her pocket. She stuck the picture of the jdlyfish
Zephyr on her pinboard and sat looking at it for some minutes, her hand covering the letter’ sresting
place.

‘It sagood thing | don't insult easily,” she said doud to Kau, swalowing alump in her throat that wasn't
entirdy unlike asmall, deep-ocean jdly with acouple of tiny spinesand atail.

She put the scarf around her head bandanna-style, even though it didn’t go with the clothes she had on,



and st the Trilobites aside on her desk. They sat next to the still-unassembled fragments of her Mini-saur
Home Discovery Puzzle, for which she' d lost the brush that you were supposed to useto clear dirt from
your tiny specimen. It had been a gift from her niece Rose last Christmas, who was at the age when
dinosaurs were the only interesting element of the Earth’ slost worlds. To her mind Zephyr spent far too
much time going over old texts and bits of pottery, hiking up to cavesthat only contained paintings
instead of alosaur bones.

Zephyr flicked a bit of dust off the puzzle. Sherather liked it asit was - her plastic stegosaur embedded
in hard clay and coloured plaster of Paris, sudded with grit and a substance reminiscent of cet litter to
gmulate rock strata. Beneath it her unfinished notes on the religious beliefs of early European settlers
were filmed with afine coating of earth. She should throw them out, Since she was never going to use
them. The course had been cancelled due to lack of interest.

Instead, she sat at her desk and looked over the conference schedulesfor that winter. Therewasa
Hawaiian colloquium on The Sea and Coastal Civilizations in the Dark Ages. Therewas A Cambrian
Tour of Ancient Oceans: amultiformat project that proposed that the gathered experts pool their
resources to create an educationa smulation of that lost world. Therewas Triremia: The Naval
Conference of the Classical Period, held aboard a series of replicavessasfloating off Crete. And
Frontier: Conference on First Voyages held on Zanzibar where the discussion would concentrate on
the spread of Homo sapiens fromits originsin Africaand the likely routes of original ocean crossings,
aong with the shift of the continents and globa climate influences. The last was an enormous gathering,
promising to bring new information to light about Antarcticaand itslost civilization of circa 14,000 BC,
and Zephyr had every hope that it would include degp-ocean feature-mapping and extinction theory, so
that Kalu would be sure to attend.

Although they’ d corresponded for some time viathe Trilobite interest group, they’ d never met. Wary of
longdistance romances, or indeed any romances after Sam L aplace the hotshot married lawyer had gone
back to his wife some seven months previoudy, Zephyr had given no encouragement. She didn’t send
her picture and he didn’t send his. She couldn’t even have pinpointed the day thet their lively discussons
began to rove gradualy away from dead things and into current affairs, other history, news and views,
group gossip and chat. Still less could she have put her finger on the messages where she knew her tone
had changed and she had found hersdlf writing with honesty the casual sign-offs of dl correspondence:
warm wishes, fond regards, best, love.

Zephyr hadn’t ever really thought about a relationship with him. It had emerged of its own accord from
the mud of her busy schedule, blinking in surprise. She wasn't sure even now that this waswhat she
wanted, but she couldn’t help fedling the jolt of hope and enthusiasm that erupted when she thought of
seeing him and continuing their friendship in person. She wondered now how she could get into the
Frontier conference, what pretext she could use to write a paper about seafaring civilization and the
effectsthat sudden long-distance travel into the unknown might have had upon the minds of men and
women who hadn’t, before their exposure to the ocean, understood how large aworld could be and how
frightening, cruel and hopeful.

‘Itisbetter to travel hopefully,” she murmured to hersdlf, circling the Frontier detalls, ‘than to arrive’

Therewas no knowing if their meeting might change thisworld of heartfelt fondnessfor some other
fedings, of course. Zephyr knew she had to think of this, so that she would later be able to say, wisdly,
that she had thought of al possible outcomes and then had made her decision, based on scientific
principles and asound mind, to go and find him, when al dong it was only the giddy, elated sensation of
joy that propelled her, lightly frolicsome, in that inevitable direction.

If she were wise she ought to check him out more formdly first, and here her happinessfoundered on a



very solid hidden rock. She didn’t want to do that. She knew exactly what she d find, * handwritten’
lettersin lovely sky-blueink and scarves notwithstanding. She knew, shejust didn’t want to know. How
did you become aresearcher into deep-sealife and history in this day and age, running projects two
milesdown, if you were just an Unevolved man?

Crosswith hersdlf for spoiling the fun, she was about to go get a cup of coffee when there was aring of
chimes from her satchel. Her Abacand derted her to anincoming call and said, muffled somewhat by a
battered copy of Zeigler's Days Out In Ancient Greece, ‘ General Machen wants to spesk to you.’

‘Who? She was reading the instructions on the Trilobite pack again, hoping that this would be someone
she could fob off.

‘Generd Machen, Commander of Gaiasol System Military and Civil Security.” It paused and added,
‘The bloke in charge of dl the heavy hardware, the police, the army, the navy and the rest of that
“keeping people on the straight and narrow” malarkey. The one who stays in office when the government
gets booted out; suppresses uprisings, smooths out land disputes, negotiatestredties, arrests pirates and
felons. You know.’

Zephyr picked the small, cuboid machine out of her satchel and looked at it, setting the Trilobite pack
adde. ‘Why?

‘I'm atelephonist, not abloody telepathist,’ the Abacand retorted, pleased at being ableto include a
stock piece of mechanica outragein its conversation. * Are you here or not?

‘ Alwaysthe profound, eterna questions from you smple office staff,’” she sighed, trying to cometo grips
with having amajor conversation with amajor person after her daydreaming. * Okay, put him on vox
only’ Shetook ameasured bregth, ‘ Zephyr Duquesne here.’

‘Professor Duquesne, thisis a secured line. Y our machine assures meyou arein private. | hope that’ sthe
cae’

‘Er, yes’ Shefound hersdf Stting bolt upright asif facing an examining committee.

“Then I'll be brief. We'd like you to cometo Idlewild Base on a... consultancy basis. For aweek or two
at mogt. Full pay and compensatory package, of course - to be discussed, athough I’ m sure that won't
be a problem. We have apressing matter that requires an expert in your field, and you came highly
recommended.’

Her mind scurried around, temporarily lost. Sheracked her brains. * Are you sure?
‘I'mcertan’ hesad firmly.
‘Well then, I'll be glad to come.” | suppose, she thought.

‘Excellent. A Passenger Pigeon will collect you from the University in fifteen minutes” He hung up before
she could start to protest.

‘What do you think that was al about? she asked the Abacand, still stunned - and starting to wonder
how she was going to explain a sudden absence in the middle of the semester.

‘Probably something to do with what was on the Forged Radio thismorning’ the Abacand said. ‘| tried
to wake you up for it but you were stone-cold as usual .’

Zephyr remembered, vaguely, adream about Boudiccaand heavy horses thundering through acres of



mud, the cry of battle and the scream of the dying.
‘Play it back’ she said.

6. Passenger Pigeon

The Passenger Pigeon could be seen from the roof of the University’ s Forged Research Station by five
past five that afternoon. Zephyr had never seen one before, and nor had most of the staff. Pigeons
numbered only threein the whole of creation, and spent most of their lives high in the atmosphere,
ferrying important people and classified documentation around the globe. Rumour had gotten around, in
the few minutes Zephyr had left to make her arrangements, and there was a gathering of eager
Forge-spottersin the lounge beside the small flight deck, faces close to the safety glass asthey watched
and waited.

The Pigeon came silently, dmost indigtinguishable from the afternoon sky: a smooth blue oval with along,
graceful tal like agigantic airborne mantaray. Low sunlight shone golden off its pae undersde, and
glinted intiny blinks of pure white from the diamond scales on itswings as they angled gently thisway and
that, fedling for the best course through thewind’ s currents.

It was only when the Pigeon passed the University’s Library tower on itsfina approach that Zephyr
redlized how big it was - agood fifty or sixty metres|ong and about forty wide; amost too big for the
deck, which was used to small hdlicopters and robot-lifter flights. Its Sinuous tail added some twenty
extrametres a the rear, bearing fins of unknown purpose dong haf that length, each the height of a
human and aswide at their fleshy base. At the end of itslong glide the silver MekTek on its underside
opened and put down fine support struts that groped for the ground. It perched on them as delicately as
alanding butterfly, making no sound at dl. At rest itswings folded and drooped towards the ground.
Therewasagenerd sigh of admiration in the lounge.

Zephyr, who had been extremely apprehensive, felt better as she heard staff from the Research
Department start to talk about the Pigeon’ s excedllent statistics. Also, she felt better because she' d never
seen aForged human as beautiful asthis one, and its beauty seemed incongruent with her
revulsion-in-waiting, aknot in her gut that wouldn’t release. She' d never boarded a person before.

It felt like it ought to be taboo, like akind of strange sexud perversion, and she was ashamed of her
fedings, so utterly Unevolved in their [ack of sophistication and primitive fear. With determination she
made her hand loosen its death-grip on her satchel, and attempted to breathe easy for the first time since
Machen had promised her this privilege. Next to her a Herculean Doctor of Ecosystems, on loan to the
Research Department from the Minisiry of Agriculture, looked down and smiled wistfully at her, his
outsizeteeth brilliant white.

‘I don’'t half envy you,” he said, hisvoice arumble, it was so deep. He looked back at the elegant lines of
the Pigeon. ‘And her’ he said, flexing the fingers on his hugely muscled primary arms, each strong enough
to pull up asgpling in onetug.

Zephyr smiled a him and her mind wasfilled suddenly with the image of the huge man longing to dance
ballet, to belight, to belithe. Didn't everyone hanker after what they weren’'t?‘But she'll never walk in
theforest or thefield” Zephyr said to him.

‘No,” hesaid, but he didn’t stop staring.

The Pigeon’s skin darkened asit came to rest, becoming a deep blue and green colour flecked with
orange and red like asunset sky. It waited patiently for the University Al systemsto addressit and match
protocols. Zephyr, the students and other staff waited on tenterhooks, wondering what it would say, who



it was, whether, like some of the other Space and Airborne, it would use an avatar and what thiswould
say about its personality and politics.

‘You'redl set,’ the Universty’ s primary Al announced through the lounge speskers.

‘Thanks,” the Pigeon said, its voice gppearing to resonate through its gills as they opened to taste the city
air. It had arich, feminine voice, the kind an opera singer would have. * Professor Dugquesne, you are
invited to join the Chiefs of Staff at Kilimanjaro Base and later at Idle-wild. | am Ironhorse Anima
MekTek Aurora. We are scheduled to depart in five minutes. Please board when you are ready.’

Zephyr picked up her overnight case as she heard someone explaining in an overexcited monotone:
‘AnimaMekTek classes are among the more straightforward cyborg hybrids, of course. Part animal and
part machine. | did my doctora work on them. Human brains assume the management of both systems.
Therarity of the Pigeon liesin its cross-environmenta engineering, you see. It samarine-styleformin an
aerid world—'

‘Very fashionable in desgn terms, and most sought-after as persona servantsto the wealthy Unevolved,
their conversation partner chipped in suggestively.

‘Y es, hah, dthough it’ s seldom in these days that any self-respecting Animawould submit to paid work
with ordinary human madters...’

Zephyr' smind was less on the palitical niceties than on the prospect of boarding as she cameto the
lounge door in time to witness a pore on the Pigeon’ s side suddenly dilate and flex, widen, shiver and
expand. A sphincter muscle eased and athick tube of fleshy stuff exuded moistly from the opening to
reved the chrome fitments of a hatch within. The deck marsha was busy pushing an adjustable saircase
into position for her, and turned to beckon asit clicked into place against the hatch’s clamps.

Zephyr walked briskly across. She paused at Aurora’ s eydess, featureless nose and said, ‘I’'m Zephyr.’

The Pigeon hummed a soft note of amusement. * | recognize you from your picture,’ it said quietly and
Zephyr realized that of courseit knew what she looked like. It - she - would have had afull briefing and
needed no eyesto see. ‘What alovely name,’ it added as she hesitated there.

‘Thank you.” Zephyr blushed, and felt all of her seventy kilograms very heavily. It was one thing to be
named for a capriciouslittle breeze, another to turn into a solid woman who had to work at her ability to
flit. In the absence of more conversation she made her way to the staircase and climbed up, ressting the
urgeto turn around at the top and wave to the crowd, and carefully not looking at the flesh around her as
shefdtitsradiated warmth.

Then came the moment she had been dreading. What was the protocol for dealing with the entry into
another’ s bodily cavity? Should she move the hatch membrane aside like a curtain? The Pigeon put her
out of her misery by drawing asde the sheets of skin with asmooth flex of muscle and machinery in her
hatch-rim.

‘Don’'t worry, I’'mnot avirgin' it said so that only Zephyr could hear, and chuckled with adeep, dirty
enjoyment. Zephyr laughed, not quite hystericdly, and stepped through with haste into atiny cabin, warm
and softly it and containing another passenger.

He stood up, bent low because of the roof height, and held out his hand. Meta and silicon shone on the
bare skin of his head and in the palm that touched hers, burnished motesthat Zephyr felt as cooler dots
and linesagang hisskin.



‘MekTek Strategos Anthony’ heintroduced himsdlf, his smiling expression soon turning serious again as
he sat down and strapped himself in.

‘Delighted’ Zephyr said, placing him after amoment of thought as one of Gaiasol’ smilitary top dogs - a
curious man, who was not Forged but an adapted Un-evolved human, capable of belonging to either
sde, or neither. He was often shown in televised debates, and was as likely to argue for the Unevolved -
or Hanumaforms, as he preferred to label them - than the Forged themselves. He was quite famous. She
seitled her bag at her feet and busied hersdlf with the seat belts, which were comfortingly mundane with
their webbing and buckle.

‘Have you had abriefing? the Strategos asked her.

‘No,” Zephyr said. ‘I thought it was just a student prank until an hour or two ago.’
A smile ghosted across hisface. ‘1sol hasreturned.’

‘Amen,” said Aurora, startling Zephyr, who had forgotten that she was there.

‘ She must be quite old by now’ Zephyr said, hoping that Anthony was about to supply some more
information so she wouldn't have to reved her ignorance, which had been only somewhat aleviated by
hagty infill from the Abacand.

‘“Twenty-five’ Anthony and Aurorasaid together.
Aurorasniggered. ‘ By Earth years only. Who knows what redl time has passed out there?

* She claims she has not encountered significant space-time distortion” Anthony said gravely. 'But she aso
clamsto have travelled beyond the galactic hub, so one of the accepted sums or some of us are wrong
about space and time." He glanced at Zephyr. 'l expect you can tell us more about that, Professor.’

‘I doubt it, shesaid. ‘I'm ahigtorian. Asto what I'm doing here, your guessisasgood as mine.’

‘| se€’ said Anthony, frowning. His face seemed much older suddenly, and Zephyr guessed hewasin his
lateforties. In place of hair he had a ddlicate lace copper fretwork of MekTek, inscribed with patterns
that looked to her very liketribal New Zedand art.

‘Isthat a Maori tattoo? she asked.
He reached up and touched his head. * Oh, yes. Traditional, though I’m not exactly a purebreed.’
‘It sdesigned to reflect your true nature.’

‘Yes” He glanced warmly at her. * Some people think | shouldn’t haveit at dl. Lack of sufficient cultural
creditsin my pedigree He smiled ruefully and they shared amutua glance of distaste for the current
climate of gene meme inheritance classifications among the Unevolved: something that had begunin
response to the Forged Class

Systems, so that everyone could identify themselves as part of agreat history, somehow.
‘Some people are lucky to have madeit thisfar in the gene pool,” Zephyr said. * So, what isit?
‘Hying fish’ hesad.

‘And hereyou areinsde one,” Zephyr said, smoothing the peacock colours of her own clothing. * Smal
world.’



‘I'm aure | can legdly charge you alicencefeefor use of my image,” Auroraadded quietly and laughed,
pulsing violet colour through the internal walls of the cabin to show she had not minded Zephyr's
description.

‘S0, ahistorian of what? the Strategos asked her, spreading his hands out.

‘Cultural archaeology’ Zephyr supplied. “ The speculative construction of the language and lore of ancient
civilizations, working backward from physica evidence and fossilsin thelinguigtic and intellectud
records.’

Heraised his eyebrows and nodded. “ Yes, | see. That must mean that the rumours you heard, Aurora,
have something to them.” He turned to face Zephyr. * Isol may have found another Earth-like planet. One
shewantsto clam as ahomeworld for the Forged.’

‘ She found another world? Zephyr repeated, not sure she believed this, athough there was no reason to
think it might not happen one day.

‘The Forged have wanted to go their own way for along time' Anthony said.’ All they were waiting for
was either the discovery of a suitable system with adequate resources, or for Earth-based government to
lose control of Mars and the gas giants.'

‘Waiting for Old Monkey to die off.” Zephyr nodded. She' d heard enough about thet in her lifeto fed
bored withiit. * If she hasfound thisworld, what will you do?

‘“What would you do? Hisbrown eyesglinted at her, the stubble on his chin softly human againgt the
sharp metd shimmer of thefoilsembedded in hisskin.

Zephyr closed her eyes and imagined hersdf and the other old monkeys being offered an idand paradise
-Jamaica, maybe, with blue waters and long sands, hot days and cam nights, sea breezes and the faint
sound of kettledrums awaysin the distance, beating out adance tune. Well, Jamaicawasn't entirely like
that outside the resorts, but she could dream. Compare thiswith the University: cold English winterswith
rain and winds, grey skies, work, functions, dreary arguments over what the shape of apot or the
frequency of male pronouns meant to their ancestors. She thought of Kau, carefully forging red
handmade letters by remote Al from his post at the bottom of the Pacific, and her heart squeezed itself
closed over a sudden microburst of loving kindness.

‘1 might take up the penson’ shesaid findly. 'But | wouldn't go alone'’

Anthony smiled. ‘ Neither would I. But Isol’ snot like that, and neither are many of the offworld Forged.
They don't care about us monkeys.’

‘No Function, you mean.” Zephyr nodded as she emphasized the F-word; it was the old argument, the
unwinnable one, Pinocchio’ sdilemma, existential catastrophe. If you were made for a purpose then you
have areason to exigt. If you exist and have no purpose, what isthe point of you? All the Forged had
originally been created for work of specific kinds, dl of it serving Old Monkey in someway. Their
devotion to Form and Function as a sustaining faith was an adaptation to their lives as sterile workers.
When they quickly decided Old Monkey wasn't worth the effort any longer and began to look for their
own reasonsfor living, it was to be expected that shedding the feudal attitude would take time, perhapsa
long timeif Unevolved patterns of clinging to outdated * tradition’ with itslife-squeezing patriotism were
anything to go by. For most Forged there was no purpose to the Unevolved any more. They were smply
cranky old grannieswho had to be placated and pensioned off, fed soup until it wastimeto die. A
homeworld beyond the Sol system would be a perfect spot in which the Forged could make anew
beginning and forget their origins and the experience of mingled pride, shame and puzzlement that went



withit.
Wéll, they believed that it was that easy, at least. Zephyr had her doulbts.

The only reason they hadn’t gone away years ago was that Earth still held the loydty of the two Forge
Citizens, their father-mothers. Respect for these two Forges kept them in line, and the Forges were
indebted with gratitude to their creators for the existence of themselves and their children. Theirony of
contradictions here wasn't lost on Zephyr, but she had tired of talking about it long ago, preferring to
quibble over the behaviour and bdliefs of people who weren't going to answer back. History repeated
endlesdy - it waswhat made it so interesting.

‘Clinging to Functionisapuritan ideal.” Aurorabroke into the brief slence. ‘Not al of us care for such
ampligtic ideology. Formislikewise irrdlevant; only what you can contribute to the lives of others should
be the measure of asoul’ svalue. | didn’t choose to be an Ironhorse Class, as| know you didn’'t choose
to be short, female or black, Dr Duguesne.’

She had pointedly left out referring to the Strategos, who was wearing alook of wry familiarity because
he had obvioudly chosen hisMekTek status.

‘| choseto changein order that | might contribute something more than | otherwise could have he said.
‘Freedom of choice must be our first concern.’

Zephyr indicated that she agreed with him by agentle nod of her head. She had no wish to start getting
into that - the right to reproduction for the Forged was the hottest topic of the year and as an Unevolved,
aperson of ordinary birth and what passed for norma human genes, Zephyr waswell aware of the
varying weight her words might carry when placed in particular ears. Between the Pigeon and the
Strategos, she couldn’t think of the right way to say anything on the subject. One thing the Forged hadn’t
lost out on wastheir emotiona heritage, dthough frequently that had been tinkered with to many various
ends. Some said it was the only thing made them human at all.

For the rest of the journey they talked of other things, carefully avoiding the subjects of illegd clinicsin
the asteroid belt; of reported successful childbearing by certain Classes whose offspring were not, so far,
Degraded; and of the possible defection to the Forged Independence Movement of the orbital Forge
Citizen, Pangenesis Mougiddo. Zephyr knew these subjects were dl for later, and so, with alurch of her
insides as the Pigeon exited its supersonic pattern, she didn’t look forward to the landing - or to what
was to come after.

Instead, she concentrated on Aurora s display screen and the views of the African coastline rushing
towards them. There the evening skieswere adusty lilac over the glittering lights of the cities and towns,
the earth arich and formidable black between them, where asingle lake or river shone like streaks of
bright calcite running through marble. They skimmed amile above this region and then turned to the cloud
cover of the high plateau west of Zanzibar where the two peaks of Kilimanjaro rose abovetheir grey,
moon-cast mantle. To the north they saw the blackness of the Serengeti, and Zephyr looked hard for the
Rift Valey fault and the faintest of lights that might mark out the spot of Olduvai Gorge and L aetali,
where once two hominids and a proto-horse had waked in ancient days and |eft their footprints in soft
volcanic ash to last three and ahdf million years.

Thebase at Kilimanjaro lay on the Saddle, aflattened region between the two summits of blunt,
glacier-capped Kibo and jagged, snow-toothed Mawenzi. Fitting, Zephyr thought, that humanity reaches
to the starsfrom the point it first reached out on the Earth. Asthey came close to the mountain she could
seethe slver thread of the Jacob’s Ladder, which ran from its anchor on Kibo up through the
amosphere to the distant orbital base at Idlewild.



It was not perfectly equatoria and, to compensate for the oscillatory defects, the Heavy Angelsthat rode
the wires swung and spun, catching low or rising high on their escapes and returns. These vast bodies,
armoured and massive for space flight and ground manoeuvres, looked tiny to her, like motes of bright
dust on aspider’ swebh. Above the cloud line the smooth domes of their eye-shields shot an occasiona
flash of reflected moonlight.

At night the base itself was above the clouds' |ate-afternoon retreat to the forest. The travellerscamein
at adizzying rate, the towers and buildings suddenly looming asif growing at high speed. Zephyr sat back
asgreen light flared suddenly from the landing pad in a beacon shaped like the Hindu script for Om, the
universal symbol/sound of fundamentd unity - aspace-farers welcome.

From the depths below their feet they heard Aurorabegin to hum. The sound grew louder and more pure
in tone as she refined her approach Doppler and located their touchdown. She aighted with such
precision they felt nothing. Zephyr was both glad and sorry to leave and, because Aurorahad no hands,
shetouched the wall beside her seat before she got up.

‘Thank you for asmooth flight' she said, and hoped that the tone of her voice revealed the depth of her
gratitude for such an easy introduction to Forged travel.

“Thank you, Professor Duquesne,” Aurorasaid, her emphasis perfectly conveying her understanding of
Zephyr’ s unspoken meanings. ‘| look forward to hearing more of your exploitswith us here’

A flash of bright yellow ran through the skin under Zephyr’s hand: the stars of Aurora s persond rank,
which Zephyr recognized with aflush of pride asasdute. Shewas till warm with relief as shefollowed
the Strategos out onto the ringing echoes of a covered metal walkway. They were met by anestly
uniformed line-up of men and women in the dusty blue of Gaiasol colours, the crest of Earth glowing
agang thelr right breasts as the faboric displayed the planet circling in red time asif viewed from orbit, the
sun merely agleam over the Atlantic asit turned towards night.

General Machen and his aides greeted them in around of handshakes and introductions that Zephyr
attempted to follow with gresat attention, but with no rea hope of recalling names, faces, ranks and jobs.
She' d once gone through an entire University year without learning to put more than two correct names
to facesin her tutoriad groups, and when writing performance reviews she always had to have the student
record in front of her. Faces and their deeds, their views and their conversations she did remember.

On this occasion she fdt she would remember the generd at least. He was an unusudly sturdy
Unevolved, with the bullish frame that came from plenty of hard labour and tough, land-working genes,
not unlike those of aHerculean Citizen. His skin was amodern-style ultra-melanin fast-tanning white,
the kind that |ooked Mediterranean until afew hours sunlight would cause it to blacken completely and
this, inits present mid-state of deep bronze, showed up his piercing blue eyes. These sat in his craggy
face like polished stonesin the skull sockets of ajungle god. The warmth that narrowed them ashe
shook her hand didn’t soften their acuity one bit.

‘Professor Duquesne, welcometo Kilimanjaro Base.” He spoke softly, as though he didn’t want others
to overhear. ‘I’m sure you' re as keen as I’ ve been to understand the reason for your presence here!’

Zephyr nodded and admired the firm grip of hisfingers asthey shook hands. ‘I’ d be particularly
interested in knowing the duration of my stay, General. | have seminars and work groupsto cover in my
absence’

‘I'msure’ he said, clipped and polite with disinterest. He glanced at the Strategos behind her. * Anthony,
you will make the necessary arrangementsfor the professor? It was only then that Zephyr redlized - with
her sketchy knowledge of the roots of the Greek-based Citizen Classnames - that of course Strategos



was a blend-word, the old name for agenera, now carrying the new weight of later derivations. Strategic
adviser, battle tactician, master planner. Not having had any dedlings with the military in person, she
suddenly fdt that she must have breached etiquette very badly on their journey here, but Anthony inclined
his head. ‘ It has been done.’

Zephyr frowned crosdy as she realized the depth of their understanding and her own ignorance. She
hoped this wasn't going to continue for long and watched their greeting of one another, which seemed
friendly enough to suggest long acquaintance. The metalwork on Anthony’ s head and exposed hands
caught the shine of the walkway’ s periphery lights, and flashed red-gold as light ran through the optics.
She envied its prettiness and its function - your very own individua Al systemslinked toi globa network
feeds and subsystem dave pilots - asthey al turned to follow the genera deep into the heart of the

base' sarchitecture. If ahistorian like herself ever got kitted up with ‘ Tek like that they’ d be ableto carry
with them an intelligent library big enough to oversee every development from Homo habilis to the
present day. Asit was she made do with her Abacand and the link-data speed the University paid for -
not the fastest on Earth. They arrived eventudly in an airy room furnished with an ovd table and chairs,
arranged close to one end. Opposite thisforma comfort alarge screen displayed current views of the
Vaporetti city-state Venezia Novawhereit hung in the soft stream of aquieter cloud band on Jupiter’s
solar-facing side.

Although it was awide * scape and included most of the forty-kilometre-long construction, Zephyr could
gill seeindividuas moving here and there where they had linked together in large flatillas to better
navigate the gas streams and unify their propulsion for cross-city journeys. They salled rapidly with the
currentsto Downstream in dick knots of aerodynamic intimacy, and beat steadily Upstream againgt the
flow in looser formations, individuals constantly swapping places, the people in the centre of the groups
resting as those on the outside took their turn and beet their ciliaand wings at afuriousrate. Despite the
temperature and pressure stats reading off at the bottom of the image, Zephyr thought how warm it
looked, how casy, dl glowing orange and soft cream in the sun’srays. The droplet shapes of the
buildings were brushed by wispy clouds like lambswool. These were torn to shreds by the violence of
invisible bow-waves before they touched the surface.

Shethought it was beautiful. She would have liked to visit, but it was something of asilly thought. Venezia
Novamight look good, but she knew it would be as hostile an environment as she could wish for. The
Vaporetti Council werein the forefront of the Forged bid for independence. Their GNP relied for only
two per cent of itstota on gas shipmentsto Earth, and derived the rest from products that supplied other
Forgefacilities. Evenif she didn’t mind the biting cold and the need to wear a suit 9.8 hoursaday, she'd
get afrosty reception from many of the locals. Unevolved tourists had been kidnapped there before now.
The only onestolerated were those with ataste for riding nitrogen flows on glider wings and dicing with
death in the gelid storm winds, and they were popular because they spent generoudy for the privilege and
lived most of their livesin the city - adopted sons and daughters with clumsy prosthetics, endearing in
their incapacity and the way they reminded natives of what hopel ess creatures Hanumaforms could be.

When they were seated Zephyr noticed that their group had been joined by an avatar, which must have
materialized as she' d gazed entranced at the cloud city. It was avery tal human the colour of blue date,
with no body hair at dl, dressed in awhite waist wrap somewhat like atoga. Its wrists were banded with
slver and gold decoration and its bald head radiated a very faint white light - its nomina halo. It turned its
gold eyestowards her and she saw hersdlf reflected off their yellow surfaces, wider and shorter than

ever.

‘ThisisIronhorse Timespan Tatres” Generd Machen said. "He isthe spokesman for the Forged
Offworld Transport Services.



‘Citizens” The Timespan inclined his head regdlly in their generd direction and placed hishands on the
table, pdms down. He amiled, reveding asilver toothstrip in his black gums.

Zephyr knew that hisred body was somewhere in-system, and that it must look as different to a human
being as the Forged could get. Timespans plied the corridors between planets and so never entered
atmospheric conditions. They ate solar radiation and micro-detritus swept from the spaceways, likea
kind of void-loving whale shark. They had the biggest engines ever built and were capable of 0.25 lights,
given aclear run. She' d never seen one, even on screen. Meeting the avatar was ared privilegefor her -
asit would have been for most of the Unevolved, who had no contact with offworld Forged. She
wondered about hisjob title as union leader - what was that exactly, and was it why he was here? Her
ignorance of current affairs was embarrassing, but fortunately nobody seemed inclined to give her atest.
They launched straight into the subject at hand.

‘Asyou al know by now,” Genera Machen began, with a ddiberate lowering of hisshouldersand a
draightening of hisjacket, ‘Voyager Lonestar 1ol has made areturn to Earth orbit after an absence of
fifteen years’

He paused to gather their reactions one by one. Zephyr saw the Timespan nodding with adow smileon
hisface, proud. To her right Anthony had afaster rate of head-shake in the affirmative, and his smilewas
taut with what he saw behind those years, both in possibility and in distance. The Unevolved faceswere
blesk at the idea of spending solong alone.

‘Cut to the chase, Byron,” said the Minister for Internal Affairs (Earth), whom the government had seen
fit to send at the last moment and whose name was something like Prince Kop. He pushed his seat back
and waved ahand languidly at the screen, beckoning for potted information. ‘What' s the damage?

The generd brought up a gdactic map of the Western Spira Arm. “There sthe damage, Prinkoff,’ he
said as anondescript star began to shine out of aregion far closer to the hub than Sol, just within the
Gadactic Habitable Zone.’ That isa star called Zia Di Notte—' he glanced around them and added under
his breath, ’ Bloody name-you-own-star schemes,” before continuing, 'and around it isa planetary system
not entirely unlike thisone. There arefivefor our nine. ZiaDi Notte is getting orange, and will burnupin
another couple of million years. The second planet isin aclassic life-favourable orbit. It has oceans of
sdinated water. The crust is Sixty kilometres deep. The coreisliquid iron. Thereisabreathable
atmosphere and the pressure at the surface is short of Earth normal, but not much;, rather like the outside
here on the Saddle. Need | go on?

Zephyr looked at the map and said, without thinking,

‘Istherelifeonit? Shethought that was the obvious question. But in the ensuing silence, shefigured it
probably wasn't, if you had any clue what you were looking at. Still, she saw no reason to give up and o
repeated it to the half-open mouths and surprised staresin front of her.

The Timespan Tatres wasfirst to spesk. His voice was geologica in timbre, but warm with amusement
at the expense of the others at the table.

‘| believe the general was going to discussthat after we had exclaimed at the distance of this star from
our own and at the remarkable fulfilment of the first VVoyager commitmentsto locate extrasolar planets,
which are plentiful, but far away, and often contain nothing we haven't dready got in abundance right
here. But as you say, the most interesting question is. what el seisthere that you haven’t mentioned,
Generd?Istherelife?

“Thelifeisn't the goddamned problem’ Machen replied, tossing aside the styluswhich he’ d been using to
cue his presentation and sitting back in his chair. * The problem isthat VVoyager |sol has staked aclaim on



the place. She wantsit to be the promised land for the Forged.’

‘So, thereislifethere? The minister sat up suddenly and began to fumble around for his secretary
Abacand in his pockets.

“How has she got there and back in thislimited time? the Strategos asked at the same moment, not
moving from his position, elbows on the table and hands braced under his chin.

‘Isit only her word you' ve got for dl this? Admira Somebody butted in, just under the wire.

“Why isn't the existence of life there the problem? Zephyr demanded, imagining some early civilization of
aiens moving through their unsuspecting livesin pastord ignorance of the technol ogies about to rain from
on high; her mind immediately filled with Spanish conquistadors, awash in armour and savagery, erasing
South America s prehistory with fire and the sword.

Generd Machen gave them a scathing look and reached towards the stylus with avery deliberate hand,
‘Well now, if you'd al shut up and listen to what I’ ve got to say inthe order I'vegot to say it in, you
might find out the answers, now, mightn't you?

They al retreated, except for Anthony, who smply turned his head towards the screen, and Tatres, who
might or might not have been looking at any one of them - with his eyesyou couldn't tell. (And, Zephyr
reminded hersdlf, of course they weren't his eyes anyway, they were only pretend; he was probably
getting dl hisnewsfrom some Al plug-in, but it wasimpossibleto react differently to him dl the same))

Zephyr frowned and bit back her anger for the time being. She watched some approach shotsto a
blue-beige planet, orbited by two reasonably sized moons; an orange star blazed away in one corner of
the image. The shot panned back and around, zooming in and out through vast distances to show another
planet not much further away, afaint aamospheric haze around it, and another three moons of varying
szesand coloration. It was only as the fly-past became very close indeed that she redlized that the first
planet had no naturd moons. They were congtructs. spheres with deep voids that reached right through
S0 that stars shone from the other side. They reflected different colours: blue, green and bronze. One
even had akind of pattern to it, although it was hard to discern from the available picture.

“Thelife problem, asyou put it,” Machen said, 'isthat thereis clearly oxygen in the atmosphere, upto a
half Earth normal, but from Isol’ s data, there appearsto be nothing living down there. Chemicaly, that is
an absurdity unlessthe life was there until very recently and has now gone.'

‘Holy shit, said the minigter, forgetting that his secretary was now sitting on the table, mindlesdy
recording every word for the presdential ears.

The genera said nothing, but kept hisfinger on the stylus control, giving them new views of the planet’s
surface. It was arid, stony and barren, for al itswater. A rock covered in other rocks. But then camethe
most shocking sight of al, for Zephyr at least. From her orbita vantage the Lonestar had shot a picture of
what was mogt certainly the ordered layout of asignificant Sructure. Asthe detail became refined she
spotted strangely graceful spires and curling, organic forms, but then the film cut out and the screen went
blank.

They al turned to the generd.
‘Empty,’ hesaid.
They stared at him.

‘Moon gations, planetary cities, towns, settlements, industry - if that’ swhat any of it is. Empty. The



whole placeis deserted.’

‘Where arethe plants? Again Zephyr wasfirgt to spesk. Thistime she looked irritably at the military
officersand Anthony, and then directly at the generd.

Machen scowled, but said, * Good question. Considering the time of the aleged dien disappearance,
evenif they took dl thelife with’em you d expect to see some recol onization by now. Granted there's
been no surface sampling, so we don’t know if the planet’ s seas are hosting some kind of bacteria
forms!

Theminister cleared histhroat, ignored thisline of conversation and said, ‘But if her clamislegd, then
this could be exactly the spark the Forged have been waiting for. It could mean civil war.

Zephyr watched Tatres’ sface, which remained coolly amused, and Anthony’s, which frowned. The
Strategos said, ‘And if you don't accede to their demand, it could also mean civil war. No doubt thisis
exactly the stuation Isol intended to produce. She may even have been waiting out-system and listening
to broadcasts until she thought the time wasright. If she hasthis capability to travel superlight, then

there salot of things she could have been doing in the time when we imagined her to be en route. She
could have been in-system and out of it tens, possibly hundreds of times. Generd, have you checked the
Missing Personsfiles?

Machen circled his head on his neck, wincing with the aggressve motion which clearly falled to rdieve his
tenson. “There sno new reports of recently missing Forged from any of the planets. And al Unevolved
have been accounted for on chip sweep.’

‘And in any period of time since the Lonestar has been away? Anthony asked.

The Timespan was nodding. ‘Y es, of course. Super-light or another form of technology, such as one that
uses some form of Hypertube, could aso entail an escape from linear time.’

The generd nodded and keyed hisstylus. ‘I [l look into that.’

‘We should bring the Pangenesis Tupac in on this,” Tatres rumbled. ‘I’d prefer if you dedt with him
directly, snceyou intend to pursue an investigation into the clam of the planet asafrontier region, and
he' sthe one most Forged will look to for alead. Do you wish usto arrest the Lonestar?

‘What's her status?

‘She awaits your decisions at Idlewild Services’

“Then she can stay there for now. Did you find out anything about her... adaptations?
‘A scan has been taken but no samples have been obtained so far.’

“Then, gentlemen, lady* Machen stood. 'l suggest we postpone further discussion until we have more
knowledge. Our proposa isto check the legdity of thisclaim by sending aqualified examiner to the
planet, asisour right. On their return we shal make aruling, within the law.’

‘Isthisredly necessary? the minister began.

‘Evenif the culture that once lived there has gone' Tatres said, "we must be sureit hasno plansto
return.’

Zephyr didn't follow the remarks about the Hypertube, athough she planned to get the information out of



her Abacand as soon as she could, but she understood very well what a direct dedling with Tupac meant
- the start of negotiations between two potentialy opposed factions.

She was wondering how anybody could decide what congtituted an abandonment of a planet, or even a
civilization on one, as she asked, ‘Who are you sending, then?

Asone, they dl turned to look at her.

‘ Someone who can ask the right questions' Anthony said.

7. Tatres and the Gaiaforms

It was over thirty years since the scanda had rocked Mars and created a sculpture of death on the
Moon. Over that time the purgatory of the Gaiaforms had dipped out of the news, and become merely
the subject of the occasiond heartwrung documentary or very late show. Since they were not ableto
speak on their own behalf, the amount of sympathy they could drag to the cause of Forged
Independence was dight, but Isol and Tatres had not forgotten it. Now the moment had come when they
might challenge the bureaucratic gridlock with direct action instead of apleafor jobsand living conditions
that were never going to manifest.

Among the first Forged ever created during the solar expansion programme, the Gaiaforms had been
without doubt the largest and among the most complex. The blueprints for each of them alone consumed
more than athousand terabytes of storage in compressed form. Looking at them now, ashe drifted in
towardstheir isolated platform, Tatres shuddered to think about such amassive undertaking. Gestation,
education, congtruction, synthess... the Gaiaforms were monsters of another era, capable of moving
mountains, drinking seas, planting continents, exhaing entire weether systems. All that and asingle mind
to seeit done, asingle persondity to assume such responsibility.

And now the remaining two of the four floated, iced in space, adeep in the heavy, dreamless limbo of
virtua desath, their bodies folded, stowed, inert save for the occasiona feeble pulse where heartsthe size
of factories had once pumped the bellows of creation. Stranded by recession, they were cast adrift here
in the Unkind Fathom between Mars and Jupiter, set in place well away from any traffic lanes or prying
eyes. But Tatres knew where they were.

Everyone knew.

Tatres stroveto spot them as he drifted in from fifty klicks, decdlerating, his hairs on dert for the faintest
trace of darms. Hejumped when the Security Al tripped in and signalled him. “Thisisaredtricted area.
Please depart immediately and return to your nearest authorized lane.’

He sent it the killer codes, and there was no more interruption. Far ahead of himin the inky distance he
saw thelights of the platform wink on one by one asthe power answered his commands. Theintelligence
system of the Independence Movement wasn't dways reliable, but in this case they’ d hit the money. A
wave of rdief rippled through him from noseto tail. He checked the timing - if al went smoothly he could
be out of here before anyone noticed. But, as he closed on the platform, doubt began to creep into his
mind. On ether side of the centra strutwork the bodies of the Gaiaforms were bigger than he’ d imagined.
What he' d thought was akind of cladding around their containment was their own massive hides,
exposed to the ondaught of dust and the solar wind. They were larger than he was, each of them,
behemoths of meta and flesh more than five kilometres wide - and that wasn’t even counting their Arms,
Hands, Fet, Legs and other gppendages clinging with insengible grip to the platform’ s meagre scaffold.

The dark colour of the Asevenday wasthe larger shape. Besideits pumpkin-swarthy bulk the lesser,
paer and moreirregular formsthat made up the VanaShivalooked like afilthy snowball. Nothing stirred.



He was starting to wonder if the whole thing was not redly such agood ideawhen the platform Al,
consdering him alegitimate Security team, reached out and grabbed him in adiagnogtic link-mode. Then
he had to stop worrying, because there was no timefor that. Hefed it the official codes, the
authorizations and the induction commands, and then it was persuaded to begin resuscitation.

Drawn into the minutiae, asif he really were the Gaiasol Recovery Vessdl he was pretending to be,
Tatres had hisfull attention swamped. He strained to see the first tremors move through the two giants.
Theinformation about who he was and what his mission waswould now be flooding into their waking
minds. 1sol had created the virtua world that they would comeinto before their emergenceinto thered:
an environmental document that would fill them in on dl they should know about matters of their absence
and the new world they would soon be seeing, the work they would do - years and endlessyears of it in
that new planetary system and in others beyond. As much life asyou could est.

The new enginein his central drive bay seemed to dtir.

Thisrgpid fluttering sensation so took him by surprise that he flipped out of hislink with the Al, causing it
to dam ahold on proceedings. Red warning flashes appeared on the platform’ s distant branches as
critical processes suddenly backed up.

Tatres waswith it again in an ingtant, but even when it had gone, the memory of that strange sensation
replayed in his centra nervous system, embedding itsdlf there so that he couldn’t dream it away as Smply
hisimagination or a by-product of hisfear of rousing these degping giants and having their unheard rage
Spill out a him. Not that he knew what they thought or felt. He didn’t know what to expect, and that was
the worgt thing.

Isol hadn’t mentioned anything about such tremors or effects from her engine. As he caressed the
platform’ s agitation into smooth-running quiet, Tatres felt it again -the kick. No, not akick, akind of
reaching, touching, exploring motion against thewal| of the bay where his skin coated the toughened
metals of the housing with radiation-shield plates of crystd lattice, poised to reflect the precise rays of the
old nuclear unit back into the off-channels and solar-boost duct: aquickening.

Hecaled Isol.

She wouldn’'t answer. They’ d agreed there was to be no communication until the deed was done -
nothing to link them to the incident. She was blocking the platform’s signal to Earth. He wasto take
Kincaid and Baraout to the new world, then return to his scheduled run between Jupiter and Mars, using
the new engin€e singtantaneous power to leave no discernible gap in his recorded timetable. Then, when
news of their accomplishment was disseminated to the rest of the Independence Movement, anew
resolve would build and they would contact Mougiddo, waysinclined towardstheir idedls, and ask her
formally to defect.

Thelogic of it held no reassurance for Tatres now. He amost triggered the clamps of his engine bay into
an explosive|jettison, feding panicked and hating the sensation as strongly as he hated any sensation of
being out of control. Freefdl wasn't his medium.

ViatheAl link he suddenly began hearing the cacophony of the Gaiaformswaking up, sharing this
experience with him whether heliked it or not. They tumbled from aplace of deep cold, adreamless
nothing, into the catch-al of aprimitive virtua world where an ice age was violently closing in speeded
time

Tatres was catagpulted from his awareness of platform and body into this creaking Uluru, his human
avatar form coaescing just in timeto be shaken flat onto its face by the catastrophic collapse of the
ancient ground benegth his feet. Shards of earth and stone sprayed around him, cutting into histhick blue



skinvery redigticaly asthey fled from the beast that was erupting below them. Shovel hands and ablunt
head of rock with ahuman face stared down at him, as incomprehending as any rudely avoken animal as
it drew itself out of the pit. Tatres caught glimpses of an apelike body covered in ragged hair, many ams
bearing axes, planes, chisdls, set squares, theodolites, compasses, picks and pencils. Two green eyes
shone down from the face - aset of primitive monkey features painted onto a granite block.

‘Where? howled the avatar of Gaiaform Asevenday Kincaid.

And it was answered by adeafening shriek - ‘Why? -from the white eagle whose wings now beat the
land’ sthin snow cover up into ablizzard of ice, blinding Tatres to the oddities of itsavian form, itsmillion
wings suspended impossibly intheair - Gaiaform VanaShivaBara

Tatres stroveto imprint the virtua with some of hisown will, to organize and control it. He fought to get
to hisfeet, ressting the highly convincing sensationsthat he was a piffling scrap of semi-humanity suffering
an ondaught, and trying to recall hisred form - make himsdf amatch for the others. A flat podium
formed under hisfeet and he grabbed on to the lectern that sprang from it, ignoring the hammering of the
bitter wind and the grinding, cracking sound of rocks being casualy pulverized. He reasserted Isol’s
greetings and statement, asloudly as he could, staring through the whirling hail of wreckage until at last it
began to subside and the unlikely forms of the two old workmen resolved themselves. Asthey calmed
down they abandoned their dramatic spirit-forms - their soul expressions - and became humanoid,
matching their scaeto hisfor the sake of politeness. They ill had manners.

Kincaid was now atough, weathered man in alesather apron, al twisted snew and bone; Baraa
narrow-armed sprite, white-haired, sexless and ageless, hisfeet and fingersinditinctly melding into the
flurries of cloud that came into being around them. Kincaid leant on the handle of asplitting axe and
dared a Tatres for agood minute.

‘S0, there'sno red reprieve’ he said. Y ou’ ve come and broke us out of jail, but you' re not legal and
above board.'

‘We'releaving Earth’ Tatres said. ' They aren’t important any more. We don’t recogni ze their authority.!
‘And we rewith you, you think? Barasaid, ‘ Just like that? Because there' s nothing here for us?

Tatres turned to him, puzzled. ‘ Are you saying that you want to stay here, forgotten in thisfreeze, for the
rest of your life?

The two Gaiaforms looked at each other, and there was a current of full-modal exchange that they
prevented Tatres from hearing. Kincaid picked up the axe and began to examine the blade, testing its
sharpness with histhumb.

Hedidn’t look up. ‘Y ou say thirty years have gone. To us only aminute has passed. What' s another fifty,
sxty, thousand years? Five minutes more.’

“You don't need us Barasaid, voice like the rushing of gaes. "We re dready obsolete - we accepted
that before. What we wanted was to wait until that was no longer a consideration. Until there was a place
for everyone, regardiess of their Form or Function - or lack of it. A natural world with no reason but the
fact of being behind it. That was the agreement.’

Tatres felt himsaf become impatient. ‘ And that' swhat we' Il havein the new system!”

Kincaid abruptly hefted the axe and strode forward, well within range. * So you say, but what and who
areyou, sonny? Why should we believe you? Y ou’ ve hardly got agrip on thisdream, let doneon



anything else. And we know you' re keeping plenty back. So let’ s be hearing it, before you go.’

Tatres knew they must both be feding the first surges of new energy by now. Their bodieswould be
dowly preparing to work. If they didn't start to move within hours, then that impulse would turn to decay
astheir immune systems, programmed for the heavy labour of enormous physica stresses, began to eat
away a therr idletissues. If hedidn’t send them both under within minutes, it would become a process
too late to stop. For amoment, he was tempted.

He decided to risk the truth. If it was insufficient, then he could send them under, and Earth need be no
wiser. If it was sufficient, they could depart. Either way ... and he dso longed to tell them about the
engine, to share his burden.

Butintheend Tatres stuck to the basics and concluded, ‘ The world 1sol has found isamost Earth
standard. A minor amount of work can reseed it and create a place for the Earthbound Forged who wish
to leave. After that, because of the drives, there' s nowhere you can’t go and there will be work for ever.’

‘Why that world? demanded Bara, much as Tatres had asked |0l thefirst time he heard her tale.
“Why not some other place, if there are so many? This one' s dready been and gone. It belongsto
someone else. Let’ stake another, somewhere that nobody cares about.’

‘Yeah,” agreed Kincaid, tapping the blunt end of the axe head against the lectern’ s wooden plane and
cregting afew splinters. *Why not aworld of our own? He glanced up through brows like tangled
bushes, and gave Tatres alook that didn’t care for what it saw.

“The race who lived there and who |eft the engine technology were sdlf-adapters Tatres answered, not
batting an eyelid, although hisinternal systems were racing with saf-checks and nerves. Spegking 1sol’s
judtification didn’t entirely convince him, even now. ‘ But at amuch more advanced level, he added.

" Thereis other evidence there, athough the place is deserted. We can learn, and liberate oursalves from
the bondage of Form and Function, if we study what they’ ve left behind. Thiswill only be a stopping
point, away station. As soon as we have what we can take, we leave there for other systems, other
gdaxies... Hewaited, letting that one dideitsway into thelr imaginations, feding the thrill of genuine
possi bility oozein his own cerebellum one more time, because he knew it was true - the universe was
theirsfor the seeing. On an impulse he full-moded the feding to them and saw them bask, helplessfor an
ingant, initsreflected glory.

Kincaid nodded. * But no contact - for how long?

Tatres recognized the anxiety and the intent. Kincaid meant that he and Barawere barred from Uluru
until their status became officid. There would be no conversation, no old friends, no new friends, no sex,
no moda-unity, no relief from the relentless prison of the physica world.

‘Wewill work asfast aswe can. And you won't be alone there. Others have dready agreedtogo - a
Hive’

Kincaid snorted and Bara shook his head. They had no interest in communing with entitieslike that.
Tatres had nothing eseto offer. ‘1sol will be there often. And | will cometoo.’

“You? Kincaid grinned and showed ivory teeth, sharpened to points. * Y ou’ re not our type, son, though
we thank you for the offer.’

Tatres gritted histeeth. He didn’t want to think about the possibilities of further contact with the
Asevenday’ s coarseness, dthough the VanaShiva s cool cynicism wasn't unattractiveinitself. But, then



again - old metdl, old systems, dow work. ‘Let’sgo, if you'regoing.’

The two zapped him out again and corresponded, reverting to their origina spirit-formsasthey did so,
until both of them towered over him, reeking of seawater and mud.

Findly, Kincad' s boulder skull cresked down towards him and its painted mouth moved clumsly, likea
kid' s crayon drawing. ‘ Take usthere’

Tatres cut the mode and ordered the Al to begin release procedures. He moved in for retrieval,
preparing hisinterna baysto recelve their new guests - the smaller limbs of the giants - and to bring up
their body temperatures dowly to the surface norma for the planet data lsol had given him. He prepared
histowing linesfor the greaster main bodies. He avoided thinking of the engine until the moment came
when the platform became nothing more than an abandoned chunk of titanium, and it wastime to deploy
the full capacity of the Stuff to digplace him into the foreign system.

Carrying it was one thing, using it another. He shifted his awarenessto the drive bay and took along look
at the soft, rose-coloured block with its peculiar inner dimensions, twisted up on one another in surfaces
whose angles he couldn’t make sense of, no matter how he viewed them. Not one gleam of light or
intelligence came from it. He fet nothing except itsweight, quite ordinary, balanced in his claspers. Even
the skin where he thought he' d sensed that touch - nothing there, not amolecule out of place. But
something had changed. Now he knew, with a certainty beyond doubt, that it would work. All he had to
do wasto think of the place it had come from, not even knowing where that was. All he had to do...

Beneath him rolled aplanet of unknown continents, brown and grey lifdess rock and sgpphire sea, blue
atmospherelit by the fading glory of a sun whose colour was an entirely unknown flavour againgt his solar
wings, beating them with a sudden strength hotter than Sol’ s outward reach beyond Mars.

For an ingtant he thought that he, the engine and the Gaiaforms had occupied the same place, superposed
one on another so that there was nothing between them, and no independence of thought. They werethe
same... but no, they were as they had been, exactly so.

But...
But...

He couldn’t help staring at the sea, the clouds, the sullen moons and the incomprehensible pattern of the
new stars.

8. Briefing

That evening, Zephyr sat in her guest room at Kilimanjaro Base and looked out of her small window at
the black night, trying to compose aletter to Kalu. Words were usdlessto her. Ten false starts had
winged their way into oblivion aready. She saw, without understanding, the lights and movements of the
base personnel as vague shifts of colour in the dark; watched, without thinking, the constant ascent and
descent of Heavy Angdsontheline.

Goods from space and goods to go, packaged minerals, powdered foods, compressed gases, refined
metds, nanytesin suspensions, letters, parcels, news from distant planets, living thingsin specid
compartments, dead specimens freeze-dried or plasticized, mechanical components, passengers gripping
their restraints with the anxiety of first ascent, and others adeep dready, heavy heads astray on the
supports, dreams afar. So much activity, but so quiet. Even the land crews made little noise asthey drove
their huge transports up to the frigid heights of Kibo and down, down into the warming fog that hid
Marangu from sght far below.



