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"Probabilities fluctuated wildly, but
always passed through zero, and gate
openers, their equipment, and all
associated personnel within a few
hundred meters of the gate, were
swallowed by a null that can only be
described in terms of mathematics. It
became difficult to remember that they
had ever existed; records of their
histories were corrupted or altered,
even though they lay millions of
kilometers from the incident. We had
tapped into the geometric blood of the
gods. But we knew we had to continue.
We were compelled.”

-- Testimony of Master Gate Opener



Ry Ornis, Secret Hearings Conducted by
the Infinite Hexamon Nexus, "On the
Advisability of Opening Gates into
Chaos and Order"

The ghost of his last lover found Olmy
Ap Sennen in the oldest columbarium of
Alexandria, within the second chamber
of Thistledown.

Olmy stood in the middle of the hall,
surrounded by stacked tiers of hundreds
of small golden spheres. The spheres
were urns, most of them containing only
a sample of ashes. They rose to the
glassed-in ceiling, held within columns
of gentle yellow suspension fields. He
reached out to touch a blank silver plate
at the base of one column. The names of
the dead appeared as if suddenly



engraved, one after another.

He removed his hand when the names
reached Ilmo, Paul Yan. This is where
the soldiers from his childhood
neighborhood were honored; in this
column, five names, all familiar to him
from days in school, all killed in a single
skirmish with the Jarts near 3 ex 9, three
billion kilometers down the Way. All
had been obliterated without trace.
These urns were empty.

He did not know the details. He did
not need to. These dead had served
Thistledown as faithfully as Olmy, but
they would never return.

Olmy had spent seventy-three years
stranded on the planet Lamarckia, in the
service of the Hexamon, cut off from



Thistledown and the Way that stretched
beyond the asteroid's seventh chamber.
On Lamarckia, he had raised children,
loved and buried wives ... lived a long
and memorable life in primitive
conditions on an extraordinary world.
His rescue and return to the Way,
converted within days from an old and
dying man to a fresh-bodied youth, had
been a shock worse than the return of
any real and ancient ghost.

Axis City, slung on the singularity that
occupied the geodesic center of the Way,
had been completed during those
tumultuous years before Olmy's rescue
and resurrection. It had moved four
hundred thousand kilometers "north,"
down the Way, far from the seventh



chamber cap. Within the Geshel
precincts of Axis City, the mental
patterns of many who died were now
transferred to City Memory, a
technological afterlife not very different
from the ancient dream of heaven. Using
similar technology, temporary partial
personalities could be created to help an
individual multi-task. These were
sometimes called ghosts. Olmy had
heard of partials, sent to do the bidding
of their originals, with most of their
mental faculties duplicated, but limited
power to make decisions. He had never
actually met one, however.

The ghost appeared just to his right
and announced its nature by flickering
slightly, growing translucent, then briefly



turning into a negative. This display
lasted only a few seconds. After, the
simulacrum seemed perfectly solid and
real. Olmy jumped, disoriented, then
surveyed the ghost's features. He shook
his head and smiled wryly.

"It will give my original joy to find
you well," the partial said. "You seem
lost, Ser Olmy."

Olmy did not quite know what form of
speech to use with the partial. Should he
address it with respect due to the
original, a corprep and a woman of
influence ... The last woman he had tried
to be in love with ... Or as he might
address a servant?

" 'come  here @ often. Old
acquaintances."



The image looked concerned. "Poor
Olmy. Still don't belong anywhere?"

Olmy ignored this. He looked for the
ghost's source. It was projected from a
fist-sized flier hovering several meters
away.

"I'm here on behalf of my original,
corporeal representative Neya Taur
Rinn. Yourealize ... I am not her?"

"I'm not ignorant," Olmy said sharply,
finding himself once more at a
disadvantage with this woman.

The ghost fixed her gaze on him. The
image, of course, was not actually doing
the seeing. "The Presiding Minister of
the Way, Yanosh Ap Kesler, instructed
me to find you. My original was
reluctant. I hope you understand."



Olmy folded his hands behind his
back as the partial picted a series of ID
symbols: Office of the Presiding
Minister, Hexamon Nexus Office of Way
Defense, Office of Way Maintenance.
Quite a stack of bureaucracies, Olmy
thought, Way Maintenance currently
being perhaps the most powerful and
arrogant of them all.

"What does Yanosh want with me?"
he asked bluntly.

The ghost lifted her hands and pointed
her index finger into her palm, tapping
with each point. "You supported him in
his bid to become Presiding Minister of
the Seventh Chamber and the Way.
You've become a symbol for the
advance of Geshel interests."



"Against my will," Olmy said.
Yanosh, a fervent progressive and
Geshel, had sent Olmy to Lamarckia --
and had also brought him back and
arranged for his new body. Olmy for his
own part had never known quite which
camp he belonged to: conservative
Naderites, grimly opposed to the
extraordinary advances of the last
century, or the  enthusiastically
progressive Geshels.

Neya Taur Rinn's people were
Geshels of an ancient radical faction,
among the first to move into Axis City.
"Ser Kesler has won reelection as
presiding minister of the Way and now
also serves as mayor of three precincts
in Axis City."



"I'm aware of that."

"Of course. The Presiding Minister
extends his greetings and hopes you are
agreeable."

"I am very agreeable," Olmy said
mildly. "I stay out of politics and
disagree with nobody. I can't pay back
Yanosh for all he has done -- but then, |
have rendered him due service as well."
He did not like being baited -- and could
not understand why Yanosh would send
Neya to fetch him. The Presiding
Minister knew enough about Olmy's
private life -- probably too much.
"Yanosh knows I've put myself on
permanent leave." Olmy could not
restrain  himself. "Pardon me for
boldness, but I'm curious. How do you

"



feel? Do you actually think you are Neya
Taur Rinn?"

The partial smiled. "I am a high-level
partial given subordinate authority by my
original," 1t said. Shesaid ... Olmy
decided he would not cut such fine
distinctions.

"Yes, but what does it feel like?" he
asked.

"At least you're still alive enough to
be curious," the partial said.

"Your original regarded my curiosity
as a kind of perversity," Olmy said.

"A morbid curiosity," the partial
returned, clearly uncomfortable. "I
couldn't stand maintaining a relationship
with a man who wanted to be dead. "

"You rode my fame until I bored you,"



Olmy rejoined, then regretted the words.
He used old training to damp his sharper
emotions.

"To answer your question, I feel
everything my original would feel. And
my original would hate to see you here.
What do you feel like, Ser Olmy?" The
ghost's arm swung out to take in the urns,
the columbarium. "Coming here, walking
among the dead, that's pretty
melodramatic."

That a ghost could remember their
time together, could carry tales of this
meeting to her original, to a woman he
had admired with all that he had left of
his heart, both irritated and intrigued
him. "You were attracted to me because
of my history."



"I was attracted to you because of
your strength," she said. "It hurt me that
you were so intent on living in your
memories."

"I clung to you."

"And to nobody else ... "

"I don't come here often," Olmy said.
He shook his hands out by his side and
stepped back. "All my finest memories
are on a world I can never go back to.
Real loves ... real life. Not like
Thistledown now." He squinted at the
image. The image's focus was precise;
still, there was something false about it,
a glossiness, a prim neatness unlike
Neya. "You didn't help."

The partial's expression softened. "I
don't take the blame entirely, but your



distress doesn't please me. My original."

"I didn't say I was in distress. I feel a
curious peace in fact. Why did Yanosh
send you? Why did you agree to come?"

The ghost reached out to him. Her
hand passed through his arm. She
apologized for this breach of etiquette.
"For your sake, to get you involved, and
for the sake of my original, please, at
least speak to our staff. The Presiding
Minister needs you to join an
expedition." She seemed to consider for
a moment, then screw up her courage.
"There's trouble at the Redoubt."

Olmy felt a sting of shock at the
mention of that name. The conversation
had suddenly become more than a little
risky. He shook his head vigorously. "I



do not acknowledge even knowing of
such a place," he said.

"You know more than I do," the
partial said. "I've been assured that it's
real. Way Defense tells the Office of
Way Maintenance that it now threatens
us all."

"I'm not comfortable holding this
conversation in a public place," Olmy
protested.

This seemed to embolden the partial,
and she projected her image closer.
"This area is quiet and clean. No one
listens."

Olmy stared up at the high glass
ceiling.

