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To Catherine....

for her honesty in aculture of hypocrisy
DISCOVERING THE UNKINDNESS

Chapter 1
Earth Orhit, 375 N.E.

Had the orbital watch dert satdllite contained a human being, or even a sophisticated duoclone, that being
might have scanned the data and reported something like, Object classified as cometoid
spherical-octagonal, diameter forty-three meters, density two point five, composition
approximately eighty-two point four percent water ... carbides and carbonates approximately
fifteen percent iron and sulfides, silicates and oxides below detection levels ... orbital at trajectory
at variance with origin in either Oort Cloud or Kuiper Belt ...

Instead, the Al merely squirted its data analysis to the Long Watch Agteroid Collision Center satellite
inhabiting the L5 point above the water planet below. Inturn, the Al calculated orbital mechanics,
trgectory, and mass composition and, after ensuring the object did not trigger any action parameters,
stored the datafor later retrieval.

In time, the comet-like object intersected the thin upper atmosphere on the planet’ s night Side, creating a
long and brilliant trail that flashed acrossthe high latitudes and lasted but for afew long seconds before
vanishing.

The thousands of particle-szed contaminants dso eventua ly dowed and began to drift through the
atmosphere toward the oceans and |andmasses below.

The centrd Al inthe Long Watch Agteroid Collision Center satdllite received the report of the
ice-meteorite’ s dissolution and added the data to the records of others of that class.

Eventudly, ahuman methodizer reviewed the data, frowned at the octagond dimensions, checked it
again, and then shrugged.

Chapter 2
Raven: Vdlura, 458 N.E.

Before stepping out of the foyer of my villa, | glanced a my reflection in the shimmerglass of the antique
twenty-first century mirror. The dark blue singlesuit and powder blue forma short jacket till fit, even
though they dated from when I’ d |eft the Federd Service yearsbefore. I’ d decided against wearing the
gatekeeper’s belt repeater. The last thing | wanted — or needed — was getting calls at asocia event.
Besides, I'd haveto turnit off at the concert anyway. | nodded, and my reflected image did so aswell.

| took the side steps from the foyer down to the hangar. My single vehicle rested on the gray permacrete
that could easily have held three gliders, but | certainly didn’t need that many, not as an unattached edart
composer, athough there had been times when the hangar had held two. Those times just hadn't |asted
al that long. Then, dl the equipment | used for maintaining the glider, and making unauthorized
modifications, such as removing the ground clearance governors and replacing the limited flitter gyros
with the unlimited ones used by orbita shuttles, took more than one bay anyway. Automatically, before
sepping inside, | checked the systems of the glider, putting the ring finger of my right hand into the



covered dot where the dmost imperceptible flexconnection under the edge of the nail mated with the
filament dot. | could have done it with remote sensors, but that took longer, and gave me a momentary
headache. Besides, | dways liked the certainty and backup of adirect link.

After amicrosecond where data from the glider meshed with me, | lifted my finger. Everything was
normd. Although the glider was technicaly more than haf asold as| was, itsinterna workswere not,
and it retained its perfect function and shimmering slvered green finish. The canopy did back, and | left it
back after | opened the door and did into the seet. | dmost could have walked to Kharl’s, but the
walking would have upped my metabolism, and I’ d have arrived sweating.

That thought brought alaugh as the hangar porta irised open. Seven thousand years since thefirst baths
of Mohenjodaro, and we still worried about sweat and scent. | was still smiling asthe portal irised shut
behind me, and the glider whispered southward aong the grass path that led to the upper hill. The scents
of fdlen leaves and damp grassfilled the air of dmost-evening.

To my left, out over the valey, the twilight sun was painting the Navaho sandstone bluffsto the east
crimson. The contrast between the green of the cedars and the red sand and rock was never more
griking than at the end of the day. I’ d occasondly scanned twilight scenes, the more striking ones,
sometimes with the thunderstorms rising up over the mountains, as backdrops for my edart pieces—
where the scenefit.

| had to wonder why Kharl had invited me. His soiree was supposedly just areception on behalf of the
Arts Committee and the Warsha Symphony, and that meant I’ d had to commit to attending the concert. |
hadn’t minded. He' d always been afriend, aswell asacousin, and, in some ways, closer in spirit than
my brother Gerrat. Kharl and | both understood that there' s nothing quite like alive performance, no
matter what the technophiles say about VR and rec-redlity. Maybe you have to have been apilot or
someone whose life depended on direct-feed interpreted redlity to understand that. Gerrat certainly
didn’t seem to.

| shrugged. The concert would be good, especialy since | hadn't heard alive performance of the
symphonies they were doing — a performance of Uphyrd’s Gate of Conquest paired with an ancient
work — The Planets by an Anglian composer by the name of Holst. There wasn't astraight audio
recording, let alonea VR performance, of the Holst piece anywherein the net, or evenin UniComm's
restricted archives. From what Kharl had told me, Dhuma, the conductor of the Warsha, had required his
musiciansto learn the music from transcri ptions taken from the ancient paper score.

After avoiding ateenager on amagscooter, | followed acinnamon-shimmer glider, one with the canopy
polarized, the last quarter klick to Kharl’ s hilltop villa. The profusion of gliders arrayed on the grass
receiving pad to the south of the multilevd villatestified that | wasfar from thefirst to arrive.

The couple stepping from the cinnamon glider nodded politely, and | returned the nod and gestured for
them to precede me. | didn’t know them, and that was surprising. He wastdl and angular, with a
not-quite jutting jaw, and she was more my sister Elora s height, athough the skin of the woman before
mewas alight olive shade, set off by black hair so dark and lustrous it shimmered blue. The faint scent of
gardeniastrailed her.

The front double doorsto Kharl’ s villawere wide open, but | could sense faintly the repellent screen
when | followed the couple through them.

My cousin Kharl was standing in the vaulted entry hall with ared-headed woman | didn’t know, not with
hiswife Grete. He dways seemed to be smiling, surprising to mefor adoctor specidizing in the more
obscure aspects of nanitic medicine, and when | entered the foyer was no exception. He was talking to



Rynold Tondrol and Tondrol’ s consort for the affair, since Rynold never seemed to show up anywhere
with the same woman, not that he had to asthe sole heir to and the chief operating officer of TD
Reclamation. Reclamation was anasty business, so nasty that the Federal Union allowed the use of
monoclones for the dirtiest work. The licensing requirements were stiff, but |, and most people, had
trouble with disposable synthetic people. If only the ancients hadn’t buried so many toxics and
radioactives.

| pulled my mind back to the reception to study the people once more. Ahead of Rynold was anorm
couple, walking away and down toward the great room where dozens dready mingled. Seglend
Krindottir was the advocate genera of Noram. | didn’t know what her husband did, except that he was
amid-level manager in the Desret conglomerate. She was known for her practicality and legendary
fairness, anorm as brilliant as any pre-select, but she had refused pre-selection for her daughters, or so it
wassad.

Rynold gave alast bow to Kharl, and my cousin turned his attentions to the couple before me.
“N'garo ... Adua ... | am so glad you both could come.”

N’ garo bowed. “Our gpologies for being on the late side. There was some sort of raly —”
“A protest meeting,” corrected Adua. “ Something about school testing.”

“Foolish complaints about perceptud testing. Norms never understand,” N’ garo continued off-handedly.
“Peoplewere all over the square, and we had to take the long way to get here.”

“I’m glad you weren’t delayed that much, and | know Dhumawill be glad to see you at the reception
afterwards.” Kharl focused on the olive-skinned woman. “Have you decided whether you can discover a
lower effectivenessthreshold for —”

“Kharl ... no shop talk tonight.” The woman laughed. “ N’ garo hears enough medical termsat home.”
Kharl inclined hishead, with aboyish grin. “Your wish ...”
The two passed on, and | stepped forward.

“Daryn. I’'m glad you could come.” Kharl nodded to the red-haired woman by hissde, who worea
deep but muted green gown. “Thisis Elysa. ElysaMujaz-Kitab.” He smiled more broadly, asif he were
enjoying ajoke. “Elysa... thisismy cousin, Daryn Alwyn. The Daryn Alwyn.” He added more to me,
“Elysa had some doubts. She said that someone was using your name as a cover for a scap.”

Someone using my name for asystem-created artificia persona? | couldn’t help raising my eyebrows.

Elysa s smile waswarm. Even her brown eyes sparkled. “That is not what | said. | said | wanted to meet
you.”

Kharl smiled indulgently.

| returned Elysa s amile. “Me? Anything | say goes under the redl persona, not an artificial scapegoat,
and I’'m not that much to meet. Asyou can see”

“I couldn’t believe that an Alwyn ...” Sheflushed.

Although the flush was doubtless artifice, if one my nanites couldn’t read, the effect was charming.
“Would you like an explanation?’