Zephyr wanted to write about her briefing, but there was nothing she was dlowed to say. The brilliant
moon stared down, its face as mysterious as it had appeared to the first men, while she knew that
benesth its surface civilization was hidden in warrens that proliferated as keenly asweed roots, and led to
vast chambersfull of reflected sunlight that cocooned warm jungles of green. She didn’t want to go - not
up to the orbital and not to another world beyond this smple star’ slight. Sheliked her life here, cosy,
safe, living in her imagination when redlity was not enough, grubbing in the past where everything was
dusted and done whether it was known about or not. In yesterday there was security, but tomorrow
there she’'d be.

During her own private briefing she’ d been advised by Anthony of the details of hisplan for aplanetary
visit and discovered some of the extent of hisMekTek command. There was nothing he didn’t know, it
seemed; no expert or officer too high-ranking or distant for him to interrupt and interrogate. They had sat
at the dinner table before alate feast of chicken, rice and peas, Coca-Colato drink, the bubbles bailing
out of it at agresat rate as soon as the cap was popped for, athough the base interior was
oxygen-boosted for the sake of vigitors, it was not pressurized.

“Theair ispumped up from sealeve’ the Strategos had said, when she had asked about the conditions
insde the buildings compared to outside. * And we can supply it in face masksif you want to walk around
the perimeter. | don’'t recommend going without one, not unlessyou' ve lived at dtitude recently.’

‘I've never been much above sealevel’ Zephyr said. ’| was never attracted to mountains. | prefer the
ocean.’

‘“How do you fed about extrasolar travel?

She looked up from aforkful of rice and put it down. ‘| wondered when you' d ask methat. | never
thought about it until today - nothing up there | wanted to see. | guessthat answers your question.’

Hetoo set asde his cutlery and leant his elbows on the table, meeting her stare with afrank gaze. He had
nice eyes, she thought. They wrinkled into something like asmile even when the rest of hisface didn’t
show it.

‘Professor Duquesne, | must be blunt. We need firsthand intelligence from areasonably quaified
observer who has at least avague claim to objectivity. In al honesty, there is no datum of 1sol’ sthat | can
confirm -not even that this planet exists. She has promised to carry asingle observer to its surface for
eight days of investigation. The exact coordinates, even the method of travel sheintendsto use, are
complete unknowns to us. She would be your only method of return.” He spread his hands out on the
tablecloth and Zephyr saw how the long fingers were outlined by the soft copper that shone at the surface
and immediatdly below the skin. The MekTek waslike anet that had captured him, likefishing line
around atoo-powerful catch, and now it had grown into him with time, a part of hisfuture for ever. Undo
it and the scars of it would remain, the shape of him permanently adtered. Theidea made her sharply
aware of her own complacent shape, its apparently unchangeable form. She glanced back at hisface,

and he shrugged.

‘It snot ascenario I’ d recommend’ he said. “Thismay even be aploy in somelarger Independence plan
to enforce demands on the government. At the moment reports show no signsof an uprising inthe
making before her return, but now it’sal they talk about. Whether the Forged I ndependents wanted it
before or not, the idea of the power they could get by controlling the use of this aleged new engine
technology is something they aren’t going to set aside any time soon.’

Zephyr segregated afew peas and tidied them to one side of her plate. * Do you know how it works? Or
if it sgenuine?



‘No’ the Strategos admitted, *but we have some ideas. What do you know about M-Theory?
‘“What do you know about the previousinterglacia? she countered.

Hetilted his head to one side and the copper web there caught the light. ‘Nothing | can’'t find outina
minute’ he said, but smiled salf-deprecatingly to show her he meant no insullt.

‘M-Theory proposes an e even-dimensiond fabric to existence, astructure composed of eleven
sngle-dimensiona membranes.” He held up his ngpkin to show her itsedge. “ They are of various Sizes,
but they have no depth. He pinched the edge between thumb and forefinger. ' They intersect each other
at right angles. Three of these 'branes are the three dimensions of our familiar space, afourth is Redl
Time. Soit’ssaid that we are living in afour-brane. The other seven are hidden to our perception. They
have been, until very recently, theoretical constructsto usthat we have investigated viamathematics,
athough in thelast fifty years we have been ableto trace definite properties of the fifth brane, known as
the Gravitronic, since we can measure gravity propagating out intoit. Thelast six are only theoreticaly
present, assumed to be indetectably smal athough they interpenetrate positively with the five-brane
universea al points. Entire universes occupying these other regions may intersect constantly with our
own. They would be closer to us than our own clothes, but infinitely distant at the sametime.’

He paused. * Catastrophic collisons with universes occupying other dimensiona matrices are presumed to
be the cause of the big bang - the beginning and end of our universe. It may be quite acommon event,
cosmicaly spesking. If 1sol’ saien technology works at dl, then it must work by using some of these
other dimensionsin away we don't understand. Some call those dimens ons the Hypertube. 1sol clams
that at least one of these others has the feature that, dthough it forms a continuous surface with our four,
itisonly one single Planck length in extent, and therefore takes only one Planck timeto cross-
approximately ten to the minus forty-three seconds. She cdlsit her Faster Than Light drive, butitisn't
that. It' sadisplacer, or a... atrandation device. It has no propulsion as such. It doesn’t work that way
aadl’

Anthony folded his handstogether. ‘ My Alstdl methat they consder that passing acrossthisdimension
resultsin a Planck-time superposition of everything being trandated - that is, that everything in trangt, for
that ingtant, no matter its Size in our space, would share asingle unit sector of this other " brane-space.
I’ve yet to come up with an idea of what that meansin red terms, if anything. And | guessthat pretty
much covers my knowledge of theinterglacid aswdll.

Zephyr smiled at hiswry expression. “Thereason | ask isbecauseif thisredly isfirst contact, and the
technology isasyou say, | can't for thelife of me understand wherel fitin with this. Evenif | wereto go
there, | wouldn't know what to look for. How will | know what I’ m even looking a? If we met another
being and recognized it as such -what would | say, and how?

‘“We don't intend you to come up with theories about the technology or the planet and its system, or any
of that” Anthony said. ’ And we re reasonably confident there' |l be no greet meetings, either. Whatever
thisworld isthat Isol knows - virtud, faked or red - it is comprehensively dead. And that puzzlesme," he
sghed. 'Y ou saw the views. No clear Sgn of catastrophe, but no life either. Something that may be a
cvilizaion in ruins, without survivors, nothing. Not asingle cdll. But oxygen istherein quantities that
suggest there must have been life very recently, or at least organic processes sustaining its existence.

‘Even more of areason not to rushin, I'd' ve thought, Zephyr said. ' Even barring the contamination
possibilities, if you' re correct and they were, or are, arace whose capabilities extended or still extend
beyond our own, | think there' sarea chance we could go there and not recognize anything. Even worse
if we can't even perceive directly what it iswe' re supposed to be looking at.*



‘Our thoughts exactly’ Anthony said. He picked his ngpkin off hislap and folded it up, placing it next to
hisglass.’| can never eat much here. | think it’ sthe dtitude. Would you like to take astroll along the
roof? | can show you wherethis ZiaDi Notte star islocated.’

‘Yes, thank you' she said gratefully and stood up to follow him. Shefdt full dready - mostly with
information, none of it paatable.

“The answer to your "Why me?* question isthat Isol chose you' Anthony said as he preceded her out of
the door and led the way aong acorridor and up aflight of stairs. * She picked you from an approved list
of possibles.

She said that she believed you would understand more than most.!

‘Or not’ Zephyr thought adoud. ’Yes' the Strategos said.  But we' re confident that if anyone can piece
together anything from the wreckage of a dead society, then you can. And if you come back and tell us
it sal baoney, then we' ll believe you. Y ou needn’t worry about Contact, in any case’

He held open adoor for her, and followed her into a glass-roofed dome where their breath misted in the
cool ar. ‘That' s dready happened and that’ s my problem. Asisthe rest of the contamination,
dissemination and various other eements of ill-advised skulduggery going on right this moment, out
there.” He nodded upwards in the direction of the Ladder, where the Angelsrose and fell with
monotonous regul arity.

Zephyr said nothing but stared obediently up into the glittering clarity of the midnight sky. She could pick
out Orion and the brilliant Venus, and that was al. The Strategos gestured with hisfinger, and aline of
light radiated from it and traced a pointer on the glass above them.

‘Look up into the heart of the galaxy’ he said, directing her dong the Milky Way’ s broad brush-splash of
foam.’ Just |eft of the hub, amid a dense clugter of lights, right here, isthe star called ZiaDi Notte."

‘I canonly seeablur’ she confessed after amoment’ s hard staring.
‘Join the club.” He brought his hand down and they stood side by sidein silence.
‘How far? shesaid after aminute. ‘' Too far.’

There was a pause. Zephyr watched her own bregth furl and disperse. * All these years of dreaming, and
herewe arewishing it had never happened. Do you think the Forged redlly want to go that far away?

‘I think we put them there sometime ago’ he said. ' Out of guilt a making them at al, we gavethem a
billion virtud lives, but only onered one. There sadifference.

‘Yes shesad, thinking of Kau. Y ou know, sometime during the last interglacid the race of modern
humans became the only survivors. The Neanderthas and their line didn’t make it out. They were
advanced. They had society, language, toals, sKills, culture, compassion -human virtues, if you like. It's
gill something of amystery asto what it wasthey didn't have. After all, there’ d beenice before. There' d
aready been hard times of many kinds. They lived so long, and then - gone. Their part of the generic
record finishes a aclear point intime. But | think that something of them must continue somewhere,
maybe in other kinds of ways. No civilizations of any note disgppear without trace - they pass memes
aong, languages, customs, beliefs, into modern times. At least, I’ ve argued that a thousand times, and
now | don't know if | wasjust being the romantic optimist al dong.’ She’ d been going to say more, but
forgot it, abruptly, with the sudden redlization that she had |abelled hersalf quite accurately when she'd
only meant to say the last line asathrowaway.



The Strategos watched her, hisfaceimpassive, and she wondered if shewaslooking at abeing that had
outstripped her. Could he be doing dl of thisonly to persuade her? Certainly he had the mental facility to
do that.

“Thisisavery different Stuation’ he said. *We aren’t having adispute over resources, asthe
Neanderthals and the Cro-Magnon once did.’

“Who saysthey did? she asked and folded her arms. ‘We have no ideawhat conflictsthey had, if any at
al. 1 hope you re not suggesting that thisaien world of 1sol’ s was depopul ated as aresult of encountering
addiberate genocide, Mr Anthony - as of in whber-species striking out to erase the competition of
another. That wouldn’'t be an attractive idea a all. Anyway, it’ sfreezing here and I’ m no astronomer.
Let'sgoin’

Sheglanced at hisface and its expression was now stern, linesfurrowing hisforehead. He said nothing,
but turned on his hedl and held the door open for her.

Back in the dining room they drank coffee to warm themselves up.

‘What happensif | don't come back? Zephyr said, without being sure she ought to talk about such
possihilities or suggest that she would even consider going.

Anthony glanced at her. ‘1 can't deny that this survey hasits many dangers, Professor, but | think that the
worst ones are il hidden and are potentially masked entirely by our ignorance. If anything wereto
happen to you we' d do our utmost to effect arescue, but, asyou are aware, that isn’t saying agreat ded
unlesswe' re successful in obtaining samples of engine materia from Isol herself before she departs. If |
wereyou I'd redigtically consider what provisions you want in place, if such agtuation wereto arise.’

‘My last medl and letter home? Zephyr shook her head. ‘I can’t get my mind around dl this. I'm so
flattered, and a the sametime | fed completely expendable. | want to go and see these thingsin case
they redly are civilization, but no piece of me believesthat they can be, except one, which isbeing esten
up by the nagging doubt that thereis dways achanceit could be genuine. Fossi| fever, we used to call it.
Y ou dig and dig away, sure there’ s nothing in the rocks, sure as you can be, but no matter how many
times you turn up nothing, the few times you found something on past digs make you keep hammering
and panning until you' reforced to leave. By insanity in really bad cases. If | go back to the University and
never know...’

“You cansay no' he advised her, finishing his drink and setting the cup down quietly. Shewasn't sure
that he wastdlling the truth, but even so the stubborn part of her that hated to show itsfear rebelled
immediately a theidea

‘“What, and not seethefirst extrasolar planet ever visited? shejoked. But it was a half-hearted effort.
“You' d better fill meinonalot more detail.’

And so they had spent two hours on those details: what to take, what to do, how to report back, safety
measures - her Abacand wasfull of information on al sorts of eventudities she’' d never dreamed of
before. Now she sat, trying to write lettersin which she couldn’t say anything to people to whom she
hadn’t expected to say goodbye for many yearsyet. So in the end she didn’t write anything. She
watched the Ladder work and tried to imagine the truth of that distant world and its vanished inhabitants,
as she often imagined older Earth and dl who' d gone before her.

But where Earth and its peopleincluded her this new world included nothing. Every time her imagination
tried to envisage outside its own familiar environment, it ssumbled and caught itself and wiped itsdlf blank.
So after afew minutes she set asde dreaming and tried to come back to logic instead.



Asthe Strategos had pointed out gloomily, why choose that particular world? And how had 1sol known
that it was the homeworld of the dienswho had produced this engine technology? The Voyager claimed
the coordinateswere ‘wired' into the thing itself, but couldn’t prove that, in fact refused to do anything
except dlow remote scans of the thing, which resulted in it being defined as silicon dioxide.

Zephyr wasn't convinced that this meant there was a conspiracy afoot, nor an dien invasion in the offing.
Shewas used to thiskind of pussyfoot bickering from her experience of being involved in competing
archaeologica digs, where rumours of fabulous finds and paradigm-shifting evidence would run amok as
the parties scrambled for funds and attention. Rarely, if ever, did they result in agenuine surprise
discovery onthat scae, and if they did it was more by luck than judgement. Talking up thefindswasa
part of the process, as was scathing criticism of acompetitor’ s efforts. Good science had to struggle to
exist inthe politica cracks, kept dive by hersdf, sheliked to believe, and by other stalwart idedlists
scattered across the arena. 1t sounded to Zephyr like 1sol was giving agood interview, and that any
connection between her engine and the world was more than likely asimple feature of its construction
rather than any devious plot. If Zephyr designed an engine like that it would have had a button marked
‘Home'.

Mind you, that was thinking like ahuman and, of course, that wasn't going to do any good - would, in
fact, get entirely in the way of any attempt to piece together an dien culture or artefact. The problem was,
there wasn't any avoiding thinking like a human when you were one, and hence the Strategos and his
suggestion of a souped-up Abacand that could do alot of thinking for her, along lines designed quite
differently to the short-lived, meaty, surviva-orientated hominid. What they’ d do if the putetive aliens
turned out to be nothing like machines either (the only other model of an intellect so far developed by
humankind) she didn’t know, but it seemed futile to worry about it. She was dready planning her |
haven't a clue speech, ready for her return.

Of much more concern than trying to figure out strange viewpoints was the prospect of meeting foreign
life, and to Zephyr it wasn't only the dienswho presented that opportunity for breathlessterror and a
sudden overfamiliarity with her own prey-species hormona terror inheritance. She hadn’t had alot of
dedlings with Forged humans, and in that respect wastypicd of the mgjority of Earth’s Unevolved
population. The only non-natural formswho took part in Earth-based society were MekTeks,
Herculeans, and various rare occurrences of Anima- and Arboraforms, plus the Degraded variantsin
those classes. Human transports such as the Pigeon, Aurora, were amost unheard of . It was part of the
ongoing problem of trying to maintain aholistic sense of society across more than one world.

Zephyr snorted as she thought of the hubris of attempting such afeat with animaslike themselves. You
could try and breed territoriality out of the bone, but like abad fairy it popped up again and againin al
sorts of guises and from al kinds of DNA. Aslong asthere was plenty, then everyone was happy to pay
culture its due, but as soon asthere was trouble - bang, out came the demonization memes and, lo and
behold, they were back to the Dark Agesfaster than you could say ‘ mattock’.

The Forged were dl humans, that wastrue, in the definition asit had been founded upon their creetion.
But the fact that many of them looked like other crestures, machines or monsters made many Unevolved
incapable of tresting them as such. Zephyr didn’t know if it waslack of imagination or amore deeply
coded bias that made it so, but so0 it was, and no amount of carefully worded denials could make it
otherwise. She had dwaysfelt hersdlf to be utterly egditarian - apotentia friend to al strangers, no
matter how odd they might appear - but athough she felt she’ d managed to ignore her unease with the
Strategos and his curious adaptations, she knew well that this was because he looked like her. The
Pigeon - how quickly she' d treated her like a ship and not a person, assuming she wouldn't be hearing
what went on inside her own body; Zephyr kicking off her shoes and waving her socksaround in
someone else' s abdomen, absently rubbing adrop of spilled teainto a seat-arm, leaving a biscuit



wrapper behind like amisplaced medica swab, bresthing and shedding invisible loads of skin and
bacteriadl over theinsdes of someone who had only been doing her job.

Thinking of it now, she shivered in revulsion, imagining sometiny troll doing the samethingsin her own
guts. Pigs. Not that you could think that way of pigs, she reminded hersdf dryly, for pigswere quite
intelligent and not dirty at al, and some Animaforms were themsalves porcine and had reported a great
sensitivity and familid loyaty in ordinary pigs, and besides, how many people had benefited from the odd
piggy gene here and there to help their otherwise defective skins, hearts or bones? Y ou dissed pigs at
your peril, and certainly not in public.

And theideaof Isol - she could hardly bear to think of it. Right now, somewhere far above, 1sol was
voluntarily forming a passenger-bearing cyst called aHand out of what had hitherto been a perfectly
hedlthy V oyager body, just for Zephyr's convenience. Zephyr had never even contemplated bearing
children, let alone making that kind of intimate concession for astranger. Shefdt privileged, but also
faintly disgusted and alittle awed at Isol’ s courage and pragmatism. How backward it was to experience
such thoughts in these days when the Forged had been around so long - her whole life - but experience
them shedid, shamefacedly in her little cabin, frowning as she glared at the Angels and their repetitive
hard |abour upon the Ladder.

Zephyr sighed; she' d spent too long among ordinary Unevolved and that had been her own choice. The
Forged resentments of her kind were often justified - the Old Monkeys didn’t like the redlity of
interaction with Forged, and explained away their bodily repulsion with chat about how difficult it wasto
redly interact with people of such different appearance and experience. Underlying dl of thiswasthe
acute embarrassment at Unevolved complicity in the destiny of every Forged citizen, designed by intellect
and not evolution, made on demand, not born by grace.

For some people these facts of Forged life were an unacceptable interference. For someit was the only
way forward, and besides, the Unevolved themsalves had had their choices made for them by whatever
conception bred them, so where was the difference?

Zephyr didn’t know if the direction of the Forged and their devel opment represented aforward move,
nor if evolution ever had adirection. Lifedid what it did, purposeesdy, and only humans stroveto
impose a meaning where no meaning was needed. She viewed hersalf as random flotsam upon the face
of the deep. Without areligious foundation, she wasn't bothered by any questions of an insult to God or
the hubris of Prometheus that might have arisen. But she was bothered by the strong feglings of many of
the Forged that attached to, in her view, legitimate complaints about their Situation.

If aForged was of araretypeit might be the only one of itskind and that, for al the psychologica
engineering in the world, was no good for ahuman being. Now things were different dueto the
development of Dreamtime and the Forged Virtua community, but in the light of Virtua sendless
possibilities, the dissatisfaction with ordinary physical experience dominated many aForged's
disappointment in their lot. Zephyr was glad she could not experienceit asthey could. It wasapsionic
narcotic, one she had rarely wished to know, athough now - thinking of Kalu - perhaps Virtuawould
have resolved alot of issues for her, and would have meant that some questions would never need to be
answered. Lifein theimagination was perhapsto be envied after all.

With the purchase of alittle MekTek she could have the chance to find out, but an instinct in her shied
away from such atest. She had no confidence at all that she would ever return from a universe where she
could be, do, see and know so many things. She would end up like thousands of others, wasting to death
in sanatoriaastheir minds roamed wild in the measure ess dominions of Uluru, calmly dipping the last
mooringsto their bodies without the dightest trace of loss or care. There were even rumours that whole
new kinds of people lived there, animated and maintained by the hosting systems. If they were to become



aware of their own state, wholly depending on the power output of machines and people beyond their
control, would they too be campaigning for their own on and the rights to endless wattage and
process space? No doubt they would be right to do so.

Zephyr read over her previous lettersto Kalu and kept her finger on the delete key until they were all
gone. Shewas acoward and deserved her discomfort. She should have gone to Hawaii along time ago,
and given hersdlf the chance at an uncal cul ated reaction to a person whose friendship was dearer to her
than any other’s. But now she was faced with yet another |etter explaining away her delays. That she had
agood excusefor once didn’t make it any easier; if anything, she felt consderably worse.

Using her Abacand, Zephyr dialled up someinformation on VVoyager Lonestar 1sol. |sol’ s tatswere
impressive athough most detail s were hidden from public view. She had shown no sgns of psychosis
despite her lack of socia contact. She rarely made any use of Virtua, and never with othersinvolved. Her
last dip had been before her meeting with the *dien’ tech. She had made regular, efficient reportsal her
lifelong, until thefinal moments of her collision with an undetected micro-meteor field. And then the
record went quite blank. In the blank there was no clue as to what had happened to her or if she had
changed, but she must have. Now she was to take Zephyr away from this small world and into aregion
of gpace so far away that Zephyr couldn’t imagineit, and didn’t try. Asfor her views on Forged status,
that didn’t need an Abacand to explain it, although Zephyr’ swas only too glad to show off.

‘ She' sbeen a Party member since thefirst days of her Manifestation,’ it said. * Sheisregarded by many
of the later Forged as something of apolitical dinosaur in her lack of compromise on the basic issues. She
opposes the doctrine of Form and Function, and wants to introduce the opportunity to body-shift for all
Forged citizens:’

‘Not for the Unevolved? Zephyr asked. ‘No,” the Abacand replied. * Asthe Unevolved are products of
an insentient and randomly mutating natura system, she believesthey are bound to beliving in the best of
al possbleworlds aready. Any frugtrations they have with their lot are within their own power to dter as
they will, given the political freedom to do so. She d support anyone claming aloss of rights, or
protesting that they’ re oppressed, but she doesn’t have any time for smple whingers and those who want
togetlogtinVirtua’

‘“How sympathetic,” Zephyr muttered to hersalf unhappily. * And what about the Forged who don't agree
with her?

‘It s doubtful shewould go so far asto accuse them of Uncle Tom-ism, but she seemsto see them with
pity, as people who have been so dtered by design that they areincapable of making arationa choice as
to their own best interests. She has occasionaly made commentsthat there are Forged classeswho
would be better off with humans, asthey are so thoroughly tainted by the excess of hominid genesin their
physica make-up. If you like, | could find some transcripts of conferences she has spoken at...’

Zephyr shook her head. ‘ No, no. But does she see herself as a continuation of the species, or asanew
Species?

‘Independence Party doctrine states that the Forged are anew branch: distinct from Homo sapiens
sapiens. Although ardationship is clearly admitted, they consider themselvesto be the natura
consequences of an intellectua evolution in the former, carried out by choice, which, since they had no
choice, does not obligate them to familid duties of care or to any kind of relationship other than those
entered into voluntarily and legaly. And 1sol would go aong with that.” It paused and Zephyr redlized it
was flexing its newly found access-muscles and processing capacity - snceitsupgrade herein Idlewild it
was now severd times more powerfully equipped than the University Al hodts. ‘ Fundamentaly’ it said,
"you're an outdated sausage with legs and a brain whom she considers her intellectual and physica



inferior.’

Cadting her gaze over the Voyager’ s capabilities, it was easy to see how one might cometo that
conclusion, Zephyr conceded and abruptly became aware of her extreme tiredness.

‘If wearegoing, the Abacand suggested, ‘| think | should vent the extra oxygen in here. It would give
you a chance to acclimatize to the expected conditions on this new planet.’

‘Just leaveit, Zephyr said. ‘1 want to deep. Tell me one thing, though. Why the hell did she pick me?
I"'m sure there must be some genius-level Forged specidist better suited to surveying lost worlds!’

‘Certainly,” the Abacand said without the dightest concession to her vanity. ‘But you' [l be much eesier to
mani pul ate than that. Also, ook at the politics. An Un-evolved academic, no record of pro- or
anti-Independence activities. Y ou look like the fair choice. And if you are abit denser than the others, it
can only do her good if there sanything at dl she wantsto hide’

‘Sometimes | regret programming you,” Zephyr said, and started to get ready for bed.

“Y ou bought me off the shelf” it reminded her.’ Any persondity developments |’ ve accrued have smply
occurred within my learning programs as the result of your company over theyears.'

‘Don’t remind me.” Zephyr switched it off with awave of her hand.

9. Business as Usual

Before he was born Corvax played in Uluru like most of the Forged before him. Uluru was the host
system of the Dreamtime, avirtua redlity prepared for Forged children to live in before they were
connected to the bodies that would one day be their only physica existence. There were many words for
dreaming - just asthe Aboriginals of Australia had many words to denote the various properties of their
ownworlds.

First, Dreamtime was a place where shaping of the world took place. Second, it was an illustration of the
power of the ancestors; the ordinary human beings who had created the first Forged a so programmed
thefirst Uluru. Third, it was ageneral way of life, aplace to which Forged retreated in latter days, when
they’ d seized control of severa Uluru-hosts for themselvesin order to continue their double potentia as
physicd adults and imaginary, totemized beings. Lagtly, Dreamtime was away in which a Forged could
be connected to others of their kind: the depth of each Dream contact subliminaly negotiated in thefirst
communications burst of every interaction, setting the scenario and al its detail before the redl exchange

began.

The Dreamtime was the only existence that Corvax knew for the first ten years of hisaccelerated
childhood and adolescent life. As hisadult body grew on in the dark, silent depths of the Pangenesis
Tupac' s embryo-blast, and was later melded with engineered componentsin order to do work that
biology aone could not, hismind in its flesh-and-gold brain was e sawhere.

He was trained and educated in a series of dreams crested for him by Tupac’s Uluru systems. Each
reality was afresh world created from the system rules, by her overseeing care combined with the
contributions of his own developing mind. Here there were levels of dream so closeto awaking lifeyou
could tell no difference, and levels so deeply founded in the murk of the subconsciousthat an inginctive
fear of their primitive darkness kept him from them.

Some things could be bred out of a human mind, even one created by abrain whose DNA had been so
tinkered with that it barely resembled the old three-pound mould of an ordinary sapiens. But somethings



were mitochon-dria in depth and carried over unexpectedly, teeth intact. Corvax wasin no doubt that
meat had amemory that accreted over generations. All the marvellous forms of living meet are memories.
Within those architectures our basic behaviours are rooted in the foundations of the nervous and
endocrine sysems, we are waking, talking, screaming and running articulations of an dmighty living
mnemonic. The thingswe run from in night-terrors emerge from a past written in our spina cord: things
barely glimpsed by the waking mind' s relentless temporal-lobe rationdization. They are dim and dark
shadows, smooth and diding, jag-legged and skittering, swift, with sharp stings and teeth that stand out
againg the low-resolution background of their grey bodieslike razor on nerve.

In Dreamtime, once you fell from light to degper deep without noticing, these ancient formsarose. At the
first hint of their ghosts, Corvax skated away. Like awaterbug on a pond he danced swiftly into another
redlm, the Uluru system reformetting him to ahigher level of consciousness at his frightened command.
But when he dept more deeply, asdl living animals eventualy must, his defences did away in an unfelt
stream and were forgotten.

The shadows of the extinct and the never-were haunted him relentlesdy, as though they had amessage
they had to ddliver or see ther whole plan fail. They wanted something from him: bone, bresth and blood
werein thetithe, but the full price was much more than that, and he didn’t dare know what. It was
enough that, beneath the fabulated layers of his education and neura conditioning, adegper mammdian
past lurked and sniffed around, twitch-nosed, bright-eyed, whiskery, watching for its chance when his
mind lost cohesion and dipped, inevitably, into divided whirls and eddies of consciousness, resting,
dissolving, didtilling.

Those ghostswalked ill in Corvax’ s adult Dreams. They’ d become the overgrown apartment houses
that sucked up lives, asblotting paper sucks up water; the sllent craneswith their stilt-legs, lethal speed
and killing beaks; the empty fenland stretching away for ever; the blank acceptance in Dani’sface... And
they had become Caspar, afigure Corvax knew asintimately as his own breath. Caspar who wore the
human figure Corvax would have wished for, who lived on Earth as a human man but was not human
ingde. Hiswas the big house and the fenland, the cranes and the worlds of Corvax’ s dreams. Caspar
wanted rid of Tom Corvax and his meddling insufficiency of imagination. He wanted Dani and the
aeroplanein its shed, and for the sweet dream of flight to beat beneath his own breastbone.

Thinking of him was something Corvax avoided at dl costs. He had atheory about Caspar. He figured
Caspar was more than some machine-drawn ghoul that had become a part of the narrativesin Corvax’s
head. Caspar was another personality, another and better Corvax. Even now, in the dark of the deserted
asteroid, watching the machines run and monitor hisinert chip of quartz, Corvax could hear Caspar’s
voice - urging him to take the Stuff and creete his own engines, make money, rule and conquer, and
gather acrew to pirate the lanes and draw down the power of the strict and cruel Gaiasol regime that had
brought them both to this condition, this davery in the middle of nowhere, this runt-hole. For who'd
addled Corvax inthe shell if They hadn’t?

Corvax longed to purge Caspar, put him on achip and smash it to smithereens with his claw. But he
dared not. He spent his days working on new Uluru architecture, using his MekTek knowledge to
anayse the dreams of others, and keeping those dreamsin payment for MekTek adaptations that
equipped hisclientsmore fully for their bodilesslives.

Hewas dso something of arevolutionary in his gpproach, expanding Uluru’ sfunction instead of smply
trading init. In Corvax’ s hands the Dreamtime had become amedium for looking backwardsin timeto
humanity’ s older minds. He and Tupac had made it their own project and routingly examined their
findings from the dream-dross, watching the evolution of modern sentience in reverse whenever they had
time to spend with one another. Time with Tupac was dwayswhen he felt most secure and ableto reved



hisideas and histerrors.

Now shereplied at last to hiscal, sent as he spent another fruitless minute staring at the silicon dioxide
pebble that Tatres had left behind, his thoughts and nervesjangling from the most recent immersionin his
tiny universe of persond pain.

‘It sworsefor you,” Tupac agreed with him, somewhere and nowhere in the imaginary space they
shared, manifesting hersdlf asajungle, an entire ecosystem. ‘ Because you' re one of the independent
minds. Rocs need to be comfortable far from others. Like Voyagers, and Gaiaforms, you are more
introverted. Y ou fed more keenly.’

‘| can’t expressit,” Corvax growled, incarnated in this particular Dream they shared as an Arboratype,
tasting the hedlth of his plantsthrough hisfingers, casudly destroying abug with thetip of hisprehensile
tall whereit had been sucking the veins at the surface of hisleaf-based hide. ‘No, | can. Theré savast
dark house, dmogt invisible, and it's empty, most of thetime, but sometimes... something’ sindgde.’

‘Where isthe house? asked Tupac. She had no form in Virtuathat he had ever known. She was only
the god and goddess of dl places, invisible, omnipresent.

‘Inmy soul’ hesaid, Siffly conscious of hisown melodrama. He ground the frond of the cannabis plant
he was examining into mush between the pads of hisfingers, feding the faintest of pleasure-spikes asthe
chemicalstouched his sgp-rich brain. He grinned. ’ In our soul. Under us. In us. Haven't you ever felt it?

‘I do not dream,” Tupac said. ‘| was built without deep.’

Like many answers she offered him, he didn’t understand it. Tupac was an enigma: machine, animd,
plant, person. She ate sunlight. She supported life in her flesh and redigested what carcasses came with
equal enjoyment and care. She breathed energy. She vented nothing, a perfect recycler, losng only
surface cells and crystasto the casua punishment of spaceborne micro-debris. A solar sorm of a
magnitude to fry anything closer than Venus ddighted her, the bitter dark of sunlessness made her
philosophic. She was the voice that spoke, the touch that consoled, the knowledge that hurt, and the
punisher who deprived, who directed, who demanded and praised. She wastheir body and their parents
and their friend. She was everything to them, when they were young.

‘Where are you? Corvax often asked. He meant where was her mind and because they were almost
onewithin Uluru, sheknew this.

‘My consciousnessis continua and sustained. It is generated at various centres scattered throughout my
body, dthough al of my body partakesof it.” ‘How?

‘Until you are born, you are a part of my mind. But | seeyou at aremove. It isaMorpheus function.
When amind is regulated and conscious, when the neuron congtellations are optimized, dreaming does
not occur; and in those segments that rest dreaming is a process beyond my attention. | have no dreams!’

‘How redl isthis? He never found out. He seemed to have this Arbora body so ditinctly, with al its
grumpy discomforts, its sappy sweeting, its colonies of parasites chewing and feeding and excreting dl
over himin armies of insectile abundance, but Tupac could remove him from it within the blink of an eye.

‘Asred asthe Dreamtime can ever be' she said and changed the subject. 'Y ou’ ve made alovely garden.
Your plantsare hedthy. | like being here!

“They seem s0." Corvax wastired suddenly and unresponsive to her oblique compliment. The air of the
jungle clearing around him seemed old, full of the same worries, fecundity, humidity and interests as



yesterday and the day before when he had come and tried to mention Isol and Tatres and failed utterly.
Mentioning Caspar, by comparison, seemed |essimportant now.

‘Do you likethis shape? Tupac asked.

‘| cantdl itisn't mine. Thistall - it'sso hard to work.” He twitched it and thistime stabbed out the lives
of afew antson hisfoot, transferring them to the toothless and liplessfold of his mouth where he felt
glandsin hisjaw squeeze spit over them. There was no chewing: there was only holding, until thetiny
bodies were dissolved.

‘Do you remember’ he asked her, ’when | was human first?

‘Of course’ she said. For afew seconds they remembered it together.

“Which onewill you be next? she had asked him, years ago.

‘Human’ hesad.

‘We'redl human’ she corrected him. ' But what kind?

‘Unevolved. The ordinary kind. The primate kind. The least of the beast.’

As hisbody changed its shape and his senses blurred, atered, resolved, Tupac said, * Such an attitude
dready?

Corvax flexed his hands and moved histoesin the deep grass of anew plain - his heart seeming to race
and his reactions becoming fast and newly powerful. On the horizon he saw animas wandering, and
recognized them from ajunior wildlife primer: hartebeest, antelope, giraffe. To hisright asharp rocky
incline rose towards caves. He listened hard and heard the wind, the distant bark of something doglike.
Hisdry, taut skin didn’'t spesk. The air tasted of nothing. He felt no lifein the brown grass under hisfest.
Tailless, wingless, clawless, teeth like pegsin hissmal mouth, a huge tongue thick and in theway. There
wasadmogt no information at all.

“Thisis so dull!

‘Many have remarked on its sensory limits Tupac agreed. She shifted the land and Corvax stood
clothed and booted in acity, this knowledge streaming to him asfast as he could wonder &t it.

“ThisisLondon’ Tupac explained, ‘on Earth. And today. Y ou are ayoung man of no particular defining
characteridtic, savethat it isyou.’

Corvax examined his head with hishands, fdt hisflat face, the unshielded openings of his nogtrils, the
narrow bridge of hissmall nose and the rock of bone beneath - so hard, like his own beak, but so tiny.
Like every physica change, itsred surprises were no doubt yet to come, but for now the unfamiliarity
was disarming enough. He stared around him at the buildings, like false canyons, the sparse trees,
recognizing part of hisgeographical education.

There was asmell here - garbage. He wondered how rea thiswas, how trueto redlity.

‘Thelr life, Tupac, isit likethis? Doesit saf-sdlect what' s of interest? Does it come supplied with hoards
of memory? Doesit writeitsaf into your mind when you' re degping so you can't remember whereyou
learned dl the things you know?



‘No, it'snot likethat. I1t's much harder. Y ou learn by experiencing, or you don't. You can die. and you
never get to change your skin and bones. Without the most advanced MekTek, you cannot even enter
thefirst realm of Uluru.’

‘I want to know,” he said, impatient with the lengthy business of guided tourism in other peopl€’'s
exigtences, the bland safety of being watched over.

‘Very well.” Tupac never responded with anger.

Corvax stood on the sdewalk, feding the paving hot beneath his boots, the flat soles of his heavy feet
squashed indgdetheir stiffness. To al sides people wove past him, marching and striding, so many of
them. They smelled of dl kinds of things. They spoke from their squashy mouths. Their bodies, like his,
were restless and frustrated. Their faces were intent, eyesfixated. He couldn’t read them at al, though
they seemed to possess a hostile manner that succeeded in ignoring his presence. Abruptly the sheer
mass of them made histhin, hairy skin crawl. He couldn’t breasthe. He had to get away. For an instant he
forgot what he'd said to Tupac, and instead trusted in her eternal presence and the Uluru engine settings.

He took wing and legped up into the air. And crashed to the ground on his hands, ashocking painin his
knees.

“Hey man, what the fuck isthe matter with you? said someone.

‘Watch whereyou're going!” A woman, high-pitched as she tripped on him and hurt hisarm with the hed
of her shoe.

A tut, ahiss, amumble of complaint, and they left him there to pick himself up, staggering, looking at the
sudden red marks on his hands, fedling the very urgent bite of the concrete where they bled.

Lesson one.

‘Fuck you.” Corvax stood up and examined the meaty pads of his paws and their long digits, gritty and
dirty, stinging. “ This place reeks. Give me back my wings:

“Hominids have no wings, athough some have dreamed that the tiny bonesin their shoulders arethe
remnants of their once-angelic forms. These are your people. And you are their dream: Forge-made, the
best they could do. A little humility wouldn’t kill you, you know,” Tupac said. Her voice sounded faint
and distant.

“Y ou can gtick your sanctimony’ He found hiswretched body shaking with the after-effect of somekind
of hormone, hisfight responses primed. He couldn’t stop shuddering. Above him the sky wasjammed
into anarrow dot between two huge skyscrapers. Their glasswalls made its reflected light hard on the
faces he glanced at. Nobody would make eye contact. He realized that the name for hisfeding wasfear,
and for an ingtant he thought that he glimpsed a peculiar figurein the corner of hiseye, indistinct and
shadowy, perhaps laughing, though when he looked it had did away and become the sunless dice of
empty space between alamp-post and awall.

‘And they have no inner voices such asmine,’ Tupac said, undeterred from continuing her instructions.
‘At leagt, not the normally devel oped ones, although there are plenty whose brains are sufficiently
dysfunctiona to create multiple consciousnesses that fight for spaceto livein one body.’

Corvax didn’t fed her go, but suddenly he knew there’ d be no more repliesfrom her. Hewas on his
own.

‘Ah, comeon!’” hecried out to her. ‘ Thejoke' sover.’



‘ Shithead,” muttered a dark-skinned boy in avisor and skate gear. He shoved Corvax hard with the
board under hisarm, bruising him, then laughed as Corvax reded about on his unfamiliar legs. Tisshead'
the boy added, completing the set.

Corvax snaked out an arm to grab the boy’ s collar, but his arms weren’t long enough, not likeaRoc's
powerful titanium-reinforced limbs, and he caught air. There was a sound behind him, the mutter of
people trying to disappear and make way, their impatience papable. He turned and saw aMekTek
police officer striding towards him.

This cyborg was a head and a hdf taller than everyone else on the street. His handsome clone-face was
scarred with the unique white lines of Tek-metd and his badge was blazoned in hisforehead, scrolling
data. Stiff, black hair was cut into aMohawk that made him look even more intimidating, its primitive
brush both at odds with and enhancing the formidable gleam of his hardware, but hisface was affable as
he bore down on Corvax.

“You in somekind of trouble? The voice was heavily processed into low, authoritative tones. It boomed
and growled.

‘No, Corvax said resentfully, straightening himsdlf up. He plucked at the unfamiliar clothes- denim, his
mind informed him from nowhere; your jeans and shirt. The knees of the jeans were dirty and one was
torn.

‘Do you have adestination? The police officer stood over him and the fedling of pressure abated in
Corvax’s head asthe sdewak suddenly became much less busy. Pointedly, nobody paid them attention.

‘No’ he said, unableto think of anywhere, glancing for help where there should have been astreet sgnto
give him aclue, but not seeing one. He couldn’'t help staring at the officer’ sforehead. An advert had
come on, for the latest nostal gia head-venture series: Justice League of America. Corvax wasn't even
sure this couldn’t be some kind of art-irony on behaf of the Justice Department. Or even from the
designers of this Earth smulation. Everyone liked ajoke these days, the more obtuse the better.

‘Address? The officer leant closer, handson hiships.
‘l..." Corvax shrugged, agesture that he didn’t understand until he' d doneit.

The MekTek gtretched out his hand and opened hisfingers. Corvax saw amultiport scanner array lying
just below the surface of hisskin, like liquid diamond, refracting light. The hand swept over him with the
distant precision of aThai dancer. ‘Why aren’t you a work?

‘| don’t haveajob.” He knew he wasn't doing well. It wasfrustrating - he thought he’ d have been much
smarter than this.

“That right? The officer used his hand to grip Corvax’ s shoulder.

He found the touch powerfully stimulating, reassuring, arousing, and tared in total confusion asthe officer
sad, ‘“Wdl, you comewith me.’

‘Am | under arrest?

The man started to smile but stopped himsdlf. *No, but | need to locate you and if you stay here you're
going to cause acrime.” Hisforehead blurred and changed to show Corvax the letter of the law about
vagrancy and loitering, the dispersa of the unhomed. Red highlights vibrated over the section but it
moved too fast for him to read it, with his dow command of written English. The officer seemed to
recognize hisilliteracy and gave him atolerant shake of the head. His Mohawk quivered like astand of



high grassdisturbed by animals.

Corvax went with him, trying to work up the courage to ask why a human being would chooseto
inundate himsdf with semi-intdligent metd and be like this. But he didn’t manageit. He saw the officer’s
filigreed boot touch asmal plate in the paving asthey came to the edge of the kerb, and from the flow of
traffic avehicle detached itself and drifted acrossto them, its painted hull matt grey among the bright
shiny colours of the other cars.

‘Getin’
‘Where arewe going?

“Y ou're going to the settlement.” The MekTek pushed Corvax’ s head down as he obediently got into the
back seat, where aweb closed around him, principaly over his hands, nesting them tight againgt his
thighs. Helooked up through the clear window at the officer’ stough amile.

‘Wait,” Corvax said, trying to sgna but unable to. He wanted to fedl the man’ stouch again - theway it
had made him suddenly relax with its sensation of safety. He wanted to know if this was the fabled animal
response that he - as Roc and like most Forged - wasn't going to possess, or if it wasthe MekTek’s
own enhancement, peculiar to hisjob. He wanted the officer to tell him what to do. But the man only
waved at the car, or a him, hewasn't sure. Asits engine hummed Corvax was just able to make out the
name on the uniform: Tom Yip.

Corvax watched the streets blur past. The car took him east, he figured by the sun, and out of the city to
aplace on awide stretch of sandy, boggy ground where asmall village was ringed by fences that |ooked
white, wooden and ineffective until acloser acquaintance reved ed them to be the generating rods of
sometype of energy field. As he passed through the gates and was brought up to alow, grey building, he
findly redized that it was akind of prison.

Another officer, an ordinary one, emerged and released the restraint webbing. He led Corvax into the
building and made him sit on achair that was bolted to the floor. A woman camein and stood, barely
glancing a him, asking him questions and making entries on abattered date. Everything in the place was
old, primitive and in poor repair.

‘Name.’
‘Corvax’ hesad.
‘“What? Corvax what? Or what Corvax? |sthat some kind of Baltic name?

He stared at her, at her dull brown hair scraped back off her face as though she hated it. He didn’t know
what she was taking about.

‘What, no English? Habla Espanol, hmm? Parlez-vous Frangais? Yo Hanyu, ma? Fard, Russan,
German, Finnish, Arabic, Hindi? What? Japaness? Hmm?

‘English’ hesiid.

‘Right. S0’ shesighed. "Name - | need aname. A whole name. If you're not in the socia security register
your case will betransferred to immigration, and if you' re not on any register they have you'll be
transferred to asylum-seeker protocol, and if they don’t want you then you' Il be found an offworld
location. If you provide afalse name then we take another, and the whole process starts again. Every
process takes approximately ten weeks to complete, do you understand? At the end of thisrapidly
expedited spiel she stared flatly at him. * So, name?



He thought that she meant he could keep on giving names as long as he liked; that everyone here did that
and she expected him to do it as well. Ten weeks and then another ten, and so on and so on. Hetried to
think of aname not hisown, but his mind was blank. What were Unevolved nameslike?‘ Tom’ he sad,
"Corvax.*

‘Tom Corvax.” She seemed pleased and wrote it down. ‘ Age?
‘Two and ahalf.’

Her dight smile vanished. She looked him up and down. ‘ Fourteen,” she said, writing it. * And that’ sthe
last help you get from me.” She turned her back, vanished through a door, and he never saw her again.

Theroom shifted Sze very subtly and Corvax recognized achangein his own state within the Uluru
system. He was beginning to fall adeep.

‘Hey’ he said to Tupac nervoudly, but she showed no sign of listening, and his unease degpened.

A moment later two uniformed men agppeared to make notes about his clothes and then take his picture.
Then they led him through aseries of doors, and he found himsdf in asmall yard that opened into the
fenced area he’ d seen on hisjourney there.

‘Off you go’ said one of the guards.
‘Where? Corvax said.

‘Anywhereyou like, mate.” He closed the door and Corvax saw there was no handle on hisside. The
door he had just come through was the only gateway to the outside world and it was shut. Softly, silently,
awhite film closed over the door and its frame and the wall became an uninterrupted whole.

Corvax backed away from it. He was sure - but at the same time not sure - that this was too much
technology for the place to endure. Would they skin-sedl something so unimportant? Wasit dueto his
mind beginning to dream within a M orpheus-shunt, which alowed anachronisms and other detall
mistakes, or wasit Earth for real? He was so consumed by uncertainty that he didn’t hear the scuffling
behind him until it wastoo late. Four young men in cast-off army clothing douched out from the shelter of
the nearest board house, their shouldersloose and their stares fixated on him.

Although their hair and skin were of differing colours, to Corvax their strange faces all looked the same,
amodg indigtinguishable from Tom Yip's. But they were shorter than the police officer and he could tell
even from this distance that they meant him no good. One held a tiff piece of broken wood in his hand,
and dapped it lightly againgt hisleg asthey advanced. Corvax fdt the hairs on the back of his neck stand
up and atensenessin the back of hisknees, but the entrance to the compound ended in this narrow
funnel between two houses and there was nowhere to run.

‘Hey’ said one of them, their leader, handsin his pockets. *What do you want?

Corvax wanted to get out, and for Tupac to materidize, but he wasn't going to get that so he said
nothing, even though he tried hard to think of something that might help.

‘Cat gotchatongue? The boy swaggered right up, hisbuddiesto either side of him, and stopped only
when hewas within afoot of Corvax’ sface. Dirt and the irregular hairs of a half-formed beard made his
skin curioudy repulsive, Corvax noticed, trying not to look straight at him. He wondered if helooked the
same himsdf and involuntarily touched hisface.

‘ Got anything worth having?



‘Where shefrom?
‘Who'sgonnamisshim?

‘No one’ Corvax said, suddenly fedling a hot, unexpected wave of anger, the response to danger
typicaly Roc. Hiswords cut short the jeering tone of the others and he stared into the eyes of the boy
opposite him - because he was a boy, even though one eye was red with burst blood vessels from a
previousfight."Who' Il missyou, then? What do you do that' s so fucking specid ?

They hestated, unsureif he was armed with something. But when they saw he was only talking they
stood back, and Corvax felt the wooden stake hit the back of hisknee whereit had wanted to run. It
deadened hisleg so that hefdll over into the mud. As he put ahand out to save himself aboot came
down hard onit. A foot smashed into his ribs from the back, and another from the front. All air and sense
left him. There was aflurry of other blowsto hiskidneys and his head, and then they stood back
suddenly as he writhed in their midst, in agony, gasping, feding more pain than he’ d known asmal body
could contain; any body, cometo that. It violated alaw he' d assumed existed in dl animas, where once
acertain level of hurt cameinto being then neurd function would smply give up and shut off. But that was
Roc design - or ese, unbelievably, he hadn’t reached itsthreshold.

Through his pain he saw something moving in themud. A dark, sSinuous shape, it rippled like water, likea
tongue coming from below ground to taste what lived above, what it might est. He cried out, wondering
how a dream could hurt so much and then strike with added terror. What sort of alesson was this?

The gtick hit him again, abovethe eye.

‘I'm Caspar,’” said the youth from far away, laughing. ‘ Remember that, you useless shit-for-brains.
Caspar. The one that knows better than you.’

The tongue-snake flapped, and mud engulfed hisface with a cold bite, sucking him down. Then, without
apparent delay, ahand was shaking him and he was awake once again, astink in his nogtrils that made
hiseyeswater. A scruffy girl was bent over him, her tufted hair candy-pink and blonde, her face painted
with blue and silver, her clothing filthy ragstied into shapes that made ashort dress. He coughed and
sneezed and the pain brought him awake.

She jumped back. * Steady on there, tiger,” she said, grinning fiendishly, and capped the bottle of saltsin
her hand, stuffing it into ahole in therags.

Corvax saw that helay in abarn of some kind. Old machines and bits of straw and sacking dotted the
place, and the beams above him supported a corrugated-iron roof through which he could see lozenges
of sky. ‘“Who areyou?

‘Dani,” shesaid. “Who are you!’
‘Tom.
‘Wdll... Tom, nobody gets afree ride here. What did you do?

Corvax struggled with his awkward human body and eventualy had to give up with it and lie stranded.
‘Nothing.’

Dani came back and folded her arms crosdy, looking down on him. *Y ou’ ve got nothing on you. They
probably took it. Unless you have it hidden.’

‘| haven't got anything.’



“That’ syou usdless, then’ she said. *What are you going to do?
Heturned on her, full of anger. ‘ Leave here!’

‘Course,’ she said. She reached down and dragged him up by the front of his jacket, hishead blinding
him with sharp stabs of light. * D’ you know what, Tom? Y ou' re the first person that’s come herein two
yearswho didn’'t even makethefirst fight. All the otherstough asfuck and you, soft as shite. So, if
you're not redly street, what are you? She stared into his face from lessthan an inch away.

‘I'm Forged,” he said.

Dani stared a him, her ferocious gaze light amber, like atraffic light saying hang on a minute, and then
shelet him go and laughed. ‘ Forged? she gasped between giggles. ‘| like that. What are you, then?
Ordinary Boy, Prat Class? Gobshite, Tosser Class?

‘Roc, Handdicer,” he said, managing to lean on hiselbows though it hurt like hell. * And you' re my
dream’’

She stopped laughing and stared at him, her faceimmediatdly cold and cal culating with a switch so
sudden and complete it scared him. The end of asmiletugged at her lip. ‘ Do something, then.’

‘What?
‘If thisisyour dream, you can do what you like. Do something. Proveit.’
‘l can’'t.’ It wasthe rule. Once Tupac had abandoned him, he had nothing.

“That'snice. She nudged him with her toe, her tone conveying clearly that she meant the opposite of
nice. 'Nice story. But it' s not worth anything. What are you good for? She bent at the hip and leant
down, asflexibleasadoll. ' Do you fuck? Or what isit?

‘I"m good with machines.” He remembered this suddenly, although the words came from apiece of him
that was only in one side of his head, the main part of his attention focusing oddly on her last wordsand a
curious pulling sensation in his chest, agtirring he couldn’t understand. Suddenly he wondered if he was

ugly.
Dani glanced sideways, indicating the junk strewn around. ‘ How good?

‘| don't know.’

Shetook hold of hislapesagain and hauled him up. He staggered againgt her and felt the softness of her
body - so unexpected asit collided with his - and then her strength shoved him away.

‘We need better machines,” she said. ‘Y ou can stay with us tonight and tomorrow you can make
something work.’

Once she' d decided, it seemed that wasiit. She dung his arm around her neck and marched him out of
the barn and into a small house, cluttered and smoky, where he sat and nursed his headache.

Y ears passed in that compound. He learned to fight and to hide, and how to steal from newcomers
without them noticing. He repaired kettles and toasters and washing machines, with scrap. He even

hel ped some of the others make an aeroplane. Their big project took ages becauseit had to be designed
and manufactured from scratch, and he fell in with the idea because he’ d never dreamed how long he
would be there and how many times he’ d return to work there, screws and rivetstaking shapein his



clumsy fingers. It never would have worked anyway because there was no fuel they could have used for
it, but when he' d thought of it as an escape plan he’ d never believed it would ever be anything more than
afew hegps of hand-beaten aluminium. He hadn’t accounted for the fact that hewould fal inlove with
Dani, who had previoudy been Caspar’ s girl, and so he had to sabotage the glorious machine, so they’d
never find out that dl aong it was adud that was never going to get off the ground.

Older now, little wiser, he ordered hisway out of the memory replay into the Uluru in which he' d started
to ask his question and found Tupac patiently waiting for him to spesk first - because he was the one with
the problem.

‘Is Caspar me? he asked, ending the memory.
Tupac paused. ‘It spossible,” she said. ‘Isthat why you keep coming home?

Hedidn't like the answer. *Not today.” He shuffled his Arboraform rootlets in the loamy earth of the
forest, not realy enjoying the experience very much. ‘| wanted some advice on another thing.’

‘Yes?

‘Voyager Lonestar Isol.” He thought it might be a roundabout way of coming in on the Stuff problem -
that Tupac would have advice on what he ought to do.