"We are not being observed," the
partial insisted. "The Nexus and Way



Defense are concerned that the Jarts are
closing in on that sector of the Way. [ am
told that if they occupy it, gain control of
the Redoubt, Thistledown might as well
be ground to dust and the Way set on fire
like a piece of string. That scares my
original. It scares me as I am now. Does
it bother you in the least, Olmy?"

Olmy looked along the rows of urns ...
Centuries of Thistledown history, lost
memory, now turned to pinches of ash,
or less.

"Yanosh says he's positive you can
help," the partial said with a strong lilt
of emotion. "It's a way to rejoin the
living and make a new place for
yourself."

"Why should that matter to you? To



your original?" Olmy asked.

"Because my original still regards you
as a hero. I still hope to emulate your
service to the Hexamon."

Olmy smiled wryly. "Better to find a
living model," he said. "I don't belong
out there. I'm rusted over."

"That is not true," the partial said.
"You have been given a new body. You
are youthful and strong, and very
experienced ... " She seemed about to
say more, but hesitated, rippled again,
and faded abruptly. Her voice faded as
well, and he heard only "Yanosh says
he's never lost faith in you -- "

The floor of the columbarium
trembled. The solidity of Thistledown
seemed to be threatened; a quake through



the asteroid material, an impact from
outside ... or something occurring within
the Way. Olmy reached out to brace
himself against a pillar. The golden
spheres vibrated in their suspensions,
jangling like hundreds of small bells.

From far away, sirens began to wail.

The partial reappeared. "I have lost
contact with my original," it said, its
features blandly stiff. "Something has
broken my link with City Memory."

Olmy watched Neya's image with
fascination as yet untouched by any
visceral response.

"I do not know when or if there will
be a recovery," she said. "There's a
failure in Axis City." Suddenly the image
appeared puzzled, then stricken. She



held out her phantom arms. "My original
... " As if she were made of solid flesh,
her face crinkled with fear. "She's died.
I've died. Oh my God, Olmy!"

Olmy tried to understand what this
might mean, under the radical new rules
of life and death for Geshels such as
Neya. "What's happened? What can we
do?"

The 1image flickered wildly. "My body
1s gone. There's been a complete system
failure. I don't have any legal existence."

"What about the whole-life records?
Connect with them." Olmy walked
around the unsteady image, as if he might
capture it, stop it from fading.

"I kept putting it off ... So stupid! I
haven't put myself in City Memory yet."



He tried to touch her and of course
could not. He could not believe what she
was saying, yet the sirens still wailed,
and another small shudder rang through
the asteroid.

"I have no place to go. Olmy, please!
Don't let me juststop!/" The ghost of
Neya Taur Rinn drew herself up, tried to
compose herself. "I have only a few
seconds before ... "

Olmy felt a sudden and intense
attraction to the shimmering image. He
wanted to know what actual death, final
death, could possibly feel like. He
reached out again, as if to embrace her.

She shook her head. The flickering
increased. "It feels so strange -- losing --

"



Before she could finish, the image
vanished completely. Olmy's arms hung
around silent and empty air.

The sirens continued to wail, audible
throughout Alexandria. He slowly
dropped his arms, all too aware of being
alone. The projector flew in a small
circle, emitting small wheeping sounds.
Without instructions from its source, it
could not decide what to do.

For a moment, he shivered and his
neck hair pricked -- a sense of almost
religious awe he had not experienced
since his time on Lamarckia.

Olmy had started walking toward the
end of the hall before he consciously
knew what to do. He turned right to exit
through the large steel doors and looked



up through the thin clouds enwrapping
the second chamber, through the glow of
the flux tube to the axis borehole on the
southern cap. His eyes were warm and
wet. He wiped them with the back of his
hand and his breath hitched.

Emergency beacons had switched on
around the flux tube, forming a bright
ring two-thirds of the way up the cap.

His shivering continued, and it
angered him. He had died once already,
yet this new body was afraid of dying,
and its wash of emotions had taken
charge of his senses.

Deeper still and even more disturbing
was a scrap of the old loyalty ... To his
people, to the vessel that bore them
between the stars, that served as the



open chalice of the infinite Way. A
loyalty to the woman who had found him
too painful to be with. "Neya!" he
moaned. Perhaps she had been wrong. A
partial might not have access to all
information; perhaps things weren't as
bad as they seemed.

But he knew that they were. He had
never felt Thistledown shake so.

Olmy hurried to the rail terminal three
city squares away, accompanied by
throngs of curious and alarmed citizens.
Barricades had been set across the
entrances to the northern cap elevators;
all interchamber travel was temporarily
restricted. No news was available.

Olmy showed the ID marks on his
wrist to a cap guard, who scanned them



quickly and transmitted them to her
commanders. She let him pass, and he
entered the elevator and rode swiftly to
the borehole.

Within the workrooms surrounding the
borehole waited an arrowhead-shaped
official transport, as the Presiding
Minister's office had requested. None of
the soldiers or guards he questioned
knew what had happened. There were
still no official pronouncements on any
of the citizen nets. Olmy rode the
transport, accompanied by five other
officials, through the vacuum above the
atmospheres of the next four chambers,
threading the boreholes of each of the
massive concave walls that separated
them. None of the chambers showed any



sign of damage.

In the southern cap borehole of the
sixth chamber, Olmy transferred from the
transport to a tuberider, designed to run
along the singularity that formed the core
of the Way. On this most unusual
railway, he sped at many thousands of
miles per hour toward the Axis City at 4
ex 5 -- four hundred thousand kilometers
north of Thistledown.

A few minutes from Axis City, the
tuberider slowed and the forward
viewing port darkened. There was heavy
radiation in the vicinity, the pilot
reported. Something had come down the
Way at relativistic velocity and struck
the northern precincts of Axis City.
Olmy had little trouble guessing the



source.
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A day passed before Olmy could see
the Presiding Minister. Emergency
repairs on Axis City had rendered only
one precinct, Central City, habitable; the
rest, including Axis Prime, were being
evacuated. Axis Prime had taken the
brunt of the impact. Tens of thousands
had lost their lives, both Geshels and
Naderites. Naderites by and large did
not participate in the practice of storing
their body patterns and recent memories
as insurance against such a calamity.

Some Geshels would receive their
second incarnation -- many thousands
more would not. City Memory itself had
been damaged. Even had Neya taken the



time to make her whole-life record,
store her patterns, she might still have
died.

The last functioning precinct, Central
City, now contained the combined
offices of Presiding Minister of the Way
and the Axis City government, and it was
here that Yanosh met with Olmy.

"Her name was Deirdre Enoch," the
Presiding Minister said, floating over
the transparent external wall of the new
office. His body was wrapped below the
chest in a shining blue medical support
suit; the impact had broken both of his
legs and caused severe internal injuries.
For the time being, the Presiding
Minister was a functioning cyborg, until
new organs could be grown and placed.



"She opened a gate illegally at three ex
nine, fifty years ago. Just beyond the
point where we last repulsed the Jarts.
She was helped by a master gate opener
who deliberately disobeyed Nexus and
guild orders. We learned about the
breach six months after she had
smuggled eighty of her colleagues -- or
maybe a hundred and twenty, we aren't
sure how many -- into a small research
center -- and just days after the gate was
opened. There was nothing we could do
to stop it."

Olmy gripped a rail that ran around
the perimeter of the office, watching
Kesler without expression. The irony
was too obvious. "I've only heard
rumors. Way Maintenance -- "



Kesler was hit by a wave of pain,
quickly damped by the suit. He
continued, his face drawn. "Damn Way
Maintenance. Damn the infighting and
politics." He forced a smile. "Last time
it was a Naderite renegade on
Lamarckia."

Olmy nodded.

"This time -- Geshel. Even worse -- a
member of the Openers Guild. I never
imagined running this damned starship
would ever be so complicated. Makes
me almost understand why you long for
Lamarckia."

"It wasn't any easier there,
said.

"Yes -- but there were fewer people."
Yanosh rotated his support suit and

"

Olmy



crossed the chamber. "We don't know
precisely what happened. Something
disturbed the immediate geometry
around the gate. The conflicts between
Way physics and the universe Enoch
accessed were too great. The gate
became a lesion, impossible to close. By
that time, most of Enoch's scientists had
retreated to the main station, a protective
pyramid -- what she called the
Redoubt."

"She tapped into chaos?" Olmy asked.
Some universes accessed through the
Way were empty voids, dead, useless
but relatively harmless; others were
virulent, filled with a bubbling stew of
unstable "constants" that reduced the
reality of an observer or instrumentality.