“If youwouldn't mind ... and if you will forgive mefor my boldness”

“You'reaready forgiven.” | raised my eyebrowsto Kharl. “1’m not sure about you, cousin.” | offered
my amto Elysa

“You never are. Enjoy yoursalves.” Kharl laughed and turned to the couple who had just walked into the
entry hdl. “Marcyla... Elfons...”

Elysa sfingers, cool and smooth, brushed the back of my wrist as shetook my arm, holding it but lightly
aswe waked down the stepsinto the great room that overlooked Vdlura. Thelight floral scent shewore
was Smilar to roses, but not exactly the same. | had the feding that everything about her waslike that —
amodt familiar, but not.

Ontheinside wall behind the three-meter grand piano was alarge painting — a nanite-scanned replica of
an ancient Homer, showing a boat on adark sea. | had no doubts that the scanning of the original
probably cost Kharl as much as any of the most expensive works painted in the last three decades. But
then, | supposed that was the point, in away. The frame had probably been re-created in the same
faghion.

The spaces aong the glass expanses overlooking the valley were taken by couples and knots of people,
and we found ourselves near the center of the room, standing beside an inlaid wooden table, one that
held a chess board — an antique game nearly meaningless now that anyone who wanted to could
ingantly call upon the strategies and games of the past millennia.

“You redly thought | didn’t compose my ownwork? That | used ascap?’
“That'swhat | told Kharl,” she replied. “He laughed.”

“Scapsaren't good at creativework.” | glanced toward the server who approached with atray on which
were two goblets of wine. “Y ou didn’t think that | might have some cregtive &bility ... thereisacertain
commsystem talent thet runsinthefamily....”

“Your sgter certainly hasit.”

“Why do you think that? Because she had the nerve to work her way up to the top with a competitor?’
“Sheseemsto have ... adifferent ... outlook.”

“Y ou know her?’

Elysa gave aminute headshake. “ A friend of minefollowsthosethings. I'mintrigued with ... moreartistic
types”

“You just intimated that you couldn’t believe an Alwyn could be cregtive.” | laughed softly as she flushed.

She was rescued by aserver, ayoung man who, after edging through the growing crowd, offered the two
goblets of wineremaining on histray, “Sir? Lady?’

Elysatook one goblet, and | accepted the second with anod to the server. “Thank you.”
“You' rewelcome.” The server’s smile was pleasant, professional, and that of someone brain-damped.

Idly, I wondered what the man had done, dthough he was anorm, since he appeared barely into his
twenties,



My eyes passed by his shoulder as| recognized another semi-familiar face, that of Kyma Aadtafa. |
hadn’t seen that much of Kymal since|’d left Blue Oak Academy to go to The College, and he' d
departed for the Byjin Collegium. He lived somewhere in the Sinoplex, and | was surprised to see his
face, but as we exchanged smiles, someone tapped his shoulder, and he turned.

“You know him?’ asked Elysa.
“Kyma? We went to school together years ago.”
“He' sanoted chaos theoretician, isn't he?’

“More of an applied theoretician, if you believe the journds.” | paused. How had she known him? Kymal
had lived mainly in the Sinoplex for years, only occasiondly returning to Cafya, and Elysadidn’t appear
to be even my age. | looked into her young-appearing face, dthough | would find no sign of age or youth,
since most pre-selects had young-appearing faces until the decade or so before their degths.
“Mujaz-Kitab? That’s an unusud name.”

“Let’sjust say that it reflectsthe family heritage and history. That’sas good away asany of explaining it,
and any other would become hopelesdy confusing.”

| could sense both the tension and the semi-accuracy of her response, but | didn't presstheissue. If she
didn’t want to say more, who was| to insst? Especidly on apurely socid occasion. | took asip of the
wine. It was good, and avintage and vintner | hadn'’t tasted, scarcely an unusua occurrence, since Kharl
aways enjoyed surprising his guests with wines no one ese had discovered, or so it seemed. Wines
didn’t replicate well, even with the best of scanners. My internd system let me know that it wasa
dolcetta, probably from the Snomavalley, adarkish red with abouquet | couldn’t begin to describe. |
like good wines, but I’'m far from aconnoisseur in any way, even with nanitesto help. “Good wine.”

“Everything Kharl servesisthe best. What would be the point otherwise?” Elysareplied.
We both laughed.

“Where did you meet him?’ | asked.

“He sfamily, of sorts. I'm adistant cousin of Grete's ... from Cedacy, at least recently.”
“Not quiteso ... socid?’

“Exactly.” Sheraised her eyebrows.

“And from where before thet?”

“One of the coloniesyou’ ve never heard of. | lived in Hgaz for atime.”

“| see. Not exactly well known.” I’d never heard of the colony, and | should have, but she seemed to be
totaly truthful on that.

“No.” Sheflushed dightly again. “It'snot.”

In the swirl of people, | saw another norm coming down the steps— Eldyn Nyha — with hiswife. The
contrast was amazing. Eldyn wore adark Prussian blue vest over abrilliant blue singlesuit, and with a
shimmering slver-like medalion — roughly ova — that seemed to shoot lightbeams. Shewastiny,
probably not even a hundred and fifty centimeters, and dressed in dark gray. Nyha had been amedical
researcher — the one who had tamed the pre-select plague. That had been when | wasin the Service so



| hadn’t been around — most fortunately. After thet, he had gone into businessfor himsdf, and made a
considerable fortune in devel oping some form of nanite processing based on the results of neglected and
obscure research that he held closely. The bottom line was that he’ d made nanite food processors both
more effective, alowed greater directed variation in replication, and reduced their energy costs by close
to twenty percent. In short, he had transformed himsdlf from a doubtless under-compensated scientist
into avery well paid food appliance magnate of sorts. His appardl was conventional enough in cut — just
not in color — and severd couples seemed to edge away from him.

“Do you do anything else?’ asked Elysa. “Besides study people?’ She hadn’t even seemed to notice
Eldyn.

| bowed for not paying her the attention she clearly deserved. “Besides writing sardonic commentaries
for those dissatisfied with our ultrgperfect way of life, you mean?’

Elysa blushed once more, again charmingly.

“I’'m amethodizer, currently under contract, for now anyway, to OneCys and to some smaller clients.
That paysfor my modest dwelling.” | smiled pleasantly as Kharl and Grete stepped down into the greet
room and dipped toward us — through the people who seemed to part without even being aware of
their movement.

“Not that modest,” suggested Kharl with alaugh. “Helives on the lower Hill. On thetop.”

“You live on the upper Hill,” | riposted. “ On the very top.”

“Why not?It'sonly family creds.” Hegrinned. “1 save my own earnings for supporting the arts.”
“Kharl likesto distance himsdf from thefamily,” offered Grete.

“I couldn’t say much to that,” | pointed ouit.

“That' swhy you' re wayswelcome,” hereplied. “We need to stick together, we family outlaws.”

“I’m the one who needs usto stick together,” | suggested. “Y ou’ re doing quite well on your own. Y our
own research and medcenter, scholarly articles, research breskthroughs ...” | shrugged. “I’'mjust a
barely known edart composer, and a contract methodizer to ensure | don’t have to ask Father for

support.”

“You ddiefirst before you asked for family support,” suggested Grete with a gentle laugh. “So would
Kharl.”

“They both sound stubborn,” offered Elysa, inclining her head to Grete, asif inquiring.
“Are Gates digtant? Are nanites smd|l?’ Grete arched her eyebrows.

Rather than comment on any of those, | looked at the wineglass, then took another sip.
Kharl smiled as| drank. “Good, isT't it?’

“Anything you havein your cdlar isgood.”

“Not aways ... butit'sunique. That | can promise.” He smiled once more. “We' |l haveto leavefor the
concert before too long.”

“A hdf hour?’



He nodded. “I’m glad you both could come.” With alast smile, he bowed, and then he and Grete dipped
toward agroup of fiveto our right, one that included Mgjora Hyriss, atruly nice woman | sometimes
wished I’ d pursued when I’ d had the chance.

“What do you do?’ | asked the redhead, whose straight mahogany hair was swept back with apair of
jade and silver combs.

“Me? 1’ m an medicd researcher who'slately become an adaptor in thefield. Very junior ... very poor.”
Elysasmiled wryly. “I don't movein these circlesnormaly, but ... Kharl and Grete are very
understanding.” She stepped back, then glanced toward the doorsto the outer terrace, empty, unlike the
great room.

“Do you work for amedcenter?’

“A series of contract assgnments for professionas and for research centers. Thisoneisfor ... well ... |
can't say, but you would know the nameif | could.”

| wasintrigued and puzzled by the redhead. First, there were very few redheads left in our world,
because the gendinks weren’t optimal. Second, while my readings of her indicated that her statements
were generdly true, the underlying anxiety level was higher than it should have been. Socid concerns? Or
something ese?

As| took another sip of the dolcetta, Elysa eased another step or two toward the French doors and
touched her forehead with the back of her left hand.

“Areyouwarm?’ The press of people had warmed up the great room, not uncomfortably, but
noticesbly, and | was getting warm mysalf, notwithstanding my nanitic infrastructure s efforts to balance
meatters.