The tree canopy high above him rustled and whooped with the sudden passing of atroop of monkeys.
Leavesfdl daintily, shredded in haf, torn too quickly from the branch.

‘I haven't heard from her in quite sometime...” Tupac began, but Corvax never heard the end of the
sentence. Abruptly his own security systems terminated the link, and he was back in his shrunken, aching
old body, lying in hisstinking nest, head ringing with darm bells,

The Al Perimeter systems were down.

10. Idlewild

Asdawn struck the teeth of Mawenzi into pure white and darkest brown against a perfectly blue sky,
Zephyr stood on the open observation platform of her dormitory at Kibo and stared at it long enough to
glut her eyes on its magnificence. Behind her the steep screes and rolling shapes of Kibo itsdlf roseto the
summit of the mountain, where the Ladder stretched its single golden harp string to the sky, but she
wasn't interested in that now. In afew minutes she was due to meet Anthony and board a Heavy Angel
for take-off to Idlewild, but until that moment came she wanted to see an earthly thing with no trace of
human activity upon it. Mawenz’ s prickly hostility had made sure that it was only useful as an object of
beauity or, for the more adventurous, atreacherous technical ascent and abrush with the ineffable.

With acomfortable feding of not wanting to actualy bother, sheimagined climbing among its spiresand
sedled her heavy parkaagaing the gruff wind that had begun to whip around the camp and set its
population of ten white ravensthe difficult task of navigating againgt its sudden currents. They seemed to
be enjoying themsdaves no end, hanging in the draughts and surveying dl activity with an eye towardsthe
breakfast that would shortly make an appearance on the refuse heap when the cooks threw out the
previousday’ s leavings. Zephyr had no breskfast. Shedidn't liketheidea of it returning suddenly when
the Angel made its ascent.

Her Abacand vibrated in her pocket and she reluctantly turned to go. A staff officer had taken her



luggage and there was nothing to do but close the door and make her way to the dining area. After the
sub-zero temperatures outside, the inner atmosphere was oppressively hot and she was tearing off the
parka before she’ d gone twenty metres. The Strategos was holding hisin one hand, she noticed asthey
approached one another.

He gave her afriendly amile. * All set, Professor?

‘| wasjust admiring your view," she said, eager to talk so she didn’t have to think about the butterfliesin
her ssomach. ’1t's awonderful spot.’

To her surprise he broke into a snatch of song,  Mawenz, Ma-wenz, Ma-wen-zee... Locd tune, very
old, made up long before the Europeans even believed there was amountain here.” He shook his head,

amused at hisown playfulness or maybe that of hisAls. *Y es, amagnificent spot. Not spoiled too much
by the mass of cargo that passes throughiit, | hope.’

‘Strategos,” she began, trying not to rush her words, ‘will you be coming to Idiewild?

‘Not just yet,’ hesaid, ‘but I'll take you up to the departure gate.” He grinned at her crestfalen
expression. ‘Don’'t worry. It'll be over before you know it, and Idie-wild has centrifuga spin of a
quarter-gee on the living decks. You'll fed aslight asafeather, but not nearly as sick asyou would in
freefdl. Y our Abacand has been given dl theinformation you'll need.” He paused asasmall group of
flight officerswalked pagt, carrying their safety helmets and boots in their hands, heading for the exit.
“The Angd will make dl theintroductions for you. He sthe most diplomatically minded of the crew, and
he’ saready met 1sol over the last few days, so there shouldn’t be any trouble.

‘Were you expecting some? she asked.

The Strategos gestured for her to accompany him after the officers and began to shrug into his parka.

‘It snot unknown for strongly political Forged to refuse dl kinds of thingsto the Unevolved’ hesaid. ’ At
least, not unknown for the off-planet dwellersto act like that. On Earth, society’ s pretty much an
integrated paradise of harmony compared to the wider solar society. He glanced at her to check her
reaction. ’It' sa Stuation not always reported that widely. Mostly because alot of itisillegd. | redizethat
the officid line saysthere are no salf-sdecting and self-adapting Forged out there, but that’ s not true.
There are places you can go to have all kinds of adaptations.’ He brushed the dome of his skull with his
hand, unconscioudly tracing the lines of the copper tattoo as he reached for his hood.

‘The New West,” she observed. ‘It’s been the subject of many academic papers.’
Hedidn't say anything, just waited for her to show ready and then led the way outside.

Within ten metres her confident pace had dowed and she was out of breath. Anthony, breathing steadily
but not distressed, dowed with her.

‘Is0l’snew world isgoing to belike this” he said. ‘ If the oxygen readings are correct.’

‘Man,” Zephyr sighed. ‘I never... thought... itwasgoing... tobe... s0... exhausting.” Thecold air
scrubbed her lungs, and yielded amost nothing to them. She had to grab the Strategos s arm for support
asawave of dizziness swept across her, and atight feeling began to compress the underside of her
forehead.

‘You'll get usedto it within afew days,’ he assured her, but hisimmediate glibness gave way ingtantly to
concern and sheread in hisface aworry that he had previously kept deeply hidden.

‘What?



They stopped but she kept hold of hisarm, and he let her.

‘It'snot too late to say no.” He straightened up, and they stepped aside in the track to allow a cargo
truck to pass, itswhedls higher than both their heads, enginesamogt sllent. “ Thereis't anything like
security on thismission. We have no experience of protection againg aien biologicass, should you
encounter them. Just your presence contaminates that planet with enormous amounts of materid. It'sal
againgt our own views on how best to do things. If | wereyou, I’ d be having second thoughts, fifty times
over.’

‘She hasyou over abarrel’ Zephyr said.’ She dready decided it al for you.'

He grunted and nodded. They began the dow progress towards the jeep shed once more, where she
could see auniformed man at the whedl of asmall passenger pod, ready to take them to the summiit.

‘But not for you,” Anthony insisted. He shook hishead. ‘I’ [l be blunt with you, Duguesne. I’ ve looked
over al your records. Y ou have agood life here. Even romance? He hesitated and didn’t meet her gaze
as she sought to understand whether he was referring to Kau or not. She said nothing.

They continued the dow struggle across the base.

‘Mogt of mewantsto flinch,” she admitted. ‘ Every step is more like backwards than forwardsto me. |
know | could dietomorrow - hell, even today. But | don’t want to sit in my office for the rest of my days,
stuck in pasts better than my own. | loveto livevicarioudy, in abook or aholo, but | think | can stand
one dose of redlity beforeit’ smy time’

They cameto the jeep itself and he opened the door for her. “ Y ou can call meat any time,” hesaid as
shegot in, and then sat beside her.

‘Thank you.” Zephyr wasn't sureif shewas being surreptitioudy chatted up. Histone was most definitely
ambiguous, as though her agreement to participate in the expedition had been her passing akind of test.
It seemed unlikely to her, in this Situation, but he was an attractive man, close to her own age. Hewas
rather like sheimagined Kau to be, when she let herself imagine him as a prospect.

The vehicle bounced over the frozen ground, and itstyres bit into the steep incline with agrowl of
multiple active suspension as the passenger cgpsule waslifted up like afunicular car to maintaina
horizontal postion for their comfort. In afew minutes they were atop Kibo, and getting out in the shade
of itslast remaining hunk of blue glacier. Herethe air was even thinner, and they hurried to get into the
termina building - as much asthey could hurry at a stately walk.

Zephyr found hersdf doruptly transported from natura beauty to an undistinguished commercia
departure lounge. She caught her breath asthey got rid of the parkas and checked her bags.

‘Isol has agreed to carry suppliesfor you' the Strategos said asthey waited in the limbo of small shops
and coffee houses that lined the walkways, pretending to be interested in the fare on offer. *You'll have a
tent shelter, aded and seven days supplies of food and water. All this should provide adequate
protection from the conditions. The sun isless powerful than our own, but the ambient temperatures
should be hospitable. Y ou aso get the full complement of scientific gear and, well... I’'m sure your
Abacand will explainitin any detail you like, in due course. However, we' d like you to keep a constant
watch on Isol hersalf and report back to us on her state of mind.’

At last hereit was, Zephyr thought. Thereal problem.

‘And you' Il keep meinformed of any relevant indghts,” she countered.



‘I'm afraid communicationswon't be possble’

Better not call Emergency, then, she thought flippantly to herself, but her heart, which had aready been
doubtful a yesterday’ s chalenges, sank even lower at the news, and she dmost said right there that
she' d dready had enough. Making avoyage like this alone was bad; doing it accompanied by the
mentally ungtable, and far from any help, was akin to insane. She d had her insane moments - who
hadn’t? - but the scale of it now took her breath away.

‘Thisis utterly preposterous, you know,” shetold Anthony as they began to follow the sgnstowards the
gate.

‘I know.” He made amove asif to wring hishands, and then jammed them in his uniform pockets
ingtead, unwilling to make his sense of helplessness obvious.

Along theway Zephyr saw asmall shop sdlling flowersin little bunches, each wrapped up in aplagtic
enviropak, and supplied with water to maintain their brief livesfor aweek or two. They were popular
giftsfor the spaceborne and on impul se she bought aposy of violets and put them into her carry-on bag.

Anthony said nothing. They had run out of conversation of any variety.

After afew more awkward momentstheir cal came, and heled her out along the gangway. Asthey
approached the Angel the corridor became transparent, to alow passengersto view their host, for good
or ill. It was asight that stopped her in her tracks.

They were presently about ten metres clear of the ground, but barely athird of the way up the body of
the colossal form. Crouched obediently at the gate, like agiant cross between a crab and adog, athing
of metd and heavy crystdline hide breasthed multiple breaths of steam and smoke. Theflat, folded planes
of wingswere tucked tightly againgt itsflanks, bare meta gleaming with oil in thelines of their joints. Its
skin was the colour of the mountain, whited with frost and crackling sheens of ice. A head, long-nosed
and sharp, was tucked againgt itsforebody, and on it Zephyr saw the surface of an eye blinklessy open,
itsclear shidsreflecting the light of the high sun. She glimpsed vast fordimbs with pincers and hooks,
engines cased in violet metal, connectors sudded like warts al over itsrhino-like surface. Blast damage
and the long streaks of old burn marks scored it. The Heavy Angd Sisyphus Bright Eagle was brutadl and
hideousto see, as unlike the Passenger Pigeon as she could imagine at that moment.

It did not surprise her that the Sisyphus’ s avatar was a delicately proportioned and elfin human with
multiple white wings. afantasy that was such a pae candle to the terror-inducing power of thered thing.
Seeing him like that defused on€' sfear that to become his passenger was to enter the jaws of adragon,
or S0 she guessed; it was areverse of the suggestions made by mighty temples built to minor kings.

‘Bright Eagle,’ the Strategos introduced him. ‘ Just the one passenger for you. Y ou' ve received Machen's
indructions?

‘Tupacfire, the Ssyphus agreed with abland smile. ‘ Then Idlewild.’
‘Tupac? Zephyr brokein, suddenly rooted to the spot, ‘| thought—

‘It' s better that you meet 1sol immediately,” the Angdl said. * The procedure that she is undergoing isvery
taxing, and she will need deep before she can recover. The sooner you get there, the sooner she will be

ready tofly.
‘Tupacisused to visitors,’ Anthony said.
‘But I’'m not used to visiting—' Zephyr began, and cut hersdf off. She'd never had aday where she'd



experienced herself asaninny before. ‘ Okay,” she said, after adeep breath. ‘ Can we go now? Shefet
that if shedidn’'t make afirst step on thisjourney, she was going to lose al the courage to make any step.

The Strategos seemed to recognize this. He nodded. ‘High time,” he said. * Good luck, Professor.’
She held out her hand. ‘ Zephyr.
He shook the hand and nodded. ‘1 ook forward to hearing your reports.’

She glanced at the Angel’ savatar figure, and followed the gesture of itsarm asit waved her in through
the door. If there were vast cargo holds beyond she was not in one of them - the passenger cabin was no
bigger than an ordinary domestic room. She took a seat, one of ten, and fastened the buckles, listening
carefully to the Angd’ singructions.

‘“When | grip the Ladder, we shal experience avery brief but very powerful accderation’ it said."You
will befortunate to lose consciousness for afew seconds. After that there will be no further discomfort.

It wasn't the most reassuring in-flight instruction she'd ever had, but she clamped down firmly al thoughts
of what lay ahead. Instead of the gibbering, quibbling questions that wanted her atention, acool idea
gprang into her mind, which said - Well escaped, old girl.

She knew that most of the reasons she was sitting here, as the Angel walked the short distanceto its
take-off point, were to do with being bored at home and not being able to break it off cleanly with Kalu -
or rush in and meet him, consequences and al. Despite the many dangers, thiswas smply easier. She
had nothing to do now but her job.

Therewas an amighty lurch asthe Angd sprang from its pad and into the air. Zephyr's heart legped up
and her somach plummeted at the same instant. For asplit second they were weightless, and then the
huge claws on the Angd’ s forelimbs caught one of the rungs of the Ladder asthey spun pagt, too fast to
see - and a charging eephant dammed full force into her back.

Asthe promised darkness seized her mind, Zephyr thought, | am a coward.

The Pangenesis Tupac, Blessed Mother-father, orbited the Earth at one-fifth lunar distance. They were
on gpproach within afew hours. Viaadirect feed from the Angel’ s own eyes, Zephyr looked at her
passenger viewscreen and saw abeing she' d seen, ahundred times before, filmed from every angle,
documented and lovingly characterized in abillion programmes, replicated as the world’ s most popular
modular soft toy for the under-fives. Spiked with antennae, tentacled with cable, studded with lights,
Tupac was larger than an average city. From two hundred klicks she looked like an artist’ simpression of
achthonic god, and from two klicks shewasinvishble: filling the entire view with endlessy clarifying
detailsthat, on closer approach, resolved into the functiona openings and ports of any large estuarine
operation; shipsmoored in closeto her flankslike fleas, and clung between the shafts of outreaching
anemone-fingersthat absorbed her beloved sunlight and micro-debris. It wasn't entirely an idle comment
that described the Forged as built from orbital effluent.

Zephyr expected to be wowed, and wowed she was, though that lasted a surprisingly short time as she
was decanted briskly into another waiting zone, where the Heavy Angel’ savatar, dressed inapade
chalk-stripe suit, and wingless out of respect, met her and led her aong passages and through rooms that
were depressingly utilitarian in their nature. Tupac had no avatars. A message appeared in the carpet
under Zephyr’' sfeet, which scrolled as she walked.



‘“Welcome, Professor Duquesne.” She supposed that it was pretty good going, when you considered that
there were five thousand permanent residents and over ahundred thousand visitors here at any onetime;
and anyone who could spesk individually to their own parasites had to be respected.

‘Thanks, she said, half to the Angdl - she was still so uncertain of the right way to do things - and the
carpet pinked briefly in the shape of ahuman smile. Then shefdt momentarily disturbed again at the
notion that she was running around in someone' s intestines and scraped her own tongue againgt her teeth,
didodging who knew how many million innocent bacterid bystanders and for thefirst time fedling guilty
about it.

Hisreturn to his parents embrace had put the Angdl in agood mood. He gave Zephyr the full tourist
tour, narrated impeccably. They visited human living quarters and workplaces - dl mundandly similar to
their Earth counterparts. They walked aong the viewing gangways that led over huge engineering works
where MekTek and InerTech were manufactured by Al and robot, and through warrens where flesh and
meta seemed insgparably entwined in amutua love affair - their find fling expressed in the outer skins of
the million vats where the biologica eements of new Forged were growing. Zephyr, entranced, thought
of Bolivian junglesfull of hidden gods, of the rose-red city of Petrain its secret chasm, of the surge and
tide of life over the years coming to this place, dl the time coming here without knowing where it was
going - to thismarve, thisbeing’ s single capacity for the creation, and re-creation, of so much. Shewas

gpeechless.

Her awe lasted right up to the moment when they came to the servicing bays where Isol waited for them.
Zephyr sared at thislatest of the sartling new thingsin her lifewith al the reactive brilliance of a
hypnotized moose, as the Angd-introduced her and politely stood aside.

The being that was VVoyager 10l was as unrecognizably human as the most extreme class of Forged that
Zephyr had seenin her life. What surprised her most was how small 1sol was.

Isol hung in the soft webbing of Tupac’s embrace, looking like nothing more than a piece of stranded
searjunk: an assembly of sparsjutting from acentra core of black hide that was knobbled with peculiar
outgrowths and pits. Here and there strange scars bubbled up in grey stripes and blobs of tough new
flesh. Twin seed-cases that Zephyr assumed to be engine housings hung below her, bizarrely botanicd,
surrounded in plastic sheeting behind which Arachno engineers worked with cautious movements. Those
pods must contain the aien devices, Zephyr thought, as she looked down on the VVoyager from the
observation gdlery and clung firmly to the railing. They were the colour of dried beetroots, smooth but
not shiny. If they had tell-tale details marking them as to use she didn’t see them, nor would she have
known what to make of them.

Staring was rude, shefinally remembered, and glanced away. She expected avery frosty reception,
going by the rumours of 1sol’ s legendary personality, and she was not disappointed.

‘S0, you'retheingpector,’ Isol said, ignoring Bright Eagle' s carefully precise introduction.

Zephyr found she was standing close to a section of chromahide that had dilated alittle to allow the
sound of avibrating sheet of thininner skin to emerge: anatura speaker that broadcast a voice that made
few concessonsto beauty. Its single tone wasted no nuance in conveying |sol’ simpatience.

‘I'm Zephyr Duquesne’

‘An archaeologigt. I've seen dl that. Y ou're fatter than | imagined. | don’t know if the seat in the Hand
will fit you, but it' stoo late to change it now. At least the acceeration islesslikely to knock you
senseless. Fat cushions the body from excessive gees, to some extent, so I ve heard. | hope you're not a
big talker. | don’t do chit-chat and | don’t want to hear it.’



Zephyr had heard thiskind of hurt-them-before-they-hurt-you attitude before, among older academics.
Shesaid mildly, ‘It' svery kind of you to—'

‘I wouldn’t dream of thiskind of maformation without the most extreme provocation,” 1sol snapped.
‘Don’'t thank me. Y ou'll soon long to be home again, and then you can thank Machen and his
government al you like. Asfor the niceties’ and here Isol duplicated ahorsdlike snort of derision, * - it's
me that has to make your food and process your shit, remember. Thanks doesn’t redlly cover it.’

Zephyr fdt her eyebrowslift with the effort of suppressing asmart retort. She held out the small posy of
violets she' d bought on Kilimanjaro and said, lacing the phrase with an unavoidable drollery, ‘1 brought
you these!’

There was amoment’ s pause in which 1sol’ s antennae twitched. * And what do | do with those?

“Y ou can stick them up your assfor dl | care Zephyr said evenly, giving the flowers an appreciative sniff
and keeping her smile pleasant, as she privately restored their scoresto an even one-al.

Isol snickered. Y ou keep them for me.

Zephyr stuck them in the top pocket of her new overadls, just below the Gaiasol indgnia. ‘Well’ shesaid,
holding her hand out in the wide-open gesture that was an offer to shake with a person who had no
hands. "I’ ll be seeing you for lift-off tomorrow, then. Sure was nice mesting you.'

‘Likewisg’ thevoice said. ’Don’t forget your tooth-brush. The giff, circular mouth-hole closed smartly
and became a single surface with the chromahide.

Zephyr let her hand drop to her side. Although thiswas her cueto get lost, she hung around, watching the
service work and the attachment of the supplies she would need astheir cases were fixed to the
Voyager's surface, later to be conced ed beneath a smooth dome of heat- and radiation-resisting
Ti-bone. Bright Eagle gave dl the explanations, long on technica detailsthat Zephyr wasn't interested in,
but shelet him ramble s0 asto give her timeto take in agood eyeful. She couldn’t imagine any of her
friends readily offering themselves up as pack mulesto take astranger to one of their stes of special
interest. Not if it meant the equivaent of having their hands sawn off and replaced with other limbs. Not if
it meant having that stranger live off you like an unwanted cuckoo baby. She dtill didn’t understand the
ggnificance of ZiaDi Notte' s second world to the Forged.

Ignoring the avatar’ s protest, Zephyr tapped the hide over the previous speaking point and asked straight
out. Possibly others would be too diplomatic to attempt it, but diplomacy wasn't going to wash with this
one, shewas sure of it.

‘| don't get it’ shesaid. "What do you hope to gain from this planet?
“Y ou couldn’t possibly understand’ Isol said. *Y ou’ ve always been free.’

Zephyr gave the hide a condescending pat, finally cross enough to stop giving Isol dl the power inthis
gtuation.

‘What asmdl imagination you' ve got if that’ swhat you believe - taking the mord high ground with aline
likethat. Do you suppose | asked to be born in thistime and this place, make alife for mysdlf and then
haveit dl thrownintheair just to stand here and listen to your selfish whining? Even if you get your
self-governance, who have you escaped from? You' Il till be there, won't you? No speed or distance will
ever changethat.’

But although she had rather hoped Isol would get angry at this provocation and reveal some clueasto



her red thoughts, the Voyager just said, ‘You'll see’

Asintended, it did make Zephyr shudder insde. She didn’t believe 1sol’ s promise that this misson was
going to be different from anybody’ s Smple running away from the mundanities and miseries of their own
gtuation, but she believed her hostility was redl and that made tomorrow aday she didn't exactly ook
forward to with bated breath. She let the Voyager have the last word and followed the Angdl’ s avatar
out of the hangar, letting his gpologiesto 1sol wash over her.

They left Tupac then and flew back to the Ladder and Idlewild itsalf, a spiky ring structure which, inthe
aftermath of so much odd biology, could only remind Zephyr of atightly closed cat’s sphincter, despite
itsmetdlic lustre and romantic name. She must just be in abad mood.

There followed another dreary couple of hoursin which various officers gppeared and went through the
‘Ah, so you're the professor we' ve been hearing so much about’ routine with her, and the *Watch out as
you drink coffee out of those sdlf-heating mugs - it' sredly hot’ and the * Rather you than me, ho ho ho’
and the *Of course, it may not really be alien technology but something they’ ve cooked up in the Belt...’
scenarios which she read as mostly Unevolved paranoiathat the Forged really had managed to beat them
intellectually in some desperate game to build ameans of destroying the economy. It made little senseto
her but it was apopular theme. Nobody really wanted to consider the prospect that it was a genuine
extrasolar artefact, and that fear she understood.

‘If it were dien,” one young woman asked her during some briefing about the use of thetentsand ded,
‘how would you tdll?

‘I don’'t know,” Zephyr answered honestly. ‘ AH the Earth artefacts | normally examine are of human or
older-hominid manufacture, and there’ s never been any doubt about that. I’ m not surethat | could tell.
Perhaps if athing seemed to be manufactured, but bore no resemblance to any object I ve ever seen
before - but, you know, to the eye that has no use for something everything looks like junk.’

The captain’ sface looked worried. * Some say the Forged have a different understanding - and that they
may have been able to complete the M-Theory and build it themselves.’

‘Now that | am sureof,” Zephyr said. ‘If thisisahoax or one of their congtructions, I'll tell you.’
“How can you be so confident?

‘If | can recognize anything at dl,” Zephyr replied wearily, ‘then it's probably awhopping fake’
‘But the cities—'

Zephyr held up her hand. “They aren’t necessarily what they seem... but, yes, if there saLibrary and a
Courthouse and aMain Street in evidence... you're probably right. They may becities!'

Later, asshetried to deep, strapped into her bunk, she reflected on the captain’ s unhappy acceptance of
her answer. 1t had been rather unscientific. There was a good chance that other life could have followed
many of the same routes aslife on Earth, and developed many smilar features. It was dso possible that
natural processes could create objects that appeared to be manufactured - vast paleolithic citadels, for
example - but that were only rocks temporarily put into a suggestive array by tides or erosion. She had
only asmall hope of being able to argue those cases one way or another and, with the added handicap of
having no ideawhatsoever of what these aleged aien beings might have been like, it seemed aridiculous
job to attempt.



11. Scratches

Kincaid moved with leviathan deliberation across the flatlands on the largest continent of his new world
beneath the orange star. He occupied an area of marshy grasses and river deltas that radiated outward
for more than athousand milesin every direction from his position. There he had nurtured the mixture of
sedges, weed and rushes with paternd care, selecting their gene profilesfrom hisinterna databanks,
combining and adjusting their feetures for the climate and their function, constructing and germinating the
seedswithin his own nurseries. His hands had planted and his tongues had tasted the changes he had
brought about in the planet’ s atmosphere and its silty tracts of fresh water. From one horizon to another
his body roamed and worked, limbs under their own partial control so that his mind wasfreeto listen.

Kincaid had done too much listening over the last few days. He strained hishearing and his
concentration, attempting to get beyond the drip and splash, the wind in the reeds, the minute creaks and
groans of leaves unfurling and seed heads puffing out their tough bracts, ready to fly. Benesth the
ordinary sounds of thisworld he struggled to hear what lay benegth: the soundless voices calling.

There was no knowing when, or for how long, they’d come. He didn’t even know if they werered or if,
deep in his psyche, some cancerous growth was disrupting the systems that maintained his equilibrium.
Heran diagnogticsto seeif they were variations of his own voice, rerouted through alimb or achannel
that was below the notice of his conscious mind, but the analyses revedled that despite his age and the
long hibernation he wasin good hedlth. There was no reason to think the voices had anything to do with
himatdl.

Therethey were again.

On the plains and in the ponds and streams, his Fingers and Toes stopped their work. He became
suddenly till, hisbasking skin dappled with the shadows of clouds and warmed by the summer sun,
darkened with rain. On the wind, through its dance, came the silent whisper,

Kincaid.

They whigpered his nameto him in pitcheslow and high, precise and distorted. They murmured it in the
curl of awave on hischeek, inthefdl of ultraviolet that pierced his skin, and he thought they smiled, or
laughed.

Kincaid!

He listened, obedient. The voices had no direction of origin. They were from nowhere. They spokein
unison, asthough the world itself spoke, though Kincaid' s million ears and eyes detected nothing,
nobody. His audio processors monitored no changes beyond the wind and the water, the sough of reeds
and grasses. The voices reverberated only in the ddlicate folds of his phytogenetic tract, and in the
hearing centres of hisbrains.

Kincaid.

What did it mean when a planet spoke? The Earth had never said anything when he wasin his youth and
gtill learning the functions of hisarmsand legs, of belly and gut and wings. Mars had never said hisname
ether, dthough it bore his mark in mountains and valeys, streams and rivers, forests, oceans and idands.
At first he'd thought he’ d imagined it, an engineer’ sfancy. I solated people often found themselves
accompanied by invisbles; it was ahazard of long periods donelike this, when suddenly random noises
seemed to stem from an intelligent, invisble ghost nearby. But lately it had begun to frighten him - and
besides, he had been here less than aweek.



Kincaid concentrated once more on hiswork. The grass thrived for the most part. There were some
patches logt to fungus and a mould he was till sequencing that had been lurking native on the so-called
barren land before he and Nobility had arrived to begin work, despite Isol’ s claims of sterility. Therewas
nothing out of the ordinary for such aworld that had once supported abundant life, and could do so again
before its star burned away.

He turned back to hisfields and sowed, pruned, cleared with afiercer concentration than before. When
the marsh was built, and Bara had primed the oxygen level, he could begin the forestation. Only a few
more months of work to go out here on the fenland, hethought, consoling himsdlf. But &t the limits of
hisreach his eyes stared outward with avigilance normaly reserved for inhabited worlds, and his heavy
surface skins twitched with the sudden cooling of cloud shadows as though the sensations reveded
another kind of life that was deeper than his own - not rooted in elements or the combinations of
molecules that made his structure, but in the interconnectedness of everything. Land spoke to sky, and
water to air.

Kincaid listened for the voices that wanted to speak to him, bone and blood.

They had gone. Still, hisback prickled.

12. A Vist from Reality

For amoment Corvax flailed around, unable to move fredly enough or think clearly enough to act, but
findly the parts of hismind long tuned to alawless existence hit the correct command strike on the
holoconsole, and he identified the small arrow-shaped being that had planted itself on hislanding platform
without permission. It was the person who had once been Firgt Class Flight Leader Tomahawk MekTek
Dragonstar Jagatak, and was now known in his post-army days as Dog Legba.

Corvax viewed the ssght with furious impotence. Dog L egbawas the favoured assault soldier of Xing
Xianshi, the only Unevolved pirate in the lanes, and the worst. It was Corvax who had made Xinginto a
MekTek. Hisreward had beento live.

The Dog, once a Gaiasol military-police unit, was carrying enough Al systems and power to have
rendered Corvax’ s defences inadequate in any case and, having seen that, Corvax wasn't about to do
the stupid thing and launch an attack. In the minute he had remaining to him Corvax worked at the lab
suitein afrenzy, uncoupling the block of Stuff from itstray and searching for somewhereto put it. He had
absolutely no doubt that it was what Xing had comefor, and that there would be amost no way that he
would be able to keep her from acquiring it. As he heard the landing party rattling up the gantry-ways
towards hislaboratory he was at aloss - he had been thinking about sending the Stuff to Earth, giving
himsdlf up to the government, some dream of protecting people foremost in his head running aongside
the panic that thoughts of Stuff set off in him. But there was no time to pack it, bag it and send it into the
drop chute. Anyway, Xing would sill get it.

Asthe doors opened Corvax had no ideawhat he was going to do. In one of hislesser hands he was till
holding the small cube of quartz. Two Arachnos entered first, the guns mounted on their body armour
automatically scanning the room. They separated to take point with aclattering of their legs, and Corvax
nodded a grim acknowledgement at Xing's Roc bodyguard, a creature in far better condition than he
was, and more suited to fighting.

Roc Cutter Thad had the grace of an eagle, and Ti-bone where Corvax had ordinary TeChitin. Hewas
scarred along one side of his beak where an energy weapon had streaked him, and athin foam of repair
cellsand plasmadripped from it, splattering the floor. Nonetheless, he handled the near-nonexistent
gravity of the asteroid with more panache than any other visitor Corvax had ever received. The rest of



the crew bumbled dong in his wake with mag-attachments and clumsy grapplings.

Thad aimed hisweapons directly at Corvax, dthough his greeting was devoid of any malice - he
regarded Corvax as ablood brother, abeit one hefelt no loyalty to. Xing herself rodein on athickset
cregture covered in hair and breathing through a heavy apparatus that dmost obscured the fact that it had
once been aMartian Hercules class. It was now shorter of limb and had been hoofed.

Corvax didn’t look too closdly at it in case he had to wonder who it used to be.

Xing, ametre and a haf of fine-boned Unevolved human, wore her cusomary fighting gear of nothing
save atattoo of her own genome written across her body. Her face was hidden by arespiratory mask
and the heavier lines of Tek-meta which radiated down across her shoulders and back, and wovein
dragon curvesto her toes. Corvax heard the metd click faintly as she dismounted her ‘pony’ and drifted
idly towards him. She waved ahand at his console array. It promptly vanished and he heard his systems
move into power-low mode. She’ d had an upgrade somewhere else; he wondered who' d doneiit, even
as she Started talking.

‘I hear you had avisitor.’

‘She'sgone.” Corvax didn’t like lengthy and knowing conversations that hedged the point, but Xing
enjoyed al therdish of her power.

‘I would like to see your scan of the Voyager’s new engine.” Or maybe she was getting old too.

‘I'm surprised you didn’t take it dready.” He found himself inching away from her as she gpproached
and her eyes became visible through the lensing of her mask.

‘Our Al specidist waslost recently,” she said, and reached up to undo the long black pigtail of her hair.
It unwound itsdlf immediately - every strand afibre-optic sensor line - and lifted in adark nimbus, flowing
thisway and that asif in water asit glanced around her, feeding her Tek with information about the
environment o that it could draw some conclusions about what Corvax had just beendoing. ‘So | am
reduced to asking thisfavour.’

“Youwon't beableto buildit,” he stalled, making some half-witted movements that indicated where her
Arachno engineer might make his downlink to the appropriate syslem node. Theidea of anything likethe
drive or Stuff in the hands of someone asvicious as Xing made him sick.

‘I'll bethejudge of that’ she said. She gave him an appraising look that clearly indicated he waslacking
inal departments. * And meanwhile we will take your specimen of the aien technology.’

Corvax hesitated. In the silence he heard the drip of Thad's healing wound and the gurgling rasp of the
pony-thing initsrespirator. The Arachno taking the download from Corvax’ s system set six black eyes
towards him, and itsgunsswivdled idly in hisdirection.

‘I don't have asample. Shewouldn’t give meone.” He made himself not grip the rock tightly, not let it
go, nothing.

‘Isthat right? Xing shrugged. ‘How disappointing. | had heard arumour that 1sol came hereto begin her
own market in anew technology, and was planning for you to act as her primary agent. Of course, that
means moving in on something that | consider my own specidity. Would you change your mind if |
offered you superior protection and distribution? Y our set-up hereis, let’ s be honest, hopeless.” She
folded her arms benegth the small, rounded softness of her breasts and stared at him impassively.

‘| don't have any of it



Thisgave her pause. Xing did not offer dedlslightly. She knew that if he turned her down, it was't
because of any scruples of his about legdity, either. But Corvax didn’'t know how she’ d come by her
information - whether through spying or by aclever guess - and so he was playing this game of poker
with abad, bad hand.

Her hair reached out and brushed the Arachno technician’ stough carapace. He shivered, thetips of his
legs drumming on the floor in a staccato dance of excitement and deference, and she said, “Thereis
nothing elsein your system of interest to me. Perhaps your whole usefulnessis at an end. Leaving you
here divewas my origina payment, but | don’t intend this new technology to become a public service so
that you can upgrade any filthy half-casteto try hisluck in the lanes." Abruptly she reached out her hand
and, with a sudden and powerful yank, plucked afeather from his shoulder. The sharp sting made him
wince.

Xing regarded the bloody end of it. * It' s a shame that the knowledge of alifetime doesn’t code down into
the genes,” she said, and then tossed it aside. * Y ou sent amessage when | arrived. Who wasit for? Her
fingerswandered in among his dulled flights, again sdecting. She pulled out another and flicked it over her
shoulder.

‘Tomy cousin,” hesad.

‘Oh, your cousin,” Shetook hold of an anti-gravity primary, afeather aslong as shewastall, and her
MekTek powered up. Her hair maintained its erotic contact with the Arachno, spping information from
his skin to verify what Corvax said. Any other Forged was acousin.

‘Machen’s Degraded messenger boy, Gritter’ he replied truthfully, fegling her fingers begin to exert a
terrible pull on the sengtive feather and its neura connections.

‘Wht did it say?

As sheripped the feather free and ashock of pain and anger struck him like abolt in the heart, Corvax
redlized for thefirst time the complete extent of hisloathing for her. She had afake Chinese name - made
up from adictionary, he knew, because he' d looked it up. It was supposed to trandate into Solian
English as Brave Redlity, and that was ajoke as far as he was concerned, when an Unevolved child used
her family’ sinheritance from the vast coca estates worked by Herculean labour to make hersalf Tek, and
then claimed glamour by leading aband of desperate Forged to steal from their own, thinking it wasthe
force of her personality and not the force of her payroll. Even as sheinfiltrated hisown MekTek with a
strand of her hair, he knew he was never going to sdll out to shit like she was, and if she wanted to read
that off the front of hisface or off the highline in his conscious Tek-processor, she could. Hatred now
eclipsed hisfear of pain and desth.

‘It said you’ d be on your way here, looking to cash in on any stupid rumour about imposs ble technology.
It said: “Call the cops. Dog Legbaand hisbitch are on themake.” It said: “ That fuckless whore from
Brazil isgoing to have to cash her assin on Virtua-porn before she makes anything out of me.”’

Hewasn't looking at Xing but at Thad, as her aggressive freebooter systemstried to co-opt hisown Tek
into their patois of command and conquer. The Roc Cutter’ s bleeding face gaped with beak haf openin
agrin of admiration. Thad waswrong if he thought that Xing didn’t see thistreachery, however, for her
active hair suddenly reached out and stung him with a sharp voltage, making him jump and swesr.

And Corvax wasin trouble. Many of his own memories were far from Xing' s reach, but certain Tek was
awaysonline- had to be, in order that hisfalling body could carry on functioning and interacting with his
equipment - and this she was consuming, despite his efforts to prevent her. She must have hired smarter
and faster programmers and he' d have liked to have known where from.



Heredlized, asthe unpleasantly dectrica sensations of nerve and junction becoming overloaded frayed
curioudy closeto hisbrain, that he might have to choose to shut down and die before she seized
everything. Hisarms suddenly moved without hiswill. Hiswingsraised and lowered like two old sails, his
humanoid secondariesjerked forward, and Xing moved into their fase embrace, smiling behind her
mask.

“Why won't you love me, Corvax? she asked sweetly, her hands sneaking forward beneath his breast
feathers and into the soft down, bitter cold. He was aware of fighting the movements, but only partialy
succeeding. No longer interested in conversation, he struggled for hislife, and felt the Arachnos
responding to her commandsto pin him down. She pushed and he fell with the grace of abowling pin
crashing to the floor under the strike of aspinning ball. His Tek-wires surged with ahowling heat and
began to scorch hisflesh. He smelled it asecond later, and knew the moment had come for an action of
definition or for surrender.

Therewas apain like no other in the world in hisface, and Corvax heard the Herculean pony making a
whining noise of terror and fear. The stink of shit filled the room’ s febrile atmosphere with despair. He
thought she was cutting off his besk.

Because it was the only thing remotely like awegpon that he had and his one arm was till mostly his
own, he flung the lump of quartz at her as hard as he could. He couldn’t see through his agony, and he
fdtit must surdy miss, but heflung it with the entire force of hishate and misery.

Therewas aseries of wet sounds and small percussive shocks, aspattering of small things tumbling,
faling and striking, and then there was peace, and a silence with the quality of an extended shudder.

Corvax lay 4ill inthe throb of his abating agonies and found he could see, looking around with hisown
functiond ‘ Tek again. He saw the pony curled up in afoeta ball, surrounded by adripping chaos of flesh
and metal. Where Xing, Thad and the Arachnos had been, there hovered agroup of small things, each
like across between a scimitar and awasp. As Corvax saw these objects they immediately flew
together, liquefied into asingle undistinguished blob, and fell to the floor, inert and unpretty as any other
lump of old rock.

He saw thelight-blast of the Dog' s engines asit took off in ascreaming curve at full power. He saw an
ordinary agteroid strike it heavily on one sSde, and itsflailing retrest into the depths of the Belt. He looked
at hisslicon dioxide again, and got up dowly, dipping on the debris of Xing, gathering up what was | eft

of her hair and scalp in one hand, the rock in the other. Thankfully anumbness of emotion had been
granted him. He had the presence of mind to store the hair for his own use, and to secure the stone on his
person. Activating the command sequences for his small emergency shuttle, he bent towards the heavy
shape of the pony where it sniffled softly, arms curved around its elongated head.

‘Comeon,” Corvax said and tried to help rouseit to itsfeet. ‘ Let’s get you back to Tupac. She'll take
care of you.’

‘Tupac!” squeaked the enormous beast, shaking so hard that its hooves tap-danced on the hard floor as
their mag-contacts srove to sabilizeit. ‘ Can weredly go there? it whispered in achildish voice
composed entirely of hope and wonder, as though he had suggested that they should vist fairyland.

‘Straight away’ Corvax promised, with more gentleness than he' d ever expressed to anyone before. He
felt dmost asthough he might cry, if thisform of his had possessed that ability. "We re going right now.’

He shepherded the Herculean through the exits and into his shuttle’ s purely machineinterior, telling the Al
whereto take its passenger. The pony lifted its snout towards him tentatively asthe door closed. ‘Will |
die?Havel?



‘Not yet,” he said. He waited until the craft had safely switchbacked out of the local areaand into the
highway. There was no sign of the Dog anywhere.

Then, alone at last, he opened hiswings and arms and screamed out the whole of histerror to the empty,
sensalessrock storm.

When he had come back to himsdlf, he sent amessage out to Gritter. He informed him that he was
coming to surrender to Gaiasol at the Idiewild station outpost and then added, * And listen to this, you
stupid rat-eater. Don't touch anything that has ever been in contact with Voyager Lonestar Isol.’

Then herdeased himself from the door of the laboratory and leaped up into the free space, using hiswing
clawsto catch a stone here, aboulder there, swinging himself up and around and down and out, heading
for the drop base on the Belt rim, and aferry trip to Earth.

13. A Day’sWork

The Degenerates were not popular with anybody. Glitter knew that and it irked him. Necktie knew it but
didn’'t care. Gritter gtill felt pissed off at the genera for the wholeissue about Isol and hislack of a
superbly high bonus, and this hurt had caused algpse of character, resulting in his current position at lurk
inthethick foliage of achestnut tree off the Madll.

He gazed acrossthe street towards the buildings on the far Sde, where Gaiasol’ s secret services, such as
they were, kept house. He' d dready been there, nursing a small hangover, for some three hours and was
now fedling cramped and more determined than ever to find some solace.

Hiswait was soon rewarded. A Phaery painted in the colours of Speedcorp Deliveries, one of the
lunar-based post offices, came gliding neatly dong, asmal envelope hdd tightly initstiny claws. It
paused at the intersection to glance cautioudy left and right, and then began the standard foolishly
circuitous route that its office had mapped out for it in order to disguiseitsreal destination. Thistook it
within three feet of Gritter’ s branch and those were three feet that the Phaery would have cause to regret
- briefly. Gritter legped out and seized it around the neck with his beak, fell through asmall branchette,
losing acouple of feathers, and plunged back into the greenery where he strangled the last life out of it
with hisfoot.

Breething heavily and staring around, Gritter was consumed entirely by aprimal sense of victory that
lasted afew mindless seconds. Then, asit faded, he was able to look down at the limp corpse and strip
off the gauzy high-speed wings and the tough, inedible chitin of itsiridescent casing. He stuffed its 1D
card (Secta Phaeriform Brian Brown, Postal Messenger. This Messenger is protected by all the
legal and civil guarantees blah blah |ah-di-dah. ..) into a crook of two branches whereit wouldn’t be
found for sometime, and partook of alittle leg-meat snack as he separated the envelope fromiits
tenacious hold. Evenin deeth it was hard to unpick the little bugger from his parcdl.

Then came a pause during which he decided to leave the envelope and concentrate on lunch. He placed
the inedible portions - head, claws, carapace - into his own bag, for later disposa at the tip, and gulped
therest, guts and al, wondering bitterly and not for the first time whether, if he' d been correctly Cast,
he' d be doing the same thing to some choice bit of lamb up the Andes somewhere, pulling inanice
whack each week and getting preferentia treatment on the lecture circuit.

Then, having carefully wiped the ooze off and stropped his beak clean, he opened the envel ope around
its heavy tamper sed, flicking off the booby wires as he’ d been taught, and extracted asmall paper letter.
He recognized two words at the top, which somewhat gave it away asto do with Forged Independence,
and then the rest was in code.



Gritter spat with annoyance. Without knowing what it said he couldn’t be sure who might want to know
about it. Served him right, maybe, for trying to sted off his own employer. Still, they might want it badly
enough to ransom it back viasome third party (not Necktie, obvioudy - someonewith abrain) or he
could take it straight to Machen and seeif it won him any brownie points, although Machen might want
some explanation if thewords at the top hinted that it should have arrived through the officid lines.

The long-distance cdll’ sincoming trill camein the middle of this dilemmaand nearly shocked him off the
perch. He couldn’t receive it on his own phone -would have to go to someone with bandwidth, and no
scruples, for that. He put the letter in the only clean section of his satchdl and set off for aplace he knew
near Mile End.

The solar comms shop was hidden around the back of two takeawaysin asmall yard. Gritter flew in at
the window and paid hisway in cash before taking up resdence a atermind, chair ill warm from the
last occupant. A haze of smoke and generd filth ensured that the parlour attracted no casua custom.

Hecdled the Van Allen Al opsat Amaigo and listened to the witless chitter about ‘if you are found to
be recelving sengitive information viathis network you will be summarily executed...” or whatever it was
until the message itsdlf findly loaded.

Theillegd body shop where Corvax worked then showed up in acrackly haze of bad crypt, which
annoyed the owner of the telephone exchange so much that she had to get up and shield her eyesand
ears behind the emergency data-cage until Gritter had finished his call. He perched on the uncomfortable
stool’ s dippery formica, meant for fat Unevolved arses, and struggled to hear Corvax’ s peculiar whisper.

‘Tel Machen | am bringing what hewantsto Idlewild.

Gritter became very dill, very dert. Was Corvax sdlling out? What he wants? What the hell wasthis
about?

Therewas a pause and Corvax’ s huge and ugly crow-dog head turned away. Gritter thought he saw
some scarring on the beak and blood scattered across the fine skin around hisvivid yellow eyes.

‘And listen to this, you stupid rat-eater. Don’t touch anything that has ever been in contact with V oyager
Lone-gar Isol.’

The message ended.

Gritter quivered with excitement and profound, uncomprehending gratitude. Specia information about
Isol. Newsdl his. Helet out araspy caw of exultation, causing the woman hunched next to him to glare
at him. He clacked hisbeak in her direction, letting her know that she could mind her own beeswax.

Fedling flush, he tipped the proprietress an extradollar. She looked a him dreamily through her artificia
lenses, where he could just make out amap of . the communi cations-network protocols. Her earslistened
and fine-tuned the frequencies and signd strengths between this backstreet show and her bandwidth
suppliers. Her face was pitted and filthy, hair bunched up in anest that was more black than grey - but
with grimeinstead of dye.

‘Getchasdf abath, gel,” he suggested.
‘Getchasdf abrain, bird,” she growled a him. * Y ou’re barred.’

‘What for? He madeto nip her hand but she was too quick.

‘Noillegd crypt on my lines’



‘Ah, yeah, and you had amother’ he snapped, launching himself at the opposite windowsi | where the
single pane was open onto the yard.

Sheflung acup of cold coffee a him and he tumbled out gracelesdy, hauling himsdlf upwardswith afew
exhaugting wingbests onto the guttering where he paused and shat, missing the window by afew inches.
He sorted afew flight primarieswith afurrowing in his beak and then made across the roof s towards the
chip shop, where he scattered pigeons left and right, watching their idiot flutter for safety with mildly
interested sadism. He thought briefly of pigeon meat, but then he ordered the chipsinstead, with vinegar
and ketchup and mustard and don'’t forget the brown sauce, mate. No point eating like a beggar when
you could soon afford the best.

Gorging himsdlf, Gritter contemplated his rewards and what he might buy, whom he might bribe. Hewas
s0 engrossed in this reverie that he forgot about the coded note for atime.

Theintended recipient of the note did not forget, however, and in the gifling smalness of hisofficein the
Services he pondered how to retrieve it, and what other use might be made of the Degraded Ornith now
that matters External to Home Affairs had suddenly taken an unexpected and violently interesting turn. He
left his velveteen coat on the back of his chair and went to lunch, as hisMekTek officers began to search
the city’ straffic datafor Gritter’ swhereabouts.

14. The Voyage Out

Zephyr couldn’'t deep in Idlewild' slight centrifugd gravity. Her mind raced with thoughts, most of them
terrorsto do with the day ahead or the void outside, so she decided to write aletter to Kalu and at least
get them out in the open. But after the first few words she faltered, and the Abacand’ s tablet remained
blank.

She knew it was because their relationship was unclear in her mind, or rather, that she' d deliberately left
it muddied so that she wouldn't haveto look at what it was. She missed him. She wanted to talk to him
and clear things up between them, but she knew that if she madethe call they’ d only take their usud path,
the occasiona long silence opening up for her, and she skipping out to the end of it with some new
subject that could entertain them both. She fdlt, although shewasn't certain, that he dwayswaited for her
to speak first. She was the one who had to move, if move there was to be made.

A Regisiry check, paid for on credit, told her the worst. Kalu was a Bathyform - ajelyfish. Shetook it
better than she' d expected. Her heart could not bring itsalf to change its affection for disappointment; it
only twitched with afew pangs of sadnessfor itsdlf.

She switched to the Abacand’ s newly enhanced thergpist functions and informed it of her discovery, just
to test it out, because there was nothing € se to do.

*So? Should | bresk things off?

The Abacand messed about with itsnew LEDs and said, Y ou must have known there was no possibility
of areationship, athough there are many cases of cross-Clade affairs of the heart. Mostly with
environmentaly compatible types, it hasto be said; mostly Herculean” Unevolved or Joviar/Saturnian,
athough thereredly isno limit to the possibilities for those equipped to use the Uluru redities. That
doesn't gpply to you, however.’

‘It @ppliesto him,” she said. ‘He can walk aong versons of Waikiki Beach and drink pina coladas at
Club Med if hewantsto.’

‘Virtua-based relationshi ps are often short-term affairs where non-Tek participants areinvolved,” the



Abacand informed her. ‘Very few Unevolved are aware of this because they cannot go there, but when
they do their lack of skill in communicating and understanding the nature of the medium makes matters
extremdy difficult.

‘ Are there many Unevolved having... rdationships-in Uluru, with Forged? she asked.

‘Many’ it said. "MekTeksamog al indulge in Dream-time recrestions. Otherswill pay the prices
necessary to rent time and equipment. There have been recent health reports on the use of these systems
and there is some suspicion that they may cause synaptic problems, epilepsy or even strokein
Unevolved, dueto the high-pressure datarates. And without real Tek it’s something of alacklustre event,
| hear.!

But Zephyr was thinking about the not-unhandsome Strategos Anthony now, wondering who he was
meeting, where and what they were doing. She felt amoment’ s embarrassment - surely they dl knew
about her persona situation because of researching her background. Thered flaw in dl thiswasthat
meeting Kalu just was't asimpossible asit should have been. She could have doneit, could till doit, if
sheredly wanted to. Her toes curled.

‘Do you think you love him? the machine prompted after it received no response.

‘| thought | loved Benny Danto in the fourth grade’ Zephyr said, *and | thought | loved Mister Married
Lawyer, but both of those turned out to be damp squibs. My love of fabricating history has been the only
congtant.’

“You dissemble,” the Abacand said sharply. ‘Y ou don’t want to admit that Mister Married Lawyer
broke your heart, and you never have.’

“Shut up.” She thumbed the machine off and stuck it into her satchel, securing it in place. Strapped into
her own cot, she closed her eyestightly and tried to imagine ameeting - to test things out.

In her mind' s eye Zephyr saw Kau as aman-thing, asort of merman who would appear in the surf, a
fishy slver, and walk out on borrowed legs, his clothes artfully fashioned from seaweed and shells, his
face (on second thoughts, let’s not do faces, can’t get MML out of my mind’' s eye) ... anyway, he
walks up and then... They might touch and swim out, tentaclein hand... That made her laugh until she
thought of Forno - the pornography of Forged and Unevolved together: asickeningly infinite array of
penetration and interpenetration potentias, of violence, tenderness, lust and revulsion.

So, Happily Ever After had foundered on thoughts of tentacles and fronds of ice-cold fish-flesh,
sharp-edged fins, ballooning body cavitiesfilled with icy sdt water, amouth full of tiny shark’ steeth.

It wasfutile. No doubt he would have fashioned himself into a suave cresation of the perfect Unevolved,
and it wasonly her sick imagination, inleague with her defensveness, that warped him into this fantasy of
what a Forged might be instead of wanting to accept the placebo, or face the truth. She might aswell
have written the script hersalf and never included him. What wasit they called people like that?
Fornicators.

Thered problem was her fear that she might actualy be seduced by him, by it. The idea of the wholefish
thing wasn't redlly asrepulsve asit ought to have been, and that was... shedidn’t know. It was
upsetting. What would this ability to consider it make her, in the eyes of ? her friendsand family, her
colleagues?

Zephyr'smoral conscience said that it was no different to ordinary loves. Ah, but it was, said something
that was strongly animal, strongly chemica, a bit that processed smell and taste and taint, and ordered



her desre and revulsion. It was very different indeed, the love of an"dien’ thing - fraught with terrorsin
itsinsatiable desire for the otherness, as cliched in itsway as belonging to avampire cult. She didn’t want
to imagine that their whole relationship was founded only on the thrill of bending aworn old taboo and of
satisfying alonging born of the same fragility that supposed dating a married man was some kind of
daring act of modern womanhood and sdlf-defining passion.

Zephyr wrote athanks note for the kit and the scarf. Then deleted it. She fell adeep at some time after,
and woke to the ringing darm, her groggy vision barely emptied of Queen Elizabeth 1, axe in hand, ready
to gtrike off Walsingham'’ s head.

‘Anyway,’ the Abacand said as she switched it on to check her itinerary, ‘what’ swrong with smple
gratification?

‘Areyou going to belike thisthewhole trip? she asked. ‘Because | don’t want to discussit any more.’

“Y ou don’'t want to talk about anything else, you mean,’ it retorted. ‘ But seeing asyou insst - you have
an hour before departure.’

‘And | want that likeaholein the head.’

The Lonestar has dready docked,’ the Abacand said. ’I’'m surethat if you tell her your fedings, you'll
find they’ re warmly reciprocated.’

‘We ve donethat bit' Zephyr said, struggling to make smdller, dower movements, to avoid the sensation
that her circulation was balooning. ' Mutua hatred has been agreed. Y ou’ re to watch her for Signs of
madness.’

‘Compared to you? the Abacand said with disbelief, and switched itsalf off before she could reach out
tohitit.

Zephyr put off the fatal moment aslong as she could, and then braved the walk out to the dock aone -
despite the aleged company of an Idlewild staff officer who was as taciturn and grim-faced an individud
as she had ever met. The Strategos was waiting for her as he had promised, his uniform immaculate, his
copper Tek gleaming in the soft light. He shook her hand warmly.