Only two such gates had ever been
opened in the Way; the single fortunate
aspect of these disasters had been that
the gates themselves had quickly closed
and could not be reopened.

"Not chaos," Kesler said, swallowing
and bowing his head at more discomfort.
"This damn suit ... could be doing a
better job."

"You should be resting," Olmy said.

"No time. The Openers Guild tells me
Enoch was looking for a domain of
enhanced structure, hyperorder. What
she found was more dangerous than any
chaos. Her gate may have opened into a
universe of endless fecundity. Not just
order: creativity. Every universe is in a
sense a plexus, its parts connected by



information links; but Enoch's universe
contained no limits to the propagation of
information. No finite speed of light, no
separation between anything analogous
to the Bell continuum ... and other
physicality."

Olmy frowned, trying to make sense
of this. "My knowledge of Way physics
is shaky ... "

"Ask  your  beloved  Konrad
Korzenowski," Kesler snapped.

Olmy did not react to this
provocation.

Kesler apologized under his breath.
He floated slowly back across the
chamber, his face a mask of pain, a
pathetic parody of restlessness. "We lost
three expeditions trying to save her



people and close the gate. The last was
six months ago. Something like life-
forms had grown up around the main
station, fueled by the lesion. They've
become Auge, unimaginably bizarre. No
one can make sense of them. What was
left of our last expedition managed to
build a barrier about a thousand
kilometers south of the lesion. We
thought that would give us the luxury of a
few years to decide what to do next. But
that barrier has been destroyed. We've
not been able to get close enough since
to discover what's happened. We have
defenses in that sector, key defenses that
keep the flaw from being used against
us." He looked down through the
transparent floor at the segment of the



Way twenty-four kilometers below.

"The Jarts were able to send a
relativistic projectile along the flaw,
hardly more than a gram of rest mass.
We couldn't stop it. It struck Axis City at
twelve hundred hours yesterday."

Olmy had been told the details of the
attack: a pellet less than a millimeter in
diameter, traveling very close to the
speed of light. Only the safety and
control mechanisms of the sixth chamber
machinery had kept the entire Axis City
from disintegrating. The original of Neya
Taur Rinn had been conducting business
on behalf of her boss, Yanosh, in Axis
Prime while her partial had visited
Olmy.

"We're moving the city south as fast as



we can and still keep up the evacuation,"
Kesler said. "The Jarts are drawing
close to the lesion now. We're not sure
what they can do with it. Maybe nothing
-- but we can't afford to take the chance."

Olmy shook his head in puzzlement.
"You've just told me nothing can be
done. Why call me here when we're
helpless?"

"I didn't say nothing could be done,"
Kesler responded, eyes glittering. "Some
of our gate openers think they can build a
cirque, a ring gate, and seal off the
lesion."

"That would cut us off from the rest of
the Way," Olmy said.

"Worse. In a few days or weeks it
would destroy the Way completely, seal



us off in Thistledown forever. Until
now, we've never been that desperate."
He smiled, lips twisted by pain.
"Frankly, you were not my choice. I'mno
longer sure that you can be relied upon,
and this matter is far too complicated to
allow anyone to act alone."

Neya had not told him the truth, then.
"Who chose me?" Olmy asked.

"A gate opener. You made an
impression on him when he escorted you
down the Way some decades ago. He
was the one who opened the gate to
Lamarckia."

"Frederik Ry Ornis?"

Kesler nodded. "From what I'm told,
he's become the most powerful opener in
the guild. A senior master."



Olmy took a deep breath. "I'm not
what | appear to be, Yanosh. I'm an old
man who's seen women and his friends
die. I miss my sons. You should have left
me on Lamarckia."

Kesler closed his eyes. The blue
jacket around his lower body adjusted
slightly, and his face tightened. "The
Olmy I knew would never have turned
down a chance like this."

"T've seen too many things already,"
Olmy said.

Yanosh moved forward. "We both
have. This ... 1s beyond me," he said
quietly. "The lesion ... The gate openers
tell me it's the strangest place in
creation. All the boundaries of physics
have collapsed. Time and causality have



new meanings. Heaven and hell have
married. Only those in the Redoubt have
seen all that's happened there -- if they
still exist in any way we can understand.
They haven't communicated with us
since the lesion formed."

Olmy listened intently, something
slowly stirring to life, a small speck of
ember glowing brighter.

"It may be over, Olmy," Yanosh said.
"The whole grand experiment may be at
an end. We're ready to close off the
Way, pinch it, seal the lesion within its
own small bubble ... dispose of it."

"Tell me more," Olmy said, folding
his arms.

"Three citizens escaped from the
Redoubt, from Enoch's small colony,



before the lesion became too large. One
died, his mind scrambled beyond
retrieval. The second has been confined
for study, as best we're able. What
afflicts him -- or it -- is something we
can never cure. The third survived
relatively unharmed. She's become ...
unconventional, more than a little
obsessed by the mystical, but I'm told
she's still rational. If you accept, she
will accompany you." Yanosh's tone
indicated he was not going to allow
Olmy to decline. "We have two other
volunteers, both apprentice gate openers,
both failed by the guild. All have been
chosen by Frederik Ry Ornis. He will
explain why."

Olmy shook his head. "A miystic,



failed openers ... What would I do with
such a team?"

Yanosh smiled grimly. "Kill them if it
goes wrong. And kill yourself. If you
can't close off the Way, and if the lesion
remains, you will not be allowed to
come back. The third expedition I sent
never even reached the Redoubt. But
they were absorbed by the lesion."
Another grimace of pain. "Do you
believe in ghosts, Olmy?"

"What kind?"

"Real ghosts?"

"No," Olmy said.

"I think I do. Some members of our
rescue expeditions came back. Several
versions of them. Wethinkwe
destroyed them."



"Versions?"

"Copies of some sort. They were sent
back -- echoed -- along their own
world-lines in a way no one
understands. They returned to their loved
ones, their relatives, their friends. If
more return, everything we call real
could be in jeopardy. It's been very
difficult keeping this secret."

Olmy raised an eyebrow skeptically.
He wondered if Yanosh was himself
still rational. "I've served my time. More
than my time. Why should I go active?"

"Damn it, Olmy, if not for love of
Thistledown -- if you're beyond that,
then because youwant to die." Kesler
grunted, his face betraying quiet disgust
behind the pain. "You've wanted to die



since [ brought you back from
Lamarckia. This time, if you make it to
the Redoubt, you're likely to have your
wish granted.

"Think of it as a gift from me to you,
or to what you once were."
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"If you were enhanced, this would go
a lot faster," Jarr Flynch said, pointing to
Olmy's head. Frederik Ry Ornis smiled.
The three of them walked side by side
down a long, empty hall, approaching a
secure room deep in the old Thistledown
Defense Tactical College building in
Alexandria.

Ry Ornis had aged not at all
physically. In appearance he was still
the same long-limbed, mantislike figure,
but his gawkiness had been replaced by
an eerie grace, and his youthful,
eccentric volubility by a wry spareness
of language.

Olmy dismissed Flynch's comment



with a wave of his hand. "I've gone
through the important files," he said. "I
think I know them well enough. I have
questions about the choice of people to
go with me. The apprentice gate openers
... They've been rejected by the guild.
Why' "

Flynch smiled. "They're flamboyant."

Olmy glanced at the master opener.
"Ry Ornis was as flamboyant as they
come."

"The guild has changed," Ry Ornis
said. "It demands more now."

Flynch agreed. "In the time since I've
been a teacher in the guild, that's
certainly true. They tolerate very little ...
creativity. The defection of Enoch's
pupils scared them. The lesion terrified



all of us. Rasp and Karn are young,
innovative. Nobody denies they're
brilliant, but they've refused to settle in
and play their roles. So ... the guild
denied them final certification."

"Why choose them for this job?" Olmy
asked.

"Ry Ornis did the choosing," Flynch
said.

"We've discussed this," Ry Ornis
said.

"Not to my satisfaction. When do [
meet them?"

"No meeting has been authorized with
Rasp and Karn until you're on the
flawship. They're still in emergency
conditioning." Flynch glanced at Ry
Ornis. "The training has been a little



rough on them."

Olmy felt less and less sure that he
wanted anything to do with the guild, or
with Ry Ornis's chosen openers. "The
files only tell half a story," he said.
"Deirdre Enoch never became an opener
-- she never even tried to qualify. She
was just a teacher. How could she
become so important to the guild?"