“If youwouldn’'t mind ... could we ... go outside for amoment?’ she asked.

“Fine.” We stepped around agroup of five, discussing something about why Holst had to be less
accomplished than Uphyrd, and through the double French doors — phase-polarized armaglass set in
redl, if enhanced lignin oak — out onto the terrace. When | closed the door behind Elysa, the terrace
was dark, not a photon of light escaping the phased armaglass, not that it mattered.

Thelight breeze was welcome, though it held a hint of molding leaves.

Below the terrace, the hillside doped gently down to the sonewall that guarded the steeper bluff. Valura
lay below, and the lines of the dwellings and the paths and few hard-surfaced roads appeared clearly in
my sight, even though the only lightsvisiblein the valey were those from the south sde of the city and
from the scattered neighborhoods of supplemented housing.

“It' sbeautiful here,” Elysamurmured from close beside me.
“Itis. It saso quieter. Does the noise bother you?’
“Sometimes ...”

We walked to the edge of the terrace, out from benegth the bal cony, and for several minutes, just stood
inthefal breeze that was stronger away from the house.

“I suppose we should head back insde, or we' Il belate to the concert,” | findly said.



“Y ou're probably right. But it does smell so good.”

For amoment, the fragrances of summer wafted around me, digpelling the previous scents of autumn —
even though the chill of afdl night held VVdlura. | took adeep breath, amost involuntarily.

Nearly ingantly, | could fed my system going into shock, afedling compounded by the warning jolt of the
nanites the massive hisamine jolts delivered by the nanospray concedled momentarily by fragrance
weren't exactly subtle | turned toward Elysa...

except shewasn't there, or rather, her figure wavered, and she seemed to be stepping away from me.

The dozen or so steps | took toward the terrace were the longest and dowest I’ d ever taken, but | did
manage to turn the door handle and take a step into the great room before my knees buckled and
gtar-flashing darkness rolled up around me.

Chapter 3
Hedgling: Yunvil, 414 N.E.

It was sixth period, and | wasthinking about Ertis. I d asked her to go to Helnyabecause | knew she
wanted to see an exhibition at one of the galleries, and I’ d even made areservation for dinner at the best
uniquery there. The only problem wasthat | hadn’t checked my free cred balance. Father inssted that
we pay the distance tollsif we took the gliders anywhere, and | wasn't sure | had enough to cover
everything, and | wouldn't get my stipend for my systems programming work at UniComm until theend
of the next week. Thetolls were automatic, and I’ d probably lose dl use of the glider for the next month
if I couldn’t pay Father immediately — and that meant | couldn’t take Ertis anywhere because we
weren't that close to the induction tube.

“Since marks appear to be the principd, if not the sole motivating force in determining your scholarly
aoplications...”

| tried not to sigh. I’d heard old Rosenn give the same lecture the term before, and when Tomaz had
sghed, he' d gotten ared lecture on the arrogance of sighing.

Stll ... Master Mertyn Rosenn paused. He was one of the strictest instructors at the Academy, and he
looked even gricter when that long narrow face frowned, and he was frowning a me. “Mister Alwyn, |
didike supercilious expressions of boredom amost as much as| detest sighs.”

There were muffled snorts and snickers from behind me.

Old Rosenn turned and gestured at Brytt. “And | didike expressions of mirth at the expense of others
even more, Mister Ehler. So much so that any further expressions of either mirth or boredom will lower
the grade | assign for classroom participation. One full grade this marking period. Isthat clear?’

That |eft the room silent. Y ou could sometimes challenge amark on atest with a master, but classroom
participation could be weighed up to thirty percent, and it wasn’t challenged — not at Blue Oak
Academy, anyway, and afailure in class participation meant a conference between the master, the
student, and the parent. The last thing | wanted was my father getting together with Master Rosenn.

So | sat and waited for old Rosenn to hand me the test. He also didn’t put his tests on the system. No
one saw them until he handed them out — on paper. Very old-fashioned. | didn’t seewhy he just
couldn’t implement decent system security.



“As| wassaying ... Sncenone of you seemsto have an innate desireto learn, marks will haveto
substitute for that desire. | do not wish amere regurgitation of facts. | do not wish high-sounding
generditieswithout support.. ..

| listened, even though I’ d heard what he d said too many times before. He was one of the few who
inssted on a hand-composed essay test. The consolesin his classroom were strictly processing units,
without a dictionary, thesaurus, or any memory. Y ou couldn’t upload or download. If you didn’'t know it,
you were dead.

As soon as he handed me the single shet, | could seeit would be tough. Just two questions, and that
meant trouble. | read thefirst question.

Discuss the following quotation with reference to the Noram collgpse and the Divers st movement.
Provide specific incidences and dates to support your contentions.

“Lifeisnever perfect. Even agood society isnot perfect, and perfection isthe enemy of al that is good.
Those who seek perfection will destroy an imperfect good.”

Perfection again. So hewas ahistory instructor. | couldn’t see why he was so concerned about
perfection and collapses. No civilization lasted forever. Greece collapsed. Rome collapsed. So did the
Russian Commundlists. And so did the Noram Commonacracy. People made mistakes, and everything
fell down. That was history, but he acted as though it were something specidl.

| looked at the second question. It wasn't any better.

It has been asserted throughout history that improvementsin science and technology have been
responsiblefor creating societieswith increasing levels of persond freedom. Attempt to provethat thisis
not an accurate statement of the case.

Attempt to prove?

Great! An hour of writing answersto trick questions, and | still didn’t know what | was going to do about
Ertis

Chapter 4
Raven: Vdlura, 458 N.E.

| wokein an unfamiliar bed. My eyeswere gummy, my vison still blurry, and my fingerswerethe sze of
tennisballs, and whatever they rested on was gritty. In addition to al that, the sense of place was

wrong — and there was no response from my interna nanitic monitors. None. “Mmmm ...” When | tried
to talk, | discovered that there were tubes down my throat, tubes that smelled of chemicalsand acridity.

“Don't try to talk, Daryn. You'll befine.” Someone blotted my face and eyes, and | could see that the
someone was Grete, but her voice reverberated in my ears so much that | hadn’t recognized it. “I'll get
Kharl.”

Within moments, Kharl was standing there. Or maybe | had dozed off, and it had been longer. | couldn’t
tell. My nanites and internd systems were gtill not working — or not reporting to me.

For one of the few times | could remember, he wasn't smiling. He spoiled the serious effect immediately.
“Y ou missed avery good concert, and you caused meto missit.”

| swallowed, wondering if | could talk, but the tubes were gone. So | had to have dept or rested longer



than | had realized.

“I guessI’ll do anything for family ties,” | finally mumbled. The words didn’t come out quiteright, but he
nodded.

“Y ou’ ve been under my care for nearly two weeks,” Kharl went on. “Thefirst dayswere pretty bad, but
none of the damage was permanent.”

| hoped he wasright. All an edartist hasis his mind — and his perceptions. For that matter, that wasal |
had as amethodizer, either.

“The diagnostics confirm that. We had to keep you in an artificid comato control the tendency of your
brainto swell.” He shook his head. “ Never seen an anaphylactic reaction like that before. Not
personally. Not one that augnites couldn’t handle.”

“I suddenly ... developed an dlergenic reaction to something new?’ Halfway through the words, | found
mysdf coughing. My lungs burned.

Kharl waited until | stopped before replying. “1t does happen, even now. Cases are more rare, but
usudly more severe.”

Although I didn’t believe aword, | merely nodded. After amoment, | added, “Those of uswho stray too
far from thefamily develop ultra-severe dlergiesto life. Isthat it?’

“Allergies do happen, and they’ re more likely in modern life.” A faint smile crossed hislips. *Y ou know
that. Besides, your father certainly wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

Even in my exhausted condition, | did know that. Father would want meto survive to seethe error of my
ways, evenif it took years. “What happened to Elysa?’

Kharl’ sface blanked.
“Don'ttdl me... shewasn't Gret€ scousin.”
“Shetold you that? She told me that she was acousin of Rhedya.”

“I know ... dl Rhedya sfamily — Gerrat suggested ... politely ... | should know hiswifée srelations bet
there sno Elysa”

Kharl nodded. “1 know. There’ sno ElysaMujaz-Kitab in the syssem. She' snot eveninthe family’s
system. And no variations ... even distant ones. | had Gerrat check.”

“Gredt ..."

“Infact ... noonelike her exists,” Kharl said.

“Shewasn't ... VR projection. You'renot saying ... she'saduo-clone?’
Hesmiled dowly. “You're il interested after what she did to you?’

“Haveto admit it wasn't boring.” | tried to laugh and ended up coughing. The coughs hurt, more than a
bad Gatetrandation, alot more. “Doll ... have ... any lungs ... |eft?’

“They’'refine, or they will be, if alittle sore and stressed.”



“What about Elysa, if that’s even her name?’