‘We did what we could to persuade the V oyager to construct a beacon for communications with the
same technology that she has acquired in her engines but she has refused. Since we understand that Zia
Di Notteisover twenty-seven light years distant, there will be no link with uswhile you are away. | do
gpologize” He seemed hesitant, and she recognized the offer of alagt-ditch way out of it.

‘l see” Shelonged for aglimpse of Earth but they were on the space-facing side of the station. She had
just become along-distance and incommuni cado agent with no escape routes, not even acyanide pill.

She thought of the classes on twenty-first-century discoveries that she had been scheduled to teach, and
recalled her admiration for the great explorers and adventurers whom she’ d been pressed to include.
Ernest Shackleton would not have flinched from this quest. HE d have punched her lights out to get to
gtand in her shoesright now - an entire world to flag up instead of Smply ageographical marker point
such as the South Pole, and as much danger and surviva thrill asyou could wish for. Zephyr was no
Shackleton, no Boudicca, no AmdiaEarhart. She wasn't in theleast invigorated by thisfresh difficulty.
But her stubborn streak had become activated last night by Isol’ s prickly smugness and she could not
back down from a challenge like that one.

‘Because of the distance’ the Strategos said solemnly, ’there can be no rescue missions, you understand.



Shenodded. ‘I’ veleft copies of my will with thebase Al shefound hersdlf saying camly.

“Y our return date isin seven days. | wish you well.” Heraised hisarm and touched, her on the shoulder,
sueezing it for asecond longer than was gtrictly formal. *When you come back,” he added, letting go
and smiling sheepishly, * perhaps you’ d like to go out for dinner?

Zephyr laughed. “There sno " perhaps* about it. Y ou’ d better book the best table in the world, because
| may have quitealot to say."

She was grateful for the moment, so much so that she leant forward and kissed him on the cheek, adight
static zap from the metal on hisface sparking acrossto her.

‘Nylon carpets,” he muttered apologeticaly, but

Zephyr had aready turned without delay to ensure no lengthy and embarrassing continuation of the
moment.

She stepped through the door into the small airlock. When the panel s closed behind her and the
exchanges cycled, she sghed with relief. It was al done now. Ahead lay something fresh, and eveniif it
was unpleasant, shewould have it to hersdlf.

Theforward door did open and the black, soft-metal wrinkles of 1sol’ s dilated abdomen glistened
sharply where they were drawn close againgt the structure of the station-hull.

“You may board,’ Isol said, aforma clip in her voice that Zephyr had thoroughly expected. * Stow your
pack in the webbing provided. Make yoursdlf familiar with dl thefacilities” Thelast word was said with
some disdain and Zephyr knew it referred to earing and toilets primarily, two humble functionsthe
Lonestar felt itsalf much above and probably deeply soiled by. Zephyr didn’t alow any moment of
imagining hersdlf performing either, but ducked through into thetiny cabin area.

The heat was nearly stifling. Once she wasinsde, there was barely room to turn around and standing was
difficult without feding her hair brush the leathery calling with an uncomfortable dragging sensation. A
single plush seat became, at the touch of a control, her couch, bed and dining space aswell. Therewasa
reasonably sized screen set up on the bulky packaging of her survival ded at one softly curved end of the
cylindrical room and her rations and water had been stored beside the seat, packed tightly in some of the
websthat grew out of the wall. She placed her own bag, tentatively in case it was something the Lonestar
could fed, into aspare one of these. Immediately it bulged out and reduced her elbow room by athird on
that Sde. She sat on the seat and examined the safety harness, feding hersdf start to perspire.

‘I lovewhat you did with it’ she muttered, staring at four beltsand afive-way dlip.’It' svery
late-twenty-first-century: so efficient, yet cosy.

‘My Hand is capable of atmospheric entry and independent flight' 1sol said. ’1 will be glad to jettison its
extramass as soon as possible. For the time being you must sit down and not touch anything. Wewill be
afew hours out to reach my departure point. Machen will try to follow any manoeuvres, and | don’t want
to bein range of hisbest trackerswhen | go, just in case.’

‘ Sounds like somebody’ s confidence has taken aknock.’

“Y ou have the military history, so you do the calculation, honey. Fivetimes he stried to sted apart of my
engines, and that’ s just while I’ ve been here.” The door shut and, asthe metal sections did home, adark
sheet of flesh moved to cover it and wriggled itself into place. Air Sighed in through gilled ventsin the
ceiling, adjusting pressure. There was amuffled sound of something clanging, and the blunted chuff



noises of explosive clamps decoupling.

There was no sign that they had moved but then Zephyr was pushed down in the seat, and she guessed
a areasonable acceleration away from the station. Since there was no way to see where they were, she
had no idea where they were headed. She took the Abacand out of her bag, mostly for a sense of
company, and switched it on. It gave her amap and asignd toillustrate their rapid trangt away from the
sun, curving on a course that would avoid dl the planets and significant way-stations.

‘It sunusual for an ordinary professor’s Abacand to have stdllar tracking capability’ 1sol remarked.
"What makeisthat?

‘It's, uh... TradEqudity’ Zephyr said, naming the cooperative who had congtructed it and grateful that it
was onethat gave afair wage in exchange for good work from anyone. The grip on her subsided and her
body became fully weightlessfor thefirst time, tugging gently against the harness, asudden flushin her
face and fingertips. “ They gave me some extramods so | could survey the planet’ s magnetosphere and
do some depth analysis and map the local solar area’

‘| dready did most of that’ Isol informed her crisply, the voice coming from nowhere and everywhere.
'But naturdly they won't trust me. What else doesit do?

‘I have dl my history, anthropology and palaeontology databases Zephyr said, 'plusal of the zoologica
and botanical materia | couldfit in. Including acompletefossil record of the Earth, and the primary
Martian geologies, amodelling system for long-term planetary conditions, a—"

‘Spareme’ 1sol said. ’| meant, hasit been modified to do other things besdesal the stuff you need it
for?

‘Such asspying?
‘Suchas’
“How would | know? Zephyr snapped. ‘ Do you think they’re likely to have told me?

There was agrumpy silence during which Zephyr heard the odd sounds of 1sol’ s existence around her:
sghsand gurgles and incomprehens ble hums of various frequency and modulation. She began to fed

dightly quessy.
‘S0’ the Lonestar began again, artificidly breezy, *what made you go into the study of human history?

‘Moglly thefeding that | wasn't apart of it' Zephyr said truthfully, because she was presently fegling too
ill tolie.’ AH the big stuff seemed to be over, and the future made me fed irrdevant. What made you go
into politics?

‘Thesame’
‘Can you drop the temperature in here?
‘Of course’

Thear became cold dmogt ingtantly and then gathered itself up again towards warm, but Zephyr felt
much better. ‘It must be strange, trying to keep in contact with things when you're so far away.’

‘Physical presenceis not necessary for active participation. | communicated. It was dow, but adequate.’

‘And now it' singant.’



‘Now’ Isol paused significantly, *everything has changed. The Forged at |ast have something concrete to
focustheir energies on, anew future.

‘What future? It dl sounded very vagueto Zephyr.

‘A future of saf-development, free of the bonds of Form and Function’ Isol replied smoothly, asthough
from atextbook. The Abacand showed her accelerating dightly as she did so. * Free of the salf-serving
interference of the Unevolved.

‘Y es, but why on this other world?

‘Because it has been done there before. Everything awaits there. The gateway to freedom’ the VVoyager
announced.

‘Andien technology?

‘It isthe embodiment of perfect Self-Development’ 1sol said but she sounded less than ahundred per
cent sure. ' 1t shows us the way forward, out of the shackles of

Solar DNA and the limits of the human imagination.’ Her voice was quieter and she seemed about to say
more, but cut hersdlf off.

Zephyr, concentrating mainly on feding no worse, pursued her. ‘How canyou tdll al this?

But Isol didn’t answer, and after aminute or so Zephyr redlized she wasn't going to. Whichever way you
cut it, hers had been an odd statement. Zephyr hadn’t thought of the Forged as motivated by such
persona, esoteric goas. She had only imagined them involved in apalitica struggle that was as much
about their adolescent emergence into the biosphere asit was about areal power tusde with the
Unevolved on Earth. Like children, they must have their moment to break away from the parents’ ideas
of what it wasthey ought to be, even if the parents had never really had those ideasin thefirst place
except in the child' s self-centred imagination. But talk about escape from DNA was definitely weird, and
any idle thoughts Zephyr had entertained of digging up pretty aien pottery and speculating from fossils
fled quickly. She began to doubt that any of her skillswere going to be of the dightest use.

A time passed, in which they crept dowly according to the Abacand’ s solar map, amere seventeen
kilometres per second. Zephyr closed her eyes and tried to rest, but it felt worse like that and she opened
them again and focused on the screen. The Abacand projected their route: they had barely moved.

She read atext on biologica taxonomy and one on the naming of Forged, which was founded on a
lengthy and obscure set of rules based on Clade structure and the quantity and type of mechanics
involved. She primed herself in one of Kau' s zones of expertise - archaeobacteria - and tried to get her
head around eukaryotes and theories of how life must evolve from first principles, no matter what piece
of the Galactic Habitable Zone it found itsdlf in. 1sol’ s planet was very Earthlike, so she might expect
somekind of smilarities, but Zephyr kept coming back time and again to the Lonestar’ sevangdigtic
tones, with unshakesble disquiet.

‘1s0l? shesaid quietly into the darkness, as she switched off the screen.
‘Minn? Asever, Isol was awake. ‘Have you ever beeninlove?
There was asilence. * Not with another person,” camethe reply, guarded and dow.

‘Did they make you immuneto it? Zephyr'ssincerity must have been more evident than it felt. She
sensed that 1sol was il prickly, but less so, dthough she was clearly suspicious. Zephyr knew now that



Lonestar was a Clade determined by psychologica adaptation: alineage of supreme self-sufficiency that
had been groomed to require no externa validation or affection, physical or emotiona. Normal responses
to others had been geared to react to abstractions and various frequencies of eectromagnetic radiation
instead. But Zephyr was doubtful about such aclaimto lack of afeding of commonality with otherswhen
Isol must till fit the parameters of what congtituted a human persondity. If 1sol had crusaded on that
front, Zephyr wouldn't have hesitated to support her - it was crudl indeed to try to make people inured to
some of the drives that were as deeply ingrained in their physiology as was companionship. But perhaps
it was an easier thing to accept about yoursalf than Zephyr’ s romantic imagination hoped. ‘No. | believe
they tried to inoculate me againgt it, but it would have spoiled my very keen sense of loyalty to Earth,

Isol said drily.

‘And you broke that conditioning? Zephyr asked.

‘It and | test each other. It hasamused me. It’ s quite possible to work against your own fedlings, if you
have astronger impulse towards something lessfasay imposed.’

‘Lessfase?

‘| was madeto serve Earth, but | live to confound it. Theloyaty isthe Monkeys will. Theresistanceis
mine. | know you think of me as deficient, because | was made to be different, but | think | was made
too well. | can bedone, and | don’t need any of you. | wouldn't care about you one way or the other if
my lifewere my own and not just the service of your dreams. Free me and we can be dlies. Ingst on my
fixity to your flag, and we'renot.’

“You loveyoursef better.
“Who doesn't?

Zephyr turned on her side. She thought she detected that 1sol was mildly amused now, and knew she
hadn’t yet found adoor in.

‘Goodnight.’
‘1 hope you dream better than you imagine,” 1sol said quietly.

The words disturbed Zephyr more than an outright insult would have. She was till pondering them when
shefdl adeep, floating aslightly asabreath of air, listening to the rasping lullaby of 1sol’s many hearts.

Hours later there was a breath of cold on her face, and the Abacand’ s dlarm sounded. Zephyr cameto
suddenly, wondering if she had been snoring. They had passed into Martian space, apparently.

Isol spoke. ‘1 am preparing to make the transfer to
Zian orbit. | thought you' d rather be awake, not that that' |l make much difference.”
‘Why?

‘Travel isinstantaneous. | suppose you ought to at least try to make notes on it for the boys back at
base, though.’

Zephyr scowled and tried to Sit up, the couch moving suggishly after her once she’ d bounced back of f
the straps. She was about to ask how it worked when she remembered that even Isol probably didn’t
know, and wouldn't have told her. Suddenly she wanted some kind of safety check, but what would that
be?



‘Second thoughts? Isol asked swestly.

Zephyr said nothing. She was thinking now that maybe 1ol had put her to deep with somekind of gasin
theair or by limiting the oxygen - it hadn’t redlly hit home until now how much shewas a the Voyager's
mercy. The Abacand had switched itself into arecording mode.

‘Doesn’t any of thisbother you?
‘Any of what?

‘Ingtant travel, strange equipment, not understanding the first thing about it,” Zephyr said, her academic
mind finally snapping free of the bonds of politeness and fear that had been holding it in check. Shewas
sounding sharply sarcastic but found she couldn’t stop. ‘I mean, didn't this technology belong to
somebody and maybe it won't do you any good, and doesn't it strike you as odd that it wasjust lying
around and that it let you find this particular place of dl the placesin the universe? Aren't you being had
for somekind of sucker?

‘I believe it was | eft thereto be found,’ 1sol said with tolerant iciness. ‘| found it because | wasintended
to find it, and intended to locate Zia Di Notte and itsworlds. The odds against running into it accidentaly
areincredibly high. It sthe legacy of arace of saf-adapters, like us, who have gone on before.’

“What makes you think so? Couldn't it just be that you want to think that, but there could be awhole
series of other possible explanations? Didn’t anyone ever tell you to try before you buy?

‘Professor, if you want to leave, thereis gill time. The Hand will return you to Earth. But | am about to
go on. What will it be?

Zephyr was aware that she had begun to rant. Her heart fdlt like it was pounding not only in her chest but
in her face, ears, hands and feet. She was a vast ballooning bubble of fear and theinside of her wanted
out. But she said nothing. Seconds passed.

‘You'retoo late Isol said. ‘We' ve arrived.’

15. The Stolen Note

Machen received Glitter’ s garbled delivery of information camly. He had just observed the Lonestar
vanish from the traffic-control system, and smultaneoudy had lost contact with the sophisticated beacons
ingtdled in Zephyr Duquesne' s Abacand. Confirmations of their departure from loca space were winging
infrom dl over, festooning his monitors with colourful noteslike aLabor Day parade.

Gritter sat on his perch and waited for Machen to open the stolen |etter. The genera didn’t fee much
interest in the contents and he stared down at the blood-spattered thing for several seconds.

‘Whereisthe envelope?

‘Logt, ennit?

‘Who wasit for?

‘1 dunno. Never saw it. Got thisfrom me mate.’

Machen turned the page open with hisfinger. It was coded. * What use isthis without the keys?

“You're bound to 'ave ‘ em, entcha?



Machen did the paper across his desk and put it face down where the military Al could read it, and
where a copy would wing itsway to Anthony, who would be far quicker at discovering its authenticity
than would any attempt at reasoning with Gritter.

‘And Corvax iscoining to Idlewild?

‘Straight up.’

“‘Why now?

‘Didn’'t say, but hewas red apologetic for al thetroublein the past.’

Machen nodded thoughtfully. ‘ Get lost before | have you shot for interfering with the postd service,” he
suggested, not glancing left or right.

‘What about my money?

“You'll be paid when you bring me anything | couldn’t find out some other way' Machen said, tired of
repeating himsdlf. ' The Avian guard will be dong in amoment. | suggest you move on.

The Degraded eagle made a disparaging noise but glanced skywards and was gone in aflurry of blueand
gold. Machen shut the window. The systems Al chimed in and announced, * This message was intended
for the secret service, Agent 2177, ationed herein London. It's from a contact within the Forged

| ndependence Movement. Trandation follows!’

Machen listened and before it was done he caled Anthony.

‘There smore of them,” he said, ignoring the views of Anthony’ s hologram rotating above his desk and
looking underneath instead, massaging his collie dog Bob with hisfoot as he did in times of stresswhen
anger threatened to make his collar pop. Bob snapped at his laces and they played abrief game of Chase
the Squeaky Bone back and forth.

‘Besidesthe Ticktock Hive, both the Gaiaforms have vanished, Anthony said.

‘We ve got to find out who'sin on thisand where dl that technology has gone. I’ ve afeding that when
Corvax arrives he' sgoing to know something. Get a squad out to the Belt and arrest him, so we can
bring himinfagter.’

‘My thoughts exactly.” The Strategos cut the link.

Bob won the toy and spent amoment chewing it vigoroudy. Machen said a prayer to someone - he
wasn't sure to whom.

16. The False M oon

Secta Ticktock Trini stood in the corridor they had labelled C389, five point two kilometres from its
origin at the hub of the primary artificial moon above the new world. Behind her the open hatch of door
C389-54 closed slently and settled back into its fifteen-thousand-year deep with barely asound. Trini
remained poised at attention, the tips of her four legs balanced on the dustless floor, her many antennae
waving lightly around her heed, lent extra strength by the moon’ sfrail gravity. Shewasn't sureif she had
heard something.

Before her the length of the corridor stretched into a pinprick, its sides and floor scarred by thousands of
track movements and fine scratches still bearing traces of various metal's and synthetic molecules | eft



behind. She had left her own Ti-bone and chitin behind her there in saverd places. Its ceailing, far above
her head, glowed faintly with the jerry-lights that the Hive had managed to rig. Trini was closeto the limit
of their generator’ sinfluence and, athough she waswell equipped to see across the entire light spectrum,
shefdt an unreasoning animd trepidation at the thought of moving out of itsrange and into the uncharted
darkness.

Tuning hersdlf acutely, she listened to what her Ssters heard wherever they explored aong other radii of
thiscolossa structure. Beyond the sound of their claws, the fuzzy blur of their radio, and the rapid pulses
of their sonar - nothing.

Trini resumed her walk, tension relieved by the concentration of working. She logged al doorways and
hatches, routingly peering through, where she could, into roomsfull of peculiar objects. Each of these she
scanned and recorded for later analysis by the Hive.

Some rooms were vagt, kilometresin diameter, others seemed ordinary, just larger than she would have
expected for an Unevolved room on Earth. Some were empty, others crammed asif they were only
cupboards where any untidy things got shoved away out of sight. Asthe othersdid, Trini believed this
place was analogous to Tupac herself, or to Mougiddo, the Jupiter Pangenesis. It was where these
people had made themsealves but, unlike the Blessed Tupac and Mougiddo, it did not live.

Trini didn’t spend much of her time thinking about the political ramifications of the actions of their group.
She fet, without needing to andlyseit, that the Hive was being both treacherous to old Earth and to the
people who had trusted it to remain patriotic, but at the sametimeit wastrueto itsaf. A hive sfunction
wasto examine, build and maintain complex machines. Because this moon was an dien deviceit was
even more interesting than anything the Hive had come across before. 1t drew them with its peculiarity
and its defiance of their intelligence. She had never been more content with her work: examining the
details of dl she saw, relaying her information to the others, and listening to the upper levels of their
consciousness decode the potentias of what they could understand. Thiswas far more exciting than
merely drilling down through some old Al to extract its remaining val uable dataand materias. But
recently, within the last few days they had spent here, she detected achangein their mind.

It was hard to put it into any forma mode. Trini had no exact cause she could point to asthe root of her
unease, but she knew that she and her ssterswere dl experiencing risng anxiety. Their antennae were
more dert. They paused more often. They waited for one another’ sregular chirps of encouragement and
reassurance. They shared information and looked quickly into it, forming little subgroups of Hive gestalt,
to seeif therewas aclue there that might explain it.

No, she did hear something. It came from the end of the corridor, beyond the lights.

AsaTicktock, she had only the rudimentary equipment for comprehending audio waves. Her hearing
was a stage or two better than Unevolved hearing - in Secta terms she was almost deaf - but she was
certain of the sound; it was asif the corridor was along throat and the moon had sighed, very softly.

Instantly her eyes and leg hairs struggled to identify corresponding motion in the air around her, but there
was none. Beyond her hearing - in a place that she knew did not exist except asan illusion of her own
mind, a space where she imagined she would have had a heart -she heard avoice counting silently,

Eka, Dwi, Trini, Ch'twari, Pancha... The namesof the Hive.

Instantly she was relaying thisto them, and they relayed it to her in return, their sgnals cancelling one
another out.

In surprise she cut communication and siood donein the dim, grey light.



She heard nothing now. Shefdt it instead - the count:
... Sapta, Ashta, Nava...
It went through dl five hundred names of the Macros and the Micros before it was ill.

When it stopped, Trini ran adiagnostic on hersdf. There was nothing out of the ordinary about her. She
was as she had been made, except for some dust from the Moon' sinterior that had settled here and
there on her exoskeleton of metal and chitin. She wondered if she had breathed in dust, but her spiracles
were clear. There seemed to be nothing there, the same nothing she looked in on everywhere, the great
echoing absence of alifelong gone.

‘“Trini?
Eka, the nomina leader of their group, was speaking. ‘ Return.’

More grateful than she could have acknowledged, Trini turned and ran back through the silently moving
doors, each opening and closing in perfect time with her speed and direction, running on monitors that
had been ancient when she was il long undreamed of .

She found her sister workers clustered benegth the gateway on the Moon' s surface, queuing to enter the
long tube of the Comb. Thelir craft and home was moored securely above, its single corridor lined with
the recuperation bays where they could rest and feed after along shift’swork. For once there was no
anticipatory chitter of the second shift ready to start. The Comb was quiet except for itsown internal
noises of duice and valve, and the hum of deep conversation where al the workers who were dready in
their cdlstalked and thought.

Trini wasthird last to leave the Moon - as she had been third to enter it. Shetried to show no undue
haste in following Ch’twari, keeping to the regulation quarter-metre of distance, as Dwi did behind her,
but she was relieved beyond measure to enter the Comb and find her distant cell. There she snuggled into
thetiny space, folding her legs and arms nestly up againgt her body, fitting her antennae into the link
spaces, and settling her head and torso againgt the soft bend of the wall where their exact mould awaited.
The door closed her in and the jelly flowed to surround her, soothing her frets away with its sweet, gentle
touch and its healing mix of nanocytes and nutrients. The dust was cleansed away and the doors closed.

Shefloated, safe, and tuned in to the variant discussions of the Hive mind, the Queen state, rising gently
into the place where her ssters discussed the no-voices and the haunted machine beneath them, and then
beyond that into the al-consuming single awvareness that was Ticktock Hive Cherisse, five hundred
consciousnesses functioning as one. Here there was only the absolute concentration upon the objects
found. There was no room for uncertainty and fear, or the fragmented and imperfect awareness of Trini.
There was gladness, contentment, interest, composure.

They worked long hours, drifting above the silent world - not even aware of 1sol’ s return when she
appeared on the sunward side and detached her new and powerful Hand.

17. TheLog City

No visuas or information supplied by the Abacand made it fed red to Zephyr. How could they bein
another solar system, just like that? Y es, she could see it on the screen’ s portrayal of information from
Isol’sown eyes. Yes, it was certainly not Sol (too orange), not Earth (too much brown, wrong
continental shapes), not Luna (shiny and coloured, and besides, two of them) and there were no signs of
any congelationsthat she recognized. But she was so used to dl kinds of unredities and smulationsthat
this made as much impact as astudent project, and shefelt nothing. Why should she, herein her tiny



womb? For the time being, however, she must accept it asif it werethe truth.

She glanced at the Abacand and willed it to tell her what had happened - if anything had - but it wasn’'t
reveding anything in front of |sol.

‘How do you doit? she asked the walls, where now a sheen of dampness from her breath had left them
moistened.

‘| intend to bethere, and so | am,” Isol replied. ‘ The engine functions upon a definitely willed choice to
travel.’

‘What else doesit do? Zephyr asked, thinking of definitely willed choicesto go home, have acup of tea
and watch junk-opera - or of choicesto berich, have vast estates and rule the world: Genghis Khan,
Ozymandias, they’ d had awill.

‘Nothing,’ Isol said quickly.
‘What doesit fed like?

‘Look, | don't seethat | have to discuss any of thiswith you. It’sthe planet you' re here to look over, not
my mind. Or hasthat objective changed?

‘No, no,” Zephyr said hadtily, peering at the screen’ sfirgt offerings of this new world. * Can you show me
acloser image?

‘Here are dl the geologic, spectrographic and ground-map data.’ 1sol put them on as aseries of overlays
on aseriesof identical Zian planets, dowly zooming closer until festures could be observed.

Zephyr saw continents with dmost familiar edges, set in blue oceans of sdty weter, their minerd contents
closeto those of Earth. Theland rosein hillsand mountains, astilled portrait of the planet’ s violent
dynamics. Idands dotted the vast watersin lines that followed deep crust faults above aheavy iron core,
and a seething mantle, thicker than Earth’ sand less active, betrayed alonger cooling, an older beginning.
Across the blue and brown white clouds built, tore and swirled, ddlivering rain, snow and ice storms
depending on their relationship to the polar regions, which were both capped white. One image zoomed
closer dill, and Zephyr froze in her chair at the sight of adistinct pattern beside the coast where steep
cliffs sheared away into the sea.

A hexagond grid spread from the shorein regular progress, to cover the hillsthat rose on three sdes of a
natural bay. It was marked out in clear-cut areas of flat stone, and within the hexagons of this-
enormous, she saw, glancing at the scale bar - comb there arose structures of varying height and
complexity that were not unlike copies of basat column, but which were sufficiently atered to reved

great deliberation and design. It seemed that 1sol wasright. There were structures here that must have
been made by minds. They looked nothing like Earthly artefacts.

Closer Hill. Zephyr could hear her blood in her ears.

‘What' sthat? She jabbed her finger a a shape on the narrow beach where black stones and grey sand
mingled dong the waterline. The resolution of 1sol’ svison findly began to fall asthe picturefilled the
screen and fought to show itself. There were spars curved in acage, tatters of something blowing from
them, aline of separated rings, the gleam of metd.

“That' sdead,’ Isol said, and Zephyr suddenly saw bones with the remains of tough hide on them, mostly
buried and amost destroyed by the relentless pawing of the sea.



‘| thought you said therewas no life here’
“Thereign't.
‘How old isthat? Zephyr turned to the Abacand.

‘It' s hard to say without amaterias andysis” Its cam voice seemed out of place in this moment. ‘ But not
more than twenty years, unlessit has been recently uncovered. If that were the case, it might be
thousands or more. We would haveto see’

“You may see’ Isol alowed. ‘It ismorning there, in Tanelorn. Will you go there now?
‘Tandorn? Zephyr said, furrowing her brow - she couldn’t place the name.
‘From abook | read,’ 10l said, not offering the title, author or date. * It seemed appropriate.’

Zephyr made amental note to ask the Abacand about it later. She then made an effort to organize hersalf
and prepare, dthough her mind was empty of anything except amazement and acynicism that didn’t want
to die. They might go - or maybe they had gone - nowhere and thiswas anillusion; she couldn’t tell.
Perhapsit was ajoke or atest, but she mustn’t think that way yet. Wait and see.

Her worrieswere interrupted by a soft but unmistakable shudder rolling through the walls of the Hand.
‘What'sthat? | am hysterical, Zephyr redlized, hearing hersalf squesk.

Isol didn’t reply immediately. The shudder continued throughout the rest of her bodly, if the sound and
vibration were anything to go by. To Zephyr it felt likeasmal ‘ quake or the passage of awavefront,
athough she was not experiencing anything directly. For afew seconds she noticed the air become utterly
gtill, then it began to spurt erraticaly out of the gilled vents before it stabilized.

‘Areyou dl right? Zephyr asked in the quiet that followed.

‘Yes Thanks.” Thevoicelacked its usud fiery conviction. ‘ Just ateething problem with the Hand. I'm
not used to it.’

Zephyr decided to take that at face value.
‘Please get ready for atmospheric entry’ 1ol said. “There will be some turbulence.’

Until she thought of something more congtructive, Zephyr obeyed, and busied her mind with plans of
what to do first when she got out: like, should she make a historic speech? A gesture seemed in order,
but the circumstances were so odd she couldn’t think what.

With a series of mechanical process noises, the Hand detached itsdf from Isol’ s small body and moved
out of the shadow of her solar salls, crackling asthe heat and light of Zia Di Notte struck it full-face. It
drifted gently and Zephyr saw |0l bathed in the softening colour of the sun’sradiance: an insectoid
machine, antennae aert, while other appendages coiled around her in ahesitant way, the vast flower of
her sailsashining apricot fan that dwarfed the concave bed the Hand had occupied, and whose shadow
hid the engine housing of the strange machine entirely from view. Against the backdrop of space 1sol was
astonishingly tiny and, as the Hand accel erated towards an approach vector, she shrank as swiftly as
Alice onanibble of cake, or aprofessor’ sego on finding hersalf alone and uncertain in aworld forty-five
light yearsfrom home.

‘Hal’ theHand said, or Isol did - Zephyr wasn’t sure. They had begun to fed the first rough brush of the



atmosphere. The jouncing and shaking became strong, then madly violent. The Abacand hung on to the
ded pack through the strength of its magnetic grip, but Zephyr’ sflight bag worked itsdf free. It banged
agang the walls a couple of times, dowly, in the midst of the tumult, and then began to drift floorwards at
the sametime as Zephyr felt hersaf dragged back to the seat. Heavier and heavier she became, until her
own body seemed to be crushing her. Sweat ran down her face, and the dark pink walls coursed with
water asthe cooling systems fought their way through the heat coming from the outer shell.

Abruptly this stopped and order was restored. The last traces of Zephyr’ s sickness disappeared,;
athough her somach was zinging with the speed of their fdl, thiswasnormal at least. She released her
fevered grip on the arm rests and took afew deep breaths. The screen had did out of position and now
showed its panoramas to the floor. She lay back and waited for it al to be over.

As she closed her eyes, she heard |0l laughing with exhilaration - of course, she' d never been down on
aplanet before, had never had the means. Zephyr wanted to clap, but her arms were weighted with
nervousness and their own strange mass. The moment passed.

‘Touchdown,” 1sol reported, unable to conceal her ecstatic excitement. ‘Y ou may leave any time.’

Zephyr would have preferred 1sol not to sound so keen on that, but she went through the plan as
discussed with the Strategos: unhitch ded, placerollers, pack saf with loose items, place heavier things
on ded and secure, drink water and et ration of lunch carefully made into tasty bar of vaguely crunchy
and inoffengve texture. As she worked on this, she heard 1sol’ s continual reporting of her
decontamination procedure and evaluation - al the lengthy prep that had to be gone through before they
might risk opening the door.

It was amazing how much information the skin of 1sol’s Hand was able to detect. It read the atmosphere
off initsfractions, the water content, the wesather. 1t andysed the local minera structures and their
crystaline formation and their radioactivity. It took constant readings from the wind and the ground,
searching for microbiad life, organic compounds, RNA- and DNA-bearing structures. .. on and on with
more searches than Zephyr had thought were necessary by afactor of ten. And then it reviewed her own
hedlth and Situation.

‘You' Isol said, “will be bringing much to this planet. Aside from your own genetic and organic microbid
meatter, in the form of shed skin and faecd materid, there are dl the polymer and long-chain molecules
not naturally occurring here that are present in your clothing and your hygiene products. Thereisaso the
ded, and many other metalic dloysthat will erode into the eco-sphere, not to mention the plagticsand
their derivatives, plus anything you spill or lose that may contain advanced engineering products that have
asmall but potentia capacity to interact with this environment and cause change.’

“Your point? Zephyr sighed - they had been through the Red Mars arguments during her briefing, and
shewouldn't be hereat dl, if any of that had redly mattered in the circumstances. The only thing that
concerned her was that the place wasn't about to kill her, either now by some quick-acting method such
asradiation or asphyxia, or later by alengthy process of poisoning or disease. ‘Y ou're dready here
doing al those things yoursdf, in your way. I’'m not going to tip garbage dl over it. Just tell meif | can
breathe and whether I’ m about to die.’

Thiswasn't the way she' d imagined preparing to be the first Unevolved to set foot on an extrasolar
world. Still, there was no broadcasting crew to pick up and send her picture al over the system, so what
didit redly maiter?

In answer to her question, the opening in 1sol’ s side that functioned as adoor irised open and drew its
skinsagde. Brilliant light cut inwardsin astraight beam, reveding every vein and capillary inthe Hand's



internd surface: blue with blood-type materid, and black where the nanocyte compoundsran in their
own digtribution.

‘The ozone hereisdepleted,” 1ol informed her, ‘ so the sun is effectively three timesthe strength of Sol in
terms of UVA and B radiation, athough it may fed lessintense under cloud cover.’

“Thank you," Zephyr murmured automeaticaly. She reached forward and gripped the flesh of the door
frame without asking for permission, leant towards the opening and took her first breath of the crigp
ocean breeze. It seemed asfresh asany air she' d tasted.

Alien world! Alien world! she kept thinking, so intensdly that it blew every other thought out of her

head, keeping her astonishment turned up past the top of the did. Through the door’ s oval gap she saw
that they stood upon aflat platform of some kind of dark stony substance, high above the city itsdlf - on
top of the hills she had seen earlier. Below her was spread avast array of complex geometriesin
materiasthat swirled darkly with caramel, orange, terracotta, red and grey like an overly complex
ice-cream flavour. Towers and deeply cut recesses sketched a powerful series of flowing shadows that
led her eyes down and down to the grey and black shingles of the beach, where the sea came to meet the
land in an amost perfect semicircle. She could make out no other detall.

Above Zephyr the sky was a more turquoise blue than a home but was decorated with exactly the same
white cirrus, blown into cotton wool by high winds that expressed themsealves as breezes down where
she and Isol were. The same winds turned afew handfuls of sand around and around into whirligigson
the stone floor.

Despite the soft colour of the light, it felt ferocioudy bright and overwhelmed Zephyr’ s mid-grade retinas
in seconds. She had to look away and blink tears out of her eyes, fumbling for her glasses as she
wondered what the natives had called this place, and when, and why. Before her stretched aland of
forgotten technology, buried gods and lost civilization. It was atreasure house, and she had dmost no
timeat dl to discover its possible wedth. She couldn’t delay in order to wrestle with the ded; she smply
set the glasses on her nose, checked the fasteners on her shoes and stepped out.

Shetook afew steps and gazed again at the city spreading itself over high cliffs that embraced abay of
surpassing prettiness that wouldn’t have been out of place on Italy’s Adriatic coast. The seawater, only
two-thirds the sdinity of Earth’s oceans, was as blue and coppery as asgpphire, and it swept in
foam-headed waves against beaches of ruined stone where afine harbour had succumbed to its
persuasion. But it was what lay between the seaand their landing site that took away what was | eft of
Zephyr'sdedireto bresthe.

Hands clasped under her chin, she stared a enormous roads, paved more than ten metres wide. On their
flanks great ropes and struts of stone emerged from the land, like roots, rising swiftly into theinfinite
branches and curls of petrified vines and leaves, their complex dance frozen in a substance that, on closer
ingpection, resembled anima skin brightly coloured in flows of sandy ochre, emerald and minerd blue -
not black as she’ d first thought. No structure had asingle straight edge or right angle. Roofs (?) bent into
walls and windows (or were they doorways, or air vents?) and walls flowed seamlesdly into floors and
pavements. Everywhere she saw what looked like living things, frozen as though they had been captured
on adtill photograph or caught in aspell that blended them like clay. She saw much that she couldn’t
make out at al, but she recognized that Tanelorn was more colourful than any of Earth’s meagre cities,
morefull of the sense of abundant, proliferating fecundity than itsjungles. Tanelorn teemed with the
appearance of life.

But it had none.



Zephyr'sinitid moment of rapture died dowly. The sea pawed silently & the wreck of the harbour. The
wind carried its scent, pureionic, Straight to her without catching a trace from anything between. Gasping
because she had to, she tasted the emptiness on her tongue. Its cold minera flavour told her that the
movement that seemed abouit to erupt everywhere was purely the effect of the buildings leading her eyes
adance. The openings and holes, shady, enormous, as big as houses, led to nowhere. Not even abird
moved among the high spires and deep wells where rock and sand spiraled around one another in
shapes carved by the elements. Tanelorn’ s barrenness was absol ute.

After that first breath, Zephyr wanted to return to the Hand. Shefelt that she was treading on atomb.

‘Not so sure of yourself now, Professor? 1ol asked, and if she was smug then Zephyr thought she'd a
right to be.

‘Firgimpressonsarevita,” Zephyr replied, relaxing her hands from their astonished pose and picking up
her pack. She wondered if she would be able to keep up her brave front if there was anything to find out
there. Tanelorn had appeared consderable from the air, but she’d misunderstood its size. Now that they
wereindde it the streets and squares were amost twice as big as she' d thought. The people - beings -
that had once lived here must have been larger than shewas, in fact larger than any of the Unevolved
humans

With aglent prayer to any spiritsthat might be watching she trod afew more steps over the curious
suedelike surface of the balcony they had landed on. She couldn’t stop marvelling at how this place was
50 like what she knew - and how unlike. These people, they were already redl to her, even though she
didn’t know their faces or their names.

She walked out to get a better ook at their landing site, and turned to see a stunning view of the doors
and arches behind her, leading back and back into an infinite regress of different forms spreading over the
flattened land. Sheforgot, in that split second, about anything other than her natura curiosity. It awed her
that there were such recognizable things as doorways, dthough these were parabolic for the most part, or
some clever quadratic variation on the same conic theme, their complex curves both fascinating and odd
to her eyes. So, were these calculated to please or to distort the perception of their users?

Zephyr extracted the Abacand from her pocket and began recording, glancing down for along time just
at the suff her feet were on, noting the fed of the sand in itsfinely worn depressions, the resemblanceit
had to earth, rock and leather. A rock was arock, of course; but even so, arock on the other side of the
galaxy was an amazing object in itself, whether or not it seemed the same as arock in England. And then
she was stupefied by the air, the fact that she could breathe it, its smells, its messages, thefed it had asit
camewhirling up in guststhat boomed musicaly off thewal of thisincredibly high structure, barrelling
over her ledge to whip around her, wrapping her in acongtantly flowing cloak of air. Wasthis designed?
Of courseit was. Look at the angles of thewalls, of the supports...

She spent an hour standing thus, before she even noticed that time had passed or that the Hand had
neither moved nor spoken, apparently awaiting her verdict.

‘How much have you seen of the place? she asked Isol, turning to the Hand' s rough, blackened
structure to speak, hearing her own voice sound very small asit was captured by the Hand' sinterior and
whipped asdein that moving vell of air.

‘I have mapped the city,’ Isol said. ‘| have identified its gardens, digtricts and—

‘Isanything left ingde? Zephyr asked, hardly daring to think about books or records, intact artefacts of
any kind. She wasn't prepared to accept 1sol’ s conjectures without making her own inspection.



‘Everything,” the Voyager replied, her tone tart withirritetion. ‘ As stated, the civilization is complete, asit
was | eft more than fifteen thousand of this planet’ syears ago.’

‘Marie Celeste’ Zephyr murmured to hersdf, reaching out to touch the smooth curve where air and small
flecks of sand had worn a deep vertica bowl in thewall beside her, its shape determined by the angles of
the bacony rail afew inchesaway fromitsface.

She wondered again why dl the life had gone. Everything except the inanimate was missing, the Abacand
confirmed. Even in the blue ocean, nothing lived; and the amino acids tossed in its waves and rocky pools
were barely beginning to redevelop. It was as though they were stalled.

When you leave home, do you pack every last microbe but not take your books and pots, your
machines? Do you leave your Moons behind? They must have cost alot to build, Zephyr thought. They
must have been used for something. She would have to go there soon.

For an ingtant, scenarios of time-travelling humans, of the Forged setting up a hoax, of dreaming in some
drug-induced stupor inside a peculiar and crud experiment, floated through Zephyr’ s mind and she
wondered if shewasredly there. In that instant she saw that it wasn't abacony at al that they’ d landed
on, but redlly awaiting point, aviewing station, the most ideal |ocation there was for seeing the seafrom
this distance, appreciating its mgjestic foam, and fedling - because of the shapes of the structures around
her - the curl of the wind as though it was fresh from the shore. Suddenly Zephyr was surethiswasn't a
building a al. It wasawork of art that put you in the heart of thiswild world and at the heart of the city.

All her desiresto leave and go home vanished. She reached out to touch the wall’ s burnished places
where it was smooth, its porous places where it had |eft sharp-edged holeslike old bone. Beneath her
fingertips she felt the soft line of afossl’stiny leaf, the curl of ashell, the changing seams of rock where
one kind and another had been laid open and set together with no discernible join. Who had made this?
She had to know.

18. Stuff

Leaving the Hand behind to watch Professor Duquesne and persuade her of the usefulness of having a
Roach around - asmall insectile roving machine that could keep tabs on her in case of emergency but
would aso give Isol an ideaof what that Abacand was up to - 1sol took her main self back out of orbit
and swung by the primary Moon, where she could just make out the shapeless mass of the Ticktock
Comb attached on its darkened side.

All the time she was aware that apart of her mind was dightly out of joint. Sectioned off inthe Hand's
cortex, it relayed itsdlf to her in acurious dreamlike mode that reminded her of viewing adistant Uluru,
athough Virtua experiences were never distant asthis was. She talked with Zephyr, and enjoyed her
own anadyssof the planet’ s surface, while a the same time she flew weightlesdy around the Moon's
curve,

The dissociation was unsettling but not incomprehensibly difficult - at last she knew what the Gaiaforms
were wittering on about when they complained of too many Hands and Feet in the mix. But therewas a
deeper current of conflict that had begun to nag at her, an abscess of suspicion coming to ripeness. 1sol
fet different in another way, and its strangeness had deepened with thisthird journey through the
non-exigtent instant of the engin€' s unknown power.

Of course she was afraid, athough she' d never admit it. What sane person could blithely take on such
forces and think they had no consequence? She' d been so tempted to tell the professor about it, so very
tempted that she' d nearly blurted out the whole story of her peculiar dreams, the engine' s seductive



mutterings, afeding at the edges of her consciousness that was like expansion, but without any
comprehension in that awvakening. And Tupac had said nothing, athough she must have been ableto see
the engine' s outgrowth and ingrowth asiit absorbed Isol and became morelike her, asit colonized her
cdlsand alomswith itsown invisible sgnature. Why? Why had she formed the Hand and said nothing?
Was Tupac like her too? Was that contact enough to spread the touch of this Stuff? Perhaps Tupac had
secrets of her own.

Isol closed that part of her mind, like closing afist gauntleted in iron. The planet was going to be theirs,
and that was the most important thing to concentrate on. If there would be trouble, than let it runits
course on her and Tatres - but the planet would betheirs.

Isol drifted into contact range and transmitted to Cherisse. * Any insights?
The Hive registered her broadcast but there was adelay before replying.

After ahaf-second Cherisse said, * We detect no functional power source. In fact, no existing source a
al. The Moon is purely amachine without organic components, but of what kind we cannot say. We
have identified regions of accessthat seem congruent with the method of congtruction radiating from a
centra point outwards.

Thereisno sign of occupation or any kind of activity. Thereisan outer wall that functionsto shield the
ingdefrom solar radiation and avariety of local frequencies. Its Sructureis under andysis. Portions of
the whole contain definitely engineered macro-computationa eements, yet thereis an ideathat the whole
may be implicated at aquantum level, regardless of atomic compaosition. The Moon’s coreis an empty
chamber: asphere of radius pi light-standardized kilometres. Its purposeis unknown.’

“How much more time do you need before you can begin on the second Moon?

‘Until the fundamenta pattern employed has been deciphered, thereisno point in further examination of
samples’

Isol thought of asking if there were any unusud incidents, if the Hive had heard.... but she decided against
it. Sowhat if there were? The job must be done and Cherisse was|oyal. No need to upset her either, if
shewas undisturbed at present.

‘I’m returning to the Solar System briefly to rendezvouswith Tatres,” shesaid. ‘| will be back shortly.
Have you messages for home?

‘No messages.” Hives were terse and even less social than Voyagers.

Isol flew out and viewed the secondary, smaller satdllite. Unlike its partner this one had axid rotation that
presented a constantly changing face to the planet beneath. The surface was smooth, and resistant to her
attempt to see within. She focused her mind on Sol and inssted she be there. She thought - athough she
might have imagined it - that there was abrief blurt of communication between the engine and the smdler
Moon, but before she could track it she wasin the wrong system.

From just beyond the orbit of Saturn, she navigated towards the shelter of Iapetus and to their
pre-arranged meeting point in aregion held by Independence loyadists, where dl Gaiasol-used
frequencies were blocked. Tatres was dready waiting for her in degp shadow, histeardrop bulk
dationary, asthough deeping.

‘Istrierally arranged? she asked, cruising in to adiscreet distance.

‘Yes, yes he muttered, ‘ but what of that? Is the examiner on-world? Does she have any ideawhat she's



getting into?

Tatres’ s bitterness was hurtful and Isol snapped a him, * Y ou knew the position. | told you what it was
like. Here, I've made four trandts, and I’ m fine. Y ou fuss about nothing instead of using your new power
to consolidate our position.’

“There ssomething there. It snot dive, but it spesks. | fed it watching me. It knows my thoughts.'

‘Side effects,” Isol stated. ‘ Perhapsit isaby-product of something that is expected to function with a
different kind of mind.’

‘Yes’ But Tatres wasn't persuaded - hisemotiond track was lugubrious, sdf-pitying. ‘ Anyway, the
Earth raly will go ahead. We will present the plans and ask for voting. Mestingswill take place on dl the
worlds and a the ations. Polling will continue until eighty per cent have voted. Everythingisin order.
Machen won't be able to do anything abouit it, but we are not ready yet for secession. If the Gaiasol
attemptsto enforce its jurisdiction, we have no means of reaching the new world in any viable numbers. It
will bewar.’

‘Introspection doesn’t suit you,” 1sol said. “Therewill be no war. We have this technology and they will
want it.'

“Youintend to tradeit? Hewasincredulous.

‘No, but it has its other uses. When we understand how it works, then we'll be able to determine any
course we want. | spoke to the Hive. It's making progress.’

Tatres asked for aswitch to full comms-mode, and she acquiesced athough she' d never liked the
intimacy of amaxima-sympathy contact. Within afew seconds he d tranamitted the full complex nemesis
of hisdoubts, political aswell as practical and persond, and she responded with her conviction and the
force of her will -the minutiae of al the arguments she' d thought of over her long years asto why they
should be free of the clinging limits of Earth.

‘But there’ s another reason there,” he said, surprised. ‘Don’t you seeit? Y ou want to go there because
the Stuff isfrom there and it wantsto be there’

“You' reimagining it.” She broke off and reverted to conversationa mode.

‘I don’t think s0,” he said. ‘1 think that as soon as we made thefirst transit we became something more
than just aship and itsengine.’

‘Save your mystic shit for someone ese, then' Isol said. ’ Just keep to the plan. Once Gaiasol resolveits
issues with our free departure, you can do what you like.!

‘What choice have | got? Tatres said grimly, and activated his ordinary nuke fuson drive, backing out
of position and swinging his head around to face the sun. Isol watched him leaving &t the Sately pace
Earth technology decreed. She was thinking over what she' d seen during deep contact with him. He'd
alway's been such a salf-assured presence in the organization, so how could he be so quickly disturbed?
It occurred to her that she might be better off without him, that he' d been amistake.

Tatres liked to lord it over the Unevolved through his prowess and his position in the government.
Maybe now that was under threat he wasn’t ready to change it for an ordinary station in anew universe.
Too late to changeit, however.

Isol turned back towards Zian space. Everyone was so pathetically weak. Now she’ d haveto go and



check on Kincaid' s paranoia, and the VanaShiva s lack of gpplication. From their talk you' d think they’d
have leaped to take this chance, but they were dl dacking. A faint threat of losing dl control ghosted its
way across her mind, and she had to work hard to fight the terror that it threstened to unleash. She
wasn't going to back down now. Hicking her sails open to the solar wind, she drifted free of |apetus,
ignoring signals from its surface where Forged tried to send her messages of support, and backed out
until they could barely see her. She returned to Zian space.

Tatres moved away from Saturn, monitoring the I ndependence discussion groups there until he'd
captured their mood. They were excitedly making al kinds of plansfor the system they’ d never seen,
Speculating about its Single gas giant, possibilitiesfor profits and devel opments, how to set up an
economy, whether they would change themsdlves to suit the new world, and worrying about how much
influence the Jovians were going to get. Nothing changes, he thought, cutting his connection to that
network and tuning in to aband of Virtuafrom the pirate systemsthat Corvax had been instrumenta in
condructing.

He had loversthere to visit, romances and adventuresto follow, and for once their distraction would be
blissful retrest instead of the functiond addition to hispolitical career they’ d aways been in the past. Who
you did, what you said there - al mattered outside, even though the rules stated that nobody mixed redlity
and Uluru. He' d ailed the right backs, licked the right shoes, dominated the unexpectedly meek who
enjoyed arelease from exercising the highest powersin government. Now he avoided their alter egos and
the avatars he thought he could identify, and sought out someone he didn’t know for afew hours of
recregtion.

Anybody who was nobody would do and he located aHeavy Angd with no discernible political
ambitions very quickly, who agreed to meet in an ancient Atlantean bathhouse; they became two Tritons,
two mermaids, two octopi. .. then disassembled into shoals of fish and other forms, part human and part
machine, ableto tickle every nerve and channel, every synapse and dream across the quantum-coded
stream. The Angdl became an angdlfish and Tatres a shark who ate him. Tatres became the bathwater
and the Angdl, mostly human, swam and urinated in him. It was arefreshingly anonymous venture, and
they parted without the pretence of making any future plansto meet again.

Tatres picked up his scheduled cargo from Labrys Station aday later and continued sunwards, dowly
altering course to pick up Ceres and then homein on avisit to Corvax. He hoped the Roc would be able
to tell him what chance he had of getting this engine Stuff removed once this situation was over and done
with. The cargo he was currently shipping needn’t be late, no matter if he detoured from now until its
scheduled arrivd time, if he were prepared to use the new engine. But he needn’t risk that, if Corvax
would only listen and not mess around. There was time to take advice and time to get there under
ordinary power, aslong as hewasn't held up for too long.

Tatres paid an early bribeto thelogger a Martian Traffic Control, to place hisregistry time later inthe
books than it really would be and, thus supplied with an dibi, he made his diversion ahead of schedule.
Navigating the Belt was awretched experience, requiring al his concentration, and even then he was
bumped and scratched by random debristhat hadn’t yet attracted any commercia interest. Corvax's
rock lay in the middle of thistrash heap, and the bastard didn’t even have the courtesy to put on landing
lights or systemswhen Tatres sgndled him.

Tatres suspected nothing amiss until he touched down on the tiny landing pad and saw the scorch marks
and damage caused by some other ship’s hasty exit. There was no response from the Al units and when
he looked at the small windows where Corvax liked to stare out at the rocks and stars, he saw that they
were dark. There was no power here. Tatres had to connect to one of the energy ports and reverse its



protocolsin order to activate enough of the network to use hisavatar and investigate the interior. The
computers were now barely functional - al of Corvax’s personal databases and systems had been burnt
out.

With what small sensory information the remaining machines could lend him, Tatres manifested within the
main lab where he had last seen the Roc. Bringing up minimd light, he stood aghast at a scene of
devagtation. The sengtive and irreplaceable equipment that Corvax had spent his meegre life and money
onwasdl destroyed - very ddiberatdly, it seemed. Smdll fires had burnt out the biological components
and amid the wrecks he numbly recogni zed fragments of flesh and Tek and blood - carnage. No piece he
saw was larger than an gpple. It took him ten minutes to scan and reassemble the mgority of them into
identities he could recognize.

To hisrelief Corvax was not there, though some of hisfeathers were. The dead crew were Xing and
her buccaneers, people of whom he’ d long been afraid. What caught the attention of Tatresi’ s processor
wastheway inwhich they’d died. Every fillet was cleanly cut with amolecular precision. They had been
butchered - very fadt, very cleanly and while ill dive.

Indl his‘bases Tatres knew of no such weagpon designed for this. He withdrew and | eft the place hidden
in itswelcome darkness, blasting away without taking another second to search for survivors or further
clues. He could not report the incident because he' d not been there, had he? Somebody would come
across this sooner or later. .. but the pressing question was: where was Corvax? Without him, how would
Tatres ever befree of Stuff? Wasthisthe result of araid by those who wanted Stuff for themselves? Or
had Corvax found the method to make it work in any way he wanted?

The buzzing in Tatres’ s mind caused him to crash rather heavily againgt asolid nickd lump, and before
he knew what was happening he was occupied with saving himsalf from the catastrophic meltdown of his
one remaining standby nuke engine asits ruptured control duices vented into open space. From one
second of confusion he had effectively become flotsam. Except for the Stuff engine, hewas dead in the
water. HE d haveto useit now or stay here until the police came and rescued him - with al that
impossible explaining to do. Through the pain of his ruptured hull he had to laugh; the tickle of such irony
and the aftermath of the horrors created an unstoppable ripple throughout his nerves.

Tatres was nothing if not a pragmatist. He summoned the engine and made his exit, pointing it to asafe
wait areanear Martian space where he could lick his wounds and endure until the moment cameto carry
on towards his destination at Venus Principia. Before he went he made a conscious decision to ignore
any odd effects of thetrangit that his Stuff engine might cause, grimly resigned to their inevitable
occurrence and erosion of hisresolve. But when he arrived he found himsdlf oddly eated with the ease
and speed, and the questionless reaction to hiswill. Floating, he dozed as hisimmune system began the
tough job of hull congtruction and the temporary entombment of the broken nuke engine. He' d have to
deepit off until he'd grown enough skin to hide the problem.