Flynch shook his head. "Like me, she
was never qualified to be an opener, but
also like me, as a teacher, she was
considered one of the best. She became
a leader to some apprentice openers.
Philosopher."

"Prophet," Ry Ornis said softly.

"Training for the guild is grueling"
Flynch continued. "Some say it's become



torture. The mathematical conditioning
alone is enough to produce a dropout
rate of over ninety percent. Deirdre
Enoch worked as a counselor in mental
balance, compensation, and she was
good ... In the last twenty years, she
worked with many who went on to
become very powerful in Way
Maintenance. She kept up her contacts.
She convinced a lot of her students -- "

"That human nature 1s corrupt," Olmy
ventured sourly.

Flynch shook his head. "That the laws
of our universe are inadequate.
Incomplete. That there is a way to
become better human beings, and of
course, better openers. Disorder,
competition, and death corrupt us, she



thought."

"She knew  high-level theory,
speculations circulated privately among
master openers," Ry Ornis said. "She
heard about domains where the rules
were very different."

"She heard about a gate into complete
order?"

"It had been discussed, on a
theoretical basis. None had ever been
attempted. No limits have been found to
the variety of domains -- of universes.
She speculated that a well-tuned gate
could access almost any domain a good
opener could conceive of."

Olmy scowled. "She expected order
to balance out competition and death?
Order versus disorder, a fight to the



finish?"

Ry Ornis made a small noise, and
Flynch nodded. "There's a reason none
of this is in the files," Flynch said. "No
opener will talk about it, or admit they
knew anybody involved in making the
decision. It's been very embarrassing to
the guild. I'm impressed that you know
what questions to ask. But it's better that
you ask Ry Ornis -- "

Olmy focused on Flynch. "You say
you and Enoch occupied similar
positions. I'd rather ask you."

Flynch gestured for them to turn to the
left. The lights came on before them, and
at the end of a much shorter hall, a door
stood open. "Deirdre Enoch read
extensively in the old religious texts. As



did her followers. I believe they lost
themselves in a dream," he said. "They
thought that anyone who bathed in a
stream of pure order, as it were -- in a
domain of unbridled creation without
destruction -- would be enhanced.
Armored. Annealed. That's my opinion
.. what they might have been thinking.
She might have told them such things."

"A fountain of youth?" Olmy ventured,
still scowling.

"Openers don't much care about
temporal immortality," Ry Ornis said.
"When we open a gate -- we glimpse
eternity. A hundred gates, a hundred
different eternities. Coming back is just
an interlude between forevers. Those
who listened to Enoch thought they



would end up more skilled, more
brilliant. Less corrupted by competitive
evolution." He smiled, a remarkably
unpleasant expression on his skeletal
face. "Free of original sin."

Olmy's scowl faded. He glanced at
Flynch, who had turned away from Ry
Ornis. Something between them, a
coolness. "All right. I can see that."

"Really?" Flynch shook his head
dubiously.

Perhaps the master opener could tell
even more. But it did not seem wise at
this point to push the matter.

A bell chimed and they entered the
conference room.

Already seated within was the only
surviving and whole escapee from the



Redoubt: Lissa Plass. As a radical
Geshel, she had designed her own body
and appearance decades ago, opting for
a solid frame, close to her natural
physique. Her face she had tuned to
show strength as well as classic beauty,
but she had allowed it to age, and the
experience of her time with the
expedition, the trauma at the lesion, had
not been erased. Olmy noted that she
carried a small book with her, an antique
printed on paper -- a Bible.

Flynch made introductions. Plass
looked proud and more than a little
confused. They sat around the table.

"Let's start with what we know,"
Flynch said. He ordered up visual
records made by the retreating flawship



that had carried Plass.

Olmy looked at the images hovering
over the table: the great pipeline of the
Way, sheets of field fluorescing
brilliantly as they were breached, debris
caught in whirling clouds along the
circumference, the flaw itself, running
along the center of the Way like a wire
heated to blinding blue-white.

Plass did not look. Olmy watched her
reaction closely. For a moment,
something seemed to swirl around her, a
wisp of shadow, smoothly transparent,
like a small slice of twilight. The others
did not see or ignored what they saw,
but Plass's eyes locked on Olmy's, and
her lips tightened.

"I'm pleased you've both agreed to



come," Ry Ornis said, as the images
came to an end.

Plass looked at the opener, and then
back at Olmy. She studied Olmy's face
closely. "I can't stay here. That's why I'm
going back. I don't belong in
Thistledown."

"Ser Plass 1s haunted," Flynch said.
"Ser Olmy has been told about some of
these visitors."

"My husband," she said, swallowing.
"Just my husband, so far. Nobody else."

"Is he still there?" Olmy asked. "In the
Redoubt?"

Bitterly, she said,"They haven't told
you much that's useful, have they? As if
they want us to fail."

"He's dead?"



"He's not in the Redoubt and I don't
know if you could call it death," Plass
said. "May I tell you what this really
means? What we've actually done?" She
stared around the table, eyes wide.

Ry Ornis lifted his hand tolerantly.

"I have diaries from before the launch
of Thistledown, from my family," she
said. "As far back as my ancestors can
remember, my family was special ...
They had access to the world of the
spiritual. They all saw ghosts. The old-
fashioned kind, not the ones we use now
for servants. Some described the ghosts
in their journals." She reached up and
pinched her lower lip, released it,
pinched it again. "I think some of the
ghosts were my husband. I recognize that



now. Everyone on my world-line, back
to before I was born, haunted by the
same figure. My husband. Now I see
him, too."

"I have a hard time visualizing this
sort of ghost," Olmy said.

Plass looked up at the ceiling and
clutched her Bible. "Whatever it is that
we tapped into -- a domain of pure
order, something else clever -- it's
suffused into the Way, into Thistledown.
It's like a caterpillar crawling up our
lives, grabbing hold of events and ...
crawling, spreading backward, maybe
even forward in time. They try to keep
us quiet. I cooperate ... but my husband
tells me things when he returns. Do the
others hear ... reports? Messages from



the Redoubt?"

Ry Ornis shook his head, but Olmy
doubted this meant simple denial.

"What happened when the gate
became a lesion?" Olmy asked.

Plass grew pale. "My husband was at
the gate with Enoch's master opener,
Tom Issa Danna."

"One of our finest," Ry Ornis said.

"Enoch's gate into order was the
second they had opened. The first was a
well to an established supply world
where we could bring up raw
materials."

"Standard practice for all far-flung
stations," Flynch said.

"I wasn't there when they opened the
second gate," Plass continued, her eyes



darting between Flynch and Olmy. She
seemed to have little sympathy for
either. "I was at a support facility about
a kilometer from the gate, and two
kilometers from the Redoubt. There was
already an atmospheric envelope and a
cushion of sand and soil around the site.
My husband and 1 had started a quick-
growth garden. An orchard. We heard
they had opened the second gate. My
husband was with Issa Danna. Ser Enoch
came by on a tractor and said it was a
complete success. We were celebrating,
a small group of researchers, opening
bottles of champagne. We got reports of
something going wrong two hours later.
We came out of our bungalows -- a scout
from the main flawship was just landing.



Enoch had returned to the new gate to
join Issa Danna. My husband must have
been right there with them."

"What did you see?"

"Nothing at first. We watched them on
the monitors inside the bungalows. Issa
Danna and his assistants were working,
talking, laughing. Issa Danna was so
confident. He radiated his genius. The
second gate looked normal -- a well, a
cupola. But in a little while, a few hours,
we saw that the people around the new
gate sounded drunk. All of them.
Something had come out of the gate,
something intoxicating. They spoke
about a shadow."

She looked up at Olmy, and Olmy
realized that before this experience, she



must have been a very lovely woman.
Some of that beauty still shone through.

"We saw that some kind of wveil
covered the gate. Then the assistant
openers in the bungalows, students of
Issa Danna, said that the gate was out of
control. They were feeling it in their
clavicles, slaved to the master's
clavicle."

Clavicles were devices used by gate
openers to create the portals that gave
access to other times, other universes,
"outside" the Way. Typically, they were
shaped like handlebars attached to a
small sphere.

"How many openers were there?"
Olmy asked.

"Two masters and seven apprentices,"



Plass said.

Olmy turned to Ry Ornis. He held up
his hand, urging patience.