“Shedidn’t behave like afull-imprint clone, either mono or duo, and | would have known if shewere. I'd
bet she' sgenetically human. She' sjust not in the system. She' s probably someone who wanted to get to
mest you.”

“S0 ... you're betting she' samulticlone, raised from exobirth to adulthood?’

“Hardly that. While she could have been gene-switched, and backatered, the smpler explanationisjust
that she' sfrom off-planet where the databases aren’t as complete.”

| frowned. The resources required for either genetic option were not inconsiderable. Nor thetimein a
full-sized exowomb, if she'd opted for backatering. | couldn’t have afforded it, evenif I’ d dipped into
my inherited holdings. And interstellar travel, by individuals not on Federa Service contract, was dmost
as expensive. But she had said she was from acolony planet, and she could have been traveling under
the Federal Service.

“Y ou aren't that unpopular, Daryn.”

“| supposeyou' reright. My royatiesaren’t high enough for that.” 1 kept my voice low, not whispering,
just low.

“Y ou don’t know what this sort of thing can do. Remember that. It could be some sort of off-shoot from
the treatment of the pre-select plague. Y ou weren't here, but you had to have gotten the trestment when
you returned. Some people ended up with adlergies similar to this. There were some odd side effects.”

“So | get blindsided yearslater?’

“It happens. At least we're dl dive. Not that the Dynae and some of that ilk seem to gpprovein the
techniquesthat made it possible.”

| gave the smallest of headshakes. Even in my more strident edart commentaries, | hadn’t even bothered
with the semisecret society and its members' strident opposition to presdlection and nanitic augmentation.
They belonged to the long and honorable human tradition that had spawned the Luddites, the
flat-earthers, various bible-thumping faithies, the scientographers, and the back-earthies, not to mention
al the other forms of the true believersthat had parasitized human society over the millennia

“How anyone...” | murmured.

“The human mind remainsafracta,” Kharl observed. “ Even down to the leptonic level, and to the levels
of the sub-leptonic strings below.”

“Themindisnot thebrain,” | reminded him. “And ... that’sagood image. Irrelevant ... but good.”
“That’smy point. Nothing’ srelevant. What happened to you shouldn’t have.”

“Do you have any ideawhat triggered this ... attack ... seizure?’

“Ingenerd terms.....”

| waited.

“Y ou reacted to something, perhaps someone sdtered floral fragrance ... or something ... who knows?
Y our system created a galvanic dlergic reaction — the equivaent of thousands of bee stings or insect
bites.”



“I don’t know. Whatever it was created such havoc that al that’ seft are assorted nanites and nanite
fragments and carbon compounds. We ve got nanites everywhere these days. It could be anything. Once
you're more stable, we' Il set up ananitic system that will protect you from anything like this happening
agan.”

Even without my internal nanites, | could tell Kharl wasn't telling the whole truth, again, but | let it pass,
especidly sincel wasin no shape to contest him, and there was no sense in starting an argument, one
way or another. And he was probably right, if only medicaly speaking, and in terms of direct causes. |

was dready thinking beyond that. Kharl wastrying too hard to convince meit was an dlergic reaction.
Whileit could have been, it also could be the beginning of something else.

I’d smelled something — like an unfamiliar flower — and then I’ d gone into massive shock. The problem
was— if Kharl were wrong about the medical side and it hadn’t been an dlergy — | hadn’t the faintest
ideawhy anyone would want to give me such areaction.

Even the possibility of something like that made me more than atrace nervous. | wasn't sure | wanted
someone that sophisticated out to neutraize or eiminate me, especialy sincel didn’t even know why.

“How long will | be herein your private ward?’

“Y ou should be able to go home tomorrow. Y ou probably could today, but | want to give you some
more protection. There' sno sensein taking chances. I’ ve boosted your augmentation, and tomorrow,
we |l be adding some specid nanites.”

“| appreciatethe care.” | paused, then nodded. After amoment, | let my eyes close— amost.

After atime, heleft, and | did deep, if uneasly.

Chapter 5
Hedgling: Yunvil, 416 N.E.

Supposedly, there was a cold August fog acrossthe Bay. Y ou sure couldn’t have felt it on the hilltop
tennis court a hundred klicksto the north. My relatively new interna nanite sensorstold methat the
temperature around my kneeswas over thirty degrees, and the sweat oozed down the back of my neck.

The court was old-style clay, except it was harder than those used by the ancients old Rosenn exalted
and condemned. | waited while Gerrat went through his serve routine. He aways showed off when he
tossed up the ball. His serve was fast, maybe two hundred and fifty klicks per hour. HE d even told Ertis
how fast it was, giving her his dung-eating smile thewholetime.

My racquet was moving before the ball even crossed the net.

“Got that one!” | called asmy return angled toward the tape on his backhand side, nearly as swiftly as
the serve,

Gerrat stopped dead, then reversed three steps. He even got set enough for asolid stroke.

| saw it coming, but couldn’t quite reach it. It should have been out, but there was no flash from theline
sensors. Somehow, he managed to nick the tape— alucky shot if I’ d ever seen one.

| nodded and walked to a point behind the basdline on the lft side of the court and waited for Gerrat’s



next serve. It was another laser, but | got my racquet on the ball. Sweet drop shot, too, right on his
backhand.

He' d been charging the net. He was there before the ball dropped, and his return diced aong the tape on
my backhand side again. | went after it, but skidded on the sand enough that | didn’t get there fast
enough. He' d have been dead if I'd hit alob, but he' d guessed lucky again.

Most of the match went like that. If | hit agood shot, his return was better. Sometimes, it was skill, but
he was lucky more than afew times, and | wasn't surethat al the line sensors were working, either.

Then ... our maiches usually werelike that. At times, | wondered why | bothered, except that there was
no point in playing someone who wouldn’t chalenge me, and in dl of Syerra Cafyathe only onewho
could was my own older brother. He was pretty good, but not nearly as good as he thought.

Then, while | didn’t like being beaten, | didn’t like to concede, and Gerrat would have to prove he could
beat me— each and every time. And, oncein awhile, he couldn’t, even with dl hisluck, and when he
wasn't lucky ... heusudly los.

Attheend, | smiled. “You played wel.”

“I had to.” Hereturned my smile with one that flashed both warmth and understanding. “I’ m not sure
you've ever played better.”

“Not often, anyway.” | did the racquet into its case, then blotted my forehead. “But as| get better, so do
you. And you are lucky, you know.”

“That'slife” Hegrinned. “I’ll take the luck any day.”

Wewalked off the court and down the magnolia-shaded walk of the Contra Tennis Club. Father never
believed in private luxurieslike tennis courts. The only exceptions were our house and the pool behind it,
and Father justified both on the grounds that so many family members enjoyed them that neither was
redly atotdly private luxury.

Aswe continued down the path to the glider-bark, | had to blot my forehead again. Gerrat didn’t. For dl
hiswords, he hadn’t worked as hard, and he didn’t sweat as much. Maybe people who are blond don't,
or maybe his pre-select profile included less active swest glands.

Wewere almogt at the end of the wakway, where the ramp turned into steps leading onto theflat thick
grass of the glide-park, when someone on the other side of the hedge spoke — in alow voice, not meant
for us.

“There go the modern gods.” The words were whispered, and tinged with bitterness.

| let my head turn, and my eyes swept over the two youths. Then | realized that they were normswho
had been watching the match. They were probably within ayear or two of my age, dthough they could
have been even older, even if neither ssood much higher than my shoulder, let doneto Gerrat's. Gerrat
stood nearly two meters; | was agood three centimeters shorter, and fractionally stockier.

| let my head keep moving, not to embarrass them, and followed Gerrat down the low steps.

“... the best genetics and nanites credscan buy ...”

“They’re people”



“No ... they’renot. They can bend iron bars bare-handed. Could you have raised your racket before
one of their serves went by you?’

The murmur that was dmost slence was answer enough.

| couldn’'t conceal afrown. Better genetics didn’t mean that much. Not in aworld where brawn had
limited usefulness. Besides, the Federal Union genetic sl ection program operated by Genetic Services
was open to anyone who wanted to pay for it. | knew that from al the times Father had drummed into
us— too often, for me— how deferred payments were available even for the poorest couples.

“You guide,” Gerrat said, sttling into the passenger side of the glider and leaning back under the canopy.
“Thistime. Next timeit'll beyou.” | grinned.
“Maybe.” Hejust spread his hands before adding, “ Y ou' re the one who' saways fiddling with it.”

“That' s because | don't like not knowing how thingswork.” | checked the systems before easing the
glider around.

Theloser aways controlled the glider on the way back to the dwelling, not that the trip was that long,
only about two klicks. | would have just as soon used amagscooter, but Father wouldn't have them in
his household. So we' d waked to the tennis club until Gerrat was old enough to use aglider, eveniif he
didn’t understand how it worked, and later, until he could set it up so | would drive him.

Chapter 6
Raven: Vdlura, 458 N.E.