If Corvax were findable, he could find him. But maybe that was not so urgent asit had seemed. Tatres
had begun to fed that perhaps he' d been too quick to fear change. Isol might be right: they must take the
advantage and strike now, reaching their god while the opportunity lasted, and if there were
consequences unforeseen -weren't there dways? He' d no vision of Utopialike she did, the crazy bitch,
but he could see hisway to a position that was bearable among the Forged. They could accommodate
changes, it was what they’ d been campaigning for. The Unevolved might suffer, but that wouldn't be his
concern then. He shut down al hisreceivers and broadcasts, and switched into deep mode.

19. Wings

Corvax hadn’t been so close to Earth since he' d been Made. His prison was confining, but it gave him a



steady view of the planet’ s surface, and he fancied he could make out the origin and destination stations
of the Heavy Angelswhose engines and re-entry shields burnt tiny, smooth paths through the atmosphere
infirefly orange and yellow. By craning his neck he could just make out the shining bulk of Tupac hersdif,
amogt aquarter-turn away from his position on the remand wing.

He knew that Machen was coming to see him in person. He hoped that his voluntary surrender was going
to stand him in good stead, but this positive dement in his mind was more than overshadowed by the
understanding that Machen’s persona interest could only mean that the Situation was worse than he'd
thought. The genera was not the Gaiasol’ s only spokesman by any means, but he had been permitted the
rule of martia law the day before, once Isol’ s proposa had been discussed in open forum. Therest of
the government would carry on making the final decisions, but they were listening to Machen and his
section intently dl the time. Who e se but Machen, and hisformidable collection of Als, Hivesand
Strategi, waslikely to make the right choices?

In Corvax’ s mind, dmost anyone was able to make these kinds of choicesfor themsalves, but they rarely
wanted to. He despised al forma governance as buck-passing bureaucracy. Nonethel ess, he was
nervous now. He' d been afugitive from prosecution for avery long time.

He knew exactly when Machen arrived, because his cell was detached from its position at abay on the
farthest spar of Idlewild and towed around the side of the station by Arachno service personnd, at the
ends of their long lines. It floated about until its door docked with that of the interview suite. Because of
an ongoing solar storm, dl the windows on the sunward side were shielded with heavy panels, and the
atmosphere was oppressively shadowed despite the rooms' internd lights. Although he' d never felt
claustrophobic within hisrock, Corvax felt aheaviness descend on him as his view was redtricted to the
tiny room ahead. Hisarms, denuded of the power-assst augmentation he' d always worn, seemed
ineffective and small, like mouse paws againg the thick festher and armour of his chest. In one of these
he held the quartz pebble. His muscles burnt and ached with the effort it had cost him to get here. His
circulation tightened and his extremities grew cold with his gpprehenson. Mercifully, before it got worse,
the inner gate opened and he was dlowed to move forward into the spaceside holding arena; freefal and
no atmosphere on his side of the screen, full pressure and oxygen - and achair - for Machen on hisside.

Corvax had forgotten what Unevolved looked like close to: soft, tiny and weak. Machen’s skin wasthe
colour of cheap white plastic that’ d been exposed to too much heat and had browned to the verge of
disntegration. The general was so smdll, too, smaller than

Xing's spacer frame with its overgrown bones. Hewaslike alittle toy that Corvax might usefor
demongtrating the features of basic biomechanicsto one of his patients who'd come for achange. It was
strange knowledge that they were, in al ways that mattered, the same, yet so different physicaly that
what was home for him would kill the general, and vice versa, in amatter of seconds. Facing the
difference was harder than he d anticipated after solong in exile. He felt an unexpected revulson and pity
for this creature, and gpprehension at his power.

‘Corvax.” The genera bowed hishead in agreeting and didn’t use the old classnamesthat Corvax had
once possessed - Roc, Handdlicer. Maybe it was respect of akind.

Corvax nodded, sill resstant to showing any submission. Neither sat. If the generd fdt any of thethings
Corvax fdt, it didn’t show on hisface or in his stance. The genera walked closeto the transparent wall
between them and looked up directly into Corvax’s eyes, without hesitation.

‘| understand you' ve decided to come in from the Belt.

A question? Corvax took it and decided there was no need for the game of discovery about who was



doing what and what they knew. Time mattered. ‘| need to spesk to the engineers working on the
andysisof Isol’sdrive!’

Y ou can say what you haveto say to me’

Corvax paused and hunkered lower on his haunches, feding hislong legs draw in against him, beneath his
wings, like bunches of poles. They were very tired with the journey of yesterday heaped upon their long
disuse

He was afeeble specimen but he hadn’t lost hiswits. ‘1 want some guarantees.”

General Machen glanced behind him to where two Arachno MekTek guards stood still and silent, their
sxteen eyes shining masks of reflective carbon plate. They wore EMP cannon and other shock-wave
guns mounted on their abdomens. All weapons were trained on Corvax. Machen dowly turned back to
him.

‘1 didn’t come hereto discuss politics and crimes with you. Either you hand over the alien materia and
any knowledge you have about it or you can rot in this cdll until we need to know what you know more
than we need to keep you in good hedth.’

‘1 want alegd representative.’ Corvax was afraid of this - that nobody would know he was here. The
lawyer wouldn't be any use as defence, but they could publicize his position and make sure he wasn't
conveniently forgotten.

‘Thisisamatter of defence and security now,” Machen said. ‘1 know you bought and received drive
materia viathat little bastard Gritter, and | know you didn’t come here because you' ve had a change of
heart about refitting anyone who asksfor it with anything you can stedl. Y ou’ ve got no time for anyone
but yoursdf and your own vision. Which isfinewith me, aslong asyou’ re some nut hermit out in the Belt,
and nobody you dter comesinto contact with the security services. But right now you' rein my way, and
inthe way of the most important scientific investigation we ve ever undertaken, so you figure out what
you'd do if you werein my position and then I’ [l give you some credit for having that brain Tupac says
you' ve got, and not judge you by the whining garbage you just came out with. And by the way, for your
further information, | do not give arat’s ass about the Independence movement and its glorified
goddamned exigentid crisis’

Corvax spread hiswings and folded them again in areflex gesture of darm. He' d known that thiswas
what he was coming to so he didn’t know why it was so hard now to relate what he knew - except that it
felt like he was about to drop 1sol into the hands of this general, who had every reason to stop her plans
for ZiaDi Notte. Hewasn't even sureif he wanted to go and live in another Solar System himsdlf. He
thought 1sol was crazy but he respected her will to befree.

He sighed. ‘ The drive matter responds to sentient intent. It can change its structure according to whatever
purpose the observer hasin mind. It doesn’t require anything like a pecific design. It makesitsdlf into the
right tool for theright job.” He dowly extended his hand and opened the fingers, showing Machen the
rock.

“Y ou’ve got evidence of this? Machen indicated that the lump should be placed in the handover tray
which was part of thewall, but Corvax hesitated.

‘It ssentient too. There's...” Hedidn't know how to explainit. ‘It gave measign.’

‘Spoke doud?



‘No. It smiled a me.’

The genera took amoment to digest this. He stared at the stone, but carried on without turning ahair,
‘Telepathy?

‘Noidea’

‘Get any impressions of why they’ re doing this?

‘They? Corvax said. “That'san unjudtified leap.’

‘So, what' syour plan for finding out the truth?

‘I hoped that | could pool my resources with yours and we could work together on this' Corvax said.

The generd stared at him. * And in return you get afull pardon? He thought about it, but made no further
attempit to take therock. ‘1 guessyou could’ ve used that thing to make your way out of here.’

‘I could.’

‘Did your messing about give you Tek and Secta components? Can you talk to aHive whenit'sin
trance?

‘ Yal

“Thework istaking place a an isolation station in oppostional Mars orbit. The drive materia and you
are dl to be taken there. Y ou can report to the head of the laboratory, Arachno Mouze. Any reason to
susgpect it’ sworking as a contaminant?

‘| haven’t detected thet, dthough it hasthe ability. I’ ve found no trace of it in my own body, and I’ ve
been closeto thismaterid quiteawhile” Therelief wasindescribable.

‘Okay. Thefirst thing you're going to do isfind out if it can be destroyed by any means you can think of.
Got that?

‘ Yal

‘Good.” Machen stood, turned and was escorted out, without a backward glance. Corvax was left Sitting
aone on hissde of the interview room, facing the Arachno soldierswho stayed as inscrutable and
motionless as statues. He curled his hand over the sone and shivered. After atime his cell was detached,
handed to avisting Angel, and then whisked off to Tupac.

Hedidn't understand what consequences the |aboratory environment implied for him until Tupac told him
about the atmosphere and the scale of the place - it was aMonkey zone. She would have to cut off his

wings

‘Other changes could be made,’” she added in her gentlest voice. ‘If you never really wanted to be Roc,
you could be another thing.’

In Corvax’ simagination no inspiration stirred. He was numb. * But what? Theideaof losng hiswings-it
was terrifying and unbearable in redity now that it confronted him, even though in Uluru he never missed
them these days. Hefdlt panicrisein hischest.

‘l don’t know, she said. ”What about Tom, who built the plane?



He was astonished she knew about that. It was his private, adult universe. Nobody knew about that. But
he said feebly, ‘ Tom never finished the plane, mother. Tom didn’t want to go.’

‘Maybeif it had been red’ she said, "he would have had the courageto fly.

‘Show me' Corvax demanded and did away from the horror of his own body and into the seamless
sensudlity of Uluru, to the grey marsh and the spectral houses where his dreams had died.

20. The Finger

Isol’s Hand waited and observed silently for an hour or two and then, as Zephyr finaly turned from the
astounding viewsto begin the manhandling of her ded and gear, it spoke.

‘| shall be staying here, but moving into a hibernation phase shortly to conserve power. I’ ve prepared a
Roach, which will enable you to keep in contact with me and adso let me travel around the surface. When
the rime comes to make orbit, the Isol-Roach will sgnal me to awaken, and the 1sol prime body will
return.’

‘A what?

Zephyr ill had her Abacand out in her hand and it replied quickly. ‘A Roach isasmal, independently
mobile Al, about the Size of alarge cockroach, that can range widely on solar power during the hours of
daylight. During darkness it operatesin astandby mode. So not actualy dl that much like a cockroach,
which prefersthe dark. Like areverseroach.’

Zephyr stood confounded for amoment. She' d assumed she would be living in the protective cdll of the
Hand, but that was clearly not to be. She had to make her own camp. Suddenly shefelt very aware of
her loneliness, aswell as of the incomprehensible distance between herself and her own home. Sheleant
againg the Hand' s cracked and pitted surface; it was warm in the afternoon’ s steady glow. The seconds
passed and she pushed away suddenly.

“There sno mention of that in any briefing. Are you intending to check up on me?

‘For safety,’ Isol said. *And | am free to construct as many additiona limbs or features as necessary, you
know.’

‘So what’ s this Roach made of 7

“You don't need to be so defensive,” Isol said. ‘1 had it built in-system. It’ s an Earth technology, and I’'m
sure your Unevolved work and methods are firg-class!’

Now Zephyr wanted to kick the Hand. Instead she stamped over the threshold and gave the ded asolid
yank by its two webbing handles. It had been expertly packed and did down the runnersfreely and at
speed, dmost knocking her over asit shot out and scraped to ahat on the peculiar stone surface. Her
own pragmatism and agility both surprised her. If the choice lay between thistype of bitching and a
cubby in the largest meditation park in the universe, then she preferred the silent city.

‘Hey,” she said to the Abacand in her top pocket, ‘don't you think this place is peaceful ?
‘If you are attempting to make an attempt at andyss,’ it said, ‘we should do morelooking firt, | think.’

‘It fedsstrange’ 1sol said in avoice that made Zephyr stop in the middle of undoing the ded’s cargo
harness. Suddenly faint, she had to lean on the waist-high baggage, puffing and gasping - but sheredlized
that was due to the oxygen levels.



‘“What do you mean? she panted. The Hand - asmple orbitd lifter - had better sensesthan she did,
even if they were feeding back to amind of dubious motivation.

The muscle around the doorway shivered in the wind' s sudden gust and relaxed allittlefromitsrigid
tenson. ‘ Thereisaresonance’ 1sol observed. ‘1 can't placeit in therock or thewind. Also thelight...’
She sounded perplexed. ‘Look at the city under this spectra,” and she flashed an ingtruction to the
Abacand.

Zephyr's speciaized goggles had been packed away so she could see nothing. Crosdy she bumped her
foot against one of the ded’ s six independently suspended barrel-shaped wheels. She took the cube out
of her pocket and balanced it whereits sensors could take in the panorama.

‘Heck’ said the Abacand.

‘What? Zephyr snapped.

‘I’ll smit.” The Abacand projected a picture onto the greyish surface of the ded’ s sophisticated
tarpaulin. Zephyr looked at it and saw that in the long wavelengths of red light outside human vision, there
was a subtle movement in the colours of the city stone. Not everywhere at once, but now and again and
with varying clarity, likefish risng towards the surface of amillpond and diving before they touched it.

‘What isthat? Do you think the natives operated in this range of vison?
‘Operated? 10l said. ‘Past tense. So you already agree with methat thisis a deserted place?

Zephyr stared around her but saw nothing of the firefly movement with her own eyes, not ahint of it. The
ideathat it wasthere disturbed her. At once shefet ridicul ous because the familiarity of being herself and
of recognizing Smple objects was reassuring, but at the same time she didn’t even know what she didn’t
see, and the oddity/smilarity paradox of the smple act of standing on this planet wastoo much for her
emotions to respond to except with a sense of the ridiculous. She wanted now to get in the Hand and
leave immediately, before madness set in. But her practica Sdeinsisted that she kept on with the ded
work until the harness was rigged for towing its near-frictionless bulk about. They had agreed on a
minima disturbance mission, and that meant Zephyr hauling her own stuff. 1s0l’ slast comment went
unanswered.

A few minutes later the Roach made its gppearance through the Hand' s door and scuttled off to the
parapet, or whatever thelow wall was that bordered their landing place. It rippled in colour, and Zephyr
watched it vanish asits chamel eon hide matched the spot it stood on. She turned her head and pointedly
ignoredit.

At last there was no more useful work to carry out that might be used to delay the inevitable moment.
With the Abacand in her hand, Zephyr addressed Isol.

‘Have you got plansto go back to the Solar System over the next few days?
‘I might’

‘| wonder if you' d take some mail for me?

“Y ou trust me with your post?

‘Will you tekeit?

‘If 1 go.’



‘Right.” Zephyr stepped away from the Hand and watched the dark iris of the door-sphincter closein on
itsdlf, the metd shield behind it diding closed. There was no further sound or movement from the black,
snub-nosed shape. Fits in perfectly in this place, Zephyr thought, disappointed with its abandonment of
her. She looked at the ded and decided to take it with her straight away. Although thisraised spot was
great for viewing, it was chilly in the cooling wind and too exposed for her liking, despite the presence of
the Hand. In fact, she wanted to get away from Isol if she could - and from her damned Roach.

The ded harnessfitted over her shoulders, and its controls did into the mitten covering her right hand. It
had brakes, independent axle steering, and asmall amount of battery power for emergencies and to
boost thefirst inertid load of getting it started. The tarpaulin arrangement was compaosed of alow-friction
material shaped over an aerodynamic dome, so asto lend it quicker passage through the air. Even o, as
it came after her, Zephyr was aware of its substantiad weight and the peculiar lightnesswith whichit
moved.

Behind the Hand their platform broadened and shelved down in agradua incline, which branched in
three directions along clearly definable routes. One ascended back up into the rest of the raised structure,
which continued for some twenty extrametres of fluted, delicate stone above them. The others bore
downwards, and both vanished into the darkness of enclosed spaces through gateways that looked like
fat parabolas, each agood four metres high and three or more wide.

Asthe Abacand recorded their progress, Zephyr made afew verba notesto it, but she paused dmost as
soon as she' d started, redizing that she was going to have to define her terms: agate, adoor, apath, a
road. .. each of these words held too many assumptions, but without using them, what could she say?
Andif shedid use them, how would her mind stay free of its human conditioning long enough to see what
was actually there, and not what she expected to find? Any language or form of thinking she chose came
with its own pret-a-porter universe, implicit inits structure.

‘Crud’ she muttered, coming to a hdt just before the right-hand turn and dmost forgetting to brake the
ded. Itsnose bumped against her back, making her stagger forward another stride. ' Here' s something,
and here' sanother something. They look like throughways and doors, but what are they?

Even on archaeology digs Zephyr had been able to state with some confidence what was awall, or a pit,
or adoorway or an enclosure. They were dl human thingswith clear and obvious functions, their
proportions and congtruction a give-away. Without her knowing anything about the creatures that had
donethis, what wasto be said about their stuff?

‘Solids, surfaces and spaces the Abacand suggested, ' reminiscent of Earth structures, such asdoors,
walls and roads.’

‘It'll haveto do’ shesaid, ’or we aren’t going to get off this deck, let lone anywhere else. | can dready
hear them dl legping for the red marker pens, ready to demolish my academic standing in one mighty
blot.

‘On afive-day wakabout of the unknown, much compromise with ideology and theory must be
accepted,” the Abacand said, adopting apositive and loya note as it was programmed to do. ‘ Everyone
will agreetothis’

“That’ swhat you think.’

But she cued the ded and strode forward again, only to pause amoment later and activate a head torch
to peer into the murky vaults becoming vigblein front of them. Every few seconds aneon-lit messagein
her heed flashed: Thisisa new world! But she was beginning to weary of its demand that she keep the
amazement factor turned up to Level 10. Shedidn’t have the energy. Not when there was so much to



see. Awe at where and what had to dink back in favour of awe smply for strangeness and unfathomable
meaning; that and the nagging fear that 1sol’ sword was rubbish and that there were things - people, she
must try to think of them as people of akind or she would lose the last of her composure - living here

gill.

But even this mingled doubt and irritation left her within the next ten minutes. Zephyr waked through a
huge hallway, dimly lit by the sun shining in through its three doors. Her track carried on downwards,
branching often, its soft earth colours changing with the light as afternoon progressed into richer hues.
These degpening tones revea ed the odd textural changes of the substance, asit was varioudy horizonta,
angled or vertical. She reviewed these differences, but saw no pattern to them.

Theinfra-gpectrum radiances remained visible to the Abacand, but it reported no recognizable featuresin
them, nor anything to suggest that it was reacting to their presence. For another hour Zephyr wandered
amost speechlessthrough caverns, dleys, pavilionsand gdleries, dl of them unique, yet al of them
lacking asingle sharp angle or flat surface. The Abacand surveyed everything, stocking data as Zephyr
tried to get afed for the place, never quite trusting her own ingtincts to work here, even so. All she could
say about it wasthat it must have been made, because it was certainly composed of recognizable
mineras but without recognizable or plausible shaping from any known natural phenomena, save amind.

And that was quite enough of astatement for the entire expedition, she thought.

When Zephyr stopped to take a drink, the Abacand reported that certain of the structural elementsit had
observed were maths-orientated, and together they attempted some ratio analyses of the proportions of
thingsthey’ d seen. Asthe machine worked &t its caculations she sighed, and glanced back at the startling
heights of the tower where the Hand wasjust visible.

“They could have sent monkeysinstead,” she said, *for dl the difference this study makesto the
questions. Ha. Maybe they did. But she had begun to get very tired and this attempt at humour didn’t lift
her spirits.

“There' ssomething else,' the Abacand said. ’ A lot of these relations seem to be based around particular
ratios and constants, but there’ s one number here that is consistently employed, athough | don't

recognizeit.'

‘Don’'t tell meit’sgoing to be like Machu Picchu or one of those cities of the lost theories, where
everything talliesto amystica set of coincidences dl pointing to the fact that the world’ sgoing to end.’

“That would be extremdly difficult to draw asaconcluson, snceit isonly anumber. It does not appear
to relate to any feature of the physica universethat | am aware of, however. | an smply making a
conjecturethat it is, in fact, a constant or ratio, because of the rate of occurrence of these itemswithin the
dructurd anayss!

‘Of the architecture’
‘Or whatever it iswe ve been passing through.’

‘I waswondering if it might be alarge dunghill, which has been excavated by some sort of
lower-life-form beetle-type thing, and al our marvellous observations are being pitched entirely at the
wrong species and for the wrong reasons.’

‘Yes, that isaposshility,” the Abacand conceded. ‘ Although | personaly find it unlikely, it cannot be
ruled out. | have labelled our discovered number asthe first artefact of significance.



‘Remind me again what I'm doing here’

‘Y ou're the delaying tactic and potential scapegoat for both sidesin aland dispute. What you really dois
mogt probably utterly irrdlevant.’

‘Yes, | keep forgetting about that because of thisfact-finding thing. I’ m glad the Strategos informed your
politica smarts Zephyr said, glad of no such thing. ' In which case | think it’ stime to camp, make dinner
and givemy brain arest." She glanced around the large hall they seemed to be in but its space was too
vast. She wanted something more like ablast bunker, with an entrance easily barred.

‘That' show it is, until you have to announce your verdict,” the machine continued. “Then suddenly you'll
be everybody’ sfavourite - or least favourite - person. But on the bright side, there’ s no chancethey’ll let
anything nasty happen to you before that.!

‘Assuming any of them are sane,” Zephyr muttered, wondering where the Roach had gone, and then
deciding shedidn’'t careif Isol did hear every word. She got up and attached hersdlf to the ded, stuffing
her drinking bottle into aleg pocket.

Outsde, asthey cleared the threshold and cameinto akind of arenastudded with smdl folds and
curlicues of rock, Zephyr saw thefirst stars coming out. She pointed the Abacand up a them for a
survey, and waited for itsreply. It hummed lightly asit worked, and then made a noise as though clearing
itsthroat.

‘l don’t know how to break thisto you,” it said, I>ut thisis not where Isol said it was.'
‘Oh, for gods' sakes,” Zephyr said, ‘ surprise me again.

Whereisit, then? The back lot of last year’ s Virtuahit film? Other sde of Pluto? She didn’t know
enough about the congtellationsto tell for herself.

‘I have noidea. | don't recognize any single star, planet or congtellation. Either we are not within the
visble GHZ of the Milky Way, or we arein another galaxy dtogether.’

Stuck in the traces, Zephyr peered at the deepening teal colour of the sky. It was reassuringly very
ordinary-looking. ‘ Are you sure?

‘Yes
‘Redlly, redly sure?

Vs

‘But...” Zephyr wanted to St down. Her kneesfelt weak but she managed to stay upright. ‘1 thought they
al agreed thiswas ZiaDi Notte?

‘Looksahit likeit. Same spectrograph, same number of planets a plausible distance away from the sun,
each planet with the same broad assortment of satellites. Anyway, thisisnot it.’

Zephyr was outraged, and a so disappointed and disgusted that she could be so easily outraged and so
duped, and a o frightened anew, because | sol was redlly untrustworthy, and not merely the sort of casua
untrustworthy that she’ d thought; 1sol was the actua face of Agamemnon, not the gold mask. Zephyr
wanted to say something but her mouth worked noiselesdy. She sat down where she was, and watched
her own shadow grow dim and long in the gloaming, the first human shadow ever cast on thisworld. The
shadow of anidiot.



‘Well, shit,” she said after ten minutes' silence had gone by.

It occurred to her that the only thing she could do, now that she was completely at Isol’s mercy, wasto
make every effort to understand something about this place, so that she could use the knowledge asa
bargaining chip when the moment came to get her ride home. That, and come up with afa se report
agreeing with Isol’ s plansto claim thisworld, whilst writing a genuine one that she would have to conced
in the Abacand. With the Roach perpetudly scuttling here and there, that would not be easy.

‘I believe the procedure has been discussed with the Strategos,” the Abacand said, hinting that it was
thinking aong the samelines.

‘And wouldn't he be impressed? Zephyr asked, getting to her feet again. She turned back the way they
had come and began the search for a cubbyhole.

Setting up her temporary camp took therest of the dim natura light plus a half-hour of battery power.
The food provided was excellent and heated itself in small packs that crumpled to amost nothing when
shewasready to tidy them away. Her water wasfortified with minerds. But the dinner and itsfamiliarity
and warmth were over al too soon. Zephyr sat in the dark of her hideout, the Abacand on watch as she
seded hersdlf into her degping bag and lay on the ded' s platform. Outside the wind had dropped and it
was amost completely quiet.

‘Isthe Roach nearby? she asked, in awhisper.
‘ About twenty metres,” the Abacand said. ‘Don't worry, I'll wake you if anything at al happens.’

Zephyr listened to her heart besting quickly. In the night she would wake many times, gulping for air with
abreathl essness she hadn’t noticed during the day. Her dreams werefilled with stalking darkness and the
shifting shapes of ghost lights. Towards dawn the onshore breeze found itsway into her cramped space
and rattled aloose end of the tarp with anoise of banshee bones dancing on the stone. Until it waslight,
shedidn’t get out of her hiding placetofix it.

21. The Big Debate

Gritter, having ddlivered the day’ s gossip and messages around London, launched himsdlf from his perch
outside the rooms where Gaiasol’s War Cabinet had been in session for the last four hours, and flapped
hisway into the traffic headed for the north-east end of town. Therewere alot of Phaeriesintheair
making the going difficult. He bit a one of them who got close, trying to tear agauzy dragonfly wing from
its shoulders, but the Phaery dodged him with asharp zzzt of its wasp-wing subset and continued on its
idleway through the airstream, claws clenched on fistfuls of notes, money and data crystal, the colours of
its company flashing awarning at Gritter from its fuzzy abdomen, telling him he could get a
ten-thousand-dollar finefor interfering with one of the registered post offices.

Phaeries were thick and smug, and he didn’t regret the last one' s passing. They had dl the wit and
wisdom of butterflies, and the loydty of worker bees. If any of them had ever considered itself badly
done by, it was athought that couldn’t have |asted more than afew secondsin ahead entirely given over
to the Knowledge and a burning compulsion to deliver and return to base without creaming anything off
the cash they carried for themsalves. Not that they had anything to spend it on. Sugar water and a
hothouse full of exotic flowers down on the Old Kent Road were enough to keep them happy. A pigeon
or arat was a better bet for an interesting dinner too, any day of the week, in Gritter’ s opinion. But
there’ d be no Phaeries at the meeting tonight, and that at least he could be thankful for.

Stretching out hiswingsto their limit, he made along downward glide towards Baedeker House, where
its broad branches curved upward and outward from the lowlier levels of Archway’ s arcologies. Other



Degraded were dready perched in the outermost arms of the building, and he spotted others of hisUnion
there, wearing ties and rosettes that sported a defiant violet and orange, the colours of the Independence

Party.

On the street some twenty storeys below, the police had gathered: Unevolved officers standing around
chatting with two gigantic Herculeans and severd martid MekTeks. Right bastards to a man they were,
Gritter thought, with their reinforced skel etons and upgraded reactions, hydraulicaly assisted limbs and
metal armour; showing no fear and no mercy when they had awarrant out for you. He landed with
considerable force on adender limb of the House tree, and dmost unseated two green-feathered office
messengers from the Courts. They gaped their bills at him and made a clatter of reprimanding laughter.

The MekTek officer with metal wings and rocket packslooked up at them, protecting her eyeswith her
clear shield from the regular spurts of downward-faling shite and feathers. Gritter could see her
skull-hem recording dl of them. Benesath its heavy overhang of blue titanium brows, her human face
snarled with disgust. He turned his arse towards her and fanned out histail to show her its best aspect.
Secretly he hoped there would be fighting later, with afew of those fancy cops below getting their share.

Meanwhile, deeper insde the building' s public meeting rooms, the avatars of the key offworld Forged
personnd had aready gathered. Turning his head to the displays on the trunk of the building, Gritter
recognized the smooth sky-blue hulk of the Timespan Tatres and the pretentious flounces of severa
Heavy Angds. Physicaly present in their holographic midst, the €l ected representatives of the Arachnos,
Sectae and Herculeans moved with anxious precision. Vaporetti councillors and Bathys joined them viaa
large screen, which was the best resolution you could get from the appaling bit-rate that the Jovian
hardware chucked out. At eight p.m. the meeting was considered quorate, heads were counted,
attendees noted and voting rights passed out to everyone.

‘Item One: the proposdal to support Voyager 1sol in her claim of ZiaDi Notte,” called out the secretary, a
young femae MekTek whose adaptations functionswerenot at dl clear. They clad variousvisble
sections of her in apretty slver filigree of mobile neuronics, some of which twisted themselvesinto the
sgilsof the Forged Allegiance and Forged Labour parties where her flesh was exposed.

The Timespan Tatres, spokesman for the STWU, stood to have his say fird. Gritter didn’t think much of
him, with his poncey toothstrip and his daft blue body, like some jumped-up pansy of a superhero, but
that’ swhat you got with people who had lots of power and no imagination; they’ d useit al for preening
instead of gleaning. Mind you, they weren't the worst; it was the quiet ones you had to—

‘ After areferendum vote of sixty-five per cent in favour we cast oursalvesin as supportersto the Claim’
Tatres intoned with pretentious lack of speed. Facts and figures flashed on Gritter’ s Abacand, which he
glanced a and nodded over without seeing. ' Our consensus- (amid cries of *What consensus!’

' Sixty-five per cent? and’You must bemad') * - isthat it would benefit future generations of human
beings, in the Unevolved and Forged sates dike, to have ahomeworld far awvay from the beginnings of
Earth and the Unevolved domination of our culture and practices. Thus we propose acceptance of ZiaDi
Notte as a candidate base for consideration, and we petition the meeting to support thisin Government
Chambers on Friday*

Next up to the podium came the Hive Queen of the Earth Council’ s Gaiasol Culturd Development Units,
Secta Regina Asantewaa. Gritter felt hisfeathers churn just looking at her. He didn't like insects a the
best of times, unless they were soft and edible small ones without too much crunchy leg. Thisonewasn't
only asfiercely armoured asan n bug, but her glossy black and scarlet colouring made her look
absolutely poisonous and her wing cases werefit to dice the heads off of Herculeans, not just poor little
Degraded like himself. Nonethel ess, her voice was gentle and sweet and the respect in the room was
amogt papable, since Hiveswere known to be capable of prodigious feats of intellect and imagination



well outside any individua’s capacity. So they expected wisdom here. Still, hisarse clenched to look at
her. He looked away and dialled up a picture of some parrots on his Abacand. Now they werea
handsome bird.

‘Greetings Asantewaa murmured, ' brothers and sisters. It is our duty to respond to the needs of dl
people of the Earth, whether the early or the recently Evolved. The second planet of the sun Zia Di
Notte, we must also remember, has at some time been the home of another race, and we must think of
them and their concernsin addition to our own. We are hampered by our lack of knowledge about this
world or its people. Even so, recent polls suggest equa measures of discomfort and acceptancein the
ideaof reclaming this place and developing it once again. Likeliving in somebody ese'shousg, it isnot
the same asfinding apristine land, as Mars was pristine, uncluttered by prior imaginations.’

Gritter shuffled from foot to foot. It wasal very well, this highfautin mora chat, but what did it get them?
And evenif they got to know everything about the old owners of this new world, what were they going to
do about that? Build atheme park and visitor centre?

Regina Asantewaa was continuing. ‘ But in principle we do not object to the colonization of anew planet
and Solar System. Our centrd point of concern isthe technology that it was necessary to use to get

there. We have yet to hear from our sistersworking on this material concerning its safety. Until this matter
isthoroughly researched, we oppose any further developmentsin its use among the Forged or the
Unevolved. We suspect it has aready been sold on in the black economy, and isaready in use. We urge
those Forged who have used this materia to return it a once.’

Like that was going to persuade anyone.

‘“What about the arrest of Corvax? someone texted in from outside the building, the secretary of the
meeting announcing the question after sgndling for apause.

‘Corvax ishereto assist the Gaiasol Laboratories voluntarily’ the Secta Queen said, without so much as
aflicker of one of her long feders.’If | may direct you to our previous conversations with the Blessed
Tupac, you will seethisto betrue

Gritter hadn’t heard about this latest bit concerning laboratories. He wondered what the hell Corvax was
up to. Maybe there’ d be money init, but not for Gritter, not even when he' d been the oneto carry dl
Corvax’ s messages, the cheapskate.

Tatres had now resumed the centre stage. He boomed on about the importance for al of breaking with
Earth and the ties of the gravity-bound, but it turned out that the Jovians and Saturnians had no particular
desireto relocate into the new system. They were content aslong as nobody tried to regulate them from
the outside, and aslong as reasonabl e trade was maintained. There was also the question of the alien
technology and possible developments for inter- and intra-gal actic commerce for them to consider - a
development Tatres felt wasfor the Transportersto discuss with Gaiasol - and the gas-types didn’t like
that at all. It took an hour for them to stop bickering over it.

From Jupiter and Saturn, the spokesmen for the Vaporetti then called in their votes. Gritter looked at
their jely-like bodies; hard at the cores like bands of tough cartilage, with ballooning membranes and
long tentacular limbs spreading from this centre. Their semi-human arms and legs were powerfully

devel oped and they hugged them close to their trunks as they drifted in awind-sheltered zone, aNirvana,
the Vaporetti equivalent of apublic square.

The Saturnian was amae and aged, eyes dits of caculating black in the semi-hard structures of hisface,
which had smoothed to a pearl escent green under the ravages of the eternd storms. *We have no interest
in an Earth-type planet’ he stated with an equable shrug of his colossa shoulders, showing one of his



cranid wing-setsfurling idly behind him, their anti-gravity feetherslonger and finer than Gritter’s. * 10l
reports asingle gas giant in the system, but has provided no other information. If this project goes ahead
- and wethink it won't - then we would be interested, of course, in exploring thisregion jointly with our
Jovian cousins'

The Jovian agreed with him, her face blue and green with tattooed stripes, and with a golden ring pierced
through the dender ridge where her nose shaded into begk-like lips. Her blue hair flowed around her in
thick coils, with and againgt the wind, betraying its function as a current-detector and balancing structure,
like the Saturnian’s head-wings. * And then we will decide between us who to send and what alianceswe
should make' she added, looking at the Saturnian’ s softer and smaller shape with polite condescension.

Glitter lost track of therest of the conversation between the sometime alies. He was too busy trying to
figure out just how big they redlly were, from the readouts his display screen waskindly providing him.
There must have been something wrong with the numbers, because according to them the femaewas
more than sixty metres|ong and the male amere half-metre, yet they both appeared very smilar. Perhaps
it was to do with the wind speeds or something like that, he mused. They weren't so odd-looking, redlly,
not even as peculiar asregular Earth Bathyforms. With al those hairs and tentacles and cilia, he would
bet it was al cushy-coo up there, one orgy after another and hardly a scrap of work to do between them,
since the condensers and battery unitsthey’ d built did dl the hard |abour. Who needed ten thousand
Vaporetti anyway? Idiers, thelot of them, living off that free energy, and nothing to spend their money on
but fifty flavours of nutri-goo and various ridicul ous types of wind-riding protection. They hadn’t even
managed to penetrate the heart of their planets yet. Time they devel oped some new formsand...

‘... Escaped the attention of many of us more fortunate types, but the Terraform Classes have been
abandoned entirely by this struggle.” The Herculean was speaking. ‘ They were shut into deep and denied
avoice once the Lunar and Martian landscapes were completed. Created with the promise of along life
and work, but prevented by their very form from enjoying any kind of existence outside the purity of
mere Function. Designed into planned obsolescence before their time, they’ re the forgotten onesin this
stuation. Any clam on ZiaDi Notte must be made with these brothers and sistersin the forefront of our
minds. A new world promiseswork and life. To deny Isol’ s claim isto agree with these people being
thrown onto the scrap heap and forgotten, despite al they’ ve donefor us!’

There was agenerd stirring now among those on the outside of the building. The screens showed a
picture of LunaMemoria Park, where the Moon colony was much more vocd in its agreement to this
last point. Gritter saw banners waved and afew scuffles among the crowd.

‘Gaiasol has never offered any redligtic dternative to enforced hibernation for thesetragic figures' the
Herculean went on, thumping his colossd fist down on the lectern before him gently, but hard enough to
make the wood crack audibly.

‘Wouldn’t have had to if they’ d had sensible life-spans’ Gritter muttered. The Messenger next to him
scowled and pecked out at him with annoyance at the remark.

Gritter stabbed back with his own beak, and before he knew it they were engaged in afight, claws out
and feet scrabbling to get agrip on each other’ sthroats. It was quite awel come distraction, but painful.
He got adash near hiseye and they fell together, atangle of fighting feathers, through the tree and down
towards the street.

Arachno Mouze was digtracted from the Herculean’ sfighting talk by aflash of brightly coloured feathers
tumbling past the window. He heard the squawks of Degraded outrage, and the whine and hum of the



police stun net as the combatants reached sireet level and were corraled. Theirswasn't the only
squabble that was erupting in the gathering. Angry shouts and whistles were greeting the Earthbound
Forged' s call to support the deeping Terraforms. V oices began to be raised, about artificia lifespan, and
Unevolved guilt over the fate of Forged who had died or been lost due to poorly understood engineering.
Mouze fet vulnerable there, and tacked sdeways towards the exit from the main room and into the hall
to gather histhoughts. He was to speak next and say something about the state of their research into the
aien materid, but so far they had nothing to offer and the idea of the reaction of the crowd to thisnews
made his hearts palpitate.

He contacted the lab and asked for the latest news on Corvax, and the Hive' s progress with the Stuff.
The bit-streams that flowed in, tuned to his persona wave-lengths, showed him the Hive's
semi-completed andysis. Despite his gability on eight points Mouze fet himsdlf stagger, hislegs
ingtinctively folding more deeply asthey prepared to dart away, or to contract for hiding in ahole that
didn't exist. Their sudden sensitivity made the vibrations of the crowd fed like an earthquakein hishead -
but then it felt like that anyway, as he tried to grasp the impact of what he was seeing.

When he' d recovered himself he thought to ask what dealings there had been with Isol - she should have
been there to speak for hersdlf, but she had not arrived so far. In the end he didn’t wait for the answer,
but approached the steward and secretary on his own behalf.

The secretary interrupted the meeting, her neuronics alowing her to speak softly and be heard by
everyone through the use of specific frequencies, despite the hubbub of conversation that threatened to
drown out any single voice. She ushered Mouze to the stland and introduced him quickly.

‘I have just been informed of certain conclusions of the Hive TwoPi’ sandysis of the dien technology
acquired by VVoyager Isol, commonly referred to on the usenets as Stuff.* Mouze was briefly aware of
some of the non-Sectae Forged flinching away from his aggressive-looking defensive stance, and strove
to smooth down the tiff hairs on hisbody, to retract hisvestigid paps.’It ispotentidly unsafe and a
contaminant. Anyone possessing or having been in contact with it isrequired to proceed immediately to
the nearest quarantine or Forge-bay point, and remain there until they have been medically cleared.’

He paused and took a breath for steadiness s sake, even though he didn’t use breeth to speak. His
Spiracles remained open, attempting to filter out an anxiety he couldn’t begin to examine. *Until Stuff, asit
istemporarily known, has been more thoroughly worked up, | think we must confine ourselvesto
discussion of what to do if Voyager Isol’ s plan goes ahead, and what we' |l doif it doesn't, and if this
materia ismore of athreat than it first appeared to be. The conditions governing its contagiousness have
not been understood so far.’

Mouze was drowned out utterly in the uproar that followed and barely escaped to the back stairs under
police security guard.

Gritter, who heard the last part of Mouze s speech with his head thrust through the hole of the restraint
netting, blood in his eye and the sting of aMekTek officer’ shand on the scruff of his neck, spat into the
gutter. ‘Lerrusout!” he hollered, struggling.

‘I don't think s0.” Sheignored the scratch of hisdirty claws on her meta skin. * Timefor you to get in the
van, before therest of thislot goes off.’

‘I've gottagettathe Bay. You 'erd ‘im.’

Y ou can get there viathe gtation.” She lifted him up and dumped him into the heavy hemp embrace of a



wide-mouthed sack. The fabric drew close and wrapped him in the stink of someone else’svomit, a
smell that aquick swill with a hosepipe had not been ableto get out of the cloth.

He heard the rest of the debate from the newsfeed to the police station, as he perched in the chemical
reek of the aviary cells along with acrew of other wretched Orniths, his head stuck under onewing so as
to avoid locking gazes with anybody till looking for afight.

Some Unevolved from the government was blithering on about racia segregation: *... Separation from
the Forged is purely aracist and divisive manoeuvre, afalling-back to the positions of the early
twenty-first century where nationd, religious and cultura divisionswere dlowed to stand as barriersto
trade, rights and the fair distribution of wedth...’

Yadda, thought Gritter, but where is my fucking wealth? And what street monkey gives a shit about
my welfare? On the other hand, the rest of the High and Mighty up in space couldn’'t care less
about the Degraded. Production errors, they say and sympathy and tea. Bollocks to them. But he
couldn’t avoid the sound of the station unit, seated as he was beside thewall of cell barsthat gave
directly onto the booking area.

“The Earth government must stand firm on thisissue of secession. If the system bresks gpart, then there
will be areturn to the days of permanently disadvantaged cultures.. .

Later bigmouth Tatres spoke again. “The minister spesks of cultura disadvantage and poverty, but the
Forged dready exist in cultura poverty, designed and fabricated to lead lives of restricted experience and
socid deprivation in comparison with the hominid populations, who enjoy afull and varied animd lifein
addition to their functions as employees, workers and philosophers.

‘Either Earth must grant us the freedom to pursue our individual developments and the right to pursue our
own reproduction and design, equa in rights, or they must be discarded as the dave traders and
commodity brokersthey are. Thistalk of cultura lossisonly the nervous chatter of those who have
aready surrendered their individual heritage in the name of ademocratic panglossiathat now stagnates
around them. It stinks, and we will not be sullied...’

Gritter reflected: Quite the little speaker, our Tatresi, when the mood gets on him. Pity he’s not as
sincere as you'd believe, given that he can’t do anything but ferry stuff from one orbit to another
and, if they do bloody sack hint, what the hell will he do then but go begging off to the
Independence Party and hope they can give him ajob in the public-speaking mines or the press
department because, like the rest of us, cheesy avatar or no cheesy avatar, he's fundamentally
fucked from day one. As free as one of my feathersisto go and live alone, find itself a nice pad
out Fulhamway, join a little feather social club, marry a downy bit of fluff, and all that shit.

Someone actudly quoted Marx and the means of production, and Gritter nearly had to pull his head out
to besick. True, true, we are the means of something - or just mean.

‘... Forged were never designed to be merely sentient machinesin the way that so many of them seemto
delight in thinking, in order to fud their anti-hominid fury. Wasn't it the case that human society in the past
has aways been divided between those who manage and those who labour? Some division of |abour
must exist to get thejob done at dl. Society has never been homogeneous. Herculeans cannot fly.
Hominids cannot survive space. Jovian Vaporetti cannot till theland and create food. ..’

And if you hadn’t utterly sent the place to shitein earlier centuries by overpopulating, and eating
every resource you had right up to the sharp end of a new Cainozoic extinction point, then we
wouldn’t exist. Are we supposed to be grateful? Here to feed you, O master. At your service - the
solution to all your niggling problems. Tug my forelock. What a lovely day.



Gritter thought it was about time the complacent louts at the top of the heap got to have agenuine
red-hot poker up the ass.

Then they were back on that very hysterical subject.

‘... Terrible newsthat there has dready beenillegd trading in thisfound aien technology among the
Forged black markets, with possibly up to ahundred or more Forged self-adapters aready bonded with
it. In response to this quarantine, al such individuas are urged to surrender themsdvesimmediately for
trangport to the nearest Pangenesis, where they will be housed until an al-clear may begiven...’

Like that was going to happen. And asif that git Machen hadn’t already sanctioned the use of the
engines on his own military personnel. Leaveit all to Isol? Ina pig’s eye.

Actudly, on thinking thisthrough, Gritter redlized that it might work to his advantage. Corvax would have
to go straight. No timefor tracking him down until far later in the day. Good job Gritter had never had to
handle any of the bloody stuff directly. 1sol must be shitting bricks out of whatever passed for her buitt,
jump-gate technology or no. He wondered what the stuff did to you. Wasit like scabies? Would it itch?

Helifted afoot and scratched a sudden prickling under his chin. Fleas again, he thought, thinking of
Necktie and how he' d got his name from having a near-permanent bald spot circling histhroat from
incessant parasite infestations: fleas, ringworm, dlergy to feather-mite... hah. Haveto get thelad into a
chemica plunge pronto. He only got cleaned these days when he was arrested and hosed down forcibly.
Gritter, on the other hand, understood the vaue of a carefully maintained plumage. Without thinking, he
began to groom.

‘Oi, you.’
Thevoicewaslight, but unfriendly. Gritter ignored it.
“Y ou there. Spatchcock.’

He glanced over hisshoulder. Sitting in adifferent cdl to hisleft was a gritty, grimy specimen that hed
once been a Degenerate Guard. Its house uniform was ragged - afew scraps of crimson cloth, darted in
blue, hung about its wiry torso. Its snout and teeth were scarred and broken from arecent run-in with a
police baton, but its eyes, in the doggy face, were shrewd. Gritter was reminded of the advertisng
campaign for Redtitution For The Degenerate: We did not strive to make lower, only higher, than
ourselves. But, once in a while, accidents happen. For those of us not as fortunate as others, give
generously to the Restitution Fund. They also serve.

Thisillegaly bred figure had clearly been intended as a pet, but had received some unexpected in vitro
upgrading and, instead of asmart long-lived poochy life-companion for arich old fart with no children, a
monster had been produced: human 1Q and the body of agargoyle. Gritter stiffened with indinctive
revulsion at thisreminder of hisown life, and pat on thefloor.

‘Done any work for the post office recently? the dog-man growled, hisaggresson quickly turningto a
rasoy laugh.

‘“Why, you looking for arecommendation? Gritter said before he could engage his brain. He saw iff
MekTek manacles gripping the creature’ slong-fingered forepaws. The clawvs were adark maroon
colour, and Gritter snickered, ‘ Bite the hand that feeds you?

The dog ignored him and licked its chops. ‘1 know you, don't 1?7
‘Not if I canhelpit.’



‘Yes- Generd Machen' sbudgie” The words had to fight to get out of the long mouth. ‘ Don’'t know me,
though.’

‘Maybe you're acousin of that stupid shegp-chasing hound of his' Gritter hazarded, bold because of the
cage hewasin and the other’ s manacles.

‘No doubt.” The Guard got to hisfeet and trudged across the short space to the bars. Two nervous
Orniths on that side of the cdll decided to swap perchesfor the one near Gritter and came barrelling
over, trying not to look hasty. ‘ But then, we' re al cousins, aren’t we, in someway or other? He grinned
and showed his sizeable canine teeth, sdiva oozing around histongue. ‘ Brother.’

‘ Speak for yourself.’

‘Oh, | dothat.” The dog glanced at the police officers, al now watching the TV or talking to each other.
‘ And someone tells me you can get me a piece of thisalien matter. Y ou have the connections and what's
moreyou'rein it up to your neck, chicken.’

‘I don’t know what you' re talking about.’

‘My arse. Here swhat | want. Save your worryin’. | want apiece. | want it soon. I’ ve aquarrel to settle,
and | think it will do thejob. Maybe, looking carefully, you'll think it' s your quarrel too.! He gestured
with one refined finger at Gritter’ s generd state and status, and lifted half his upper lip in asneer.
"Nobody paid attention in thelab on our birthdays, did they?

Gritter clutched the perch asthe other avians shifted away from him, staring anywhere but in the direction
of the gargoyle. He decided belligerence was the better part of cowardice. * And who are you thinking of,
exactly? Doctor Frankenstein? Y ou may have been part of some breeding programme for better
dachshunds, but | was at least born of a Pangenes's.’

The creature emitted alow gargling sound that made Glitter’ s neck ruff flatten in terror, until heredized it
wasn't growling but chuckling. *Y ou' re awit, aren’t ya? Privileged, too. Now, remember what | said and
I’ll see you on the outside. | know where you live.” He turned his back then and Gritter saw the hard
lumps of muscle shifting under the thickly furred pelt, like weasdstrapped in amink coet... No, that
wasn't agood image. He rammed his head under hiswing and tried not to hear the mutterings from the
others around him. Soon enough they’ d process him and fling him outside. Now he wasn't sure he
Wanted to be there.

22. TWOPI
A Painting of Shinjuku Library.
Two beech trees entwined. Sunset.
Side by side, a screw thread, a colanut.
Bailing tar.

A Painting of Shinjuku Library.
Two newspapers hung out to dry on aline.

The sound of human feet running on hard clay.



Theimaginary taste of diamonds.

Brezath.

A body describing aperfect circle.

The battleship Potemkin.

The Fibonacci sequence, odd values only.

The sensation of being scraped with agtrigil too firmly, oil onthe skin.

A Painting of Shinjuku Library.

The happy feding of two dogsin springtime, tugging each end of a scarf.
Smoke from a burning temple fire, cindered bone and incense.

A proof of the Cdculus, writtenin daisy chains.

A Painting of Shinjuku Library.

Exhaustion creeping in asthe heart [aboursto run on.

The Sagrada Familia, Barcelona.

Schadenfreude.

Eating the entrails of ancestors.

A bridge made of paper acrossthe SierraMadre.
A Panting of ...

(our mindswriggleit through)

A Painting of Christmas Day, unwrapping a present.

The gasp of surprise-it'sa...

Painting of Shinjuku Library.

{endtrance}

‘A moment!” cried the Queen. The Hivewas sllent. Glad of the respite, they sank to the bottom of their



cdlsand rippled to cycle the suspension liquid quickly through their digestive tracts to extract oxygen,
fatty acids and sugars.

Corvax, ableto listen but not to participate, baffled by the work, hung on her words.
‘Thispainting,” shesaid. ‘Could it be anything else?

But the Hive response was no, it could not. Things were asthey were. They had dl examined Isol’s
drive-unit fragment and it was, indubitably, a Painting of Shinjuku Library. Look at it asthey might, wrap
and unwrap, twigt, twizzle and ponder, it remained asit had begun, an irreducible, if complex, entity.

‘l am thinking thisanswer isnot going to be very helpful, the Queen said, spesking for them dl. *We
need adifferent gpproach. Begin trance.’

The Hive became asingle stream of consciousness.
Corvax dreamed their dream and saw...

A gdlery vistor standsin sunlight and keenly observes apainting of Shinjuku Library. Itispainted ona
glasswindow, the window itself adirect view of the Library building - a pleasant edifice of white curves
and gravity-defying bal ances - which isblocked by the exact mimesis of the painted surface. The paint
adjustsits colours asingtructed by sensors mounted outside, so that it dways resemblestheredity
beyond. The visitor standsin the centre of amaze of raked stones and can Sit, for greater contemplation,
on aseat of three oblong rocks, two supporting a cross-beam, henge-fashion. The painted window has
invited alot of criticism and the vigitor isaware of the dudling viewpoints - it'samasterpiece/it’' scrap -
and the curioudy intriguing idea of executing such apainting with such properties, without which the
painting itself isclearly just arepresentation of Shinjuku Library and not particularly interesting.

Theidea causesthe visitor’s mind to shuffle about, making comparisonsin its assumptions about views,
glass, windows, paintings, and the act of looking through, looking at and looking towards. Deception and
revelation are bound together, indissoluble. And the vigitor isthe only placein which thisart may occur,
this self-knowledge, placed there by another, who knew nothing of one, whom one has never even met.

Gaze through and you will see Shinjuku Library, promisesthe artist.
Gaze at and you will see - guesswhat, Shinjuku Library.
It snot the greatest cityscape in the world, but that’s not the point.

Seeing what isthere and what isn't are one and the same thing.

Oh shit, thought the Hive and Corvax both at the sametime.

23. Another Finger

Zephyr peeked out of her below-gtairs position shortly after dawn, and clambered out in time to witness
agpectacular pink and orange sunrise. The nameless sar wasavast disc at thistime of day, dightly
flattened in its gppearance near this semi-equatoria place asit headed swiftly up to clear the horizon.
From here she was able to detect the faint sound of waves crashing onto the shingle below. The sound
was reassuringly lifelike and she packed her day sack with anew vigour, and asense that really it wasn't
asbad as she' d feared in the early hours. The Abacand reported no signs of movement, no changes
anywhere except theidly circling progress of the Roach, now somefifty metres off and involved inits



own business.

The progress of the day before continued. Things that appeared to be rows of houses flowed internaly
into one another in vast warrens of rooms and chambers stretching up fifty storeys, and down amost as
many below ground level where the darkness became inky and unleavened. The mystery builders
preferred gentle dopes and ramps to staircases, of which there were none. There were smoothed tubes
and chutes buried in thewalls, that looked like they were dropways for the fast down-transit of goods or
people, or trash. Roads and paths curved up the sides of skyscraping towers and ran Straight into large,
complex archways where they divided into uneven-numbered corridors delving down and stretching up,
sometimes to nowhere or to asmple opening to the sky.

Zephyr's‘room’ was off the edge of one of these mgjor arches, where its surface became softer and
smoother asit curled into asmall, windowless areathat was split in two levels. Probably it was a boot
rack or aplace to keep thefiling, sheliked to imagine, but it was secure and free from any wesather, and
its Sngle doorway wasjust bigger than shewas, and easily filled. Therest of her *paazzo’ had alarge
interior space with curlicues of baconies spiraling up into atower that sood proud of the main roof and
looked out across the bay and the city. Echoes of the landing tower’ s structure were visible in its design,
asif itwereasmaller Sgter to that giant standing on the top of the cliff. For the sake of ease Zephyr
named severd locations this morning. The Hand' s perch became the Wind Tor and her camp My House.
It was curioudly not as frightening today and, as she took her recordings, Zephyr added to her
speculations about the total lack of straight lines and sharp angles.