"A small truck came out of the gate
site. Its tires wobbled, and all the people
clinging to it were shouting and laughing,
Then everyone around the truck -- the
bungalows were almost empty now --
began to shout, and an assistant grabbed
me -- [ was the closest to her -- and said
we had to get onto the scout and return to
the flawship. She -- her name was Jara -
- said she had never felt anything like
this. She said they must have made a
mistake and opened a gate into chaos. I
had never heard about such a thing -- but
she seemed to think if we didn't leave
now, we'd all die. Four people. Two



men and me and Jara. We were the only
ones who made it into the scout ship.
Shadows covered everything around us.
Everybody was drunk, laughing,
screaming."

Plass stopped and took several
breaths to calm herself. "We flew up to
the flawship. The rest is on the record.
The Redoubt was the last thing I saw,
surrounded by something like ink in
water, swirling, A storm."

Flynch started to speak, but Plass cut
him off. "Two of the others on the
flawship, the men, were afflicted. They
came out of the veil around the truck and
Jara helped them get into the scout. As
for Jara ... Nobody remembers her but
me."



Flynch waited a moment, then said,
"There were only two people aboard the
scout when it reached the flawship. You,
and the figure we haven't identified.
There was no other man, and there has
never been an assistant opener named
Jara."

"They were real."

"It doesn't matter," Ry Ornis said
impatiently. "Issa Danna knew better
than to open a gate into chaos. He knew
the signs and never would have
completed the opening. But -- in the
linkage, the slaving, qualities can be
reversed i1f the opener loses control."

"A gate into order -- but the slaved
clavicles behaving as if they were
associated with chaos?" Olmy asked,



trying to grasp the complexities.

Ry Ornis seemed reluctant to go into
more detail. "They no longer exist in our
world-line," he said. "Ser Plass
remembers that one hundred and twenty
people accompanied Enoch and Issa
Danna. She remembers two master
openers and seven assistants. Here on
Thistledown, we have records, life-
histories, of only eighty, with one master
and two assistants."

"I survived. You remember me," Plass
said, her expression desperate.

"Youre in our records. You
survived," Ry Ornis confirmed. "We
don't know why or how."

"What about the other survivor?"
Olmy said.



"We don't know who he or she was,"
Ry Ornis said.

"Show him the other," Plass said.
"Show him Number 2, show him what
happens when you survive, but you don't
return."”

"That's next," Ry Ornis said. "If you're
ready, Ser Olmy."

"I may never be ready, Ser Ry Ornis,"
Olmy said.



4

The flawship cradled in the borehole
dock was sleek and new and very fast.
Olmy tracted along the flank of the ship,
resisting the urge to run his fingers along
the featureless reflecting surface.

He was still pondering the meeting
with the figure called Number 2.

Around the ship's dock, the borehole
between the sixth and seventh chamber
glowed with a violet haze, a cup-shaped
field erected to receive the southernmost
extensors of Axis City, gripping the
remaining  precincts  during  their
evacuation and repair. Olmy swiveled to
face the axis and the flaw's blunt
conclusion and watch the workers and



robots guiding power grids and huge
steel beams to act as buffers.

The dock manager, a small man with
boyish features and no hair, his scalp
decorated with an intricate green and
brown Celtic braid, pulled himself
toward Olmy and extended a paper
certificate.

"We're going to vacuum in an hour,"
he said. "I hope everybody's here before
then. I'd like to seal the ship and check
its integrity."

Olmy applied his sigil to the
document, transferring its command from
borehole = management and  the
construction guild to Way Defense.

"Two others were here earlier," the
dock manager said. "Twins, young



women. They carried the smallest
clavicles I've ever seen."

Olmy looked back along the dock and
saw three figures tracting toward them.
"Looks like we're all here," he said.

"No send-off?" the manager asked.

Olmy smiled. "Everyone's much too
busy," he said.

"Don't I know it," the manager said.

As a rule, gate openers had a certain
look and feel that defined them,
sometimes subtle, usually not. Rasp and
Karn were little more than children,
born (perhaps made was a better word)
fifteen years ago in Thistledown City.
They were of radical Geshel ancestry,
and their four parent-sponsors were also
gate openers.



They tracted to the flawship and
introduced  themselves to  Olmy.
Androgynous, ivory white, slender, with
long fingers and small heads covered
with a fine silvery fur, they spoke with
identical resonant tenor voices. Karn
had black eyes, Rasp green. Otherwise,
they were identical. To Olmy, neither
had the air of authority he had seen in
experienced gate openers.

The dock manager picked a coded
symbol and dilated the flawship
entrance, a glowing green circle in the
hull. The twins solemnly entered the
ship.

Plass arrived several minutes later.
She wore a formal blue suit and seemed
to have been crying. As she greeted



Olmy, her voice sounded harsh. She
addressed him as if they had not met
before. "You're the soldier?"

"I've worked in Way Defense," he
said.

Gray eyes small and wary, surrounded
by puffy pale flesh, face broad and
sympathetic, hair dark and cut short,
Plass today reminded Olmy of any of a
dozen matrons he had known as a child:
polite but hardly hesitant.

"Ser Flynch tells me you're the one
who died on Lamarckia. I heard about
that. By birth, a Naderite."

"By birth," Olmy said.

"Such adventures we have," she said
with a sniff. "Because of Ser
Korzenowski's cleverness." She glanced



away, then fastened her eyes on him and
leaned her head to one side. "I'm not
looking forward to this. Have they told
you I'm a little broken, that my thoughts
take odd paths?"

"They said your studies and
experiences have influenced you," Olmy
said, a little uncomfortable at having to
reestablish an acquaintance already
made.

Rasp and Karn watched from the
flawship hatch.

"She's broken, we're young and
inexperienced," Rasp said. Karn
laughed, a surprising watery tinkle, very
sweet. "And you've died once already,
Ser Olmy. What a crew!"

"I presume everyone knows what



they're doing," Plass said.

"Presume nothing," Olmy said.

Olmy guided Plass into the ship. The
dock manager watched this with dubious
interest. Olmy swung around fields to
face him.

"I take charge of this vessel now.
Thanks for your attention and care."

"Our duty," the dock manager said.
"She was delivered just yesterday. No
one has taken her out yet -- she's a
virgin, Ser Olmy. She doesn't even have
a name."

"Call her the Lark!" Rasp trilled from
inside.

Olmy shook hands firmly with the
manager and climbed into the ship. The
entrance sealed with a small beep



behind him.

The flawship's interior was cool and
quiet. With inertial control, there were
no special couches or nets or fields; they
would experience only simulated
motion, for psychological effect, on their
journey: at most a mild sense of
acceleration and deceleration.

Plass introduced herself to Karn and
Rasp. Since she wore no pictor, only
words were exchanged. This suited
Olmy.

"Ser Olmy," Plass said, "I assume we
are in privacy now. No one outside can
hear?"

"No one," Olmy said.

"Good. Then we can speak our minds.
This trip is useless." She turned on the



twins, who floated like casual accent
marks on some unseen word. "They've
chosen you because you're
inexperienced."

"Unmarked," Rasp said brightly.
"Open to the new."

Karn smiled and nodded. "And not
afraid of spooks."

This seemed to leave Plass at a loss,
but only for a second. She was
obviously determined to establish
herself as a Cassandra. "You won't be
disappointed."

"We visited with Number 2," Rasp
said, and Karn nodded. "Ser Ry Ornis
insisted we study it."

Olmy remembered his own encounter
with the vividly glowing figure in the



comfortably appointed darkened room. It
was not terribly misshapen, as he had
anticipated before the meeting, but
certainly far from normal. Its skin had
burned with the tiny firefly deaths of
stray metal atoms in the darkened room's
air. It had stood out against the shadows
like a nebula in the vastness beyond
Thistledown's walls. Its hands alone had
remained dark, ascribing arcs against its
starry body as it tried to speak.

It lived in a twisted kind of time,
neither backward nor forward, and its
words had required special translation.
It had spoken of things that would
happen in the room after Olmy left. It
had told him the Way would soon end,
"in the blink of a bird's eye." The



translator relayed this clearly enough,
but could not translate other words; it
seemed the unknown figure was
inventing or accessing new languages,
some clearly not of human origin.

Plass said, "It'll be a mercy if all that
happens is we end up like, him."

"How interesting," Rasp said.

"We are fiends for novelty," Karn
added with a smile.

"Monsters are made,"” Plass said with
a grimace, clasping her Bible, "not
born."