My lungs <till burned if | took too deep abreath, and | kept smelling, intermittently, an acridity that made
everything taste a shade hitter, but | was back in my own dwelling, back in my own study, looking out
over the valley, past the empty bird feeder that | needed to refill, and toward the red Navaho sandstone
ramparts of the East Mountains— and too far behind in my contract work for OneCys. | sat down
behind the flat surface that served as desk, console, snack table, and whatever, and called up the comm
plan I’d been working on. | still had aweek, and | could probably make the deadline.

OneCys had decided to invest the resourcesin acomp analysis of al the profit centers of UniComm —
from the porndraggies to high operaVVRs, from double-bluff chat salonsto Gate-dropping interstellar
gpace combat smmies— not that the Federa Union had ever had any space combat or had run across
anything but the comparative handful of artifacts found beyond Pavo 31.

| smiled, briefly, recadling my own first encounter with aforerunner Gate. We still weren't sureif it had
been a Gate, no matter what | or any scientist claimed, but the smilarities were there, and the location
argued for it being a Gate — and there had been some odd occurrences.

Reminiscing was't going to pay the tariffs, and | began to go over thework I’ d dready done on the
comp anaysis, beginning with the VR high music drameas. | liked them, but | had to wonder about their
gpped. Still, UniComm was scooping in creds, especialy on some of the revivals, camp stuff like
Socratesin Corinth. The orchestration waslush. | could tell that the UniComm contractor, probably
Vebyr, had used ared orchestra— maybe even the Warsha. Competing with that would be expensive
for OneCys, but not competing would cost even more, especidly if UniComm managed to reclaim
market share it had been losng before revitdizing the VR high music stuff. Of course, the ancient
philosopher hadn’t ever gone to Corinth, not so far as| knew, anyway, but that didn’t seem to matter in
getting netshare, especidly in entertainment.



My providing analysisto OneCys— the netsystem trying to take back market share from UniComm, the
family firm run by Father and Gerrat — was more than alittleironic, but while Father occasondly gave
hints of appreciating my abilities, Gerrat never had, and Gerrat was the one haf-running the operation
and being groomed to succeed Father.

When | finished running through the analyses and comp recs |’ d dready completed, | put through the
screen to Myrto. | just toggled the two-way holo, rather than using the headset for acomplete VR
interaction.

Immediatdly, an image gppeared in the middle of the study, that of aman of average height for the
pre-salected, not quite two meterstdl, with short black hair, deep blue eyes, and awinning smile. “As
you can see, I'mredlly not here, but I' d like to hear your message, and Il get back to you when | can.”

Myrto was honest with hissms. He didn’t program them to lead you on or pretend that they were him
with various routines. According to Gerrat, some of the UniComm execs had sms so elaborate that
outsders couldn’t tell for certain whether they were dedling with ahurried and harried real person or an
elaborate VR. Gerrat did, too, but he' d been careful to instruct his gatekeeper not to use it with me.

“Myrto ... Daryn here. I'd like afew minutes. When you can.”

| leaned back in the chair, gingerly, looking blankly toward the red stone bluffs acrossthe valley to the
eadl.

Elysa— the face that probably didn’t even exist any more— drifted into my vision, and the way that
she’' d blushed, so charmingly ... and effectively. | snorted. Had there been the equivaent of ananite
aphrodisiac in that spray that had triggered every histaminic reaction in my system? Kharl’ s explanation
notwithstanding, | till thought it was that fragrance, and the odds were that it had been ddliberate, and
that the fragrance had held more than mere atered scent. Did my wondering about Elysa mean that | was
asucker for awoman — or construct — who had nearly killed me?

| didn’t think so0. Elysawas arisk, and | was definitely risk-averse. That might bewhy | was il
unattached. Besides, | wasin no shapeto go looking for her. A quick read of my nanite monitors
confirmed that.

That thought didn’t help. | till found mysdlf dipping on the headset. Scanners had implants. So did at
least half the methodizers| knew, and so did Gerrat, but I’ d avoided another set — having apilot’s set
was enough, and those weren’t keyed to any of the popnets. | could have had them re-keyed, but I'd
never done that, probably on some unacknowledged principle, or just to be contrary.

| hated dropping into the net. Most former pilotsdid. After the clean systems of aship, after theice
whispers of space, the migts of faint hydrogen, the best human nets were filled with noise and scum.
When | could, | just used aholo projection, but the net was where | had to art. First, | wasn't in shape
enough to travel physicaly, and second, the net was the easiest way to eliminate possibilities quickly. The
screen was too slow for that kind of a search.

For amoment, | felt mysalf standing in agreen-shaded darkness. It could have been red, or amarble
entry hdl. I’d chosen darkness as my standard entry to minimize the sensory shock, since everything's
dightly off. Even with afull palette, and millions of shades, the colors are too harsh, and they scream past
you. And the sounds There are clicks, and hisses, and low fregs that climb up your virtua back like dull
knives scraping stone. Some netfans have scent in their systems. I’ d avoided that. Thelast thing | wanted
was off-scent roses, and lilacs with the hint of oil and metal.

Gerrat oncetold methat it wasdl in my mind. Hewasright. | couldn’t trick my mind into believing



electronically re-created redlity was the same thing as physically experienced and perceived redlity.
S0 ... don't tell methat netting and VR best full-body redlity. Unlessyou' re adep or down—or a
latent masochist — they don't.

Findly, | took two virtual stepsforward, through the curtain of darkness and into along halway, plain
metd gray, with roughly adozen doors on each side of the corridor. Again, | could have had one virtua
door, with the name changing each time | blinked. But | didn't.

For amoment, | stood there, thinking. Despite what Kharl had said, anyone who had the capability to
create an Elysa, and instant anaphylactic shock, had to have left atrace somewhere. And agood
methodizer ought to be ableto find it. The place to start, obvioudy, since | had the keys, was with the
UniComm net.

| walked down the VR hdl to the third door. Having it third was my own affectation, aswas having it of
brass, trimmed with silver. I’ d dwaysimagined Father would have had his door of gold, trimmed with
slver, and perhaps an understated eight-paneled mahogany or cherry door. No matter. My door into
UniComm was brass, trimmed with Slver.

After mentaly extending thefirgt key, the one any subscriber has, | watched the door vanish, leaving me
ganding in ayet another VR hdlway, this one like the holos of Karnak. The sunlight poured down
around me and the pillars. Y et the sunlight had no warmth. Nothing on the net does— dl light and no
warmth.

| couldn’t help frowning, since |’ d coded in images of adusty room filled with wooden filing cabinets, not
are-created ancient temple. The frown dropped as asilver cloud appeared, then disappeared, leaving
the smiling figure of the director general and chairman of UniComm. Father looked amost asimposing as
aVR figureashedid in person.

“Summing, Daryn?’
“I thought I’ d check out the family treasures, Sir.”

A flat smile crossed hisface. “ She' snot here. Neither iswhoever created her.” He extended a symbolic
file, brass-bound.

| had to grin at the brass edging of thefile, but waited for him to continue.

“Right after | heard about your alergy attack, | had my own team do asearch. | don’t believein
coincidence, epecialy when your companion is unknown.”

“Y ou talked to Kharl 7’

“Of course. He clams he doesn't know her, and | think he stelling the truth there.” Father paused.
“There’ snot much on the net. That file haswhat’ sthere ... and the keys you don't have in case you think
we missed something.”

“Thank you, sr.” | dways didiked Father’ s superiority ... but then, unfortunately, in many areas he was
unquestionably superior.

“I wishyouwdl. Gerrat or | will let you know if we discover anything you might find of interest.”
| nodded. | wasn't so sure |’ d hear from Gerrat.

Then the restored VR temple of Karnak was vacant, and the sunlight without warmth fell on my



shoulders again. Almost immediately, the temple vanished, and | stood in aroom with dusty antique
wooden filing cabinets.

Not that | didn’t trust Father, but the first search was for Elysa Mujaz-Kitab. There wasn't one person
on Earth or in Federa Service with that name — or on the out-of-date data from a half-dozen
out-systems. | tried Elysa, but there were over two thousand people with that name as part of their
registered identity. | couldn’t sweep for redheads. That was privacy-protected. And asweep of medical
adjustors netted exactly ten Elysas, from what | could tell, none of them anywhere close to the woman
I’d met.

S0 ... | went to asweep of the multiswho acknowledged biologica expertise, and who had more than
nanite template capability ... then ran that against aresource capability macro and a personnel macro and
then againgt a product output macro.

While those were running, | set up another series of screens, ajunk screen that took in wealthy
individuds, private foundations and action groups, and netmedia figures, running those againg the same
resource and talent macros. That took longer, agreat deal longer.

Once | had that personalized search-and-window engine running, | began to set up the parametersthat
would describe exactly what kind of technica ability was necessary to create advanced nanites of the
typethat had presumably been targeted at me.

| hadn’t quite finished putting together that search when the bright green flash from the half-open wooden
door — and the gentle bell — informed me that someone wanted to appear.

| checked the gatekeeper, and dipped out of the net and let my vision readjust to theredl light of my
study, watching as Myrto’ simage appeared. He looked less perfect in red-time than hissm, with the
black hair longer, dightly onend. “Y ou wanted to talk?’