Sheran the Abacand’ sfull suite of mathematical tools on sections of architecture and on the Tor itself,
following yesterday’ s brief insght. The machine returned acomplex series of functionsto her, showing
the way that the flowing surfaces hadn’'t smply been copied by ‘ey€e from nature. They expressed more
than ten different numerica sequences, whose rations with each other modulated in specific ratios,
repeeting here and there, like repellers and attractors positioned to capture the interest of someone who
could much more readily understand the raw equations at a glance than she could. In fact, the Abacand
informed her that some of the instances of recurring numbers or factors could possibly be interpreted as
mathematical humour or as profundity, depending on the view. And some were little koans of akind,
their ‘one hand clapping’ suggestions providing a paradoxica hdt to linear thought.

Andit asolooked like nature, in away, dthough of an idedlized and flowing form. Quickly she cameto
understand that this same* city’ was the most conceptually advanced and beautiful thing she had ever set
eyeson - and that was when she couldn’t understand it. For the Abacand it was akind of masterwork,

‘But not like atheory, more like asymphony’ it said in an unsualy quiet tone.

They progressed well and even found an object or two, one of which was small enough to be carried.
Zephyr took it back to her *house’ and was sitting outside, shaded by alarge mylar umbrélain the
‘courtyard’, making notes and trying to figure out its use - akind of bowl, full of holesthough it was
clearly not broken - when she heard an odd sound. She glanced at the Abacand, but it had goneinto
deep-saver mode in the radiant warmth emanating from her teamug and the Roach was nowhere to be
Seen.

Now the sound was gone, she thought maybe she' d imagined it.
Then it came again, astealthy scrape of something heavy, metal perhaps, dragging across stone.

She moved quite dowly - calmly, she thought - and thumbed her wrist button to wake the Abacand
remotely. A burgt of static came from the tiny machine, loud enough to make her jump off her seet.
Before she knew what she was doing, she found hersalf with her back to the wall, the bowl, or whatever



it was, left to roll around on the ground by itself.
The Abacand cleared itsdlf and its scanning lights came on.

Therewas aflash of light brighter than the sun. Zephyr, il finding her feet, shrank back again, arms over
her head, wondering if it was some kind of solar flare. Then the scrape occurred again and became afulll
and throaty engine sound that was huge and defiant in the afternoon’ s aeon-long silence.

Zephyr grabbed the Abacand and ran to the shadow of the nearest tall arch.

“That’'sno dien, the Abacand whispered from her hand. ' It sounds like a Tangier Mark 3 power driver,
anold onetoo.’

Zephyr didn't move, but listened as the machine made its way towards her. Her palms were wet and her
chest felt tight. She struggled to breathe without making anoise. Part of her didn’t believe the sound's
originator was anything to do with this place. It must be something she knew, because it sounded like it
was - but then, what?

Shewasn't prepared to be caught and cornered so easily. Asthe thing came close to the palazzo' s door,
she turned and ran through one of the other branches of the arch, which led up atightly spiraling ramp
and onto afirst-floor areathat had views down into the street provided by ‘ decorative’ holesin the outer
wall. Through asmall one of these, shelooked down.

Crawling dong benegath her, close enough to reach out and touch, the pitted and filthy back of the thing
heaved and paused. It was caked in mud that had dried and cracked, then fallen away, exposing
recognizable patterns of atmospheric damage on araw Ti-bone surface. Its engine sound sowed and
pulsed, very like breathing, as along, sinuous neck and head extended low to the ground and stared
through the arch at her umbrella. Strings or wires hung off the rear part of itsbody in huge mats, like
rotten weed. A few wove up towards her, but their morion was vague and undirected.

‘Y ou should leave here,” it said, abruptly and in English. Its voice sounded strained. “ Thisplaceisn’t
what it seems. It' s dangerous here. The planet speaks.

Zephyr didn’'t move. That sudden, blinding light came again and the machine fatered and sank shuddering
to its knees under the ondaught of tuned energy. A pit appeared in its back, darker than therest, and a
thick substance like oil and cooked blood boiled out of thisand ran duggishly down itssde.

“That was an orbit-to-ground tight-beam weapon,’ the Abacand muttered, as Zephyr’ sfingers clutched it
so tightly her fist shook. ’1sol? she whispered. The Abacand vibrated in assent.

The strange newcomer’ s voice came again, unaffected by itswound. ‘Y ou must go - and touch nothing.
Go back.’

Then agrinding, acrunching, atearing of meta and gears. Thin oil and soft, pale dime spread under the
stranded beast. Steam rose from the wet string on it. Mud fell to the ground. Its head smashed heavily
onto the paving and was lill.

Zephyr was transfixed. She knew she had watched someone die here, and Isol had killed them, one of
her own - an Earth Forged, or part of one. But what wasit doing here, dishing out warningslikethe
chorusin a Greek tragedy?

Shelifted the Abacand to her mouth, thumbing its communications mode, and signalled out for 1sal.

‘I'm dl ready herefor your explanation of that.’



‘| told him to stay away from you. Bloody idiot wouldn't listen’ 1sol snapped, almost before Zephyr had
finished spesking.

‘Wdll, that raises more questions than it answers,” Zephyr said, till in recovery from the shock. Steam
and smoke were both now rising from the carcass. It smelled of marsh gas and tar, like an mammoth
exhumed from apit.

‘| couldn’t take a decision to claim this planet without advice from othersin the council,’ 1sol said. ‘ There
had to be visitors. Some of them remained behind and agreed to keep out of your way. They’ ve touched
nothing.

‘But when they try to talk to me, you shoot them.” Zephyr backed away from the wal and turned to the
courtyard. Squinting until her eyes adapted, shelooked up into the blue sky where she knew Isol must
be, far above her. She wondered if that same beam could pierce thislocal stone.

‘It snothing - only aFinger. Hewon't even missit.’
Y ou were saying?

Isol made ascrubbing noise with irritated gatic. ‘ HisnameisKincaid. HeE s senile. He hasit in hishead
that the planet istalking to him. He decided to come here and play the Ancient Mariner to try and
persuade you to shut the place off asunsafe. It isn't. I’ ve been here longer than he hasand I’ ve seen
more. There snothing but what I’ ve told you.’

‘“Why does hethink the planet talks?

‘Zephyr, theimportant thing isthat he’samad old man who' s chosen this moment to lose his marbles
because back in-system he’' s got no work to do. He isn't fit for work on Europa, and | thought that
taking him out of Hibernation for atrip out here would do him good. The fact that he smadefor an era
that’ sgoneisno fault of his. He was made for better thingsand | thought at least here it would belike the
old days.’

The Abacand flashed up reevant details as Zephyr digested this. She said, more puzzled than anything,
“Y ou brought a Terraform Class? Did you anticipate that I’ d say yesto the planet, and then you'd dl be
down here creating some kind of Forge Eden? ‘It wasn't like that.’

‘It soundslike it to me. Wake the Hand. I’ ve had enough aready.’

‘Y ou said you needed another four daysat least.” ‘I’'m done. Thisisridiculous. | can’t eventell what the
hdl itisl’m standing on. One minuteit’ slike legther, the next like bone. I’ d swesr it changesbut I've
never seenit do so, and if thereisawritten language here, thenit’ stactileand | don’t have the gear.
Wakethe Hand.” Anger felt good asit cleared her head. It sounded like she was demanding and not

pleading.

‘Zephyr, just think thisthrough. | brought Kincaid along so that he could die where he was happy, and
not in artificid deep in astowage bay in the Belt where the fucking Unevolved would have him dig, like
he was a goddamned machine shoved into the garage to rot. He built Mars. He put water on the Moon.
You lot didn’t even give him afucking pension or a prize. Switch down to deep, wait for the next job -
when you know there will be no next job.’

Zephyr felt her temper snap. ‘Y ou know aswell as | do that any chance you might have had for getting
this place handed to you without interference has just gone out the window. Send the Hand. I’'m going
back.’



Isol paused and the Abacand hissed faintly with the sound of the empty radio band. ‘No' shesaid.’You
need timeto think over what you' re saying. What it meansto us."

Zephyr snorted. 'Y ou should have thought of that before blasting off your mouth and your gun. Isol, you
shot him! And you accuse me... Take me back right now and | won't tell them about him. Y ou can take
him back, dong with whatever other Forged are in on this, and you can pretend it didn’t happen. Y ou
won't get ZiaDi Notte, or wherever thisis, but you won't get... whatever they do to criminaslikeyou.’

The Voyager’ s voice was calm when shereplied. “Think it over, Professor Dugquesne. Think it over very
carefully. Don't worry how long it takes. Remember, we ve got for ever, if needsbe.”

Zephyr was stunned to silence, but when she tried thumbing the communicator again it received no
handshake response. Isol had switched her off. She stared at it, not quite believing the extent of the
threat. Of course, Isol could keep her here aslong as she liked and Earth would never know unless one
day Zephyr got back to tell them. She had suppliesfor aweek, no more. Let her get hungry and
desperate enough, and for sure she’ d say anything Isol wanted her to in order to get back.

‘Bastarddl’ she shouted and lashed out at thewall with her fist.

Its material gave under her hand. Theimpact still hurt, but she didn’t break anything. She poked the wall
tentatively in surprise, but now it was stondlike once more. She risked another punch and it bent away,
spongy and yidding like atough bit of fungus. She prodded it, tapped it with astone; it was hard again.

‘What d'you make of that? Zephyr asked the Abacand, quite meekly, grateful for something elseto
think about rather than what had just happened with Isol and the Finger.

“The substance of the” stone" reactsto..." It paused. "Well, it reactsto something. We Il haveto try
further tests’

“The stone reacts?

‘Clearly it'snot stone, of course,” the Abacand said. * Although, according to its crystalline composition
and granular— you know, it' sastone. Even when it flows, it obeys the expected physicd lawvsfor stone,
with the exception that it takes place within atime-frame that is unfeasibly short. It didn’t alow you to
hurt yoursdf. That'smost complex.

‘No kidding.” She walked dowly away and back down the ramp, listening out for any noisesfrom the
dead body. But there were none. The Roach appeared in the gateway, and then vanished into the
shadows aong the road.

‘And you can get lost!” Zephyr yelled after it, wishing she had something to throw, but there was only the
Abacand nearby. ‘| guessthat’sin therecord,” she added amoment later, full of chagrin and the resdue
of terror. She opened her ongoing letter to Kau/Anthony/who-ever and added to it:

‘l am now stranded here until | sign the declaration of free claim, by theway. It' sashort story that boils
down to melosing my temper when | found out she' d dready shipped in some old duffersto soften the
place up prior to my arrival. God knows what they’ ve taken or changed.

One of them tried to tell me something and she shot hisfinger off. And she' s supposed to be the virtuous
one? Ways and means, ways and means. And | am so mad at myself for being supid. Aaasagh!’

She waked around the arch and took a picture of Kincaid's Finger for the officia records, and then
looked him up in the Abacand' s Who' s Who.



‘Gaiaform Asevenday Kincaid, the Abacand said in arush, grateful to be of serviceinstead of being shot
or eaten, asit had suspected it might be on thisjaunt. * Nicknamed “ Grip” because of being abusybody -
that was during the Mars days - and a child of Tupac’s predecessor, the semi-sentient Pangenesis Eve.
Construction completed the nineteenth day of April, 2489. Terraformed the Lunar hydro and then
underwent asgnificant scalar increase to work on Mars, until ten years ago when he went into
Dormancy, awaiting afurther contract. The Who's Who thinks he' still there’

‘“What' re the particulars on Asevenday classtypes? Zephyr asked, keeping an eye on the sill-smoking
body of the Finger, and the stream of dow-running sticky goo that was 0ozing from benegth it and
moving towards the street’ s gutter.

‘Asevenday...” The Abacand hummed atune asit riffled through interna data. * Blimey. Starts out
self-adapted for major geology reformations - your mountains, plains and seas job - then redirects
himself towards the introduction and devel opment of fundamentd plant life. Phytogenetic tracts capable
of gene sequencing from al known plant and some smal-animal genes. Internd development up to adult
sageson al forms; Feet, Fingers and Toes develop soil by crushing rock and admixing with silts, clays
and minerdss, beforeintroducing classic cocktails of bacteria, fungi et ceteraand mulching with itsown
dead skin and excretato produce viable medium for continued plant growth.’

‘Okay’ Zephyr stopped it with alight touch of her fingertip. ‘ Doesit have any persona history on him?

‘Kincaid isthe only Asevenday till in existence,’ the Abacand said, hesitantly, with a sudden sense of its
own mortdity. “The othersal underwent voluntary decommissioning - * it paused again,” - or werekilled
at work, during the Mars development, by the bombs of the Ubermenschen Resistance. There were
only four ever developed. Y ggdrasil, Two Ravens and Shang Di were the other three. Shang Di’ s body
was developed into the Memorid Gardens at—

‘About Kincaid,” Zephyr reminded it. She sat down on her folding chair again, feeling she ought to do
something about the Finger, but not knowing what.

“Yes. Kincaid went into Dormancy after the completion of Mars. He wanted to join the Titan collective,
but was unable to take up the adaptations required for ultra-cold - too old, basically. Hisdesign wasn't
capable of reformation to that degree. He lodged a complaint and arequest for further work but had to
go to Dormancy because inactivity was making him sick. He wouldn't decommission himself because he
believed it was state-legidated suicide - he and Two Ravens had fallen out over that one some years
before and weren't on speaking terms - and he refused downgrading to Earth or Martian maintenance
corps. So they let him hibernate. Doesn't cost much and, since there was no prospect of him getting
work thisside of the third millennium, it was as easy as any other solution. Now and again hislawyerstry
pressing for a contract to be re-established, but there’ s no suitable land base or call for it. He was
supposed to get part of the Brazilian reforestation but by then there were already forty-five Herculeans
without work who were Earth-resident, so that didn’t happen.’

‘Hell’ Zephyr said, because Kincaid' slife sounded like it had cometo just that. Shelooked at the
crashed head of the Finger, cracked lenses dark over itseyes. ’ And now he' s here. Doing what? She
picked up the Abacand and took it across to the body, moving it so that its cameras could track the
shape and length. ’ Can you tdll what adaptation thisis?

‘Oh, definitely soil-making’ the Abacand said. ’ Just look at the culture-weed in its skirts." That would be
the string-stuff, then. ’ Do you have an andysis of what the legd position might be now that thisplaceis
contaminated and the Forged have dready moved in? she asked.

‘No," the Abacand said, after amoment’sddlay in which shefdt it vibrate hedtantly to express



uncertainty. ‘But in my opinion the case for claming such aplanet at all isextremey irregular, possibly
immord.’

“Yeah." Zephyr glanced around, looking for the Roach. She had no doubt it was hiding, being its
mistress seyes and ears.

Cloud shadows skated across her and darkened the street, making it ook as though people were al
around but had just darted into the aleys and houses off the road. A few drops of rain scattered on the
ground and fell hissing onto the Finger’ s head, where they boiled and vanished on the hegt of itsinternal
breakdown.

Zephyr went into her room and made another check on al her supplies. She thought she could last a
week. Thiswas dl thetime that wasleft to her now, in which, for her own curiosity evenif it never served
another purpose, she could attempt to discover more about this bizarre place. There' d be no Moonstrip,
no fly-overs, no idand-hopping, no conventions, and possibly no out. She would have to manage dl by
hersdf.

She took a deep breath and stretched out her tired shoulders, feeling an ache from the absent harness.
Necessity was freedom of akind, she supposed. Freedom from any obligation, redlly. She could goon a
trip, try to find this Forged and what he knew, write home, fill her time. Without delay, Zephyr began to

pack.

24. Quickening

Benesth the Hive a sound rose from the empty Moon. Secta Trini, cushioned in her cell, heard it at the
same moment as her sgters, and knew what it was. the sound of every door opening and closing. It came
through the heavy gsructurelikeasighin metd. Their trance ended involuntarily.

Alone they shivered and each pressed to the wall of her cdll, where the faint movements of asister could
be fet. Trini saw the trance begin again, seeing the whole arena of the explored Moon openin her mind's
eye, her own mapped regions connecting with Dwi’ sand Ch’twari’ s and the thousand other sister-maps
into acomplete moddl. At its heart sat avoid ahundred kilometres across, with asingle entrance and exit
the size of four macro-Ticktocks only. Trained on thisarena, an impressive array of unknown machines
was briefly picted so that they seemed visible in three dimensions through the walls of the composite map.
The Hive studied them more closdly now.

However, they were going to ignore the sound. The Queen demanded work.

‘Perhapsit’ sonly aregular systems check? Trini put into the sub-conversation they were having about
the sound. Many agreed with her. Others demurred. They know we're here. They're going to return.
The power systems have been disrupted by our attemptsto rig the lights. We' ve misunder stood the
layouts of the circuits. We activated more than we intended.

The machine picts broke down into arrays of circuits and diagrams. Trini was alocated a section to
andyse. She saw the Bilestri Convergence written init, integrations and iterations that were familiar, some
that were not. She worked hard to understand it, but it was difficult because the sub-conversation of the
sgtersran on and they were listening for the Moon to do another thing -though it did nothing and dl they
could hear wereits vast Slences and the inert sounds of metal moving, chiming, clanging, resonatingin a
meaningless chaos of song where the solar wind struck and beet at it relentlessy, hour after hour and
second by second, so that its pattern became mixed up with the blueprints of the machinesin achaotic
dance, and every time Trini thought she had deciphered the logic she found a contradiction to confuse
her.



Time passed and nobody had finished their chore, let done shed light on one another’ s problems or
linked to another’ sinsight. The Queen ordered them to exchange what they had learned so far. There
was sudden silence, and in the seconds of cold time each one of them was utterly alone, their silence
darkness, the darkness freezing, the cold crushing, the pressure threatening to crack their shellsand burst
their brains and splinter their neural concord and destroy them completely, because to be isolated and
aonewasto be extinguished and they felt this, each hersalf, and were paralysed by feer.

Thenthey dl saw atiny flicker of distant light, felt the breath of awarm summer and heard an imperative
summon them towards it across the gap that now lay between them and the faint hope of reunion.

Trini heard the Queen speak to her, from adistance, without even redlizing that she herself had begun to
rush towards the welcoming light.

‘Hold hard!” The chemicas of the Queen’ s voice were intense and they flooded Trini with love and
goodwill and theimpossibility of disobedience. With awrench that hurt her in every cdl, shelooked
away from the seductive beacon.

The Hive plunged itsdlf into adeep trance, and the awful moment was gone.

‘Let’snot look into our discoverieswith such persond attention,” the Queen suggested, but without
commenting on what had just occurred. ‘ Instead we shal divide oursalvesinto larger work units and take
asnglemachine at atime. We shdl have smdler tasks, and none of us shall look that closdly. We shall
not engage with it fully until thisincident has been understood.’

Trini looked a her new work alocation with mistrust. She felt odd, displaced, as though more had
happened in that icy second than she’ d known about - asif she hadn’t been in the same universe then,
but somewhere else, or between places, out of existence, her isolation complete, in a place where
nobody had ever been before nor would be since, without a name but not without coordinates. She
would never be able to know where it was, but the knowledge that it existed had didodged something
that even the Queen’ sgrace could not restore. The limits of Trim’sworld had become unrea, suspect.
Shewasn't certain of anything. She looked at the diagrammatic and saw the calculus within its structure,
smple enough, but she couldn’t say now whether the calculuswasreliable,

Maybeit was only atrick that worked for most of the time, where human understanding had rendered it
apriori, when it was only contingent, hiding adarker truth, abigger view, an undreamed-of vastness
right under the numb touch of her antennae.

She shrank from the task and reached out to either side of her; where Dwi was huddled in acdll solution
that suddenly tasted foul, where Ekawas crouched, running through alist of ancient Viking runesshe'd
learned whilein the egg. Their sgnaswere weak and then, sullied and frightened by this effect smothering
al her children, the Queen became till and quiet. Trini lost her sense of the Hive. She could hear a
scatter of voices, isolated women coming and going, the taste of their own deathsin their mouths, wanting
to join and master this knowledge hersdlf, because to master it would be to escape its power, but not
daring to in case it meant areturn to those empty spaces.

Above the Moon’ switless chitter, the Hive s organi zed hum disintegrated and echoed the metd’sdow
agonies. They did not venture forth again that day, nor the next, nor the next, and the quiet grew asthe
hum became an insensible murmur of random signdling: birdsong.

Trini sang her own tune, composed of the whistle of a steam train and the throbbing tones of a Wurlitzer
organ. She heard it echo far off, among the thousands of polluted cdlls. Deformed abillion times by the
ggers mindlessiteration, it returned to mock her. She listened and heard the Queen calling for the
Voyager’ s help, trying to ask 1sol why she did not respond.



Not respond?

Trini experienced the fear surge of the Hive as a plunging sensation, a shriek on the ends of her nerves.
Shetried to shut hersdlf off from it and tasted and smelled the dark opiate of Dormancy serum suddenly
infusing her bath. Her terror faded and became dull, like adusty mirror. She heard the Queen telling her
they would wait here, for help would certainly come. She fought the drugs, because she couldn’t stand
the idea of that empty darkness, but it came over her anyway.

Trini woke up to afoul taste, abitter smell like rubber burning, and afeding she couldn’t describe except
that she had never had it before and it was the mogt horrible, awful feding: the sngp of thelast living twig
in existence.

The otherswere dead. Where they had once been inside her mind, silence reigned. The Dormancy trope
was gtill strong, weighing her down, but now it was tainted with the acrid and sulphurous flavour of
Kamikazine, the neurochemica secreted by the Queen to kill them dl rather than risk whatever terror or
security failure she had foreseen.

Within her own body Trini felt process and function beginning to weep, bleed and decay in the first stages
of liquefaction. She was hdf-blind and moved weekly, in fits, as her nervous system juddered. But
despite her ingtinct to Stay here and accept her fate, astronger imperative of which she couldn’t have
believed hersdlf capable moved her antennae towards the door control of the cell. It was curiousin its
painful resstance. Where had it come from, this enormous will-power? She was baffled even as she
suffered under the opposing forces of her chemica desth and thisferocious desire.

She thrashed feebly in the poisoned gel - aspasm of pure eectrica confusion as her MekTek
components began to short - and her contortions brought her nearer to the controls. She touched the
sensor and immediately the cdll began to drain.

Asthethick fluid ebbed it left Trini coated in mucus, which began to react suddenly with theinflux of air,
the Kamikazine evaporating quickly out of it and oxygen flooding in so that her spiracles, gummed up,
nonetheless kicked feebly at her failing metabolism. The pure mechanics of her exoskeleton were dl that
kept her upright asthe controlsin her legs each registered the sudden increase of weight and
auto-corrected themsdlves, their sub-processors functioning in lieu of her brain, which was till, for any
ussful purpose, offlined.

Trini floundered in sickness and slence. Panic at these two states only increased the speed of her
recovery. She vomited and expelled gel and athin autoimmune fluid from her mouth and other orifices.
Cleared of the chemical trance, and in tota radio silence, she stood on the threshold of her tiny home and
saw around her the massed, orderly ranks of the Comb darkened and quiet where there had been light, a
body here and there twitching in the find, unconscious throes. Even now the movements were small and
in the time that she stood there, the last of them ceased and was ill. The Queen’ s dome, so light and full
of vigour, was blackened, its security shell fused into position. Only the emergency lights glowed, their
witness not the long and silent vigil it ought to have been because she, Trini, had disobeyed.

‘I didn'tdoit!” she cried out, without thinking, in gpology and fear, faced with the unthinkable. Besde
her Dwi floated, her eyes open beneath their shield lenses of polycarbonate, gazing at her, through her,
with frugtration and disappointment. But the sound of her own cry only made Trini much more aware of
her isolation.

‘Where areyou? she shouted then, looking around her for the cause of her defection. Shetried to
remember what the final insight had been in their meditation upon the Moon’ s odd peatterns, but nothing



coherent cameto her. If the Queen had had avision, it hadn’'t even got asfar as Trini before the
Kamikazine had found her.

The answer came firmly from the core of her being: there was nobody here but her.

Trini cowered there atimelonger, how long she didn’t know, until she noticed a change between the
automatic terror of alost drone and the dow rise of anew peptide insde her blood, whereit caused
enzymes and proteinsto change their regular progress and begin new tasks. At first shefelt her terror
ebb. Her front legs stepped into the corridor. She expanded her body and the air suddenly felt cleaner.
With her forelimbs she touched the door and the control panel, and then she could fed thefirst stirrings of
Comb Awareness as her synaptic processors switched themsaves to tune with the semi-sentient Al
system of their ship. She waked into the corridor and along the access way, paying amoment’ s respect
to her ssters as she bowed her head there; and then she arose, and dthough she wasfull of misgiving she
was not in any doubt now that what was happening was unprecedented but possible. Trini was becoming
Queen.

She cued the hatch leading to the Moon’ sinterior. Within it she heard several doors and other smple
servos sigh into motion: abend of their kneeto her arriva. With that thought she redized what had
happened. Thiswasthe insight of the old Queen - the Moon was not so much discovered by usasit
was made, and hereit is, arting to talk.

But this conclusion had been too much for the Hive' s comprehension and the minds of the individua
drone ssters had individually experienced afatal collison of theory and concept, hope and intent. Only
one mind could support and be supported by this process. The Queen had tried to assmilate the entire
Hivein trance, but she hadn’t been able to synthesize them dl, because the ideas they had seen as
individuals were incapable of being brought into true fusion, so she had killed them rather than risk the
chaos. She had killed them because she feared the conclusion, and what it could mean for those who
might later find out - or for those who might see Earth now through her eyes. The only part of the Hive
Cherisse’ sdecison that had reached Trini was the imperative to act, and so she had done the only thing
that was doable in the circumstances, and saved herself.

Now asingle drone, who was dowly taking on the attributes of Queen, she and the Moon were ready
for each other. Without the Hive' s panic, distant from home, she saw no reason not to proceed.

Trini sgnaled Isol. A faint, Suttering answer came, distorted by space-time confusionsthat ought not to
have been in itsway, and she knew fear again, asif the Moon itsalf were not enough to be afraid of.
Finally the Voyager answered, and Trini heard the hiss of her outrage and surprise at the news of the
Hive sfortune.

‘But whoisthis? Isol demanded, aready changing her orbital course around the planet to bring her
closer to the Moon.

‘Thisis Cherisse Trini, the third Sster of the renegade Ticktock Hive Cherisse” Trini said. ‘| am..." She
paused.

She had never said or entertained the concept of being an individua before, not inthisway. ‘| amnthe
only survivor. Do not approach the Moon or the Comb. The defence system is still engaged.” She could
see the Voyager now through the Comb’ s senses, apinprick of reflected light between the blue and white
bulk of the old world and its yellow-orange star. Before this moment she had never noticed others, she
realized. Nobody outside the Hive had been important.

‘Y ou are ordering me?



Thisanger and outrage was expected. The old Queen had agreed with Isol that they should bresk cleanly
with the old order, and be dlies herein thisnew place.

Trini cut her off Smply. “Thisistoo important not to. Y ou must fed some of thisyoursdf, athough you
deny it. There is much danger in contact with thistechnology. | will work aone here to understand it, and
then we' |l decide what to tdll Earth.’

She had never opposed another’ s views before. The surge of strength she felt made her tap her pointed
leg-tips against the Moon’ sfloor and wallswith aburst of combined anxiety and resolve. Some bit of
machinery deep in the Moon’ s guts whirled on its gyroscopes:

Chamber Five, Orientation Incoming...

Trini soothed the Comb and the distant unsettling of the dien Moon’ s response to her with aflare of
caming chemicals- thisis a neutral approach, so far, so hold your defences. She sent |sol a datablast
of what was occurring.

“You have control of thisthing? What isit?

‘| don’t have contral. | have... atwo-way understanding. | don’t know how far | can pushit. | think this
Moon is part of adefensve system. Don't come any nearer until I’ m sure. | don’t know why it listensto
me. |

think it must at least be something like...* She paused, prompted now to consult automaticaly with her
daughters - but having none.

‘Likewhat? The Voyager spun and effortlesdy made the glide into another easy orbitd postion. Trini
had time to envy her grace and agility, her power.

‘Like us. Made, but aware.’

‘We are people,’ Isal retorted stiffly, ‘made or born. Not sentient machines. Not Al like some ridiculous
Abacand.’

‘But thisisyour political stance,” Trini said. ‘ From a Ticktock point of view, machinery is exactly what
we are, what humanity is, what al life has ever been. The millions of Abacands and related machines
ae—

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Is0l said. * Are you telling me that you' ve changed position now? Do you want to go back
to the Hegemony of Apesall of asudden?

‘Of coursenot,” Trini said. ‘But you should know better than to try and mince physical factswith a
Ticktock. Wasn't it you who said “We must get ingde the dial ogues of our own mindsto discover the
onetruevoice’?| thought you looked beyond our manner to the common purpose of our liberation.’

Isol made arude blurt of chaotic sound. ‘ There' s nothing like having your own old rhetoric chucked at
you,” she said, but she sounded chastened. ‘It' sall going far different than | thought, anyway,’ she added
- mostly to hersdf, Trini thought. ‘ Bloody Kincaid is going mad. He kegpstelling me the planet isbarren
just to please him, to give him work. That | brought him here because it wanted him. He plants the crop
and it eats the crop. Every day thefirst day of work - paradise. Masochistic moron. Bara’'sasbad.’

‘Perhapsyou did ashe says,’ Trini said. ‘1s't it possible there may have been impulsesworking inside
you beyond your own? Shelooked along the way in front of her and the map of the ductsthat her Ssters
had created spun in her mind. Endless rows and regions of new circuitry, new paradoxes, new puzzles,



new thoughts al set down in metal and forms of intricate, alchemica design. Initsway thiscould bea
Ticktock’ s playground, if shewasn't scared to faceits challenge.

‘But what happens when the bastard runs out of seeds? Isol said, curving her way into afaster track
around to the nightside, keeping her eye on the two giant Gaiaforms. To Trini’ s question she made no

response.
‘“What does the government ingpector say? Trini asked.

‘Her! She hasn't found a single scrap of evidence to back up the claim they’ d like to make that this place
isstill someone else' s property. Five daysto go. But she' smet Kincaid, thanksto hisnosiness. It'sall to
hell. They’ re going to come and take us back forcibly, | know it

‘And your plan?
Therewas a pause. * Revolution dways comesto this,” Isol said, and cut thelink.

The Moon reacted to the news of an invasionary force with admirable cam, Trini thought. It ran afat,
smple diagnostic check onitsdlf, and then went silent again. Whatever it was designed to do, it al il
worked. The only problem Trini now had was that she didn’t know which of the two forcesit was
worried about: the Forged coming to enforce the claim, or the government coming to drag them back to
Gaiasol. Perhaps both.

Or another?

She hadn’t considered the possibility of anyone other than themsalves being in on this. Were there more
races interested in this place? Were the origind crestorsintent on return? Perhaps only a Ticktock could
gppreciate the true depths of the unknown parametersin the calculations that surrounded this situation.
An unexpected arriva was, in fact, a strong probability now that she factored in Kincaid' s reported
response to the planet, and the investigator’ s most likely determination - that they should never have
interfered in thisway with an unknown system. That would prompt immediate action by the Earth militia,
and then they would fight it out. 1sol’ s plan of equipping only the rebelswith her galaxy-crossing
technology could not hold, if it ever had.

Sowly Trini moved into the Moon's crust and opened a section of the wall beside her. There were no
access plates as such, but pieces were modular, they could be taken down and restored. Thewall itself
was asmooth structure, but if sherested her dectron-sengitive fingers againg it, she could, theoreticaly,
connect hersdf with dl the structuresin the Moon’ s entire system. A faint tingling ran through her arm.

She was sure of it then. The place ‘ sort of recognized her. There was something about her that was
aufficiently like something about its mastersto which it responded. And it had felt the same way about the
Hive, dthough for adrone, as she had been then, it was afar lesser reponse. 1sol had claimed the aliens
from here had been Forged, athough Trini’s Queen hadn't taken that at face value. But this knowledge
must be important, surdy? Vita, perhaps, to understanding where and when the diens had gone, and
why. Trini thought these questions must be answered before Isol could bring settlers here. Otherwise,
who knew what lay just around the corner? This Moon had not been on awhim. Its cost must have been
tremendous.

But then asudden thought made Trini snatch her hand away.
Something about hersdlf.
The Queen had killed them al to prevent a catastrophe. Suppose the catastrophe had happened



anyway? Suppose that the place had changed them and made them more like its own inhabitants? What
if she hadn’t been like them, but now she was, and this was why she had survived?

Shelistened to the Moon’ s ordinary sounds, its cacophony of insensible, meaningless noise. The will to
live, shethought, in our kind, isn’t an individual will. But here | am. Made not born, form fitted to
function, function required, and here was a purposg, dl thisto decipher. The fields of heaven. Maybe.

And Trini sat and composed dl her six legs, her four arms, her antennae, and closed her eyes, shielding
them from dl light and wavelengths. She sat for an hour and ten minutes, and then she got up and began
to make her way down towards the five enormous chambersin the Moon's core.

25. Tom Who Built the Aeroplane

Arrecife Station had once been used as a storage dump for long-life cargo and trading excesses held as
interim stores by the various Customs authorities within the Solar System. It occupied asimilar orbit
around Sol to that of Earth, but on the opposite side of the star, so that Earth and itself were for ever
blind to each other. In recent daysit had undergone a hasty refit of its only habitable spar, and had
swallowed enough of the most high-tech scientific equipment to fund a serious takeover of any of the
system’ s corporate R& Ds. This development was secret however, and the wealth of its power was given
over solely to TwoPi, the most numerous and advanced of the Hives, and to Arachno Buckminster
Mouze, aphysicist - if such aterm could encompass as many spheres of hard science as could be

imagined.

Now it was dso hometo Corvax and he sat uneasily in hisadlotted place despite the fragile gravity,
between the arachnoid Mouze and an insect nation in the form of the Lab Hive TwoPi, ade-winged bird
with some vague pretensions to orangutanhood, his bony legs and armsfolded up around him and his

heavy head brooding low on his shoulders. The stubs of hiswingsitched furioudy but he welcomed the
annoyance they caused: it sharpened his mind to apoint.

Mouze, returned just an hour since from the Earth Debate, had not emerged from his apartment yet.
TwoPi was degp in trance. Corvax had detached from her awhile since, unable to stand the complexity
and speed of her calculations any longer, despiteit dl being secondhand and his own synapses merely
obsarving instead of participating. A resdud thought-ache echoed againgt the confines of his skull. What
TwoPi had observed needed to be trandated into alinear form more simple to comprehend and he was
amogt there...

The station Al broke histrain of thought. ‘ Ironhorse Morningstar Dao approaches. Strategos Anthony
requests ameeting a your immediate convenience.’

The Morningstar was amilitary transport, fadt, light and armed. There were few of them in existence, and
Corvax knew that Dao was an old guard and the only one to have seen active service. With peoplelike
Dog Legba about, aperson of Anthony’s standing would have need to use the services of someonelike
Dao out here. Not that Legba was going to cause any trouble for awhile, Corvax was confident,
athough he had been hdf expecting araid on the station ever snce he' d been there. Maybe the dight
exaggeration in the propaganda about Stuff had put them off. Poor old Mouze had narrowly escaped a
lynching, to hear himtdll it, and now the V ote was under count and polling was dueto closein an hour.

The Morningstar wasthe first of severa Gaiasol security personnd to arrive. Close onits hedls, from
various odd stedlth vectors, came a Tomahawk Dragon-star, a Shuriken Arrowhead, and the only living
Shuriken Death-Angel, whose name and class wasn't even listed on any Who's Who Corvax had ever
seen. It showed up on the station long-range cameras as a blur that would not resolve, although it chose
to identify itself to the station Al with promptness and courtesy. The Al permitted the Morningstar to



dock and Corvax thought about making some kind of preparation for Anthony’ svisit, but after
attempting to align afew feathers he sopped. He d aways hidden within hiswings and now it was
pointless to try and appear anything except what he was - wrecked and naked.

Mouze skittered out of his door and into position, ready to make al the formalities. Hewasfast for a
sedentary worker, Corvax thought. Skinny because he’ d rather work than eat or rest. Come to think of
it, none of them looked good.

The Strategos completed the set when he came striding in. The mag boots looked clumsy on him ashe
clomped aong, and his face benegth its copper filigree was ashen and corpselike, with the typical pallor
of someone surviving on various drugs and tonicsinstead of on red food and deep. Mouze followed him
and hopped into his most comfortable position, atop the warm outlets of one of the Hive' s heat
exchangers, which served double function to keep the place at five degrees centigrade: cold for the
Arachno, swdltering to Corvax and brisk for the Strategos himsalf. Anthony’ s breath rasped steadily
insdethe clear headguard of his pressure suit as he glanced around at the jumble of machines, the
mgjority of them various Al devicesthat might well have been amatch for what he carried around in his
own body. Corvax nodded to him.

‘| cameasfast asl could the Strategos said, staring at the long wall where cells of the Hive were
stacked to the roof, their hexagona plates glowing dully and showing a hint of grub-body here and there.
‘| understand there’ s been a breakthrough.’

Mouze cocked hishead in a characteristic Sdeways dant, and lifted his handsto illustrate his words with
precise movements that sometimes made sense in mute-speak and occasiondly made no senseat al. ‘It
is probably easier if TwoPi showsyou hersalf.” He jabbed a pointed ringer at his head to indicate that
Anthony wasfreeto plug into TwoPi’ sfrequency and load direct, if hisAl suitewasup toiit.

Anthony glanced a Corvax. 'Y our thoughts?

Corvax ground the lower edge of his beak againgt the upper. His mouth was dry. * This Stuff is more than
atechnology. It' slike atechnology that’ s eaten people and they’ re fill aliveinsdeit, but they’redl one,
or none, or else... it reactsto the observer.” He was aware of how incoherent he sounded but it matched
the feding he had. He shrugged but only his wing-stubs moved up and down, like silly little play-hands.
‘Look for yourself.’

The Strategos stood rigidly upright, and hisface froze over asif with winter ice. Along his scap, between
the obvious copper lines, sudden fresh tributaries of red light darted and flashed to life benegath the skin.
Within their cellsthe Hive shifted in eager curiosity at the contact.

Corvax shuddered. It was one thing to have an exceptional mind, another to be nothing but such amind,
with itsfurious pace and constant chatter. He was as revolted and fascinated by it as anything he' d ever
encountered. One thing he would never have asked to be was that, and having said that, he rather liked
TwoRi. She had a sense of humour, and no ridiculous avatars to throw around in games of pretend. She
was draight.

Mouze glanced at Corvax but they didn’t need to say anything. The Strategos could be treated as an
equa. Hewas at least that.

When the fusion was done, the three of them sat down and nobody spoke for atime, Anthony nodding
now and again as he gazed inwardly on the Hive s curious vision.

‘Whereisthe sample? he asked findly.



‘I’ sin the tunnelling microscope,” Mouze said.

‘Looking at it thisway isno good.” Anthony crossed hislegs siffly and rested his heavy helm againgt the
wall beside him. *We need to do somered testson it, see what it does.’

Corvax tried not to fidget. He hadn’t told them about Tatres but he was thinking that Tatresi probably
had al the answers by now, damn him, and was still prepared to go right on pretending. That blue
floor-cleaner boy should be here taking this on, not him. Even so, after his encounter with Tatres’s
engine, and in spite of what it had done to save him, he was reluctant to touch Stuff again.

don't think that’'sagood idea he said.

“Y ou have knowledge to share? Despite his casua pose the Strategos s eyes were keen as he stared at
Corvax. ‘Or isthisjust your fear?

Corvax thought about Xing and the knives. Maybe they’ d got the pony to talk, to tell them everything

he' d omitted to mention, or hadn’t seen, and they were only toying with him before they decided he
wasn't going to volunteer. There was no telling what Anthony knew. He recalled the fragment of time and
sensation he! d had as the Stuff had Ieft his hand.

“There have been two incidents,' he began and dowly related to them everything he could remember,
only omitting Tatres’ s name from the account. They might aswell find Xing and her crew, then ask the
Dog what he thought had happened, for al the good that would do. They weren’t going to exact any
revenges now.

As he spoke he saw the Strategos move his head and the Shuriken Arrowhead’ s dagger profile turned
and set off Beltwards, no doubt to do exactly that.

Mouze tapped one of hisforelegs on the rim of the radiator during the silence that followed Corvax’s
story and then said, ‘It seemsto me there are two separate avenues here that may be investigated. First
of al thereisthe question of how this substance does what it does, apparently defying our known
physica laws. Secondly, there isthe question of why it appearsto interact with us and what the reasons
for that may be. | believe these may be tackled done. I'll explore thefirg, if | may bring in the Gaiasol
science primary Al and agroup of academicsfrom the system. | suggest that TwoPi and Corvax are
better suited to the second. Corvax’ srelationship with Uluru in particular...” He hesitated, not sure of
what he could redlly say to the MekTek Strategos.

Anthony nodded. * Y our recommendation? Helooked at Corvax and if he thought anything of theillegd
developmentsin the Dreamtime, or knew of its new ability to react to unconsciousimpulses cregtively, he
sad nothing.

‘| think these two things are redlly the same thing, but | can see your point,” Corvax said. ‘It'slike TwoPi
tried to say. What is and what seemsto be are identical, but the surface and the underlying nature are
not. At least, | think that'swhat she meant. But if our redity isthe surface, then thered action hasto be
taking place somewhere ese that we don’t see. And | can think of only one place’

‘Yes” Mouze drummed hisfeet in anticipation. ‘ Seven-D.’

“The hidden dimensions are only mathematical descriptions of theoretica spaces,’ Anthony said, voice
gravelly with too much talking over too short atime. ’ Progressions towards M-Theory suggest that at
least two of these membranes arered, but the others are negligible for any tests we have ever done. We
have no way of looking for them except for the fact that equations suggest things are vanishing into areas
we cannot percelvein any way.'



‘Ordinary humans using ordinary human technology cannot see them,” Mouze agreed, Taut we need to
think in adifferent way. Let us pretend that it isthe case that this substance is afour-dimensiona
manifestation of agregater artefact that also existsin the other seven membranes: an iceberg situation. Our
only accessto what it doesthereisfor usto feed it astimulus and witness the results here. But that
explains nothing, except perhaps the basic motivating force that causesit to act. We know that it will
form itself into structures that we aso do not understand, yet which appear to function. Therefore the
design of these sructuresis not coming from us, but from it. Only the purpose of the structureis drawn
from us, by some meanswe also do not understand. And findly we aso know that we can conjoin, inthe
manner of Forging, with this substance and be affected by its operations, like any other matter. So, for
the sake of aquick study, and in spite of the obvious danger, | suggest that we divine ourselves a
technology for postive interaction with Eleven-D.*

Corvax watched the spidery form with aheavy heart. HE d only ever thought of smulating Stuationsin
the Dreamtime for himsdlf, not even wanting to think about the chances of future real-world interactions.
But the obvious solution was to ask the magic bunny to produce a non-existent technology out of its
invisble hat. Of course.

‘We could just ask’ he added after another thought. "We could imagine a person who talks, made of
Stuff, who could answer.

“Thistoo.’ The Strategos sighed and shuffled uncomfortably in his suit. Helaughed quietly. It slike
playing agame, like being children - but we never expected the wizard to answer.

‘It may not answer’ Mouze observed. ’ Corvax carried it around quite along time, and it remained inert.

‘Asfar as| know’ Corvax sad, flexing his hands unwillingly asthey tingled with the memory of the quartz
pebble. 'Y ou know, thislooks like a contact technology to me. Them leaving it where they did and its
method of working. It’ s like an open invitation that waits for you to make the obvious jump. Just don’t
know to what.'

‘If the Voyager knows, then that may explain her choice of world and her urgency’ the Strategos said.
' She' sbeen exposed to it the longest, and she' s become intimately connected to it. So far it hasn't
exceeded her expectations, asfar as we know.*

‘ Something happened’ Corvax interrupted him, not able to keep it to himsalf any longer, 'when it became
the wasp-blades.’ He saw them both still and silent, fixated on hiswords, and felt suddenly like achesp
act.’| felt -1 don't know, maybethat’ swhy | can’t expressit - there was akind of acrossing, amoment
when | think that | was Shinjuku Library and it was the painting, yet aso that we were onething.’

‘“We must assume, then, that it knows everything that you know, or that anybody knows who has had
contact with it - as much asthat may make sense or not,” Anthony said, signdling in fast-data mode that
he was prepared to accept any andysis as plausible in the circumstances for thetime being. ‘It's
therefore pointlessto try and moveit al out of system, but it still hasto stay under regulated quarantine.’
Heturned to look a Corvax. ‘I'll have the name of that other ship now, by the way.’

‘If they fed very threstened’ Corvax said, ' and they understand how to use Stuff, then it may not matter
what you try to do to them.’

“That can be my concern. | get the picture. Anthony grinned humourlesdy.

Corvax sighed. He knew there was no other choice, but it was hard to reved it and break faith with the
rest of the Independence Forged and his own mora code, sketchy asthat was. Tatres.



‘And no others?
‘Not to my knowledge, though | guessthere’ s nothing to stop them.’

“Then get on withit." The Strategos stood up and nodded curtly towards Mouze. He turned on his hedl
and marched out asfast as the mag boots would let him move across the floor. Within aminute he and
Ironhorse Morningstar Dao had peeled away from the station and become only adot of light.

The Shuriken Death-Angel did not move from its position twenty kilometres out. Corvax then redized
who it was waiting for. Despite the heet, a penetrating chill ran through hisfragile bones.

Mouze, also shivering atop the heater unit, wasn't in any great rush to start either. Their private thoughts
were both interrupted then by the gentle voice of TwoPi, issuing politely from the lab speakersthat she
controlled with the assistance of the Al.

‘Gentlemen’ shesaid. ' Thereisafurther problem that you have noticed but not redly embraced. It's
centrd to the Stuation.’

Guiltily Corvax redlized that she had been present al the time, but that they had spoken of her asthough
sheweren't there or was adegp, mostly because she had no digtinctive form as asingle entity. Even the
Strategos had not acknowledged her, athough she was the best mind of any of them. He shuffled around
to face the wall where many of her bodieslay, and Mouze a so made himsdlf attentive.

‘Despite our physicd differences,” she said, ‘we have human minds. Not necessarily al the same, nor
even sructured the same way mechanicaly, biologicaly, but in our identities and the very design of our
consciousness we are dl bound in the human mould. Even those of us with enhanced intellect, or grester
memory, or superior sengtivity to dl kinds of stimuli both within and without, are not Sgnificantly different
from thisfundamenta paradigm. We have evolved oursavesin many physica ways, but we have not
made much progressin this part of oursalves over the last ten thousand years.

‘Our lives are short and we search for meaning. When we find none, we create it. If we agree with each
other, our meanings become a dogma, and when we disagree then we become enemies and fight, or Sit at
adistancein an attempt at tolerance. It isthe rare person who can stand aside and observe that our
minds and identities are largely congtructs of our socia order, that we are abstract and arbitrary
collections of ideas that resemble dusty archivesin the gdleries of amuseum, visited by nobody, and
maintained by a series of those insensible robots which are our habits. We live by our own agreement

ing de these miserable prisonsthat are our selves, and suffer the results as the Forged who bdlievein the
doctrine of Form and Function now suffer, asthe Unevolved who believe they are lesser beings now
auffer. Our mindsarefull of confusion and conflicts from which we separate only with the greatest
difficulty, and for short periods.

‘Corvax, in your adaptation of Uluru, you have found away to expose these inner conflictsto an outer
reality, but you haven't resolved them. Y ou don’t want to be asyou are, so you are blind to it.

‘Mouze, in your experimentsinto the nature of matter, you’ ve gone asfar asyou can go, without atering
the edifice of modern physical theory. Y ou don't want to be uncertain and take arisk, so you stick with
thesame old lineand you are blind to it.

To cometo any conclusion with such limited efforts would be premature and false. We cannot do asthe
Strategos asks usto do, if we remain aswe are now. | do not think that Stuff may be understood with
minds such as ours, which will not step outside the bounds of al they have been told - and which cannot.
We must have mindsthat are completely free for that, and even then the very dien nature of this
substance may eude al explanation, dthough, aswe have aready witnessed, it will not eude



obsarvation.

‘If we attempt to create anything out of Stuff, we will make only what we oursalves have dready
imagined. We Il see nothing of what may lie outside our imagination. Wewouldn’t be witnessing the dien,
we' d be determining it. There' sthe problem.’

Corvax didn’t know what the emotional range of an

Arachno was, but if Mouze was feding the chagrin and disturbance that he was fedling then it was going
to be damned hard to be able to do or say anything in the next five minutes. TwoPi wasright, of course.

‘Don’t you have thiskind of mind? he asked her, unable to stop the resentment in his voice since he felt
she had criticized them, but not hersdlf.

‘Rarely’ shesaid. ' And the next question will be, who does? The answer isthat none of usdo in any
reliableway. But we can’t do nothing, so what shdl we do?

‘It seems as though you' re saying we have to become something else Mouze said. "We are Forged, so
thereisapotentid, but you' ve aready dismissed al current designs as erroneous.”

‘I don’t think we can blame the blueprint’ TwoPi said. ' It could be that the very having of amind at al
necesstates that it form a coherent understanding of the world, however flawed that may be. There’ sno
ruleto say that an understanding cannot be entirely false from top to bottom. Many ideas seem tofit the
facts before they are disproved. Our goa isn't to understand everything, but to understand Stuff. We
guessthat it isthe product of people who can somehow perceive Eleven-D and we guessthat itisableto
understand usintuitively, perhaps telepathicaly, perhaps viaa method we don't know. Therefore, to
know it, we must become like it or we will haveto just Sit here on our fat asses and guess.”

Corvax stared a thewall of cdlls. * Run that through me one moretime? | thought you just said we should
assimilate the sample and ask it to reformat usin the manner of athing that resembles whoever the hell
medeit.

‘Something of that order’ she said.

‘Isthere some mistake in smply asking it for answers? Mouze suggested, folding and refolding hislegs
uneegly.

‘We re going to get the answers we expect.” Corvax thought he’ d findly got it and waited for TwoPi’s
confirmation.

‘Which isno answersat dl, except for those of us on asdf-discovery misson” TwoPi assented. ' And
that is aso necessary, even to begin thistask. However, for the sake of efficiency and security | think it
should be only one of uswho undertakes this experiment.’

‘I'll doit’” Corvax muttered. A curious change had come over himin the last few seconds. Ashe'd
listened to her speaking and had run fractionally ahead to her conclusion, his heart had jumped with
sudden energy and restlessness.

He saw in hismind’ s eye the desultory theetre of the marshland refugee camp. But thistime it wasthe
dilagpidated shed containing the aeroplane that captured his attention. The old bird had never flown. Its
pieces were scattered. He' d sabotaged the work a hundred times to stay with Dani and to torment
Caspar, to loiter and discover the appaling and fascinating violence of the cranes. But it could fly, could
have flown, if he’' d ever had the courageto leave.



Mouze jumped around and stared at him. The Hive hummed audibly, each sister now focused upon him
in her curiogity.

Corvax stood up wonkily, heavily, in the wretched 0.2G. ‘| was madefor this.” His beak cracked open
inadifficult and unfamiliar gape, which it took him some time to recognize as an unprompted smile of
ddlight.

26. Erasure

Kincaid avoke. It was night. He was lying in the marshes. Benesth his skin the nursery ranks of seedlings
rustled with movements of growth and respiration, comforting him briefly as he listened for the call to
comeagain.

Above him he checked the stars and ca culated how long he had dept. A while. And he did not need
deep. But there had been alullaby, akind of chant or murmur, not in hismind but in his bones, and it had
dowed histhoughts, extended the wavelengths of his heart into the long, dow phases of degp he'd last
experienced in his Dormancy, after Mars was complete.

A systems check revealed that he was hedlthy. The usua minor problems of working were there. Two
Hands had failed, clogged with the fine sllts he' d disturbed from the river beds higher upstream, which
were themsalves choked with the earth run-off of a continent’ s abandoned soil. Countless other limbs
had small faults, and repair lists awaiting. A portion of his greenhousing had outdated UV protection - the
sun here was very strong - and needed regrowth. He itched with the doughing of dead cells because of
the night’ sinactivity. Waking with him, hisarmies of Mites returned quickly to work, nibbling hishide and
then excreting it as ussful compost and fertilizer compounds, which they bonded with nitrogen from the
atmosphere.

This news passed Kincaid in amoment and heignored it. He stared accusingly at the two false Moons
with their strange, regular shadows, two crescents scything the clear night sky. They said nothing to him.

Then he saw the fields around him in the fragile moonlight, the plains of water and mud. They were bare,
as empty asadesert, without aroot or ablade anywhere. A gentle seawind blew in over him, quietly.
Thewhole of hisfen was gone.

A fedling like sickness and cold and the degath of love crept outward from Kincaid' s core to the tips of his
fingers and toes. He put out histongues and tasted that they had been there - in the soft dirt, the osmosis
of fine roots had leached al available phosphates from localized areas with greedy abandon - and this
confused him. He searched, stupidly, using sensesthat hadn’t been Stretched in years, to scan the
distance and the cloud overhead, looking for what he knew didn’t exist. Theworld’ s sudden emptiness
was all the worse because whatever had regped so thoroughly of hiswork had left him untouched. What
for? Because he was himself dien? But the grass was such. Because it had another plan for him?

He racked hismind, but recalled nothing of the escaped hours he’ d dept. No tell-tale noise or
disturbance: no shifts of the mud, no ripples of anything in the water.

He cast about him everywhere, and there was no answer.