"Thank you," Karn said, and produced
a forced, fixed smile, accompanied by a
glassy stare. Rasp was obviously
thinking furiously to come up with a
more witty riposte.



Olmy decided enough was more than
enough. "If we're going to die, or worse,
we should at least be civil." The three
stared at him, each surprised in a
different way. This gave Olmy a bare
minimum of satisfaction. "Let's go
through our orders and manifest, and
learn how to work together."

"A man who wants only to die again -
- " Karn began, still irritated, her stare
still glazed, but her twin interrupted.

"Shut up," Rasp said. "As he says.
Time to work." Karn shrugged and her
anger dissolved instantly.

At speed, the flawship's forward view
of the Way became a twisted lens. Stray
atoms and ions of gas within the Way
piled up before them into a distorting,



white-hot atmosphere. Rays of many
colors writhed from a skewed vertex of
milky brightness; the flaw, itself a
slender geometric distortion, now
resembled a white-hot piston.

Stray atoms of gas in the Way were
becoming a problem, the result of so
many gates being opened to bring in raw
materials from the first exploited
worlds.

The flawship's status appeared before
Olmy in steady reassuring symbols of
blue and green. Their speed: three
percent of c, the speed of light in the
Way, slightly less than ¢ in the outside
universe. They were now accelerating at
more than six g's, down from the
maximum they had hit at 4 ex 5. None of



this could be felt inside the hull.

The display showed their position as
1 ex 7, ten million kilometers beyond the
cap of the seventh chamber, still almost
three billion kilometers from the
Redoubt.

Olmy had a dreamlike sense of
dissociation, as always when traveling
in a flawship. The interior had been
divided by its occupants into three
private compartments, a common area,
and the pilot's position. Olmy was
spending most of his time at the pilot's
position. The others kept to their
compartments and said little to each
other.

The first direct intimation of the
strangeness of their mission came on the



second day, halfway through their
journey. Olmy was studying what little
was known about the Redoubt, from a
complete and highly secret file. He was
deep into the biography of Deirdre
Enoch when a voice called him from
behind.

He turned and saw a young woman
floating three meters aft, her head nearer
to him than her feet, precessing slightly
about her own axis. "I've felt you calling
us," she said. "I've felt you studying us.
What do you want to know?"

Olmy checked to make sure this was
not some product of the files, of the data
projectors. It was not; no simulations
were being projected. Behind the image
he saw the sisters and Plass emerging



from their quarters. The sisters appeared
interested, Plass bore an expression of
shocked sadness.

"I don't recognize her," Plass said.

Olmy judged this was not a prank.
"I'm glad you've decided to visit us," he
said to the woman, with a touch of wry
perversity. "How is the situation at the
Redoubt?"

"The same, ever the same," the young
woman answered. Her face was difficult
to discern. As she spoke, her features
blurred and reformed, subtly different.

"Are you well?" Olmy asked. Rasp
and Karn sidled forward around the
image, which ignored them.

"I am nothing," the image said. "Ask
another question. It's amusing to see if |



can manage any sensible answers."

Rasp and Karn joined Olmy. "She's
real?" Rasp asked. The twins were both
pale, their faces locked in dread
fascination.

"I don't know," Olmy said. "I don't
think so."

"Then she's used her position on the
Redoubt's timeline to climb back to us,"
Rasp said. "Some of us at least do
indeed get to where we're going!"

Karn smiled with her usual fixed
contentment and glazed eyes. Olmy was
beginning not to like this hyperintelligent
twin.

Plass moved forward, hands clenched
as 1f she would hit the figure. "I don't
recognize you," she said. "Who are



you?"

"I see only one of you clearly." The
young woman pointed at Olmy. "The
others are like clouds of insects."

"Have the Jarts taken over the
Redoubt?" Rasp asked. The image did
not answer, so Olmy echoed the
question.

"They are alone in the Redoubt. That
is sufficient. I can describe the situation
as it will be when you arrive. There is a
large groove or valley in the Way, with
the Redoubt forming a series of bands of
intensely ranked probabilities within the
groove. The Redoubt has grown to
immense proportions, in time, all
possibilities realized. My prior self has
lived more than any cardinal number of



lives. Still lives them. It sheds us as you
shed skin."

"Tell us about the gate," Karn
requested, sidling closer to the visitor.
"What's happened? What state is it in?"
Again, Olmy relayed the question. The
woman watched him with discomforting
intensity.

"It has become those who opened it.
There is an immense head of Issa Danna
on the western boundary of the gate,
watching over the land. We do not know
what it does, what it means."

Plass made a small choking sound and
covered her mouth with her hand, eyes
wide.

"Some tried to escape. It made them
into living mountains, carpeted with



fingers, or forests filled with fog and
clinging blue shadow. Some walft
through the air as vapors that change
whoever encounters them. We've
learned. We don't go outside, none for
thousands of years ... "

Rasp and Karn flanked the visitor,
studying her with catlike focus.

"Then how can you leave, return to
us?" Olmy asked.

The young woman frowned and held
up her hands. "It doesn't speak. It doesn't
know. I am so lonely."

Plass, Rasp and Karn, and Olmy stood
facing each other through clear air.

Olmy started, suddenly drawn back to
the last time he had seen a ghost vanish -
- the partial of Neya Taur Rinn.



Plass let out her breath with a
shudder. "It 1s always the same," she
said. "My husband says he's lonely. He's
going to find a place where he won't be
lonely. But there are no such places!"

Karn turned to Rasp. "A false vision,
a deception?" she asked her twin.

"There are no deceptions where we
are going," Plass said, and relaxed her
hands, rubbed them.

Karn made a face out of her sight.

"No one knows what happened to the
gate opened at the Redoubt," Rasp said,
turning away from her own session with
the records. Since the appearance of the
female specter, they had spent most of
their time in the pilot cabin. Olmy's
presence seemed to afford them some



comfort. "None of the masters can even
guess."

Karn sighed, whether in sympathy or
shame, Olmy could not tell.

"Can either of you make a guess?"
Olmy asked.

Plass floated at the front of the
common space, just around the pale
violet bulkhead, arms folded, looking
not very hopeful.

"A gate is opened on the floor of the
Way," Rasp said flatly, as if reciting an
elementary lesson. "That is a constraint
in the local continuum of the Way. Four
point gates are possible in each ring
position. When four are opened, they are
supposed to always cling to the wall of
the Way. In practice, however, small



gates have been known to rise above the
floor. They are always closed
immediately."

"What's that got to do with my
question?" Olmy asked.

"Oh, nothing, really!" Rasp said,
waving her hand in exasperation.

"Perhaps it does," Karn said, playing
the role of thoughtful one for the moment.
"Perhaps it's deeply connected."

"Oh, all right, then," Rasp said, and
squinched up her face. "What I might
have been implying is this: if Issa
Danna's gate somehow lifted free of the
floor, the wall of the Way, then its
constraints would have changed. A free
gate can adversely affect local world-
lines. Something can enter and leave



from any angle. In conditioning we are
made to understand that the world-lines
of all transported objects passing
through such a free gate actually shiver
for several years backward. Waves of
probability retrograde."

"How many actually went through the
gate?" Olmy asked.

"My husband never did," Plass said,
pulling herself into the hatchway. "Issa
Danna and his entourage. Maybe others,
after the lesion formed ... against their
will."

"But you didn't recognize this
woman," Olmy said.

"No," Plass said.

"Was she extinguished when the gate
became a lesion?" Olmy continued.



"Was her world-line wiped clean in our
domain?"

"My head hurts," Rasp said.

"I think you might be right," Karn said
thoughtfully. "It makes sense, in a
frightening sort of way. She is suspended
... We have no record of her existence."

"But the line still exists," Rasp said.
"It echoes back in time even in places
where her record has ended."

"No," Plass said, shaking her head.

"Why?" Rasp asked.

"She mentioned an allthing.”

"I didn't hear that," Rasp said.

"Neither did L," Olmy said.

Plass gripped her elbow and squeezed
her arms tight around her, pulling her
shoulder forward. "We heard different



words." She pointed at Olmy. "He's the
only one she really saw."

"It looked at you, too," Rasp said.
"Just once."

"An allthing was an ancient Nordic
governmental meeting," Olmy said,
reading from the flawship command
entry display, where he had called for a
definition.

"That's not what she meant," Plass
said. "My husband used another phrase
in the same way. He referred to the Final
Mind of the domain. Maybe they mean
the same thing."