“I don’'t know if you heard,” | said quietly, stifling the urge to cough — I knew coughing would hurt —
“but | got iced with some sort of stiff alergenic reaction. Put me out for nearly two weeks. I’ d gotten a
lot done before it happened, and it lookslike I'll still be on schedule.” | shrugged apologeticaly and
scanned the OneCys head compositor’ sface closdaly, watching for any reactions.

“Heard something along those lines. Y our brother. | wasn't certain if helet me know for fairnessor to
goa.”

“Both, probably.” | laughed, very gently. “We re not immuneto shling rivary.”
“How isit— the plan?’ Myrto asked cautioudy, feding me out asto whether I’ d done anything et all.
“It looks good, especidly the high-culture offerings. How are things going with everything dse?’

“Smooth ... we' veredly got something here, and the rest of the team’s humming The option possbilities
aredmog done.”

Meaning that | was behind abit, and that they’ d be waiting. Also meaning that nothing el se was of f
schedule. I'd figured that, but needed to know.

Myrto smiled. “Y ou can have another couple of daysif you need them.”
“I don't think I will. I 1 do, I'll let you know.”

“Dothat.” With apracticed and warm smile, he, or hisredtime sm, vanished, and | was once again



looking eastward, over the valley, at the clouds that would probably climb into thunderstorms later in the
afternoon.

| dipped back down into the net and checked the results of the first reduction. Among the multiswere
five possible candidates, just five, dthough my target could aslikely be an individua asamulti team.
Morelikely, in al probability, because teams left more traces.

Then | went back to structuring the third search. One of my side searches showed that there was no
name Mujaz-Kitab, or any trandated or tranditerated variations, but that Mujaz and Kitab were both
tranditerated versions of ancient Arabic and both were key wordsin thetitles of tomes by an ancient
Arab physician, aman whose names took up two entirelines. All that elaboration of a subterfuge
bothered me, but | didn’t know why.

The sun had vanished behind the growing October clouds by thetime| stepped out of thelast VR
hallway, and dowly stood and stretched in my study. Father had been correct. There was certainly
nothing definite in the UniComm net, nor in those parts of the pubNet, or the OneCys net to which | had
access.

And dl | had was alisting of two thousand women whosefirst or second names were Elysa and those
who might have the capability to create an Elysa or the massive histamine-producing nanos-pray used on
me. And those ingtitutions or multilaterals with the possible resources to fund and support such an effort.
There were eight multis and three foundations, and three private individuals, one of whom was, not
surprisngly, Father. There were nine scientific/medica typeswith the theoretical background to tackle
what I’ d specified. There well might be more, given the pre-select tendency to avoid reporting al but the
absolutely required.

| dosed my eyes, thinking.

Father was worried. Hewouldn’'t have had dl the keys waiting. He also had as much astold me that
whoever was after mewasn't, at least to his knowledge, within UniComm, or even known to UniComm.
Andif heand hisstaff didn’t know ...

Then ... there was Myrto. Hisreactions had been predictable, and whileit wasfar from sure, I’ d gotten
the impression that nothing had happened to anyone else on histeam. He needed a good methodizer, but
| was't irreplaceable. Myrto could find another methodizer, nearly as good, perhaps better.

S0 ... it seemed unlikey that my work with OneCyswas the cause of Elysa s gppearance ... not totaly
definitive, but agood indication. Still ... | couldn’t believe that someone had goneto dl that effort to stop
my edart compositions. There were other composers who were moreradica than |, and far more

popular.

| hoped that | hadn’t overlooked something, and worried that my mental facultiesweren't as sharp as|
thought they were.

As| massaged the back of my neck with my left hand, | tried to ignore the burning in my lungs, and to
forget that astrikingly beautiful woman had tried to kill mefor areason | couldn’t even guess at.

Chapter 7

... The perceptud integrative ability test [PIAT] wasfirst developed by Fitzgerald Rachlin [JMSEU, V .1,
242 N.E.] and later refined by Dyris and Janes[IMSEU, V.3, 287 N.E.]. The PIAT consists of aseries
of pseudo-experiences and an artificial dataset and isadministered in a controlled state of sensory
deprivation through both a degenerating nanospray and aVR tap.



The test measures the subject’ s ability to integrate diverse perceptua inputs, along abdlief axis
encompassing artificid normsranging from verifigble higtorica environmentsto artificid cultura
congtructs ... careis necessary because in asuggestible state, belief axes can not only be assessed, but
inadvertently modified ...

Dyris sobjectionsto the potentiadly confrontationd nature of the original congtructsled to the revisons
and refinements of the later versions of the PIAT, embodied in the changes adopted by TanUy, which
have been designed to ensure that the constructs embody no overtly aggressive challengesto the
underlying belief system of the subject. Use of the refined system requires basdline redlity assessment and
psychochemica discernment testing.

... principa advantage of therevised PIAT isitsimproved accuracy in determining “raw” perceptua
integrative ability ... thetest haslimited applicability, however, because its accuracy isdirectly based on
the precision of the basdine testing, and such testing is an exhaugtive and lengthy process, evenin the
best of medicd facilities...

Diagnostic Aids
WideComm, Vancov
411 N.E.

Chapter 8
Raven: Vdlura, 458 N.E.

After three days of work, I’ d finaly finished the review and comp andysis for Myrto and sent it off. |
needed to get to Klevyl’ s engineering assignment, since the specs had arrived while | wasin the middle of
finishing the analysisfor Myrto, but | wastaking a brief break because | couldn’t face another
grind-it-out methodizer project immediately. | wasn't sure how | ended up with such arange of
assgnments, except that I’ d made a practice of taking anything | thought | could do.

| was staring out the window, Sipping verdyn, enjoying green cinnamint tang, forcing mysdlf to teke a
dose of InstaNews— the OneCysimmediate reporting net. The holo image before me wasthat of a
fuzzy off-whitetoroidal octagon set in againgt vaguely familiar gars.

... thehigh commissoner for Interstellar Trangport announced early thismorning in Genevathat a second
forerunner Gate has been discovered ... near GammaRecluci ... apparently identical to thefirst
discovered more than twenty yearsago ...

| nodded. That was bound to happen. The image shifted to areddish building set before verdant trees,
trees| didn’t recognize.

... Sudents at the academy level schoolsin Ankorplex and in Kievplex havefiled petitions with the
secretary director of the Federal Union ... claiming that the proposal to use perceptud integrative ability
tests— the so-called PIAT — effectively grants an advantage to students who have undergone genetic
preselection ... petitions aso date that the use of the PIAT smooths the orbit for other subjective
criteria....

That was no surprise. Studentswho had greater perceptua integrating abilities had an advantage, but it
didn’t matter how they got the advantage. Some norms scored high on the PIAT. The image flicked

again.

... delegate Diem offered the Union council aproposal to increase the distance pendty on privately
owned gliders ... claming that the present tax-charge and ownership requirements are merely designed



to prohibit private use of glidersfor al but the wedthiest. “ The charges mean nothing to the wedlthy. Do
you see them on the induction tubes?’

With aheadshake, | broke the newslink and let the holo images fade. The charges certainly weren't
“nothing” to me. Probably twenty percent of what | made went to feesfor the glider, and | did my own
maintenance, and was careful when | used it.

| didn’t even finish the thought because the commplate lit, and the gatekeeper informed methat | had a
message. Myrto wasthe one | half-expected, but the image that appeared in mid-air, cutting off the
sweep of the sun-splashed red stone of the East Mountains, was that of asmiling Kharl, wearing adark

gray Snglesuit.

“1 know you've got alot of work to catch up on. So I’'m just sending thisto you so that you can see and
hear it when you can. It might even give you another ideafor an edart composition. And no, | till haven't
heard from Elysa. | don’t expect either of uswill. When you have aminute, let me know, and I ll fill you
inonwhat | know about what caused your reaction.” With those words, Kharl’ simage vanished.

The databloc he' d sent was a VR — of the Warsha Symphony concert that Elysa had been so successful
in keeping me from attending.

| needed abreak from the routine of heavy-duty methodizing, anyway. So | blocked any incoming
inquiries with direct routing to gatekeeper storage, pulled on the headset once more, let mysdlf drop into
the VR concert hdl, aVR re-creation of thelarge hal in Valura, and began to listen.

| hadn’t intended to listen dl the way through. After dl, I’d heard the Uphyrd before. But | found mysdlf
ligening fird to Gate of Conquest, and then to the re-creation of The Planets. When the VR ended, |
just sat behind my flat desk for several minutes, looking blankly in the direction of the window, but |
didn't redly seethe valey below. Even though it had been aVR, and not alive concert with al the
overtones and dectricity created by areal orchestra, one thing was brilliantly clear — Uphyrd wasan
amateur compared to Holst.