‘Who'sthere? he said and silenced himsdlf, feding afool for even whispering it. Nobody is there, you
idiot.
Nobody and nothing. Had the voices taken the living things? Where? Why? Did the planet itsdf live,

breathe and want? Was he - the largest being he’ d ever known - a parasite on the face of afar larger
entity that was showing its displeasure a hisactivity by brushing it away? Perhaps, mercifully, it let him



live, to give him achance to escape, or to see what he would do next? Thisworld might have eaten its
people.

He summoned Bara, and told him what had happened. Through the radio connection Bara' s momentary
slence made him fed thefirst redl fear. Then Bara spoke, the ideas wrung out of him, if the hesitancy of
the words was anything to judge by.

“You' d better stop working. It stoo soon anyway. And the investigator is here. She shouldn’t seewe're
here. If she flew over, what would she think? Y ou' d better hide out for now - rest.’

Coming from another Gaiaform, asit did, Kincaid didn’t take thisasadur. Rest wasthe last thing they
werefit for. Inactivity created critical immune disturbances, led to breakdown and toxic build-up, anxiety,
poisoning, deeth. ‘ And you?

‘I have sent an Arm to the city on the west coast. She' s making a base there for now. All the machines
we thought we saw areruins. The remains of other things- " he couldn’t bring himsdlf to say people* -
have perished to such an extent there’ sno telling what they were.’

At alevel other than speech, in high-access mode, the two shared their feelings about the process and
their betraya of Earth, about 1sol’ s cagey and glib assurances, about their doubts of her understanding of
the modern age and their real position, about their own lack of knowledge of the place they had cometo
and what they had found. They suffered because they needed to work, but the work went nowhere no
meatter how hard they tried.

Twenty kilotonnes an hour’ Barawhispered at last. ‘| measured it out by the centilitre. Gasesfromiice,
carbon dioxide | built, oxygen separated, hydrogen freed. | cut vast acres. | work without resting, but
behind my back -1 turn around and it sal there again, and in the atmosphere not one millilitre has
changed indl thistime. It'sasthough | don’t exist, but here | am, al power out. | want to stop. | have
stopped for atime. But how long can that last?

‘I'll bring on the nursery,” Kincaid said. ‘1 won't plant it out. It can wait afew weeks until we find out
who doesthis’

‘I’ ve changed some Arms over to sampling ice cores,” Bara acknowledged, with an unease that Kincaid
fetinhisownflesh. ‘1 wondered if they might show uswhat happened here.’

Both paused to consider the unknown world' s past.

* Self-maintenance can be most absorbing,” Kincaid offered.

‘Especidly inthese winds up here Baraagreed. * And you must have problems?
‘Theslt.

‘Yes,

‘If we befriended thisinvestigator, helped her out,” Kincaid said, ‘ she might speak up for uswhen
Eath—

‘But Isol wouldn't trust us,” Barainterrupted him quickly.

‘ She brought us here and said it would be alifetime swork in the service of freedom,” Kincaid said,
sharpand angry. ‘ Yet all wedoissit and rot and listen to those damned voices from nowhere that she
says are our imagination. She getsto flit back and forth like Queen Muck, and what does she know



about it here? Nothing. She knew nothing when she brought us. Shetook onelook and said, “ That'll
do”, without understanding anything about the place. She doesn’t even know if the previous inhabitants
have gone, or if they’ re coming back. That' s the trouble with the early ones, they’ ve got no sense of
proportion. It'sal politics to them. They hate the Unevolved, and anything that’ s a pokein the eye for
the Monkeys s a benefit to them. They have no minds worth connecting to.’

‘We'reearly, Barasaid - meaning as colonizers - but without disagreement.
‘Sowe are. And old now.’

Kincaid transmitted hisfedings about thelife in the empty wind, the barren soil so thin, the minerdsand
the rocks. He told Bara about 1sol shooting his Finger. ‘It swaiting,” he said, ‘whatever she says. She
liesdl thetime. | can fed her fear in every frequency she uses’

““1t"?Thereisno “it”,” Barasaid with false confidence.
‘Tell meyou don't hear it and I'll believeyou' Kincaid dared him.
Barasaid, and sent, nothing.

Kincaid brokethelineand lay in his silence, snking deeper into the mud and not struggling to free himsdlf
a all. He stretched out severa Fingers and checked their systems. Hewasn't going to Sit there and wait
for ever. Ingtead he' d stretch his hand and get back hisold grip on things, afinger in every pie, just like
the old days. Let thisworld try to stop him.

He laughed, making jets of water plume and spray suddenly out of the swampland, and shaking the clay
far below him. And asfor the gardens, thishell could stand more work. He could plant gardens and see
what it would do with them. He had enough storage to plant abillion such: fountains, forests, parklands,
savannahs... What was a marsh compared with that? Y es, he felt better already at the thought, and he
sensed hisinvisible tormentors agreed with him, their will a strengthening concurrence that ran longside
hisown.

We' Il make a contest of it, then, they said. Show us what you can do.

Kincaid lifted himself, and set toit.

27. On the Beach

From the Wind Tor, Zephyr looked down across Tanelorn, using her binoculars. They provided amap
overlaid on the landscape for her as she scanned the city and focused her attention towards the harbour
area. She thought there might be remnants of machinery there. Even if that was below the water line, she
could attempt an andysis. Anything would do - she needed atime-out from staring at the buildings
without comprehension, and from trying to figure out whether the fossilized forms and microformsthey
contained held any more suggestion than the usive touch of liveslong gone.

She switched on the Abacand and fed it the binoculars' information. Both she and it awaited some kind
of reply signa from the Gaiaforms before setting out. The journey might be far too long, and she had no
ideawhere they were. Isol might have blocked it, for the Roach made frequent appearances. Her
moment of grand action had passed and she was working hard so as not to fed deflated.

‘Look there, along the beach,” the Abacand said after amoment, itsvisua processing better than
Zephyr's. It sent the location to the binoculars and she obediently adjusted her position until shewas
looking directly at the target.



“You'reright, asusud, shesaidtoit, humming atunefor asecond of satisfaction. *What isthat?
Knowing shewas being rhetoricd, by analysing her vocal inference, the Abacand didn’t answer.

Zephyr moved to maximum magnification and resolution. There was some dliff intheway of her line of
vison, which madeit difficult to be sure, but she thought that whatever it was had a skeletd 1ook. Things
that might have been bones showed ragged fragments hanging in the wind. They seemed to be set up
high, above the tide mark. She checked her scale, not sure that it was reading right.

‘How big isthat thing in the front, the one that looks like a vertebra?
‘Half ametre across at the narrowest point’ the Abacand said immediately.

“That' shuge, even for thisgravity.! She dragged up her knowledge of palaeontology. "How does it
factor up compared to Earth gigantiforms?

‘It would be in excess of their Sze. Also, asyou say, excessvefor this gravity.’
‘But if it'safosdl, what' sit doing lying on the beach?

‘If | may? the Abacand asked politely. ‘| have a conjecture.’

‘Freaway.’

“There' sno reason to suppose it's of thisworld. We're here - and we' re not.

‘If it redlly isaskeleton.” But Zephyr was aready stowing the binocularsin her pack and reaching out for
the Abacand, which she dropped in her top pocket. Within aminute she had got the tiff ded harness
over her shoulders and set off.

‘Perhaps we should ask Isol if she has dready scanned this—' the Abacand began.

‘No’ Zephyr said, getting into her stride, her breath deepening quickly. "We' Il go seefirgt, and talk about
it later." She wanted to get there asfast as she could. At last there was something she could recognize
and work with.

Zephyr began to breathe harder, afamiliar giddiness building up as she towed the ded along one of the
main drives, avoiding a crater where the surface had collapsed. She dowed to look into the holes, which
gaped a her, utterly black.

‘ See anything down there?
‘More of the same!’

‘Check.” She resumed her towing towards the shordline, moving down through squares and rotundas,
beneath high verandas and the tracery of bridges where a few sparswere dl that remained of their span,
until she cameto along straight downhill stretch. Here, feding hot and in need of light relief, she gavethe
ded ashove and jumped on top of her gear to ride it down.

The ded was equipped with its own steering gear that prevented it having acollison, and it ran smoothly
onitssix wheds. Plumes of grit whirled to either Sde asit banked and curved around the obstaclesinits
way. Zephyr had to hang on as hard as she could.

‘A hit thoughtless the Abacand observed, faling from her pocket as the ded, now atoboggan on an
invisible run, swooped and juddered. Zephyr caught the cube and jammed one of its softer edges



between her teeth, grabbing back on to the ded’ sside in time to save hersdlf from being dumped on the
stone paving.

She spat the machine down the open V of her suit neck, where it suck hafway. ‘ Do you think the stone
hereredly issmart? she shouted above the noise of thewind. ‘| wasthinking it may be the lost
technology we haven't been finding anywhere else’

The Abacand made an expletive sound. ‘Y ou can till brake.’
‘Let’ s see what happens.’
“Y our anger with Isol, understandable though it is, is getting the better of you, if | might be so—'

The ded swept into line with the hill and plummeted down the steeply inclined road. Glancing at the
control read-out, Zephyr saw that they were gpproaching the existing rim rubble of the harbour wall in
excess of forty kilometres per hour. There were no more stacks of rock to deflect their progress. With a
curious sense of freedom, she did her finger away from the brake button.

‘It stime we tested something’ she shouted to no onein particular, trying to convince hersdf. Therewas
adrangegleein her. She was an Amazon hurling hersdf into battle in an honest fight againgt avisible
enemy after so long spent waiting and wondering, being lied to and shuffled about by others. It was surely
foolish, but shehad to doit.

‘“You'regoingtodie!” shrieked the Abacand. * And eventually, when my solar cells have eroded, then by
extenson—'

‘Tell me something | don't know' she muittered through her teeth.

A horsdless chariot, thundering with the sound of its hollow wheels on the minor roughs of the road, the
ded skimmed eagerly towards the mountainous rocks. A spear of doubt fell and lodged in Zephyr's
stomach, and then quickly another asthey hurtled on unchecked. She hit the button before she thought it
over. They dowed and began to dew l&ft, in an attempt by the ded’ s basic programming to forcearun
along the quayside instead of into the obstacle. But it was far too late.

Asthe rubble rushed up to meet them, Zephyr flung herself sdeways and fdl into the road, rolling and
diding in an uncontrolled tangle of her own arms and legs. At every point she expected to strike hard
edges and jagged points, to fed the ground scrape her skin off her bones and tear her suit to pieces, but
sherolled on something like moss, and rebounded off rubbery masses here and there until she fetched up
somehow under the ded, with its various boxes piling down around her. They had sharp corners and
they did hurt. Off away, she heard the Abacand railing crosdy, and smelled the chemica odour of the
red-hot brakes drift past her on the sea breeze.

A light sifting of breskfast cered rained down over her head. She stuck her tongue out and retrieved a
cornflake and then Started laughing. Flapping her handsto the floor, shefound it stony. She felt things
digging into her ribs. Her leg was a a difficult angle and her muscles were complaining, but she thought
her sdeswere going to split with the pain and exhaudtion of her hilarity. Finally she managed to push the
luggage off hersdf and st up, checking for damage. There was none.

She got up and retrieved the Abacand. “ That was one smart road.!

‘Variable res stance. Redl-time Situation assessment. Knows the bresking strain not only of your clothes,
but aso your skeleton, internal organs and muscle. And as| can see from here, aperfectly inert materia,’
the Abacand said, switching through a series of modes with aflash of lights. ‘ And even theded isokay.’



Zephyr ran through its datallogs of the event with it afew more times, sanding in the hot sun, and then
looked around, counting boxes. The surf was breaking on the beach bel ow, with white horses dancing in
joyful rows.

‘I"'m thinking that maybe this definition of “inert” could use somework,” she said. ‘ Can you detect any
sructura changesin the stone?

‘Aswewerein full flight, there was shifting at the molecular levels, but now thereisno evidence of a
change having taken place. During my fall | noticed the ground reacting just prior to impact at the points
of collison, asyou saw. | assume the same thing has occurred to you.’

Zephyr took adeep breath, and rubbed her arm where a solar charger had thumped it. *What would you
need, to have that happen? Apart from the ability to do the changing?

“You'd haveto be watching,” the Abacand said. * And have feedback from the reaction of me, you, and
the ground.’

‘Doesn’'t sound like that needs amind. Could our Alsdo that?

‘Sure, if they had the methods. The calculations are Sraightforward, as long asthey had the right memory
and processing powers.’

‘S0, no need to theorize intelligence?
‘No, not necessarily.’

‘Except for Kincaid' stestimony, and he might be misunderstanding it,” she concluded, putting the
Abacand in her pocket and beginning to repack the ded.

‘Thereisthat disturbing factor,” the Al dlowed. *We should now test materidsthat do NO'I appear to
be part of the city.’

‘I'm with you, Sherlock,” she said. Zephyr felt better with the Abacand secured to her person. Even
though it was amachine that ran a composite persondity program, she' d long since discarded all
formality with it or any notion of it assmply atool. Anthropomorphize at your peril, she knew, especialy
when you can buy another one of these and set it up exactly the same. Probably over amillion people
had onejust like hers, dl identicdl, so that if there was an Abacand convention they’ d all spesk in unison.

With the ded reloaded and parked properly by the wall, she climbed up to the summit of the rubble and
looked down for afirst close-up view of the natura bay, where Tanelorn’s elegant foot set itself to the
water’ s edge. The harbour wall was an extenson of natura basalt formations that reared vertically from
the long dope of asandy shore where particles of gold, white and black mingled in avast sweep of sat
and pepper, occasionally punctuated by the sudden rise of monolithic black columns. Theselooked as
though they had supported structures that reached out far into the deep blue water, where Zephyr's
binocularstold her that the land shelf ran dowly down before dropping sharply to considerable depth,
some two kilometres out.

‘Thisbeachisodd,” she said, savouring the salty air, dthough she noticed it lacked the richness of Earth’s
onshore wind. Perhaps that was due to the lack of organic forms. *Why build thiswall so big and high, if
you then have along gradient out to sea? Why hasit been allowed to fal down, when everything eseisin
such good condition?

‘Let’ssample some sand’ the Abacand said. “ That' Il tell us something.’



‘“Hmm.” She turned and looked towards the object of their desire some half akilometre away, near the
gaping mouths of aseries of sea cavesthat opened into the natura cliff. From this viewpoint she could
seeits vertebrate definition, and the dark colour of the bones. The tatters hanging from the vaults of the
ribslooked more like skin than cloth; she had high hopes of abiologicad sample at last.

In spite of her excitement, she made hersdlf pause on the beach itself and scoop sand grainsinto the
Abacand’ ssmall andlysistray. The black motes were locd basalt. The gold and white were a mixture of
imported stones from e sewhere on this continent, assembled by ddiberation rather than accident since
no currents or local phenomena suggested the sea could have transported them.

Zephyr frowned, and looked aong the vast sweep and out to sea. The waves sSighed and bubbled,
sounding dive. ‘ Definitely non-local. Possibly not even sand at the time of occupation. These stones must
have been pounded by natural erosion, do you think?

‘It'sat least agood guess that they made up the structures no longer evident,” the Abacand said.
‘ Although we should expect to find less degraded e ements than we have. Unlessthe erosionis
particularly powerful here’

‘| giveyou the evidence.” Zephyr gestured at the peaceful tide, moving dowly out to low water. To the
horizon, the blue ran unchecked and flat, the odd whitecap risng and faling like the wave of ahand.

‘“We might look for signs of recent climate changes' the Abacand began, but Zephyr silenced it with atap
of her finger.

‘Not our job’ shesad.”"We re drictly looking for civilization - intelligent life or the lack of. Everything
else, though fascinating, must wait." And, without another second’ s hesitation, she began striding out
towards the sand where it was till wet and easier to walk on, making her way aong the strand to the
dead thing, taking photographs of various kinds with the binoculars as she approached.

The skeleton was mostly buried in the sand, high and dry above recent tiddines. As she got within afew
metres, Zephyr saw how old it was - the bone on the seaward side was worn and had lost its outer
layers, exposing the bubble-like structures of its core. Theribs, one side of the body, arched up and over
her in atwenty-metre-high cage, stiff and formd, vulnerable and fragile. She touched one hand-wide spar
and fdt itsincredible lightness, like akind of paper. Benesth thetip of her finger its ash-dry surface
crumbled into dust and grit, which trickled down into the cuff of her deeve before she had timeto draw
away insurprise.

Benesth the damage of her fingerprint she saw into the tiny caves and whirls of the bone’ s deep Structure,
where no other creature had ever seen. The mineralized remains were thin, larger voids criss-crossed
with supports asfine as spider sk, which themsealves fanned and vanished dmost immediately in the
vigour of the onshore breeze and were swept away. It looked avian, sort of.

She took out the Abacand again, to alow it to make its own examination. Meanwhile shelooked up to
the high curve of two ribs, where aflag of something flew. Fragments of the same semi-trand ucent
materia were attached to the bones of the vertebrae where they were sunk into the beach. Zephyr knelt
down in the shadow of one massive block and took pictures, first to record the find, before reaching out
towards the grey surface where the materid lay like afine snakeskin, diamond patterned. A scan
revedled it was not skin. It was a congtructed materia that might once have been bonded to actual hide,
and it was, asit gppeared, made of diamond lattices. It was further impregnated with the microscopic
fossiIs of living phages and biological technology that had once allowed this sheen to coat the surface of
the creature and intelligently repd toxins, harmful molecules and microorganisms. Now it was merely
informeation seized by time, being unpicked by entropy.



Zephyr broke a piece of bone off and ddliberately crumbled it in her gloves. Nothing happened to
prevent the decay. She touched afresh piece of the lattice where it was stuck to the bone. It did not
powder. It felt hard and smooth, perfect, until she reached itstorn edge, which diced open her thumb so
eadly shedidn’t fed athing or even notice, until she saw the bright blood run down into the bone' s empty
channd and gtain it red.

‘Bugger.” Sheyanked her glove off and stuck the thumb in her mouth quickly. * Anoth’ contamination.’

‘Asif that’ simportant, consdering,” the Abacand said from its place on the sand. ‘Y ou’ re bregthing the
ar’

‘Mmn.” She found the bandagesin her belt pack and quickly sedled up the cut, fegling the cool gel of the
quick-heding patch firm up the edges to optimum pressure, dowly numbing the wounded area. ‘Wow,
though - thisis advanced technology.” She looked down as the Abacand provided a high-resolution
picture of the substance and traced out its design. Her heart skipped a beat. ‘More to the point, thisisan
environment suit. And it hurt me, unlike the city rock. So whoever thiswas didn’t live here, I’'m guessing.
It sdien’

The Abacand made asmug noise. ‘Mogt likdly.’

‘Long dead.’

‘ Carbon readings suggest at least three thousand years.’

‘S0, long after our Tanelorn people have dlegedly gone. Think it’s been in the sea?
‘Almogt certainly.

‘Possibly buried on this beach and then, after some high tide, exposed and eroded. How does erosion
get through something like this diamond coat, though? Zephyr got up and walked dong through the
barred shadows of the cage to the smallest rib, whereit was broken and lay on the sand. The breaks
were worn smooth, she noticed. Following the line of vertebra bones, she knelt down and began to dig,
recklesdy at firgt, but then, fedling her thumb throb, more cautioudy, using atrowel instead of her fingers.

Within afew inches she felt something resist, and then used brushes to uncover a piece of what she
hoped would be a skull. But then she paused, sat back on her heels and |ooked over the coastline.

“Thisdoesn't make sense,’ she said. ' If the shore can be this violent, how has something so fragile
urvived?

‘Look at the rocks here,” the Abacand suggested.

Zephyr scanned with the binocularson high res. ‘1 see” The stone scattered here benegath the cliff and
leading up to the caves beyond was lessworn, by aconsiderable margin, in what appeared to be a
grictly localized area centred on the skeleton. “ That makes even less sense. Unlessit’ s ddliberate? If
someone put this here?

‘ Like another kind of monument?

‘Yeah. Or amemorid. Or a...” Shedidn’t know what, but suddenly she wasthinking of her greet-aunt
Johannaand the dead crow she used to hang from the scarecrow’ sarms. ‘ Or awarning, like afetish. If
you can protect this area from westher and storms, but let the rest of the place go to ruin, you must il
have an interest here, right?



And then she was thinking: dead crows don’t make much difference to the others. It'sa show, but it
doesn’t work - because the crows don’'t know what it means. Scares people off better than birds. The
dead animal istotemic, but only to the person who put it there, and | don’t know who put this here.

‘I’m not detecting any power sources.’

‘What asurprise.” Zephyr resumed digging, dowly now, but after fifteen minutes had passed she began
to redlize the size of the thing she wastrying to uncover and aso, for thefirst time, its Significance. She sat
back again, hands on hips.

“Thisisan alien,’ shesaid. "Hot damn.’

‘Apparently’ the Abacand agreed.

‘Apparently’ she snorted. ’| touched an dien bone. Thisisalien.’
“Thewhole planet—

‘—Ilsdead asadoor knocker. Not athing here but buildings. And thisisabody, ared dien. Alien even
to here. Meaning: there is even more life in the galaxy than there was here. That’ stwo diensin one.
Maybe they met. Someone died. They parted. A story. A story hot involving us. People from yet other
worldswho came heretoo. First. Before us. And this place was the same then: it was empty likethis.
And hereheis, dead.” She stared out at the ocean in awe. Then: ‘But it's dead. Yet | just interacted with
that road that saved me from even abruise’

Shedidn’'t understand at dl. ‘Maybe he died for other reasons. But the edges of this|attice - according
to your readings they’ ve been disrupted by an energy weapon?

‘“He may not have come aone. Perhgps there was afight involving others of hiskind and he was left
here’

‘“Yeah. Zephyr glanced down at her theoretical skull bone: a surface of diamond skin stretched over
some harder materia. No festureswere yet visble,

‘1 haven't detected anything new’ the Abacand reassured her. ’1sol continuesto act as satellite, and the
Roach isover by the ded. She hasn't said anything about any weagpons set-up, or that sort of hogtile
response to our presence from anywherein the system.

Zephyr snorted. * Shewouldn’'t.” But she didn’t mean that. It was asnipe at 1sol, because Zephyr hersalf
was sitting here with this old skeleton, not understanding and possibly fantasizing amost ludicrous
scenario out of pure desire.

‘Hang fire,” the Abacand interrupted her, thinking suddenly. ‘I’ m getting amessage from Bara at |ast.
Hah, that Roachisin atizzy! Probably Isol hasn't cracked this code yet.’

‘Professor Duquesne,” the Abacand trand ated, ‘ we have made some discoveries that warrant your
atention. | have an Arm not far from your site, which has been my distant eyesand ears. If you meet it at
these coordinates, we can talk there.’

Zephyr reluctantly began to cover over her find again. *What about the Roach? It' Il follow us.” She knew
that Baradidn’t intend 1ol to join the conversation.

‘There’ s nothing to be done about it,” the Abacand said. Then it showed her somefilesthe VanaShiva
had sent: pictures of other creatures, other machines - dead and broken.



‘Let’'sgo.” Shewas up in aminute, and moving asfast as she could to the place where she' d first
clambered onto the sands.

It was a hard journey to the rendezvous and she abandoned the ded halfway there. Puffing and swesting,
she climbed back up towards the Tor and then followed the Abacand’ sinstructions, through various
aress, until she cameto aplace right on the edge where the last few constructions gave way to a bleak
plateau of sand and rock. Where there was shade cast by the outer wall of some smdll building, a
peculiar sphere was settled, metalic and unmoving. As she approached, longing for ares, it unrolled
itself and opened out into the Arm of VanaShivaBara. Sections of itsdorsal side fanned up into parasols
or solar collectors, creating further shelter from the afternoon sun. 1t was bigger than the Finger had been,
and deeker. It had no head or tail to distinguish as features, but resembled a segmented caterpillar inits
present shape, more machine than animdl, its antennae taut in the light breezes.

‘Professor,’ it said, ‘| regret the hasty actions of our friend, the Voyager 1sol.’

“You're not the only one' Zephyr said, coming into the shadow of itslong body and sitting down on a
boulder to rest. Shetook out the Abacand. "How long have you been here?

‘Fourteen solar days.’
‘And you cameto terraform?

‘Itisour only function’ the Arm said, ending with aremondtrative pause. 'But in fact dl our efforts have
been wasted: this place has chosen not to change.” It stiffened suddenly. ’Isol is here!’

The Roach scurried out of aholein anearby section of wall and sat in the sun. It didn’t say anything, but
crouched there, itslong fed ers moving very dightly back and forth.

‘Shemay aswdll hear us” Zephyr sghed. ‘ She knows I’m at her mercy anyway. Whatever we speak of
hereisn't going to find itsway into my report - since | want to go back to Earth - but seeing as she' shere
and s0 are we then | think we may aswell take advantage of our time and get to the bottom of what's
going on. Whether or not anyone in-system ever figuresit out.” She had begun to discern various
functiona itemswithin the Arm’ s Sructure - but its whole shape and design were apeculiar
conglomeration.

It settled back into a posture of rest. ‘My Armisascout unit. It locates and tests various mineral and
organic deposits for mapping purposes and historica climate data Barasaid. '’ ve used it here because
of our curiogity: mine and Kincaid’s. We wanted to see these cities for ourselves. He came too - you saw
that.’

Zephyr glanced at the Roach. It didn’t look smart. Shewas't sureif it was only an instrument or not.
She looked back at the Arm in its scratched metal casings.

‘What did you find?
Barapaused. ‘If | could make use of your Abacand, | can show you' he said.
Asthe Abacand relayed Zephyr the visua footage of the incidents, Baranarrated for her.

Nobility Bara’s secondary free limb, Arm #36, tracked west along the heavy pavement of the
primary city that Isol had named Tanelorn. The Arm was in constant radio contact with Bara,
but at this moment was at a great distance from his body and so had taken the tidying step
of incorporating a temporary mind into its neural cores - a copy - that would later be
reintegrated with his primary memory. As such, he presently experienced himself as the Arm



alone, in the knowledge that he was also scattered in many other places, having
experiences of which he knew nothing but would eventually come to remember. This division
didn’t bother him; in fact, as the situation with the voices went on, he was glad of it. The
vulnerability of becoming separated from the main body was made up for by the knowledge
that a fatal accident to any portion of him would not be the end of his life, but only of a small
piece of it, which would represent hardly more than one of the Unevolved might expect to
forget in an ordinary lifetime.

The Arm was a unit, which folded up neatly into a tough metal sphere for long-distance
travelling, so that it could roll as a ball over any kind of terrain. At present he was exploring,
and was half unrolled, his primary segments moving with fluid grace along the street,
avoiding areas of crashed rubble and stone where towers and other structures had
succumbed to the erosions of the weather. He was looking for evidence of a conflict here in
the ruins of Tanelorn, and he was finding none.

Bara alternated between unknown side streets of minor interest and large regions of major
development. His favourite point was a high redoubt that overlooked most of the city from a
natural rocky promontory to the north. He burned with a soft, oily heat as he moved uphill
towards it, relishing the simplicity and easy power of the Arm, folding up to roll where its
snakelike undulations proved too inefficient.

From his vantage he surveyed the wind-softened rubble that stretched for kilometres down
the steep hillsides towards the sea. Nothing stirred among the rocks: they lay where they
had fallen, peacefully, surrendered to the weather. Here and there metal machinery rotted,
crumpled by massive blocks that had dropped from on high wherever they were outdoors, or
hidden within the larger buildings, their frames and engineering crushed beyond analysis.
His sortie would take him to them, yet he lingered awhile, watching the ocean and the
beach. It wasn’t physical fear that made him hesitate. It was an existential fear that went
deeper than the possibility of losing his Arm. This fear niggled at him like a tiny itch in his
nerves and circuits, the wobble of electrons in his mind. He couldn’t define it, and equally he
couldn’t escape it. He didn’t want to see the machines they’d left or butchered. He didn’t
want to face them. Thoughts of the whispers ran through his mind - he recalled the Secta
reports from the twin Moons and the rambling, dissociated worries that Kincaid
communicated: the mutterings of people lost far from home.

Bara hadn’t heard a whisper yet and he didn’t want to. But time ran on and he eventually
curled up and again began a controlled roll downhill, towards the first of the dead things. It
was little more than a skeleton: struts and ribs that had once supported a sort of flesh were
bare and worn. By the imprints of tendon and relay he could recognize that this thing was
more like him than not. It was made and it was machine and animal fused together. Its
tracks were whole, their tread pattern subtle and intended for these stone roads, but the skin
was long gone from them.

He surveyed its body scientifically, making conjectures as to its function - a long-distance
transport vehicle? -whilst he looked at it as a fellow and as an alien at the same time. He
reached out with his fingers and felt the ridges of one of its spinal structures, tasted the
carbon nanotubules, and read their formation and its design in a moment, felt a sadness he
didn’t understand. From deep within its trailing segments he heard two pieces of metal
swinging loosely together in the breeze from the shore, and before he could do any more he
had to find and silence that noise, because it sounded of too many things: abandonment,
wreckage, graveyards and warnings. It sounded as if someone might have put it there just
for him.

The clanging spoke clearly. Ba. Ra.



As he tore apart the pieces of it and flung them aside Bara prayed for this machine. He
mumbled the words out of the back of his head, pretending he wasn't really doing it. That
made him feel better, as if he could talk to its soul and soothe its unquiet rest. Why unquiet?
How could he think such a thing?

But he did. The tickle of it lay on his mind.

Isol called down to Bara the next day, informing him of the Unevolved investigator’s plans to
stay and explore the city. ‘If you found anything to suggest an error on our part,” she said -
meaning, he knew, anything that worked or hinted at a return of the planet’s natives - then
remove it immediately. She has set up her camp on the hill above the sea, in one of those
homes that has a tunnel way into the labyrinth beneath, although whether she has found this |
don’t know. Keep away from her.*

‘I know, | know,” he grumbled, abandoning his examination of the dead behemoth and
retreating carefully. His discomfort blossomed and he had to struggle with it momentarily.
‘I'm leaving now.’

He withdrew his limbs and rolled up tightly, sealing his exterior against the tough grit of the
road and country that lay between him and the rest of his body. “You haven't told the
professor about the voices, | take it?’

‘It remains to be seen whether or not she’ll hear them for herself.” The Voyager's tone was
clipped and he didn’t want to argue. If the Unevolved didn’t hear them, then that must mean
her kind were not susceptible, or whatever it was.

Bara spoke angrily. ‘We have to figure this out.’
‘Later,” Isol snapped.

‘| think Kincaid is going mad,’ he said. The whole planet’s suitability was obviously in
question. And he knew what that meant: back to the sleep death, probably for ever. ‘Do you
hear them?’

‘Just stay away from the inspector until she’s done, that’s all you've got to do,’ she replied.
‘Kincaid will be fine. The voice doesn’t worry me. It's probably some kind of neural illusion.
Hallucinations.’

‘These machines. These people.’ He sent her images of the tracked creature and of the
other thing he’d found, the one by the shore. ‘I'm thinking they’re non-native. Everything else
is gone, even the weeds. Why leave these? They must have come afterwards. | think they're
aliens. We should try to find out.’

‘Don’t worry about that now,’ Isol said. ‘They’re all long dead, so what difference do they
make? The important thing is that this world has a technology that we can use to free
ourselves for ever from the slavery of Form and Function.’

‘It's because they're dead that it bothers me,’” he said, now crumpled into a semisphere. Her
ranting ideology tired him. It made him think she wasn’t sane either. He felt he was alone
and automatically began to initiate a Dreamtime ‘cast to find a sympathetic soul in the
vicinity, only stopping himself when he realized what he was doing. "Why would the others
leave them here? What are they doing here? She’s bound to find at least one. It wouldn’t
surprise me if Kincaid—'



‘He’s fine!’

Bara broke the link, a gesture of anger, then reconnected with, ‘Kincaid is planting the
marshes. He thinks he is building a new world, but every night the planet consumes his work
and mine. It really does it. And you say this place is ours to take over. How is that not mad?’

‘Kincaid’s conditioning is what he turns to in his weakness,’ Isol said. ‘What harm can it do
anyway? Work is good for you.” She broke transmission and he was left in silence, except
for the sea’s thunder as it rose to high tide far below.

The planet ate their work. That was not right. It wasn’t even possible. But it ate their work. He
was baffled by her lack of interest in that terrible fact.

What harm indeed? Bara didn’t know. He didn’t want to be responsible for Grip, but their old
association as colleagues and friends made turning his back impossible. What story could
he make up that would convince Kincaid not to try and found a world on this place, when
he’d only woken because of Isol's promise of a for-ever home? What indeed?

Half the planet over, where Kincaid worked diligently by moonlight, Bara activated another
Hand that Kincaid had borrowed from him, its job to test the gas fractions of the local
atmosphere, to watch the weather, and advise. He ambled over to where Kincaid's Finger
#2578 was grubbing in the squelchy loam, feeding chunks of dripping earth to its mandibles
and busily processing them. Deep within its bowels, gases and microbes gurgled through
the slurry, transforming it into a medium for plant growth. At the Finger’s rear a sporipositor
excreted large balls of compost, each containing a single seed, deep into the paddy field.
Bara could tell that Kincaid was planting rice.

Bara beamed a greeting across and the Finger paused momentarily, backsignalling to the
main body for an updated personality before it spoke.

‘Bara, good news from the city?’

“Well. News’ Bara’s discomfort with the activity of the Fingers made him feel guilty. The
inspection is going ahead. Isol seems to think it will be all right. She expects to be validated,
in spite of what's happening to us.

‘And you're worried.’

Bara watched the Finger delve with its claws and shuffle forward a few metres, resting its
bulk in the shallow water with a large splash. To his left and right, other Fingers continued
planting, their backs glowing silvery and greenish in the light of the two false Moons, whose
orbits always brought them overhead in an unnatural parallel, one directly above the other.
The light made the water seem icy, although the night was humid. Due to Bara’'s own work
on the polar ice, the poisonous tang of ammonia on his tongue was dropping to negligible
levels, as it always did in the early hours. The oxygen count was up now. By morning it would
be down and the ammonia would return.

‘Kincaid, have you paused to consider what we’ll do if she’s wrong?’
‘There’ll be other planets, now she’s got the drive,” Kincaid said easily. ‘An infinity of worlds.’

The Finger grubbed up another chunk of black mineral clay in its pincers, and began
masticating with the speed of a newly hatched caterpillar. Its skin rippled with pleasure.
‘Even if we have to leave this one, the maths says there are other worlds similar enough to
old Earth, and systems similar enough to Sol that we can find work and a living there that
would outlast many generations of us.” He chuckled. ‘So | don’t worry. | like to work. It doesn'’t



maitter if this crop fails as well, ft doesn’t matter how many fail here. If it's not to be, at least
it's keeping us in shape.’

Bara uncoiled one of his Hand’s sensitive tactile feelers and rested it against the soft hide of
the Finger where the heavy head was joined to the torso with folds of neck flesh. The Finger
paused and trilled, gripping the feeler gently in one of its feeding pincers. ‘I hope you're

right, old man.’

‘I am right,” Kincaid assured him, pinching the Arm’s central nerve with pressure calibrated
to assure and console.

To work, then, Bara said unhappily, and they broke their brief contact. 'Form and Function
be damned.’

‘Form and Function,” said the Finger and made the salute of the Forged Independence party
with a clod of earth held in its claw.

Bara let his Hand return to its business, and withdrew to his main geographical position on
the continental highlands close to the northern polar cap. There, and within his Arm at
Tanelorn, he thought that perhaps Grip was right after all. No big deal if they did have to
leave. And they might survive that long. The only possible problem would occur from any
surviving natives who might return, and the signs Isol reported from the Sectae up on the
Moons all signalled that this was unlikely, if not impossible.

If he trusted her.

The sound of his drill boring into the deep ice, taking core samples, returned to an unhappy
note and, in the moment of his hesitation and concentration shift, the drill snapped in two.
Bara spent the next twelve hours recovering it and making repairs.

It was amost dark as Zephyr looked up from this story. She rubbed her sore eyes. It seemed clear to
her now that 1sol and Kincaid, and maybe this person with her now, were al quite mad. Their dreams
persisted dumbly, walked roughshod over dl evidence. But her heart felt for them, because the
undercurrent of their story was smple animal need, athing she knew in hersalf was not easly answered,
not easily admitted.

“The planet speaks and eats' she said, ‘and catches and protects. What else doesit do? How could it do
any of those things? How could arock become an engine, and how could an engine talk?

‘Do you hear it? Baraasked her quietly, hisdorsa sailslowering asthe last sunlight faded.
‘No,” shesaid.
‘Oh.” He paused. “Then it must be aresult of something other than just contact.’

Zephyr looked again at the Abacand, which held al thefinds, al the data, al the answers, somewhere.
An unpleasant idea had just occurred to her.

What if this entire planet were made of the same substance as1sol’ sengine? What if the whole system
was too? Suppose it was't ordinary matter, but only looked likeit at certain levelS? Then a planet might
talk, might think, might do asit wanted.

But what wasthe it?

28. Tom Speaks



There was amoment, before he sarted, when Corvax realized the difficulty of forming an untainted,
singleintent to act. His dream in Uluru had set out as an easy escape to abetter life - he'd thought - in
which he could be another person whose trialswouldn’t cast any shadow on redl othersor on hisresl
sdf. Now he wanted the same again, but from thisdien thing. He wanted it to grant him the power, but
nothing ese. Transform me, he wanted to say, but then he had to think about the disease that was
Caspar, and the old Tom who never fixed the plane, and then he had to wonder about histrue
moativation. If he hid such dangerous secrets as those, even from himsdlf, couldn’t they stand an equa
chance of becoming?.

He had to return to the dream to make it, he reckoned on instinct. He'd go there and resolve the thing,
and build the plane.

With TwoPi’ s assistance he was alowed to upgrade and develop his MekTek adaptation for an even
greater totdity of interface between himsdlf and the laboratory’ s Al, which would run the Uluru engine.
They gave him the lump of Stuff to hold, seeing asthey didn’t know what elseto do with it, and left him
well donein acubic room seded off from therest of the universe - at least from most of it, from what
they could perceive.

‘Good luck, Corvax’ TwoPi said asthe door closed on him. 'Y ou're very brave.

Hetried to speak, but couldn’t get aword out before the door was shut. He' d have said, I’ m not brave,
I’monly where | was going all along. However, the unspoken promise of the Shuriken Death-Angel
wasin histhroat, blockingit. A certain end, aquick end, if things didn’t work out.

The Al waited until TwoPi and Mouze had temporarily retrested from the station, and then requested
access. In hisbrain the new growth of microtendrils seemed to tingle like Xing' s hair.

‘Let’'sgo, hesaid...

He stood between the two massive boarding houses, where the tiny shack in which he' d lived crouched
in submission. He faced its buckling porch and broken steps. A breeze full of stinging salt blew againgt
the side of his human face, and bit the soft skin. Sand and wispy grass had buried him up to hisankles, as
though he' d stood there weeks without moving.

From the house on his|eft he heard the heavy thud of boots on hollow gtairs, and in the distance the
shimmering heat-haze shape of a crane stepped mechanicaly across the shining wastes of water, wherea
grey sky met the grey seaand the land. Corvax looked down into hissingle small hand, where apinkish
kind of stone was clutched tightly, the roughness of itsinitia fractured facesworn away by timeinto an

amogt perfect egg.

Caspar appeared to hisright, abear of youth and arrogance, hisblond hair wild and his sneer so
pronounced that it might have been painted on. Taller, meaner in aspect than Corvax recognized, he
swung himself around the high column standing by the door of the house built of burnt ship’ stimbers, and
strode over the sand. His belt was stiff with ammunition and there was agun on his hip, its holster
unfastened.

“You ve been gone awhile,” Caspar said as he stopped afew metres away, pretending to start a
pleasant conversation.

Corvax held out the egg. ‘1 brought you this’



‘A rock? Caspar looked worried aswell as contemptuous. He drew the gun and pointed it at Corvax.
“How about | trade you that for the bullet in this?

“You'vetried to kill me before Corvax said. ' Don’'t you wonder why you’ ve never succeeded?

‘1 was hoping the cranes would do that for me,” Caspar replied. But he glanced around him warily for
any sgn of the big birds. His own sudden fear made the gun shake.

‘| die, you die Corvax promised him.’ They’re, my wingmen—' Although he wasn't sure.

‘You'reafraid of them’ Caspar retorted, eyeing the stone. ’ Toss it here, then, whatever itis. And
remember, | can shoot any time.'

Corvax threw the stone gently and it landed near Caspar’ s foot. Before either of them could react, along
sharp beak stabbed upwards from the ground and seized it. The crane' s head bulged from the sand. It
chugged the stone back into itsthroat, then swallowed and vicioudy thrust its beak towards Caspar,
before diding back into the sand.

“You hoped I d touch it and the thing would come for me!” shrieked Caspar.

Corvax just stared at the spot where the crane had vanished. He hadn’t planned for that at all. Now what
was he going to do? He looked up at Caspar’ s fury -and was punched hard in the chest by something. It
flung him flat on his back. A numbness expanded into his lungs, so that he couldn’t bresthe. Helay and
gaped as Caspar stood over him and pointed the gun towards hisface. Only then did heredize that he'd
been shot.

Caspar looked puzzled and stunned at what he’ d done. *Why did you do that? Y ou knew I’ d shoot.
She'll be mine now, and you' Il be gone for good.”

‘But..."” Corvax tried to speak but his mouth wasfilling up from the back, choking him on blood. ‘ The
plane. I'ff to... buildit’

‘That shit hegp? Caspar snorted. ‘If you' d any strength, it’d be long gone from here. | waited al this
timefor you to fix the fucking thing, hoping that when the day came |’ d be flying out of this hole anywhere
| wanted. But you didn’t know how to fix it, did you? And they al know, Pete and the others. They dll
know you don't know, or you can't. And she knows. Dani. She knowsyou'refull of lies. Sowe |l stay
and rot here without you now, you miserablelittle fuck.” He drew hisfoot back and kicked Corvax inthe
ribs.

His sight beginning to fade, bresth finished, dying, Corvax could only agree with him. He thought it might
be better to diein thistest than have to expose possession of asdlf like that to any kind of inspection,
alien or human. Hewas afailure. He d created this hell, and he’ d made it without assistance. Now it
would consume him, and there was no justice better. But with hislast glance he looked up at the
handsome, savage figure standing over him - so strong in its barbaric, Monkey way and so impotent,
stuck in the cage of the marsh - and a sort of humour floated to the surface of his mind. Caspar had been
asort of idol, even if ahated one, despised for being effectively human. And Corvax thought he was
funny now. He pointed a finger-and-thumb gun a Caspar and mouthed Bang! He died laughing and his
body lay there on the sand, feet till rooted in the ground and, as night fell and Caspar and Dani lit the
rooms of the empty house, the cranes came one by one and picked his bones.

Working with their terrible bills, they strung his skel eton together anew and made him abody from grass
and feathers. All the while they spoke his name very quietly, intoning it in akind of song.



‘Tom. Tom. Back you come.

No deep 'til work isdone.

No rest ‘til the hour is passed
Andyou'll be home with us, at lagt”’

He stood up as dawn broke and went into the aeroplane shed, turning back in the doorway. The lead
crane, agreyheaded creature hardly different in colour from the land, turned its beak of razor-sharp metal
and regurgitated an egg-shaped stone, which hit the ground with asmdl thud. The crane nodded at Tom
and then, with the others, spread its enormous white wings and flapped heavily into the sodden air.

Tom Corvax picked up the stone and watched them going, until they were lost in the clouds.

At the sound of his engine starting people came running from the flophouses; Pete and his mate, and Dani
in her festoons of pink rags. Caspar came lagt, but he stepped aboard into the curious hold of the craft’s
long body. When they were dl insde, Tom closed his mouth and spread the creaking vastness of his
meta wings. He stooped and picked up the egg stonein hislong, sharp beak - then, with aflick of his
neck, swallowed it whole.

Thewind came and lifted him into the air. Hewas as light as a piece of down.

The Uluru subroutine stopped of its own accord once the Al had determined it could no longer
distinguish between Corvax and the stone. The Al then detached itself from the connections and
firewalled itself in asbest it could, leaving the physical body of the Roc on the isolation-chamber floor, no
longer connected to anything by transmission or contact that it could detect. Feathers stirred Sowly.

Tomwas at one second afloat in the skies of avast landscape, then he was sitting in the smal cubic room
of alaboratory, wingless and about as physically cranky as ever. His old feathers rustled and smelled of
preening oil. HisMekTek ran hot within his skin. He stood up and looked at himsdif in the reflective wall
of his cube, and saw no change. But there was an acceptance of his shape and bearing that hadn’t been
there before, and there was the vastness of what lay behind his smple form now that he and the Stuff
were one - suspended below him like awelghtless balloon of possihilities, abrimming capsule of infinite
time

The Al opened the door for him and he walked weearily out into the lab proper. It was very empty
without the wall that had been the Comb, and without Mouze' s peppery and vital presence. TwoPi
spoke from their distant transport viathe Al’ s spegkers. ‘Isit as you imagined?

‘No,’” hesaid. ‘ There are two things at once. | am Tom Corvax. And thereisno “1” - thereisagreater
mind, asuperposition of al mindsthat have ever entered this state of being Stuff. These two States exist
smultaneoudy because the mind that is Tom is here, made of this body, but the matter of thisbody isa
part of agreater ocean of matter interpenetrated by the minds of the others who live within imaginary
time, volumeless and occupying thewhole universe”

There was a pause greeting this announcement, and he wasn't surprised. He waited for areaction, giving
them timeto takeitin.

‘What isthe intention of these minds? TwoPi asked findly.

‘Theylitis...” And now words were starting to fail him, as he knew they would. ‘Looking,” he said.



‘Discovering. Seeing what isthere. The only way to understand isto become - you wereright, TwoPi.
And that iswhat Stuff is. It’ sthem, becoming. And when we interact with Stuff, then we are begun
becoming.’

‘Can it beremoved? Mouze said gently, asif afraid.

Corvax, for oncein hislife, had al the answers. *No,” hesaid. ‘ Thereis no possibility of return once
living materia acceptsthistrandation. It - they - arein the process of evolving, and to assmilate Stuff -
that is, to assmilate them - isto become them. They will not destroy parts of themselves. But until the
fusion is complete, then thereisachance for me - or whoever - to destroy mysdlf, if | don't want to carry
on and be consumed.’

‘What isthiscritical period? Mouze asked, as TwoPi hummed in thought.

‘Hard to define,” Corvax said. ‘ But once it comes, there will not be any distinction left between me and
it. 1 will be... All of my mind and memories and experienceswill il exig, but the single linear
consciousness that ismy present mind will not exist in this coherency. It will be distributed, and the
multiplewill al be aware of it, be part of it, and | will beal of them, and none. Individuation and
expression in Four-D will then be governed by interaction with individual minds - yours, perhaps.’

‘S0, when you created the wasp-blades from Stuff, it responded to you, but does nothing unless
someoneisto ask? TwoPi mused. ‘ And why would it respond? Will it do anything a person requests?

‘Except destroy itsdlf’ Corvax said, hesitating. ' Ourselves, that is. To learn the truth, intents are followed,
and thus discovery isauthentic. I'm not telling thisdl that well, | know. Sorry, it’ svery hard to explain.
The Stuff redly doesn't carein any mora sense about who or what isinteracting with it. 1t snot
interested in anything except the gathering of experience and knowledge and the qualities of other minds.
It doesn't have asingular thing like a persondity or intents of itsown, but it's densdly populated with
fragmentsthat do, athough the purpose of the whole mostly dissuades the individuated parts from any
overt actions of interference on their own behdf. Strangdly...* He shook hisheavy head. ‘1 believe there
is something like awar on within us. Between impulses that want to be re-created asindividuas, who
want to do dl kinds of wilful things, and a gregter force that isSmply thiswatchfulness. Elsewherein our
galaxy and the wider universe there is much being acted out, and now that Earth has come into the realm,
then there will be other places where peoplelike uswill be... played.’

TwoPi made a gentle sound of sympathy that Corvax didn’t expect. ‘How can we know that this has not
aready occurred?

“You canonly ask me, and | can tell you that Stuff had not come across us before 1ol picked up the
block.’

‘Of course, that's an academic and trivia question,” Mouze added. * So what if we were dl smulations?
It doesn’'t make our predicament theless. Are we dl to be assmilated to this state?

‘No, no, Tomsaid. ‘It'spurely voluntary. That is, theinitid use of Stuff isvoluntary. After you accept it,
then it becomes.” He paused. ‘| can hear the others. Isol and Kincaid. Bara. Trini. They’re like echoes.’
A sadness crept into hisold hide and he sat down on thefloor. “They don't understand what's

happening, so they' refighting.’
‘“Why don’t they understand? TwoP said bluntly.

“They won't listen,” he answered, and fell slent. The awareness of the Eleven-D and the dien was so
encompassing that he couldn’t expressit. " We speak, they hear. They don’'t want to become us, they



want to use us. They want to be us, but they don’t understand what we are saying.*

‘But you must have drawn them to you quite deliberately. Why elsewas 1sol so keen to go to that
planet? Mouze sad.

‘They wanted it,” Tom said. ‘Likel wanted Dani. It was something they thought would complete them.’
‘Did you make that world for them? TwoPi asked.

‘No. The planet in question was the home of the First to Trandate Into Other Space. It isboth a
navigational point and alibrary. There everything isinterpenetrated by our awareness. We keep it so, to
remind us of our origin. The matter is organized to retain memory in aphysica form, so that our
awareness of real time past is not tainted by times present. All the pasts of al who are Trandated exist as
dataheld by the materid of the planet and its system. The Moons are the two scribes of that natural
history, the generators of the Trandation. Trini has understood some of this, because sheisnot as
desperate asthe othersto retain her individuaity.’

Tom was a surface tensgon on the greater whole: he looked at hisfrailty and began to wonder at hisown
design. Had Tupac seen him as he could seeit now: afusion of genes giving ingtructions for hisformation,
aseriesof codes at dl levels, acongtruction of materias, flawed and confused in their intent? And to
change, dl he had to do was ask.

Mouze and TwoPi conferred briefly about him - he heard them distantly, even though they didn’t usethe
Al - and then Mouze sad:

‘How isthe physical transformation in Four-D created? How was 1sol’ s engine made? How doesiit
work?

“That cannot be explained to anyone who does not have a perception that can encompassthe Eleven-D,’
Corvax said smply. It wasthe truth, but he knew it couldn’t be satisfying - it sounded like a put-off.

' Changes made effortlesdy within the seven dimens ons beyond your access cause the shifts of physica
gructurein the other remaining four. To answer your question about the engine, it usesthe same ability,
but transfers matter from one state to another, taking it to aform and a plane where there is no distance
between the pointsin question. It isthen re-Trandated into its origind state, give or take afew minor
errorsthat are an inevitable consequence of dl Trandations of any complexity.’

‘And you havethis ability now?

‘Not exactly. | could change mysdlf, but for anything to be dtered it must be amanifestation of the
greater entity - let’scdl it Stuff, for the sake of ease. All matter existsin Seven-D but not al of Seven-D
isapart of Stuff.

“The nature of Stuff? TwoPi enquired.

Corvax dghed. * Stuff isatechnology and it isaso people, indivisbly fused. Y ou could not defineit, one
way or another, a any particular moment. It has no consciousness as you assume individuas must, nor
doesit have the insensible responses of atool - but properties of both and also neither. It isintelligent,
responsive, compassionate, but it does not have an identity of its own, athough it contains the fragments
of many identitiesand is capable of creating individuaswho could act and exist as ordinary people. Part
of that dudigtic strife concernsthis process of individuation and return, within Stuff itsdlf. In the beginning,
Stuff was akind of Forging technology that was to use the Seven-D to facilitate movement and
transformation, but it began a critical fuson with the organic life that invented it, asthey used it to
transport themsalves, and now they are one.’



‘Why wasit left at the axial crossroad where Isol found it?

‘It was there to be found. Stuff watches. It chooses points where life of a certain developmental stageis
sure to come acrossit, seeding the universe with points of access!’

‘ And why couldn’t this have been done with intermediaries? TwoP indsted. ‘ Emissaries?

‘Stuff has found that this method reveals the true nature of the finder far more. .. watchably. If it
manifested and spoke from the outset, then the contacted race would behave untypicaly, and itsintents
and thoughts then couldn’t be known.’

“There sasnister sdeto that kind of caculation” TwoPi said. ‘Don’t you fedl that now, Corvax? Y ou
killed with Stuff, before you understood it. 1sol has crested the circumstances for acivil war because she
has apparently mistakenit.’

‘Stuff creates nothing that isn’t aready in the heart and mind of the observer,” Tom said and shrugged.
‘And, persondly spesking, I"d have been dead without it, so my reservations are limited. Asfor 1sol, she
isn't mistaken: she suspected al along what it could do. She wanted to bring the Forged out to Ziain
order to equip them dl with the meansto shape their own destiny. Shereally meant that. She thought of
them as becoming infinitely malegble”’

* And when Stuff providesinfinite power for those with no control of their desires - do others suffer and
diethen?

Corvax stared down into the new levelswithin and of himsdlf. ‘It has happened. | told you it was a
morality-free kind of substance. To Stuff, good and evil has no distinction. Thereisregret for suffering
and death, but it is not the agent of thesethings. It livesand it congderslife asufficient... condition.’

‘So the gun saysit does't shoot,” TwoPi replied. ‘Isthat what you' re saying? Thisthing has all the
power, and does nothing with it but give gunsto children?

Corvax wished he had an answer that could refute her accusation, even though he sensed she was
playing devil’ sadvoceate. ‘ That’ saway of seeing it, but the gun is a consequence of our minds. If we
werein love with peace, and had no will to destroy each other, there would be no gun’ !