"It was just an echo," Rasp said. "We
all heard it differently. We all interacted
with 1t differently depending on ...
Whatever. That means more than likely it



carried random information from a future
we'll never reach. It's a ghost that
babbles ... like your husband, perhaps."

Plass stared at the twins, then grabbed
for the hatch frame. She stubbornly
shook her head. "We're going to hear
more about this allthing," she said.
"Deirdre Enoch 1is still working.
Something is still happening there. The
Redoubt still exists."

"Your husband told you this?" Rasp
asked with a taunting smile. Olmy
frowned at her, but she ignored him.

"We'll know when we see our own
ghosts," Plass said, with a kick that sent
her flying back to her cabin.

Plass calmly read her Bible in the
common area as the ship prepared a



meal for her. The twins ate on their own
schedule, but Olmy matched his meals to
Plass's, for the simple reason that he
liked to talk to the woman and did not
feel comfortable around the twins.

There was about Plass the air of a
spent force, something falling near the
end of its arc from a truly high and noble
trajectory. Plass seemed to enjoy his
company, but did not comment on it. She
asked about his experiences on
Lamarckia.

"It was a beautiful world," he said.
"The most beautiful I've ever seen."

"It no longer exists, does it?" Plass
said.

"Not as I knew it. It adapted the way
of chlorophyll. Now it's something quite



different, and at any rate, the gate there
has collapsed ... No one in the Way will
ever go there again."

"A shame," Plass said. "It seems a
great tragedy of being mortal that we
can't go back. My husband, on the other
hand ... has visited me seven times since
I left the Redoubt." She smiled. "Is it
wrong for me to take pleasure in his
visits? He isn't happy -- but I'm happier
when I can see him, listen to him." She
looked away, hunched her shoulders as
if expecting a blow. "He doesn't, can't,
listen to me."

Olmy nodded. What did not make
sense could at least be politely
acknowledged.

"In the Redoubt, he says, nothing is



lost. I wonder how he knows? Is he
there? Does he watch over them? The
tragedy of uncontrolled order is that the
past is revised -- and revisited -- as
easily as the future. The last time he
returned, he was in great pain. He said a
new God had cursed him for being a
counterrevolutionary. The Final Mind.
He told me that the Eye of the Watcher
tracked him throughout all eternity, on
all world-lines, and whenever he tried
to stand still, he was tortured, made into
something different." Plass's face took
on a shiny, almost sensual expectancy
and she watched Olmy's reaction
closely.

"You denied what the twins were
saying," Olmy reminded her. "About



echoes along world-lines."

"They aren't just echoes. We are our
world-lines, Ser Olmy. These ghosts ...
are really just altered versions of the
originals. They have blurred origins.
They come from many different futures.
But they have a reality, an independence.
I feel this ... when he speaks to me."

Olmy frowned. "I can't visualize all
this. Order 1s supposed to be simplicity
and peace ... Not torture and distortion
and coercion. Surely a universe of
complete order would be more like
heaven, in the Christian sense. " He
pointed to the antique book resting
lightly in her lap. Plass shifted and the
Bible rose into the air a few centimeters.
She reached out to grasp it, hold it close



again.

"Heaven has no change, no death," she
said. "Mortals find that attractive, but
they are mistaken. No good thing lasts
forever. It becomes unbearable. Now
imagine a force that demands that
something last forever, yet become even
more the essence of what it was, a force
that will accept nothing less than
compliance, but can't communicate.”

Olmy shook his head. "I can't."

"I can't, either, but that is what my
husband describes."

Several seconds. Plass tapped the
book lightly with her finger.

"How long since he last visited you?"
Olmy asked.

"Three weeks. Maybe longer. Things



seemed quiet just before they told me I
could return to the Redoubt." She closed
her eyes and held her hands to her
cheeks. "I Dbelieved what Enoch
believed, that order ascends. That it
ascends forever. I believed that we are
made with flaws, in a universe that was
itself born flawed. I thought we would
be so much more beautiful when -- "

Karn and Rasp tracked forward and
hovered beside Plass, who fell quiet and
greeted them with a small shiver.

"We have ventured a possible answer
to this dilemma," Karn said.

"Our birth geometry, outside the Way,
is determined by a vacuum of infinite
potential," Rasp said, nodding with
something like glee. "We are forbidden



from tapping that energy, so in our
domain, space has a shape, and time has
direction and a velocity. In the universe
Enoch tapped, the energy of the vacuum
is available at all times. Time and space
and this energy, this potential, are
bunched in a tight Ilittle knot of
incredible density. That is what your
husband must call the Final Mind. That
our visitor renamed the allthing."

Plass shook her head indifferently.

"How amazing that must be!" Karn
said. "A universe where order took hold
in the first few nanoseconds after
creation, controlling all the fires of the
initial expansion, all the shape and
constants of existence ... "

"I wonder what Enoch would have



done with such a domain, if she could
have controlled it," Rasp said, hovering
over Plass, peering down on her. Plass
made as if to swat a fly, and Rasp
tracked out of reach with a broad smile.
"Ours 1s a pale candle indeed by
comparison."

"Everything must tend toward a
Final Mind. This force blossoms at the
end of the Time like a flower pushed up
from all events, all lives, all thought. It
is the ancestor not just of living
creatures, but of all the interactions of
matter, space, and time, for all things
tend toward this blossom."

Olmy had often thought about this
quote from the notes of Korzenowski.
The designer of the Way had put together



quite an original cosmology, which he
had never tried to spread among his
fellows. The original was in
Korzenowski's library, kept as a Public
Treasure, but few visited there now.

Olmy visited Rasp and Karn in their
cabin while Plass read her Bible in the
common area. The twins had arranged
projections of geometric art and
mathematical figures around the space,
brightly colored and disorienting. He
asked them whether they believed such
an allthing, a perfectly ordered mind,
could exist.

"Goodness, no!" Karn said, giggling.

"You mean, Godness, no!" Rasp
added. "Not even if we believed in it,
which we don't. Energy and impulse,



yes; final, perhaps. Mind, no!"
"Whatever you call it -- in the lesion,
it may already exist, and it's different?"
"Of course it would exist! Not as a
mind, that's all. Mind 1s impossible
without neural qualities --
communication between separate nodes
that either contradict or confirm. If we
think correctly, a domain of order would
reach completion within the first few
seconds  of  existence, freezing
everything. It would grasp and control
all the energy of its beginning moment,
work through all possible variations in
an instant -- become a monobloc, still
and perfected, timeless. Not eternal --
eviternal, frozen forever. Timeless."
"Our universe, our domain, could spin



on for many billions or even ftrillions
more years," Karn continued. "In our
universe, there could very well be a
Final Mind, the summing up of all neural
processes throughout all time. But
Deirdre Enoch found an abomination. If
it were a mind, think of it! Instantly
creating all things, never being
contradicted, never knowing. Nothing
has ever frustrated it, stopped it, trained
or tamed it. It would be as immature as a
newborn baby, and as sophisticated -- "

"And ingenious," Rasp chimed in.

" -- As the very devil," Karn finished.

"Please," Rasp finished, her voice
suddenly quiet. "Even if such a thing is
possible, let it not be a mind."

For the past million kilometers, they



had passed over a scourged, scrubbed
segment of the Way. In driving back the
Jarts from their strongholds, tens of
thousands of Way defenders had died.
The Way had been altered by the
released energies of the battle and still
glowed slightly, shot through with
pulsing curls and rays, while the flaw in
this region transported them with a
barely noticeable roughness. The
flawship could compensate some, but
even with this compensation, they had
reduced their speed to a few thousand
kilometers an hour.

The Redoubt lay less than ten
thousand kilometers ahead.

Rasp and Karn removed their
clavicles from their boxes and tried as



best they could to interpret the state of
the Way as they came closer to the
Redoubt.

Five thousand kilometers from the
Redoubt, evidence of 1mmense
constructions lined the wall of the Way:
highways, bands connecting what might
have been linked gates; yet there were
no gates. The constructions had been
leveled to narrow lanes of rubble, like
lines of powder.

Olmy shook his head, dismayed.
"Nothing is the way it was reported to
be just a few weeks ago."

"I detect something unusual, too,"
Rasp said. Karn agreed. "Something
related to the Jart offensive ... "

"Something we weren't told about?"



Plass wondered. "A colony that failed?"
"Ours, or Jart?" Olmy asked.
"Neither," Karn said, looking up from

her clavicle. She lifted the device, a fist-

sized sphere mounted on two handles,
and rotated the display for Olmy and

Plass to see. Olmy had watched gate

openers perform before, and knew the

workings of the display well enough --

though he could never operate a

clavicle. "There have never been gates

opened here. This is all sham."