I’d never heard of Holst until Kharl brought his name to mind, and despite the directness and the
brass— I'd aways preferred strings over brass— | had no doubts about my reaction. The ancient
work left Uphyrd's Gate of Conquest looking palid by comparison.

That brought up another question. Why would that be so? Without an easy answer, | began to think, and
one thought led to another until | had the rough outline of another edart piece. Once | had the outlinein
mind, | began to speak and to throw in ideas and rough visuas to accompany my words.

Over the past month, al across Noram, the Warsha Symphony has been presenting two symphonies—
one amost one thousand years old, and one less than two hundred ...

... You might think that modern is better — | did before | heard the older work, and most of uswould.
Butisit?

| searched for the clip of the“Mars’ section, then fed it in after my next words.

ThisisHolgt, hismusic describing Mars....

The screen filled with arough and reddish pink image of Mars.

And hereisUphyrd ... with his departure from the inner system....

After amoment, | keyed in Uphyrd, band after the Holst, but | let it run agood minute, too long by VR



standards, but | could get away with it once.

Let ushear Holst on Jupiter....

| used astock net image of the gas giant. | could refine or replace theimages later.
And now Uphyrd ...

Then | followed with the“Finding the Gate’ section of Conquest ... and aclip of a SysCon Gate — the
supra-ecliptic one, | suspected, from the stellar background.

We could follow a dozen passages from each composition, but the comparative effect would be
sgmilar....

... Conquest isample ... just like theidea expressed by the word. And so are the melodies.
| stripped the Uphyrd down to eight Ssmple notes, repesting twice.
... You can hear how much more Holst expressesin The Planets....

It'snot that | am alover of antique music, or an antiquarian. In fact, Conquest was dways one of my
favorites ... until | heard The Planets....

Then | let the concluding section of Holst’ swork run, accompanied by an image of the solar system
spinning againgt the spangled darkness of space. When the music ended, | |eft the solar system spinning
dlently for along moment.

S0 ... from this edart composer ... the thought for the day isthat modern may not aways be better ... in
fact, modern may not even sound as modern as something written long ago. Modern may not be as
advanced as the ancient. Remember, we still don't know how the forerunner Gates operate ... and they
were built along time before we even broke the orbit of our own home planet....

The piece needed work, alot of work, and I’ d need to figure out the exact net-royaties|’d owe for
using theclips, but | liked theidea. I'd let it Sit for aday or so, then go back and check it over before it
went up on the UniComm net.

During thetime I’ d roughed out the edart piece, nothing new had showed up from either Myrto or from
Klevyl. So | pulsed an inquiry acrossthe net to Kharl.

Surprisingly, hewasin and appeared, if wearing an off-green sin-glesuit that was either for lab work or
for some other medical effort. He stood before a set of French windows that framed a northern section
of the East Mountains. “Y ou caught up on al your work?’

“Not redly, but | wanted to thank you again. I’ ve got alittle time before | get theinput | need from the
clients, and | did want to know what you’ ve been able to find out.”

“Not very much. There were some strange nanites in your system ... or maybe they were pathogens—
the structural differences are getting smaller.”

“Could it be averson of the pre-salect plague? Y ou’ d suggested an alergenic off-shoot, but what about
some form of the plague itsdlf?’

“ Someone might have used those pathogens as a base, but the symptoms were even more rapid, too
rapid in my screen, and they didn’t have any defense against what | dumped into your bloodstream.
Pre-sdlect plague strains probably would have shown some defensive reaction.”



“Wha did you use?’
“SADs.” Kharl’ s voice was matter-of-fact.
“Search and Destroy nanites?’

“I figured | could rebuild your augmentation later — and | did — but SADs were the quickest solution.
From your systemic reection, if | hadn't ...” Heshrugged. “Wdll ... wewouldn’'t be discussing it.”

“So ... therewereinvader nanites?’

Kharl looked embarrassed. “ That’s my best guess now. At thetime, | wasjust trying to keep you dive,
and treating symptoms as much as anything. Y our symptoms were violently reactive— just like an acute
dlergenicreaction.”

“You'retdling methat they were strange. How strange?’
“They don't have any antibody defenses. Noneat al.”
“Then why did they dmogt kill me?’

“They're programmed to act against augnites— and only againgt augnites. And they release alot of heat
in the process.”

“Youmean, if | wereanorm...”

“Youwouldn't have felt athing. Y ou probably would have been acarrier for some other unsuspecting
pre-select.”

“Elysadidn’t act likeanorm.”
“I don’'t think she was. She might not even have been the carrier.”

| pursed my lips. “I don't like that.” Whether she' d used aspray or just been there, it meant that she'd
been immunized by someone or something, and that someone had definitely gone after me.

“Nether dol.” Kharl wasn't smiling.
| nodded dowly. “Isthere anything el se?’

“I'm ill working on some angles. I'll et you know if | find out anything. Y ou probably ought to stop by
the medcenter tomorrow for ascreen ... and a system boost.”

“Any more thoughts on Elysa?’
He shook his head, not as convincingly as| would have liked to see.
“Did you monitor the gathering? Isthere aVV R reproduction that shows her?”

“I’velooked at it. There' s nothing therethat | haven't tried to track. Il send you a copy. Y ou can see
for yoursdf.”

“I"d appreciateit.”

“You'll haveit.” He paused, then added, “1 need to go. I'll see you tomorrow, at the medcenter.”



“I'll bethere” It wasn't asthough | had ared choice. Not with Elysaand her friends till lurking
somewhere out beyond Vallura.

But she had been charming. | wondered if the VR would show that aswell.

Chapter 9
Hedgling: Yunvil, 416 N.E.

| took along hot shower in the fresher, the kind that made Father frown. Then | dressed for dinner, ina
dark blue semiformal single-suit with acream hdf-jacket, the one both Amelyaand Ertis had liked. | kept
thinking about the comments made by the youngsters at the tennis Club, except they had really been our
age, even if Gerrat and | were nearly athird of ameter tdler.

| 1eft my room and started down from the third level, dmost catching Gerrat at the bottom of that flight.

“Still worried about losng?” Gerrat wore adark green singlesuit, with a pale green jacket. Somehow it
went with hiswhite-blond hair. He could wear anything, do anything, say anything, with elan. There were
times, epecidly around the girls, that | wished | had half that much flair and charm. But then, Gerrat
would never know how anything really worked.

We were standing in the upper halway. That wasright by the Merad sculpture of ayoung woman
dtar-surfing star clustersin the block of darkness that rose from the pedestal. Father had already declared
that the scul pture would someday go in the UniComm Art Museum.

That wasfinewith me. | had my eye on the more traditional Hui-Lui painting in the sdlon, the one of a
dark-haired woman standing by an open sunlit gate.

“That match isdone. I'll get you the next time,” | answered. “And if you want to think about taking aredl
bedting, just wait till the next timewe go to theidands. I’ [l make you swim al the way to the point—in
rough weter.”

“It'snot about the tennis.” Gerrat shook his head. “Y ou till have that thoughtful look.”

Hewasright, as usud. He could read people, but he was aways andyzing things when he should have
been acting. “ Do you think pre-selecting genesisthat good an idea? What if we select wrong?’ | mused.

“Y ou' ve been ligtening to Mertyn again.”

To Gerrat, now that he wasworking at UniComm, old Master Rosenn was Mertyn. Sometimes, Gerrat
acted like Father. | ignored the superior mannerisms. “What if | have? It s<till agood question.”

“If we sdlect wrong, then that selection doesn’t get to the next generation. We dl seeto that. All we're
doing is speeding up evolution,” answered Gerrat. “We know the parameters. That’swhy we don't have
three meter giants or dwarves ... or huge brain-cases.” He stopped short of the archway to the family
dining room, since the room was empty.

We stood, waiting for our parents.
1] WI,Iy lJSf?i

Gerrat laughed in hisirritating, older-brother way. “ Because we value pre-sdlection and because we can
afford to pay for it and for augmentation.” He gave me that too-perfect smile. “Y ou don't like being
considered amodern god? That's acompliment. They just wished they could be that good.”



“They can't. They never will be,” | pointed out.

“Look ... younger brother ... they’ ve got baseline nanitic protection that ancient emperors would have
killed for. They can invest in their own children’s selection. And if we stopped genetic upgrading this
moment, and returned to totally natura breeding, nothing would redlly change that much, except that the
rate of human evolution would dow down. Elites have existed in every human society, and awayswill.
Our ditesare based on ability, not on inherited position.” He laughed again. “And if we do inherit, we
have to have the ability to keepit.” | couldn’t deny that. No one could.

“Do you see rampant poverty anywhere— except perhaps by choice among the netless or the faithies?
Do we have garving children anywherein the Union?’

“Starving children?’ came a stern voice from behind my shoulder. “Don't tell me that one of your
indructorsisdragging out that moldy lemon?’

Gearrat smothered a smile aswe turned to face Father.