Mouze brokein. ‘Without usng Stuff itself, can there be any way of destroying it?

‘Yes Tomreplied. ‘A quark-gluon plasma, or certain other forms of essential quantum ingtability,
focused on areasonably tight region can disperse usirretrievably if directed at usin our Four-D
manifestation. And there are other ways within the Seven-D. | know Gaiasol haven't got any such
wegpon, so | don’t mind telling you this. But you heedn’t worry about an invasion, Stuff only assmilates
to those who want it

‘But before you tell them the drawback,” TwoPi added. ‘ Evolve or die?

Tom said nothing. What could he say? He waited.

‘Suppose a Trandated Forge like 1sol decidesto destroy Earth,” Mouze asked. *Will you do that?
‘It could be done,” Tom admitted. ‘ But we would not.’

So now you have a scruple? Why? TwoPi demanded.

‘Because | don't wishit,” Tom said. ‘And | am who you' re dedling with - sort of .’



“Your intent is enough to sway this enormous collective? The Hive Queen was astounded. Clearly she'd
been thinking of him as somekind of drone feature, or of minimal consequence.

‘If 1sol was Trandated and wished to destroy Earth -she would have had to retain her current patterning
in completeness, which isimpossible. In any case, she' sambivaent. She might be made again,
individuated, and then try to use her power for destructive purposes, but having been within Stuff, such a
wishisamog definitely impossible’

‘Almost definitdy?

‘Free agents with infinite capability are astrong problem we are now dealing with. We do not creste free
agents of that nature and Trandate them to Four-D, because of their potentia for critical damage.” ‘Big
of you.’

‘ Although there are experiments of that nature made, very controlled ones, now and again. Destruction
of thisparticular universeispossble, if the Eleven-D isabused significantly. We areinvestigating the
possibility of shifting to other Universes, should such an event occur.’

The conversation was stopped by anew voice. It was very chilly and matter-of-fact. None of them
recognized it, and dl fdll sllent in surprise.

It sad, ‘How far away isthe Ironhorse Timespan Tatres from full redlization of Stuff?

Corvax felt hisway to the answer. ‘ Depending on his usage of the engine, about four solar days.’
‘Thanks’

‘Who was that? Mouze asked the Al. It replied, *Who?

‘The person who asked about Tatres.” *No such question has been asked.” But on the screens Tom
Corvax could see the blurred image of the Shuriken Death-Angel ped away from its position, silently.
Within afraction of asecond it was gone.

‘Do you know what that was about? TwoPi said.

Tom put hishead in hishands. ‘| can't hear Tatres very well. But he understands the potentid, like 1ol
did. I think... I think heintendsto sell Stuff acrossthe system and precipitate afar faster revolution.
Machen will haveto try and stop him.’

‘And you, Corvax,” TwoPi asked, ‘will you warn Tatresi now?

Tom looked up at the camera. *No, of course not. Thisis his struggle, not yet ours.” * * So, whose side
areyou on? Mouze said.

‘Side? Tom shook his head. ‘Nobody’s. Never was. Not even when | was aboy.” He stood up and
flexed the stubs of his once-grand wings, withdrawing them into hisbody and thus assuming amore
human form. It was easy. He lost his beak and made a nose and mouth. He copied ahandsome form
from an Unevolved clothing catalogue. Technicaly it couldn’t bresthe or survivethe pressureinthelab’s
vacuum as Corvax once had, but he adapted it not to need to.

“You know,” he said, ‘thewhole issue of what shapeyou'reinisredly much moretrivia than | thought.’
Then helooked up to see where TwoPi and Mouze were a. * So, shall | stay? Or isthat enough? 'l
have to go soon anyway. A day or so. Any more questions? Y ou'll have to be quick.” He turned around,
floating in big seps asthe minima gravity plucked weakly at him, and felt hislips smile their way into a
huge grin. He turned a pirouette above the floor, and set down lightly.



‘Lest weforget,” he said to himsdlf, ‘the pleasure of smplethings’

29. Eleven-D
‘Hello, sster’ said the Moon.

It had been saying that for about half an hour. It said it to Trini - sometimes as a sound made by
reverberating plates of its own structure, sometimes by reverberating parts of her body, sometimes by
shivering light or electromagnetic waves or pulsing air.

It had started while she stood in the central chamber and looked at the space it contained. Although it
seemed quite empty on some levels, when Trini made hersaf sengitive to dark matter she knew it wasfar
from that.

She had understood at some point that the language system of the Moon’s ownerswas writtenina
complex form of surface-texture changes - like aBraille, or ascript visble to sensesthat werea
combination of Sight and touch. She collected sequences and made likely guesses at them, dthough,
without the Hive, she was a poor caculator. She reckoned this room was where a process had begun.
She thought it was directed and focused in the Fifth Chamber - aposition out on the Moon’s surface,
facing the planet.

The Moon'’ s repeated phrase washed through her, tidal and encompassing. She steeled her courage and
set one hand into the raw bed of connections she' d freed up from a piece of the wall, with an antenna
tuned to discharge any sudden jolts of dectricity that might result, hoping this would be enough to save
her.

Hedllo, sisters, Trini said to thecircuits.

Trini was enveloped in aweb of heat that seemed to closein on her, and then there was a quiet moment.
She was aware of the systems far away from her, and those close to. She felt dong the connections and
experienced a strange but welcome sense of relief. Here was a Hive of akind, abillion voices spesking
asonevoice, an ocean of possibilities cresting into asingle point of consciousnessto speak to her.

Abruptly there was a surge, atsunami of energy and enthusiasm, boisterous as a puppy and powerful as
the sun. It came towards her suddenly, but building from agreat volume and distance. It crashed through
her and she was swept up in it. What distance there had been between the machine Moon and hersalf
was gonein that ingtant. She felt the sudden presence of seven hidden zones, each joined to each through
her centre. Senses without names informed her of their depth and pressure, their essential relation to her
own common space-time.

Then Trini knew the Zians had not gone. They were here, around the crinkly corners of the hidden seven,
their presence removed from ordinary expansion, to this obstinate mixture of near-spaceless and
-timeless regions where, unlimited by the laws of the Four, they waxed and waned as a seething tide. She
knew what they knew, and they knew what she knew. There was now no difference between them.

Abruptly asigna from outside the Moon'’ s surface artled her, and snapped her back to her physica
position. Shelet go of theinterface with the alien world and heard it repeated.

“Trim!’ It was |sol. Therewas a clang asthe Voyager’ s body docked clumsily against the Comb’ sfrozen
sde. ‘You haveto hdp me- hdp meget rid of it.’

Trini opened awider band so she could transmit some calming sonics alongside her voice. * Cam down.
I’ll come and—



‘| can't becam! | can't do anything except. .. hang on to mysdlf. They’retrying to kill me! Y ou haveto
help me. | know you can do it - you're a Ticktock. There must be al kinds of equipment in the Comb
that you could useto get it disconnected. Hurry up! Come on come on come on!’

Trini paused and cameto ahalt in her walk back towards the Comb. ‘Isol, listen to me. What you're
hearing is nothing to be afraid of . Try to stop panicking for asecond.” Back aong the connection came
the garbled response of 1s0l’ sterror, afurious noise.

‘“What do you know? Just get it out of me. Come on, please, Trini. Why are you taking so long? Open
thedoor.” Trini stood till. ‘There snoway’ she said quietly, emphasizing her sorrow for 1sol’ s Situation
asshe sent thewords. 'l can't doit. Y ou' ve already gonetoo far. The bulk of you has already been
trandated into the Seven.” She added a batch of explanatory maps, diagrams, schematicsfor 1sol to
read, to explain how it was.

Therewas a brief and complete silence asthe Voyager digested the information they contained; then
came the sound of her disengaging with the Comb. Trini listened with al her senses, and with the dulll
perceptions of the dien that were dowly becoming more true insde her. Sheredized Isol’ sintent, even
asthe small creature turned back to aim its weapon at the Moon.

‘No! Isol, don't!” she screamed with every terawatt of power she could muster on every frequency she
could use, hoping to at least blast Isol’ s sockets and throw her off her aim. *If you attack us -’ the part
of her that had become Isol’ s mind realized what to say,’ - you end up as roadkill! Y ou'll be dead before
you candoit!

No reply. Trini snatched a connection to the Moon' s observational technology and searched the sky,
finding Isol at closerange, an energy weapon never imagined by human minds bulging out of her flank like
ametdlic cancerous growth.

‘If | attack us? The question came out of afresh, sterile cam. * Are you with them now, Trini?

Trini understood that Isol had been the toughest of them all, thelast to respond, the most strongly in
denid. They had left her alone as much asthey could because, of dl the things Isol had ever wanted, to
be apart of someone or something elsewas not it. 1sol wasthe individuaist. She was alone. It was her
nature and they could not change it, dthough they were about to be changed by it. Nor could they stop
the inevitable connections that their technological aspect was forming with her. Isol was now apart of the
whole, whether she or they liked it or not.

With all the processing speed of her Ticktock heritage Trini racked her knowledge for aclue and her
experiencefor an ingght. Quietly, from within the Moon' s core, she sang:

Along, long time ago, | can still remember how that music used to make me smile...

‘Don’t you dare,’ hissed the Voyager. ‘ That'smine. My memories. My time. My life. Nothing to do with
you’

“Youwon't loseit,” Trini pleaded with her.

‘Andif | blow mysdlf to hell - or you do - will | ill be there with you in someway? Will you have dl of
me except that song? Have you already stolen anything you wanted?

‘We don't want you to—'

‘And | don’'t want you! Can't you understand that? | don't want you or anything to do with you! If | join
you, I’'m as good as dead anyway.’



Trirti said, ‘ Gaiasol dready knows about your plan, and about us. Corvax, the MekTek Roc, has
trandated into the Eleven. They're going to arrest Tatres. 1sal, if you try to use usto accelerate your own
development, you will not be ableto exert an individua control on that evolution. That' sthe nature of the
Eleven, of Suff.

Isol withdrew her gun. It did back into a heavy abscess on her side. * Oh yeah? Well, you don’t have me
yet, you bug-faced bitch.’

Trini watched her make the trangit back to the Solar System, crossing the invisible, the timeless, which
bound her closer, tighter. 1sol’ sanguish coloured al her fedings. She experienced a gtiffening of the
breath and a plunging sensation of grey: the Secta equivaent of sadness. On the surface of Origin,
Kincaid was going the same way -Bara, too. If only they’ d possessed the bliss of Hive mentdity to fall
back on, she thought, then thiswouldn’t seem so threatening to them. On the contrary, to her it seemed
likethe arms of dl the mothersthere ever were. She wished they could seeit that way, but for that to
happen they would haveto listen, and they didn’t want to.

The only person shedidn’t yet hear was the lonely woman whom Isol had shipped here to make a study
of the Origin. Unlike the others, she had struggled not to ask anything of Stuff and had fought to impose
no meaning. They had touched very briefly after the ded had run out of control, but to Trini thisincident
was no more than ablurred impression. It was strongly possible that the others would destroy themselves
rather than Trandate, as many had before them, and that the Unevolved investigator would be stranded
on the planet’ s surface.

Trini found the correct frequency for transmission to the woman’s Abacand, and began to speak.

Isol located Tatres in Martian orbit, in the midst of delivering a speech to some of hisfavouriteradicas
from Independence. He waswaxing lyrical about the future of them &l on ZDN, explaining the use of
Stuff, and their glorious destiny as shape-shifting free individual s with a universe to explore, or some such.
Shedidn’t redly listen to the details. Instead she shot out the satellite relay station hewasusing for his
broadcadt, cutting off ninety-nine per cent of hisaudiencein asplit second.

“Shut the hell up!” she snarled a him, spinning into view from the planet’ s dark side as he turned in rage
to find out who'd pulled his plug.

‘Isol’ he stuttered.
“Thetechnology ispoison,’ sheinterrupted whatever it was hewas going to say. 'Y ou have to stop.’

‘But we agreed. Everything isin motion dready. Thousands have signed up in the last twenty-four hours.
Didribution centres—'

“Your ideal” she snorted. ‘ And don't think | don’t know what you' re up to. Y ou thought you' d wait for
me to break theice, and then you take over with your popularity vote and your chit-chat with the
hobnobs, and you' d sdll it dl for a profitablelittle cheque and a place at the top of the tree, you limbless
fuck! Wdll, too bad for you, you' rein the early stages of abad disease, Tatres, old man. Y ou're dying
and you don't even know it!’

‘If you' re talking about the voices, then at fird, yes, | wasworried by them. But I’ ve spoken with experts
in MekTek and neuroscience from al over the system and it’ sal down to neura hdlucinations. Intime,
these will be understood and devel oped out of the—'



‘Redlly. Well, here' sthe science on that.” And she downloaded al Trini’ swork to him. The pressure of
the alien was a crushing weight on her, every moment. If shelet her control dip for an ingtant, she knew
she'd belost. Tatres was going through what she' d aready been through, and now she despised him
more than she could stand. How she’ d chosen him as any kind of aly amazed her. He would have done
this before - stabbed her in the back, and the whole movement, too - if only he' d had the gutsfor it.

Hisreaction wastotally unexpected .- athough if she d recalled her own militancy perhapsit shouldn’t
have been. He flipped the data back at her in ajumble.

‘ And you believe this traumatized insect and her clam? She could have madeit up. There on her own, a
drone, cut off from the rest of the world and from most of her mind. Typica Ticktock fabrication! Maybe
she wants the whole of the new system for hersalf and her kind -did you think of that? Get you out of the
wal, as you accuse me of trying to do to you, and then there’ s no one left there to dispose of except two
has-been Gaiaforms, both of whom are well on theway to senility.’

‘Tatred,” she bellowed at him. *Nobody feels more strongly about the Forged Independence than | do,
but thisisn't going to free anyone! Thisisjust another kind of davery and it lastsfor ever. You'reinthe
honeymoon now, but you can hear them, | know you can. Wdll, that’s going to get louder and louder
over the next few days, until you can either kill yourself or let it in, but there’ sno other choice. If you sl
thisto people—’

‘For Tek’s sake, you were going to!” he snapped. * Y ou know what this sounds like? Like you' retrying
to get it all back for yoursalf. Y ou don’t care about the Forged except as a caste you can rule over, now
that you’ ve made a gun too, so you can be the perfect dictator. Isn't that right?

‘Thisisinsane!” shewas shrieking. Insanity - it wasthat - wastoo much for her. The dien was a scream
on the end of every nerve, in her senses, in her guts, in her heart. Shelevelled the gun at him, but a stresk
of light caught the sde of her eye and in that moment of hesitation another person appeared, someone
neither of them recognized at dl. Itsform was difficult to make out, on any magnification.

Then, to either Sde of them, police came swooping in and surrounded their position. Isol trandated to
Zian spaceingantly. Tatres jumped towards the sun.

Picking up hissigna from the Mercurian outpost, the Shuriken Death-Ange followed him a maximum
speed.

30. Communication Failure

During the night Bara spoke about his dreams. Sleeping and waking at the same time, he muttered
quietly, hisbroadcasts varying their frequencies as parts of his mind wandered. Zephyr lay in her
makeshift shelter benesth the upturned ded, and listened to him as the wind hissed across the sandy
ground.

“They are calling me. Such thingsto tell me. Such visonsto see. So many to hear. Follow the story and
dl isawaiting. I'm afraid.

Bararambled on, uttering voiced fragments that connected momentarily with the inexpressble visons he
was having, produced tantalizing metaphors, then stuttered into silence only to begin again a second later.
Hewas an aura archaeology, and Zephyr tried to piece together anything that seemed to come from the
sameorigin, but it was ahard task. The only consi stent repetition was histerror, at varying strengths: it
ebbed and flowed as the visions came and went. He swayed where he stood, a chromed icon reflecting
the mercurid light of the two full Moons, hisweight making the ground crunch asit shifted.



Zephyr must have falen adeep as shelay thinking of what Earthly precedents she might use asamodd
for thisstuation, not afraid for hersdlf asit was now far too interesting for that, and probably far too late.
She couldn’t remember atime when she' d been afraid once she' d realized there was to be no escaping a
Stuation. Its certainty drew out her stubbornness, and she rose to its chalenge without complaints. So
she might die here -wdll, she could have died anywhere, so who cared where? That didn’t interest her.
Lifeand mygery, that interested her. Perhaps she would have been keener on death and its processesif
she'd had areligious side, but to her the rdligions of the ageswere al mixed up in her head, a ceasdesdy
overworked agglutination of thousands of years of responding to the fears she didn’t possess.

She woke with her face feeling cold on one Side, gasping for air, and heard the sound of an engine and
rotor bladesin the air above.

Barawas slent, but he was till there as she put her head out of the shelter. His antennae were tiff and
skyward-pointing, body braced firmly on the ground. Abruptly the Abacand switched on from deep, and
began pouring out transmissions. Kincaid and Barawere arguing fiercely, and the sound of the blades
was one of Kincald'slimbs gpproaching through the darkness, helicopter fashion.

‘... Plotting againgt me in codes you think | don't know’ Kincaid gabbled, Satic saturating the sounds
like an onrushing wave. ’But I've guessed it dl. Y ou’ re going to leave me here, with them, to be esten
whileyou get away, but I’ ve found out now. ...

And againg thistide of determined anger Barains sted:

‘... No such thing. We were only trying to piece together the truth of what’ s happening. Y ou didn’t want
to talk about it earlier. Y ou wanted to work, and what’ swrong with that? 1sol will bein contact again
soon, and then you' |l seeeverythingisdl right...’

But he was losing ground, and losing conviction too by the sound of it.

‘Get up,’” the Abacand cut into the diadlogue, aiming its voice precisay at Zephyr. ‘ Get up now and let’s
go back into thewalls. Leave everything. Move!’

Its tone was so urgent that she paused only to pull her boots on and grab its small shape before she used
the moonlight’ s glare to back quickly away, towardsthe first building of Tanelorn.

“You can't leave!l’ dhrilled Kincaid, his voice suddenly booming from overhead. *Y ou can never leave!’

Zephyr saw aflash of yelowish light, which briefly illuminated enough of adoorway for her to dart
through it. She heard a sudden angry motor-whine from Bara s Arm and then there was an explosion that
knocked her off her feet and flung her to the ground. The materia of it gave benegath her, so she wasn't
hurt but lay there stunned, deafened and blinded, dimly understanding that the two Gaiaforms were
fighting now, and that Kincaid at least meant to kill. Another flash, and then the whap-whap whining
sound of arotor blade whipping off fast overhead and away.

The grinding noise of metd dying. A jet scream. Theroar of furious words and more furious assaults of
power, and then suddenly atremendous concussion that tore the bresth out of Zephyr’slungsand
thumped them hard.

The next minutes passed in a sensaless blur. She got up, and the Abacand was urging her to run. Sheran
and hit things, and fell. Therewasno oxygen at dl inthe air, and her lungs gulped and gasped in atota
panic, because she might not fear death but she did fear pain. There were more bright flashes and more
whining of debris. Explosions battered her numb eardrums. And suddenly it was over. Fire from the sky
rained down, and then there was silence - adeafening slence of complete totdity that eclipsed everything



that had gone before.

The Abacand screen informed her that 1sol had shot both Limbs dead from her orbital vantage. Then
Zephyr, lying in apit of blackness and in the shdlter of some unknown thing, felt the Roach patter quickly
across her hand.

She snatched her hand back and looked up automaticaly. A grey gleam shone afew inches from her
head, and ared light winked next toit.

‘Professor Dugquesne,” the Roach whispered through the Abacand' s intervention, in the quietest and most
humble voice Zephyr had ever heard Isol try. ‘Please help me’

‘How? Zephyr said, aware of hersdf lying exhausted, flattened and done, far from this person whom
shedidn’t trust, who was virtualy a psychopath. The absurdity made her want to laugh, and she had to
try hard not to because ingtinct yelled that now was not the moment.

‘| can’'t resist them any longer,” 1sol said matter-of-factly. ‘I’'m so tired. | want to deep, butif 1 do|
won't wake up again. They' |l be hereinstead of me. | beg you. Anything you can do, please’

‘Ligten,” Zephyr said, without any ideawhat she could say. ‘ Stay calm. Can you contact Gaiasol ? [t may
be able to send—

‘It sdl over withthem’ Isol interrupted quickly. “They' ve comefor Tatres. Hewastrying to sell it onto
the others - make a profit and seize control of the Party. | wanted to stop him, but hewouldn’t listen. If |
make one moretrangit, | won't be able to hold them away from me. | know... | know you want to go
home. | know that. But do you see?If | take you there, it’ stoo late for methen. Herel have... some
time. And you can help me. Tell themto let me go.'

Zephyr pushed hersaf dowly up onto her ebows, and then sat back on her hedls. She was shaking with
the onset of shock and felt hersalf shiver. Keying her suit to heat her, she wrapped her arms around
hersdlf and looked at the smdl red and green and grey lights emanating from the two tiny machinesin the
darkness.

‘| can't hear them’ she admitted at |ast, aware that every word might prove her final sentence.

Isol laughed, a haunting sound. ‘1 thought you wouldn't. | knew you’ d be safe. They won't get you unless
you want them to. Maybe they’ d swap us - you for me?'Y our head must be so much fuller than mine.
History? Human life? Y ou' re afar better subject than | am.’

At the campsite some fud cell blew, shattering the peace and making Zephyr jump. She heard the
vigorousroar of flames and the snap and crack of burning.

“You for me? Zephyr repeated, just to keep the conversation going. If that ceased, there would be no
more hope.

‘I can tell you about them, abit,” Isol rushed on. ‘I can see them from here. They want to know, to live,
to experience dl lives. They want mine, but any lifewould do. Any at dl, they don’t care whose. They
don't carewhat it'slike. If | offered them you they might let me go. Do you think you would like that? |
thought you would. Y ou study people throughout the ages. Y ou wanted a thousand lives. Now you can
have abillion lives, in there with them. Y ou can be anything in ahundred worlds -more, even. Y ou could
beme. Y ou could be Kincaid. Know it al, seeit all, fed it al better than any Uluru. Y ou’' ve not even got
MekTek, Professor - but imagine auniverse of history and life, living it dl, from every angle. And | can
offer dl of this, for ever. Every answer, too. They like searching for knowledge. They like wanting to



know. They like being together. They want to suck everything up together, to experience the fullness of
the real mystery. | can't live with that, do you understand? | can’t be that, even though they want meto
be. They want me to change into them, and them into me. But | want to be alone. It doesn’t make sense,
yet they won't see sense. But they might take an exchange, do you think?

Zephyr, bewildered, racked her mind for anything to say. ‘| need time—' she began.

‘But,’ Isol brokein, breathless, giddy, ‘| don’'t have much time."

The slence of the pause rushed in on them.

“You don't know if it will work. What if it does't? Zephyr'sstaling wasfutile, but 1ol seemed to bite.

“Then | haveto... go. | could crash into this planet’ s atmosphere hard and fast enough to be sure. They
won't get me, inthe end. Hah, Kincaid says so too. He has his pride. We didn’t come here for this.'

‘Isthat what these others have done? Zephyr insisted, latching on to the clue on offer. * Are these dead
diensdl suicides?

‘1 don’'t know. | suppose 0. Maybe they came here for their answers, or to offer someone elsefor their
life or their world. Professor, | don't care about any of that now. | want to go from here, alone. | want to
liveand dieasmysdf.

“You d better ask them if they can let you go. Have you donethat? Shefelt likeamother takingto a
stubborn child who does't want to make arequest of astranger.

The Roach fell quiet. Thetime of its pause stretched out and Zephyr’ s exhausted mind began to wander.
Sherested againgt awall and closed her eyes on the darkness. Asif through aheavy fog, she heard the
splutter of the body outside asit burnt. Her musing was interrupted by aharsh flash of light, and afew
seconds later amovement in the earth and air, like agulp. ‘What wasthat?

There were no lightsin the darkness. The Roach and the Abacand had vanished. Zephyr frozein
position. Outside the blaze continued, casting leaping shadows through an opening above her. Thewind
changed as the minutes passed, and she thought she could hear anoise, but it was hard to be sure.

The Abacand' sgreen light winked on. ‘EM pulse,’ it said tetchily. ‘Kincaid' s wiped himsdf off theface -
or spread himsdlf al over it. That just leaves you, me, adepressed VanaShiva, an ecstatic Sectaand a
psychotic in-system. The Roach isfried, but | believe the Hand may still be okay. Of courseit’s part of
Lady Loopy, so that hardly counts. If we can contact Trini directly, she might be able to do something
about that...” It hesitated. ‘I’'m rambling hystericaly, aren't 1?7

Zephyr didn’'t answer. ‘Y ou and | are the only ones not affected by whatever,” she said after atime.
‘Why isthat? ‘From what Trini says, it's because we haven't engaged with it directly. We haven't had a
conscious communication with it - asyou wouldn't in anormal Situation with what you consider to be
inanimate furniture. Unless you' re aneutron short of an atom.’

*So how can Kincaid and Bara have become directly involved with it? 1 thought they only treated it as
physica matter.’

‘Ah, no’ the Abacand said. ' To an Asevenday the soil and water are practicaly gods - they talk to them
al thetime. And for aVanaShivaal gases are sacred. Gaiaforms aren't just afleet of forkliftsand
reactors. They have soul. They have apersond relationship with their inanimate materidsthat isbuilt into
their beings from day one. It's certain that both of them “invited” this... material to respond to them, at
least by its termsof invitation.'



Zephyr thought of the old profs she’ d studied under, babbling away to their skeletons and potsherds as
they worked on digs, or pottered in the lab. She thought of hersdlf piecing together the splinters of a
5,000-year-old bow, hour on hour, giving it ahistory, aname, severd owners, abillion adventures,
talking to it as though it wanted to be reassembled...

‘If | came here expecting Tandlorn,” she said, ‘would it till have been herejust thisway? Or isthislsol’s
fantasy of alogt city?

‘Good question,” the Abacand said. * Or Kincaid's, or Bara's? | don’'t know.’
“Theroad...* she began.

“Was unexpected to you. It reacted before you thought it would.’

‘l waslooking for language traces,” she said.

‘But we only thought we saw something in the patterns of the sone.’
‘I | stay, will it appear?

‘Very possibly’

‘And then I'll hear them?

The Abacand seemed to take a breath. * Y ou might. But

| won't.|

‘Why not?

‘Pure Al does not dream,’ it said. ‘| have no fantasies, no desire. Even my will toliveisasimulation.
Quite aconvincing one, maybe.’

‘Zephyr leaned forward dowly, body aching, and picked up the smal block, holding it fast in her hand.
"Would they beinterested in you? Isol said something about the mystery.!

‘| believe she meant the mystery of experiencing alife, as opposed to my existence.” ‘Whichis?
‘Fabricated,’ it said after athought. * Secondary. Regulated entirely by my form and function.’

‘And I’m not like you, but built instead by insentient blocks of chemicasingtead of the hands of
humans?

‘Itisthearising of sentience from insentience that isthe heart of the mystery, | think,” the Abacand
hazarded. * That and the assignment of meaningful importance to random matter. | do not do thislast
thing. 1 do not need a meaning to my existence, nor do | impose one on the universe. In that sense | have
no cregtivity, and nothing to contribute to this collective consciousness. So, | am uninteresting to them
and incapable of communicating with them.’

Zephyr listened to the burning and the wind outside, together sounding like heavy sheets flgpping and
booming. Everything is gone in a flash, she thought - transient. It leaves echoes for atime, thenit's
gone. This planet is the storehouse of everything. They keep it this way because to change it isto
change the memories... and | have searched for

the traces of memory all my life. Would | be terrorized like 1sol, if that were my prospect of



survival?

She decided the opposite was true. For an hour or so she was upset, thinking of her family and friends,
who even now couldn’t have any ideawhat had happened to her, or where she was. Nor would they.
Her place would befilled by another professor, her classes taught by senior lecturers, her office recycled,
her effects picked over and thrown out. Perhaps Gaiasol military would send someone to speak to her
ggter, and leave someinformative datain the record of al the people who lived and died on Earth: her
name, the day she was born and the day she left. Conferences would go on, argumentswould go on,
people would still not know what Stonehenge was built for. Kalu would find someone elseto talk to
about Trilobites and send scarves to.

‘Contact Isol,” Zephyr said to the Abacand, as dawn finaly began to colour the walls afaint shade of
grey. ‘Tl her I'll go.

31. Swallowing Hard on it

Gritter sat in the cell, lone except for the Strategos and the dog-faced agent who was now wearing his
wretched Gaiasol inggniabadge over histatty velveteen coat, hislong mouth dightly open as he pantedin
the room’ s heet - with what Gritter thought was an unseemly excitement at hisbig minutein the

Strategos s eye. His perch was not in itsaelf uncomfortable, but it was gripping hisfeet with its padded
restraints rather harder than he’ d have liked -hard enough that Gritter couldn’t dip out aclaw here or
there.

‘Brian Brown’ the Strategos said, his ugly flat face shimmering with the copper MekTek that penetrated
hisflesh in fractas and paideys of varying depth and complexity. It gave Gritter a headache just to look
ahim.

‘| dunnowhothatis!’

The dog-boy barked adight laugh and produced something from his pocket that he held out in one
paw-hand, fingers as knobby and furry asamonkey’s. Gritter saw abloodstained postd ID. ‘ Got your
DNA onit.!

‘| want legd representation,” Gritter said, withdrawing his neck turkey-style.

‘In return for thewaiving of your somewhat excessive criminal record, Gritter,’ the Strategos said,
moving closer to him, ‘you might help us out with ameatter of urgent security. If not, then I’ m afraid the
best lawyer on the planet will not be saving your assfrom thefire.” * Spatchcock,” snickered the dog,
licking its chops. ‘ Excessve!” Gritter protested. ‘| never done nuffink to anyone that hadn’t got more
than that coming to them, and post Phaeries aren’t anything like human - everyone knows they’ re mostly
Al stuck into some bug hybrid. Y ou probably got his mind out of the chipsetsfair and square, dintcha?
Not like ared genuine bit of violence when you turn out of the egg aready ruined...” He paused. The
Strategos s mesty face waswithin an inch of hisown. It was smiling, baring its big blunt white teeth, and
the eyes - close enough to stab out with his besk -weren't happy.

“The lronhorse Tatres is offering to sdll aien technology to Forged and Degraded applicantsfor the
price of areasonable house, a Party membership, and sworn loydty to his campaign to eect himself
Leader of the Independence Movement,” Anthony said. " We want you to apply to act as his agent to the
Degraded Earth community, to purchase asignificant shipment of Stuff and arrange for itsimmediate
collection a alocation we will giveyou.

‘Oh yesh, and?



“That'sit,' thedog said. "WE || take care of everything ese. Y ou makethe cal, verify yoursdf.

‘And then what? Gritter demanded, neck still telescoped back to the max, even as the Strategos moved
away to look at the cell’ s very interesting blank walls. Y ou got some trap lined up for him? Scupper the
movement just asit was getting started? They must have something good onyou...’

‘All right’ the Strategos Sighed. * Get the officer outside to book him on the four counts of murder, and
theillegd contact with extreplanetary offenders.’

‘Corvax? Gritter screeched. “ That was on orders, that was. A smart bit of amove that served you dl
right!*

The dog and the tall man were both at the door. They opened it. Then it began to close.

‘All right!” Gritter knew what this was going to mean, though: no job, no money, back living on the
sreets, and knowing dl the time that he' d betrayed the leaders of ... well, okay, the self-interested dimy,
lying bastards who wanted to run the world for the Forged yet till wouldn't beinterested in him. Tatres
- no, hewouldn’t mind seeing that blue freak taken out of the picture. So, what had happened to 1sol ?
Ever since he' d been transferred to thisindividud cdll, he' d been suddenly longing to hear the news
again. ‘ So, where' sthe bird flown, that he getsto call the shots?

But they didn’t answer him. The door closed completely and locked itself. After afew hours officers
came and thrust him rudely into another sack. He was carried out on someone’ sback and putina
vehicle. At an anonymous public comms service he made his call, the dog-man sitting at hisside, stinking,
the two contacts of an electro-gun stabbing into Gritter’s Sides like skewers. Tupac’s Al consort
confirmed hisdigibility to Tatred’ sencrypted intermediary server. So, bloody hell, it wasbad if Tupac
wasin on thisand willing to shaft Tatres straight up theline,

The transactions passed in ablur for Gritter. They seemed to take for ever. The dmighty blue himself
never made an gppearance, so he didn’t even get the satisfaction of seeing that smug phizog and of
knowing in hisown head just how utterly screwed it was at long last. Getting hisl

During one of the pauseswhile they waited for Taires’ s Al intermediary to verify the dedl, the dog
muttered, ‘ Enjoying yoursdlf now?

‘I like anything that does those who haven't bothered to notice me’ Gritter replied with aclack of his
beak. *Only justice, ennit? For me and the hundreds of others. Surprised you turned your back on us.’
He glanced out of the corner of hiseye.

‘What makesyou think | feel downtrodden? the dog said. ‘I’ ve got a good job, education, pay and
prospects, thanksto looking like this. Y ou never know what life' U giveyou if you never ask.’

‘Easy for youto say.’
‘Sure, life' sapeach for afake pound puppy, runt of thelitter. Just like for you, en?
Gritter flipped hiswings. ‘1 got by on my wits. | ent ashamed.’

The dog sneezed, said nothing, but hislip curled dightly and showed atooth. Gritter didn’t know what
that meant. He felt uneasy, but then the line activated again and he got his verification. The ded went
down, machine to machine - the deed was done, just like that.

‘Right.” The dog got up dowly, wearily, and put the gun back in hisjacket. “That’ syou done. Freeto
go.



‘Free? Gritter laughed, awheezing in-and-out gape. ‘ Free as| ever was, to suffer and diein this shit
hole?

The dog shrugged and turned away. Asit reached the door of the shop, an Unevolved woman let the
door shut in itsface, and Gritter laughed again as the dog-man had to catch the heavy swing of it with his
paw. ‘Free hesaidto himsdf.’ Ah, shit.’

Tom Corvax, who now bore a remarkable resemblance to Caspar, waked with Anthony aong the
banks of the Thames, watching the heavy swirl of the opaque water roll restlesdy past asthey made their
way upriver. Hethrust his small, weak hands into the pockets of his coat -how they felt the cold, even
though he' d lived dl hislife in temperatures much lower - and rounded his shoulders, missing hiswings.
The gravity made him fed athousand yearsold.

“Thisisthelast thing,' he said to the MekTek. ' As Corvax, I'll help you keep the system free for awhile.
But then I’'m gone. | think that's me paid out.*

‘Yes,” Anthony said with arising tone that meant perhaps not.

“Y ou’ re wondering what stops us from just seizing everything because of our curiogity. We havethe
power to take you al, so why don’'t we? Corvax said. Helooked around him at the fine trees and the
sunlight coming through their leaves. He remembered other sceneslike thisthat he' d never seen.

‘It'scrossed my mind.’

‘Now that would be aterribleimpostion,” Corvax said. ‘Making peoplein your ownimage. Coming in
and taking without asking.” He laughed, fegling his new throat vibrate and shudder, his soft, flat face
open, and histongue coal in the breeze.

‘Mmn.” The Strategos grinned briefly into hisown collar. * There may till beacivil war. Rumour dready
has you experimented on and murdered by the secret service, and the Jovians are about to hold an
gpartheid referendum. One can only hope that moderate Independence factions will get cold feet when
we are able to issue a statement.’

They passed the pam trees that made alane up to Downing Street, and took a smaller pathway towards
the hidden site where government shuttles routingly lifted and landed through their own secure air
corridors.

‘Thereisafina problem grestly on my mind’ the Strategos said, once they passed under the arch of
Gateway House and cameinto the shadow of its heavy iron-oak branches.’We have stranded an
innocent woman on the world you cal Origin. | have no doubt that 1sol cannot return her, and | don't
know the status of any otherswho may be divein that system.’ He stopped and turned to face Corvax
asthey reached the opening to the landing court.

‘Zephyr Duquesne? Corvax said. ‘Yes, | know her.’

Tatres’ s mind was unquiet as he prepared to follow Corvax’ s old ingtructions for the use of Stuff. He
imagined it parcdling itsalf up into neat lumps, dividing and subdividing as amoebawould, dowly filling up
Hold Tweve with astockpile of individua doses. Despite hisfresh conviction that this must be the way
forward, he hadn’t forgotten Corvax’ slaboratory contents, nor the peculiar whispering that sometimes
cameto hismind of late, as he cycled towards deep. Hewas till convinced that 1sol’ s rambling was the



product of an overstressed mind - so much potential power could do that to anyone. The fact that she'd
even devel oped aweapon with Stuff only went to show how paranoid she must have become. He d
taken on the responsibility as amatter of course, especially after his red-carpet reception at the Debate.

On the other hand, Tatres was a'so drifting here, between Mercury and the sun, hot as hell, skulking like
acommon criminal as he waited for the contact agent representing the Degraded Earth Forged to make
themsalves known. He loathed this soiled feding it gave him. If there’ d been another way, he would have
takenit.

All the same, he wasn't exactly surprised to see the ship that turned up. It was no lightweight cargo
carrier or pirate clipper, no Dog Legbawith stuck-on armaments and the mentality of acharging rhino.
The thing on his scanners was indistinct - the same person or whatever that had appeared with the police
when |0l had quit system and left him to face everything on hisown. Either it must be one of Earth’s
unknowns or it was, he was very afraid to contemplate, from the same place as Stuff.

That wasn't impossible, hewdl knew. In fact it might be Isol hersdlf, in some new form entirdly, a
phenomenon he' d not yet contemplated. He turned his narrowest aspect towards its gpproach vector
and moved around the planet, keeping an arc of it between himsdalf and being in full view.

‘Tatres,” said avoicein hishead, much more distinctly than it had ever whispered. ‘ Return the engine
and materid to us, and we will not prosecute.’

If the message and the deal had been atrap, then he needn’t worry, he redlized, since he could come up
with agun any time that could fix Gaiasol’ s best operator in the blink of an eye. On the other hand... why
was there dways an * other hand' ?

‘Who areyou? he demanded. The machine or person gave him no access to any communications mode
other than straight talk - no hologram, no nothing. ‘ If you want this back, why don't you just teke it?

Therewas aflicker in space, in hisspace, interndly. The Stuff ceased to replicate. It folded in on itself
and the engine' s delicate forms shifted. ‘Wait, what areyou doing!” ‘ Taires .’

Thiswas Corvax’ svoice, hewas sure of it! * Surrender the material and you can leave for Zian space
now. Try to go anywhere e'se and you will be shot.” ‘ Corvy, where areyou? Heflung himself about the
frequencies, searching for the source of the vocalization, the mode that strung al Corvax’ sindividua
identifiers out in his unique persond verification. With horror he recognized the origin of it - theengine
itsdf. ‘Where are you? Answer me!’

“You can gtill goon,” Corvax said with encouragement, with sympathy, with full Tek-Mode authority.
‘Wewill evolve, but others need time to choose their fate.’

AsTatres was distracted, the shapel ess thing had come round Mercury’ s seething silvery eight-ball,
faster than Tatres could have believed on any Gaian engine. Solar glare blasted out from its shielding like
amassive hao, dmogt blinding every sense he had asit deflected extra radiation and heat towards him.

He dodged back, trying to avoid it. *What the hell are you talking about?

‘10l tried to warn you before. Y ou’ re undergoing trandation into the Eleven-D’ Corvax said. “ Thereis
No escape now - not for you. Y ou can give up the engine, and your plan to disseminate usto the
unwitting, or you can die here’

‘What' sthat thing? Tatres wanted time - timetime time to think. This had to be afix. His skinwas
gtarting to burn now as the other person closed in. He tried to back away, but the engine wasn't



functioning. Why the hdll did they want him to choose when he had no choice? They had him likeafishin
abarrd. ‘Decide,’ Corvax ingsted.

Tatres decided that he didn’t buy it, and created a new engine and a new wegpon in the split moment
that it took for Stuff to move, ready to defend himself and break free. Such was histemper that Corvax's
voice was slenced and the formstook effortless shape. He felt ahuge surge of the most enormous,
limitless power and, since he had no sensation of coming to an end, the end «itsalf being so quick, that
experience of exultation lasted for ever for him, or at least far longer than the split second it took for his

body to fly into pieces.

The Shuriken Death-Angel |ooked at the messit had made, and shot up the larger fragmentsinto tidy
dust before directing the mass into the sun’s corona, where it would be recycled into something more
useful. Asthe sparkling shards of the cargo carrier tumbled, alarge number of them winked out of
existence within the Four-D, and the Shuriken watched their going with intent curiosity. It privatey
thanked Corvax, wherever he was, with abrief blurt on various prayer frequencies tuned to the distant
gars, and then turned and spun away into the cooler darkness, envying Tatres his engine and its power -
but not too much, it thought, not too much.

32. Homecoming

‘What is Tanelorn? Zephyr asked the Abacand. She had recovered the ded and packed her few things
into it, eating adried-fruit bar as she did so. It tasted of figs, cranberries and gpplejuice. All fruit snacks
seemed to taste of apple juice to her, boiled-down apple juice that had become dark and sticky as
treacle, thick astar. Even thefact that it might be the last one she' d ever eat didn't endear it to her much.
Thirsty, she opened her water collector and sucked in along mouthful. It was brisk outside this morning,
and the ground gave up astink of ash, fat and melted plastic where Bara s Arm had met itsend.

‘City where heroes go to rest the rest of the justified and intolerably noble,’” the Abacand muttered. * Any
place could beit. Thisplace, even. I'vefindly figured out that it’ s based around Cuzco theory: abranch
of fractal mathematics that has made attemptsin the past on five-, six-and seven-space. So maybe 1sol
dreamed it for usand it’s no more of here than we are. Hard to say. Could a so be a physica
representation of the underlying Eleven in Four-D. Bloody clever. Too clever.

They had not heard from the VVoyager, and weren’t sure where she was. Zephyr had decided to haul
back to the Hand, in the hope that it might still be functional. She dung her water can over her shoulder
and put on the ded harness. Within afew minutes they were back on abroad plaza, climbing dowly
uphill towards the high spike of the Wind Tor.

‘| wasredly garting to think this might be dwellings Zephyr said as she moved on. ’ Looks like they
could be. Sort of houses for wormy things or advanced aesthetes.

The machine said nothing but added her remark to the record.

‘Wheressit’ sthe biggest historical artefact ever seen’ she said after aminute or two of hard work. ’ But
no way to decodeit. At least, no way without joining in.’

‘Itisn'tathing,” the Abacand suggested. ‘It’s people. And it’ sathing. And atechnology of somewhat
aggressvely biologica preponderance. With amission. Rather dangerous.’

‘Mmn.” She stopped for a breather and wiped perspiration from her forehead. ‘ Still, it feelsalot likea
deserted world. | misstrees’



“You don't seem lonely here, though' the machine observed, perhaps switching into one of its psych
modes. “ There syou’ Zephyr said, starting uphill again and cueing the battery pack to help her out. |
guess, over the years, you know me better than anyone else. | like my work. Y ou're never lonely with
something to do."

“That wasn't your story six months ago, in the arms of Mister Married Lawyer.

‘Ah, but you note he was never going to be athreat to the main purpose’ Zephyr panted, feding
srangdly exhilarated. ' | mean, passon’sanice bit of diverson, aclueinto the heart of Medea, et cetera
Butit'snot likealost city of gold or thefirst line of Linear B.

‘S0, you' d rather read bad bread recipes in cuneiform than date or socidize?

‘| socidize sheobjected. 'l have... wdl, had... probably gill have alot of friends. We don’t need to be
together dl thetime. Red friendship just picks up whereiit lft off .’

‘True enough’ the Abacand assented. ' But they’ Il missyou if you stay here.
‘Areyou trying to advise meto leave? If you haveaplan, I'll hear it.

‘I worry that you haven't redly considered the consequences.’

‘ And what will happen to you?

‘Me? 1’1l just run on until something goes. Probably won't makeit to the next visit by anyone. Meanwhile
| can watch the stars - lots of things. In fact, | waswondering, if you wouldn't mind, if you'd leave mein
the dark somewhere, so | don’'t have to keep waking up when the solar cells get full. | think I"d rather be
in off-mode.’

They cameto anarrowing, where the way doped to aflat and curled around the side of the hill for afew
metres, before heading up again. Zephyr paused there in a spot of shade asthe sun, bright as a Spanish
orange, climbed the sky, and her suit now laboured to cool her down. She touched the cube where it sat
in her breast pocket.

‘I will missthem,” shesaid quitly. ‘I'll missital.’
‘If they’ Il have you, of course’ it said. "Maybeif you' re not Forged then you' re not suitable.

“Thanksfor that reassuring thought." She glanced around at the structures with renewed interest. Deep
within them pale colours seemed to shift as the sun ascended.

‘It may just beme' the Abacand broke in, “but can you hear something? ‘No.’ ‘Here” And it amplified
the sound.

| knew that if I had my chance, | could make those people dance, and maybe they’ d be happy, for
awhile...

‘It'scoming from the Tor’ the Abacand said, and as she took out her binocularsit relayed information so
that she could zoom in on the tower’ s high platform, where the Hand il stood at rest.

Zephyr took the instrument away from her eyes and shook it, then looked again.

On the broad bal cony of the Hand’ slanding pad asmall field of poppies waved their fine green stems,
their flower heads plump, just beginning to burst in the sun’ s hot persuasion. Flimsy tatters of red
scattered open to revea huge dark hearts, black and glossy as stag beetles, heavy with purple pollen.



Amid the field the Hand sat motionless, its door open to the elements and its skin aready beginning to
grey and mottle in death.

The music continued, faint and haunting and the Abacand identified its strangenessto her.
Did you write the book of love?
‘I believethat thisis one of the mystery’ s several hearts' the cube said.

‘The book of love? Zephyr repeated, stupefied, remembering that Kincaid had died here because
nothing could grow.

‘Yes it sad. ' Trini confirmsthat | am correct in deducing thisfrom her data. Sheis most excited to think
that you wish to join her, as nobody e se has had any reaction other than to reject that notion utterly.’

‘Bara? Zephyr said, unable to stop staring at the poppy field. ‘How ishe?

“The Gaiaform VanaShivaNobility Barais no longer individud.

‘He... joined?

‘He has been Trandated successfully.” ‘ Does Trini hear him?

‘No, heisimmersed fully in the superposition of states. Hisvoiceisnow inal voices’

She put the binoculars back in their bag. ‘Holy shit.” That said, there was nothing else to do but go on up.
She abandoned the ded, taking only water and afood bar and the Abacand with her and, much lightened
in body athough heavy of heart, made her dow progress up to the tower.

‘Can you hear 1s0l? she asked after aminute. ‘No’ the Abacand replied.
‘Wdl, maybe you should ask Trini whether or not | can enter the club.’

It paused as the communications were made. ‘It snot a club you ever leave' it warned. ’ She wants you
to know that. But if you want to join, then you are welcome.”

Zephyr managed another two hundred metres and then paused to rest. She held the Abacand and said,
‘Takealetter. Blah blah dl hope of rescue blah - fill in the gppropriate reasons. Since my arriva onthis
unknown world, in the city of Tanelorn, dthough | had expected to find the incomprehensible, and
succeeded, | have aso found a sense of belonging and purpose and interest that had been fading from my
life on Earth. With these thingsin mind, | choose to go forward and continue in adifferent form, whatever
that may be. Dear friends, don't think of me as dead. | understand that will befar from the truth - asfar
as| could possibly be.

‘Send it to Kalu and everyone who needsto know.” * Earth is an unknown distance away,’ the Abacand
informed her. ‘ This message may take thousands of years...’

‘Just send it anyway’ she said, and thumbed the’ of f button.

She found hersdlf thinking of the Strategos. On her way out here she’ d thought that she’ d return, and
maybe they would go out together. It was an intriguing thought that had cheered her in many low
moments. She was sorry shewould never get to tell him how nice that would have been.

Shetook adrink from her bottle and yawned vigoroudy. The day was ahot one and the sky an amost
unbroken blue. The growling hum of an engine broke the quiet. Zephyr clicked the Abacand on but kept



her place. The hum became athroatier noise, and after afew minutes awhite truck, battered and
scratched and ancient, clambered over the plaza and drove towards her. In the cab sat atal woman, her
hairless skin the polished ebony of Ti-bone, her ebow jutting out of the open window, through which a
chegp and tinny radio blasted out the same old song.

Thetruck carefully skirted the ded and drew up alongside Zephyr’ sresting place. Zephyr stood up and
saw that the woman had a pink carnation stuck between her black teeth, itslong stem amost chewed

through.

She removed the flower with a casud gesture and waved it at the passenger sedt, her expression one of
cool insouciance. ‘Wel, are you coming or not?

Zephyr recognized 1sol without knowing quite how. The diesel engine chugged in the background. A red
petd blew down and stuck for amoment on the truck’ sworn flank. She put her hands on the driver’s
door and looked up into the ddlicate, haughty face.

‘I'msorry | couldn’t help you.’

The girl shrugged, asif it meant nothing. ‘What could you' ve done? Shelooked through the windscreen
and into the distance, her eyes narrow againgt the brilliant noon light.

‘Canyou... wait just amoment?
Again the shrug. Do what you like.
Sngin' this'll be the day that | die...

Zephyr moved into the lee of ahigh arch, and into asmall room, at last locating a place where no sunlight
would ever fal, no matter the season or the time. She set the Abacand down there and looked at its
green and friendly light.

‘I'll missyou’ shesaid.
‘It' sbeen apleasure’ the Abacand' s neutral, sexless, cheerful voice replied. ’ Goodbye, Zephyr.*

‘Bye.” For some reason she was choked up, tearswelling so fast in her eyes and her throat so tight that it
hurt. Itslight went out. She touched the machine' s case and felt only the soft plastic cover of a
mass-made object, one of billions. And her lifewasingdeit, set in circuit like in sone, waiting for
someoneto find it and try to figure it out again, when dl its sense would be long gone.

The truck had waited for her. The door handle was hot and cranky as she tugged on it, and the
paintwork almost burned her hand as she dammed it shut after her. A worn seat belt dug into her back
but Isol wasn't wearing one, so Zephyr Ieft it there. On the dash the pink carnation was drying out. 1sol
reached over and flicked it at her.

‘It syours.” She put the truck in gear and thumbed the radio louder.
With abad transmission jerk the vehicle lurched into forward motion.

Zephyr sniffed her odourless flower - the pink ones never had any smdll - and twirled it in her fingers.
Shewatched the city passing them by and then watched Isol drive, her fine hands ddlicate on the whed’s
thick vinyl.

Isol turned to her, and afaint smile cracked the cool veneer of her face. ‘ Ready?



Zephyr looked down at her own handsin her lap, the flower between them, againgt the heavy blue suit.
‘ Rwyl

From al around her she heard athousand voices begin to sing a happy tune.

33. Bob the Collie
Machen sat in his office, his hands folded under his chin, Bob the dog adeep across his shoes.

‘| wonder what it must be like to have found al the equations of the physica world and yet count them an
inggnificant feature of the universe’ he said to Anthony, who sat in the other chair, looking glum and
older than hisforty-five years. Machen himsdf felt he had aged sufficiently to warrant apension.

“To command meatter and energy asif they were... putty’ he continued, but not to care about that. Asif it
were pointless, uninteresting.’

Anthony stared at the empty perches outside the window where afine rain was blowing past. He read
again thefina report on Corvax and of Trini, taking a second to cover the pages.

‘“Would you joinin? Machen probed him, his blue eyes drilling Anthony for clues. *Would you have
donethat?

‘I don't know,” hisfriend finaly replied, feeing empty and uncertain, not even sure what to do with his
hands, so he gripped the arms of the chair.

‘By God, | would,” Machen said, thumping the desk lightly and waking Bob, who sat up and scratched
behind hisear. The sound of hisleg batting against the floor was the only noise between the three of
them.

Anthony heard the dog yawn, and saw its black and white tail wave gently back and forth in the footwell.
‘What bothersme’ he said findlly, ’isthat there’ s no guarantee they’ ve gone.”
‘They could have been here dl thetime' Machen agreed.

At sometimein the morning a secretary brought tea. An under-secretary tried to draw their attention to
some matters about the Jovian secession. Five people turned up for meetings, waited outsde, were given
refreshments, but left unseen. Thelist of Forged claimants demanding compensation for Stuff-induced
sickness and debts had grown to just over three thousand. Bob got up and took aturn around the office,
apparently considered cocking aleg againgt thefig tree, thought better of it, and began to dig at the
carpet to indicate the fact that even if it was raining he thought they’ d be better off outside.

Machen got his coat and Anthony followed him.

The three of them took a promenade outdoors, walking together until they reached New Park, and
ascended in the lift to the broad grassy plains of the Rec where other dogs and their owners, children and
people of al descriptions were enjoying themsaves. The two men continued their sombre parade, hands
in pockets, while Bob expressed himself freely among the small trees and bushes. He sat down on the
path and watched them walking away, and for a second or two found great amusement in their intengity.
But his own speculation lasted barely aminute, for the day was aglorious exploson of smellsand sights,
people and activities, busy, vacant and idling minds. Here and there he investigated the little woodlands,
rousted asquirrel and interrupted two lovers arguing, found the end of adiscarded chicken burrito,
watched the birds high above him and far out of reach.



After two thrilling hours of pure enjoyment, he was glad to return to the stuffy office, reclam hisplace a
his master’ sfeet, and dide into arestful deep safe in the knowledge that, tomorrow and tomorrow and
tomorrow, lifewould carry onitslimitless paradise of curiousinstants - each an essential contribution to
theinexplicable mydery.