"A decoy," Plass said.

"Worse," Rasp said. "The gate at the
Redoubt 1s twisting probabilities,
sweeping world-lines within the Way to
such an extreme ... The residue of
realities that never were are being



deposited."

"Murmurs in the Way's sleep,
nightmares in our unhistory," Karn said.
For once, the twins seemed completely
subdued, even disturbed. "I don't see
how we can function if we're
incorporated into such a sweep."

"So what is this?" Olmy asked,
pointing to the smears of destroyed
highways, cities, bands between the
ghosts of gates.

"A future," Karn said. "Maybe what
will happen if we fail ... "

"But these patterns aren't like human
construction," Plass observed. "No
human city planner would lay out those
roadways. Nor does it match anything
we know about the Jarts."



Olmy looked more closely, frowned
in concentration. "If someone else had
created the Way," he said, "maybe this
would be their ruins, the rubble of their
failure."

Karn gave a nervous laugh.
"Wonderful!" she said. "All we could
have hoped for! If we open a gate here,
what could possibly happen?"

Plass grabbed Olmy's arm. "Put it in
our transmitted record. Tell the
Hexamon this part of the Way must be
forbidden. No gates should be opened
here, ever!"

"Why not?" Karn said. "Think what
could be learned. The new domains."

"I agree with Ser Plass," Rasp said.
"It's possible there are worse



alternatives than finding a universe of
pure order." She let go of her clavicle
and grabbed her head. "Even touching
our instruments here causes pain. We are
useless ... any gate we open would
consume us more quickly than the gate at
the Redoubt! You must agree, sister!"

Karn was stubborn. "I don't see it,"
she said. "I simply don't. I think this
could be very interesting. Fascinating,
even."

Plass sighed. "This is the box that
Konrad Korzenowski has opened for
us," she said for Olmy's benefit.
"Spoiled genius children drawn to evil
like insects to a corpse."

"I thought evil was related to
disorder," Olmy said.



"Already, you know better," Plass
rejoined.

Rasp turned her eyes on Olmy and
Plass, eyes mnarrow and full of
uncomfortable speculation.

Olmy reached out and grasped Rasp's
clavicle to keep it from bumping into the
flawship bulkheads. Karn took charge of
the instrument indignantly and thrust it
back at her sister. "You forget your
responsibility," she chided. "We can
fear this mission, or we can engage it
with joy and spirit," she said. "Cowering
does none of us any good."

"You're right, sister, about that at
least,” Rasp said. She returned her
clavicle to its box and straightened her
clothing, then used a cloth to wipe her



face. "We are, after all, going to a place
where we have always gone, always
will go."

"It's what happens when we get there
that 1s always changing," Karn said.

Plass's face went white. "My husband
never returns the same way, in the same
condition," she said. "How many hells
does he experience?"

"One for each of him," Rasp said.
"Only one. It is different husbands who
return."”

Though there had never been such this
far along the way, Olmy saw the
scattered wreckage of Jart fortifications,
demolished, dead and empty. Beyond
them lay a region where the Way was
covered with winding black and red



bands of sand, an immense serpentine
desert, also unknown. Olmy felt a spark
of something reviving, if not a wish for
life, then an appreciation of what
extraordinary sights his life had brought
him.

On Lamarckia, he had seen the most
extraordinary variations on biology.
Here, near the Redoubt, it was reality
itself subject to its own flux, its own
demnial.

Plass was transfixed. "The next
visitors, if any, will see something
completely different," she said. "We've
been caught up in a sweeping world-line
of the Way, not necessarily our own."

"I would never have believed it
possible,” Rasp said, and Karn



reluctantly agreed. "This is not the
physics we were taught."

"It can make any physics it wishes,"
Plass said. "Any reality. It has all the
energy it needs. It has human minds to
teach it our variations."

"It knows only unity," Karn said,
taking hold of Plass's shoulder.

The older woman did not seem to
mind. "It knows no will stronger than its
own," she said. "Yet it may divide its
will into illusory units. It is a tyrant ... "
Plass pointed to the winding sands,
stretching for thousands of kilometers
beneath them. "This 1s a moment of calm,
of steady concentration. If my memories
are correct, if what my husband's
returning self ... selves ... tell me, is



correct, it 1s usually much more frantic.
Much more inventive."

Karn made a face and placed her
hands on the bars of her clavicle. She
rubbed the grips and her face became
tight with concentration. "I feel it. There
is still a lesion ... "

Rasp took hold of her own instrument
and went into her own state. "It's still
there," she agreed. "It's bad. It floats
above the Way, very near the flaw. From
below, it must look like some sort of
bale star ... "

They passed through a fine bluish mist
that rose from the northern end of the
desert. The flawship made a faint belling
sound. The mist passed behind.

"There," Plass said. "No mistaking



it!"

The gate pushed through the Way by
Issa Danna had expanded and risen
above the floor, just as Rasp and Karn
had felt in their instruments. Now, at a
distance of a hundred kilometers, they
could see the spherical lesion clearly. It
did indeed resemble a dark sun, or a
chancre. A glow of pigeon's blood
flicked around it, the red of rubies and
enchantment. The black center, less than
the width of a fingertip at this distance,
perversely seemed to fill Olmy's field of
vision.

His young body decided it was time to
be very reluctant to proceed. He
swallowed and brought this fear under
control, biting his cheek until blood



flowed.

The flawship lurched. Its voice told
Olmy, "We have received an
instructional beacon. There 1s a place
held by humans less than ten kilometers
away. They say they will guide us to
safety."

"It's still there!" Plass said.

They all looked down through the
flawship's transparent nose, away from
the lurid pink of the flaw, through layers
of blue and green haze wrapped around
the Way, down twenty-five kilometers to
a single dark, gleaming steel point in the
center of a rough, rolling land.

The Redoubt lay in the shadow of the
lesion, surrounded by a penumbral
twilight suffused with the flickering red



of the lesion's halo.

"I can feel the whipping hairs of other
world-lines," Karn and Rasp said
together. Olmy glanced back and saw
their clavicles touching sphere to sphere.
The spheres crackled and clacked. Karn
twisted her instrument toward Olmy so
that he could see the display. A long list
of domain "constants" -- pi, Planck's
constant, others -- varied with a regular
humming in the flawship hull. "Nothing
is stable out there!"

Olmy glanced at the message sent
from the Redoubt. It provided navigation
instructions for their flawship's landing
craftt how to disengage from the
flawship, descend, undergo examination,
and be taken into the pyramid. The



message concluded, "We will determine
whether you are illusions or aberrations.
If you are from our origin, we will
welcome you. It is too late to return
now. Abandon your flawship before it
approaches any closer to the allthing
Whoever sent you has committed you to
our own endless imprisonment."

"Cheerful enough," Olmy said. The
ghastly light cast a fitful, abbatoir glow
on their faces.

"We have always gone there," Rasp
said quietly.

"We have to agree," Plass said. "We
have no other place to go."

They tracted aft to the lander's hatch
and climbed into the small, arrowhead-
shaped craft. Its interior welcomed them



by fitting to their forms, providing
couches, instruments, tailored to their
bodies. Plass sat beside Olmy in the
cockpit, Rasp and Karn directly behind
them.

Olmy disengaged from the flawship
and locked the lander onto the pyramid's
beacon. They dropped from the
flawship. The landscape steadily grew
in the broad cockpit window.

Plass's face crumpled, like a child
about to break into tears. "Star, Fate, and
Pneuma, be kind. I see the opener's head.
There!" She pointed in helpless dread,
equally horrified and fascinated by
something so inconceivable.

On a low, broad rise in the shadowed
land surrounding the Redoubt, a huge



dark head rose like an upright mountain,
its skin like gray stone, one eye turned
toward the south, the other watching
over the territory before the nearest face
of the pyramid. This watchful eye was
casily a hundred meters wide, and
glowed a dismal sea green, throwing a
long beam through the thick twisted
ropes of mist. Plass's voice became
shrill. "Oh Star and Fate ... "

The landscape around the Redoubt
rippled beneath the swirling rays of
rotating world-lines, spreading like hair
from the black center of the lesion,
changing the land a little with each pass,
moving the bizarre landmarks a few
dozen meters this way or that, increasing
them in size, reducing them.