“No, gr,” | replied. “ That was Gerrat’ s phrase. He just said that starving children are something of the
“Y ou wouldn'’t think so the way some of the edartists attack UniComm.” Father snorted. “ Or the way
the naturists whine about pre-sdection.”

“What asurprise” Mother’s bright tonesfilled the halway. “ All my gentlemen waiting for me. That hasn't
happened ... in...” Shesmiled at the three of us. With her dender figure and youthful face, she dmost
could have passed for our older sister.

“Sinceladt night,” | suggested.
My father’ s eyebrows furrowed, and he no longer looked like an older brother, at least not his eyes.
| haf-bowed to my mother.

“That’sdl right, Daryn. | gppreciate the humor. Y our father’ sjust hoping you maintain acertain decorum
once you head off to The College.”

“Longer than that, dear,” confirmed my father, the most honorable Henson Gerrat Alwyn. “Much longer
than that. Y oung felow hasthefamily to think of.”

“They won't think much of us,” my mother said with agentlelaugh, “if he doesn't have asense of
humor.”

We stepped through the golden wooden archway from the upper hallway into the family dining room.
The table was set for four, since Elora had already taken the suborbital shuttle from the Bay and wason
her way back to Mancha. She never stayed long.

Father had never been totally pleased when she had decided against taking a position with UniComm.
She' d told him she' d never work in the family business until she proved she could operate someone

else' s operations — better than anyone else he had. She was an ops-manager for NEN — NordEstNet,
and from what Gerrat had gathered and passed on in hisfirst year with UniComm, she was actualy
taking accounts from UniComm.

“What'sfor dinner?’ asked Gerrat.



“Cog-au-vin.”
“Straight from the replicator?’ | asked.
“No. The uncooked bird was, but it's anew recipe for Naria,” Mother replied.

That made sense. The replicator could only replicate. Original prepared food was aways different, and
Father and Mother prided themselves on always serving something origina at their dinners, sort of likea
uniquery, if more private. We, of course, tasted them first, and until they were perfected.

Gerrat eased out mother’ s chair, and then we al sat down. Naria carried in the platter with the pheasant,
and Father prepared to carve in the dignified old-fashioned style that was making aresurgence.

Dinner would be good. It dwayswas.

Chapter 10

Raven: Vallura, 458 N.E.

| sat in my study, before the holo scene that cloaked the east end of the room. Then | pulled on the
headset, and put my fingers on the smdl oblong keyboard that controlled the vyrtor, my wrists on the flat
table.

For amoment, | watched the net scene — a golden eagle swooping down on araven as both crossed a
canyon — green junipers clinging to steep walls of red Navaho sandstone. Usudlly, | just watched the
East Mountains, but it had been raining dl day, and so, before | got back to work, | called up ascene of
sunshine, except, of course, just like on the net itself, the holo sunshine was without warmth — largely
because of the energy costs for most people, especialy norms. | suppose | could have programmed in
directiona heating units, but what was the point of adding one simulation on top of another?

Some methodizers direct their vyrtors verbally, some with visudization, but | found | was more precise
with the keyboard or the pointer. When he wanted to needle me, my brother Gerrat claimed that was
because | was athrowback. Compared to him, | probably was.

The sorting and re-sorting of lists, and the additional searches, had yielded little beyond the first rough cut
of the week before, and no red pointers asto which or if any of the multis might have actudly been
involved. The name search hadn’t done much better, since the permutations of names based on the two
lines of the Arabic physician’s name had turned up more than ten thousand possibilities. At some point,
I’d have to rethink that — in my copious sparetime.

All that wasn't progress, but at least my lungs didn’t burn with every breath. Every redlly deep breath,
there was atouch of a stinging sensation, but even those had gotten milder, and my sense of smell and
taste had returned, and | could again access the nanite monitors of my hedlth.

After looking blankly at the eagl€ s pass at the raven, and the single black feather that remained, dowly
twisting downward toward the Virge River that lay below the bottom of the image that seemed to hang
before me, | banished the holo scene. Some day, if | ever had time, | wanted to reprogram the scene so
that the raven won. Ravens were smarter than eagles, but everyone except me, it seemed, found ravens
unattractive. I’d dways preferred the intelligence and the way of the raven.

Lionsroamed in prides, geese clustered in gaggles, but ravens? Ravens together merited the term
“unkindness of ravens.” Whilel liked the intelligence of ravens, most culturesin human history had
identified with eagles. Because of the eagl€ sraw power? Because intelligence unchecked is dways



suspect? Or because humans were still hardwired from amillion years of hardscrabble existence to
respect strength?

| took off the headset to readjust it, then looked to my right, out through the window into the late rainy
afternoon, and the featureless gray clouds that hung barely above the lower hill on which perched my
modest villa. The clouds had brought mostly alight drizzle, and swirling winds, but little redl moisture to
ether the lower Hill, or to the valey below.

Klevyl should have zapped me the revised environmenta specs package to go with thefirst cut that I'd
aready received, but when | touched the comm plate, the only message that tingled in my head was. You
have no new messages. |’ d dready |eft fullface messages everywhere Klevyl might access, and there
wasn't much else | could do on his project without the latest parameters. | wasn't about to guess and
then have to redo everything, especialy since |’ d taken on hiswork fredance, and in addition to the
OneCys contract.

My lips quirked into asmile as | eased on the headset and my fingers called up the latest edart piece, the
unfinished one I’ d started after the Holst piece. | hadn't posted the Holst piece, ether. I'd made more
revigons, but it fill didn’t fed right.

So | listened to my newest set of words as they scrolled down one side of the projected holo, with the
images of hungry and wide-eyed children burning their way across the foreground of the display area.

When the ancients devel oped the entire basis of nanotechnology, few if any of them envisioned theworld
they created. They were too preoccupied with eiminating the evils of theworld that surrounded them.

| nodded at the recreated image of the hollow-eyed children scrabbling toward the smiling woman
extending some form of ration packs— awoman flanked by uniformed soldiersin the antiquated mottled
green and brown camouflage fatigues with rifles leveled. Then came the scenes of the bombed out cities,
and the broken bridges, and then the smoldering ruins of Hylanta

To us, those days seem dl too raw — barbaric, if you will. People being shot on the stireets with
projectile weapons ... others starving because there was no way to transport food or convert the raw
organic materia into foodstocks.. ..

| froze theimage, and the words. How could | make the transition? After amoment of indecision, |
moved ahead to the next section, |etting those words roll past me as the holo image depicted an aeria
view of apleasant town, not Vdluraor Cedacy, dthough it could dmost have been either.

... today ... wethink of starvation, of warsthat pitted nation against nation, or sometimes family against
family within the same nation, as something from the remote past, as something before the millennium of
chaos, asamost inconceivable Yet ... hasour mindset changed al that much from that terrible past? Or
have we merdly adopted adifferent and less obvious set of distinctionswhich il pit individua against
individud?

The next image set depicted atall and lithe couple, intelligence radiating from their eyes, poise from their
movements as they walked down a set of steps outside the municipa building at Porlan. Then that image
ghrank into the left half of the projected viewing area, and a second couple appeared, set against the
same backdrop. While they were adso well-dressed, they were nearly a head shorter, and their
movements appeared hesitant by comparison, their eyes duller, their carriage subdued.

ThisisDaryn Alwyn ... offering observations from the hill.

| frowned. Theideawas good, but it wasn't even closeto being ready, and | wasn't sure | had the



ingghtsyet to finishit. Then, | hadn’t finished the Holst piece, either. Wasit because | worried about
Elysa... or what she represented? Or the fact that | couldn’t figure out why someone wanted me dead?

Therewas dso the cost aspect. Commercia posting cost creds, and posting something incomplete or not
up to my standards would be costly in more ways than one.

So | called up the VR that showed Elysa What Kharl had sent showed her walking in hisfront entry,
talking to him and waiting. She looked like anatura redhead, just like the silver and jade combsin her
hair appeared natural, and the degp muted green gown accentuated her color. The image swirled on
trangtions, but nothing seemed to have been edited as the system marked my entry. When we had
waked into the great room, the view switched to a panorama of the entire room. | switched the focusto
Elysaand to me, and the resolution got fuzzier, but what happened was exactly as| recaled it — except
that the VR switched once more when we had stepped onto the terrace. | watched that closely again. |
couldn’t see Elysa do anything except talk to me, no hidden hands, no tube, no nothing. | staggered, and
tottered toward the door. Elysawatched. Once | collapsed in the great room, she turned and walked
quickly away from the house, into the darkness, her image fading away as sheleft the scanning field.

What was surprising to me was that there was essentialy nothing that | had not aready remembered —
nothing a al. | turned off the VR and let my eyesrest on the East Mountainsas| thought.

| suppose Kharl and I could have goneto the Civil Authorities, but what good would that have done?
We couldn’t even prove anything for the CAs, not from what | knew. I’ d had a supra-allergenic reaction
after stepping onto aterrace with a strange and beautiful woman who claimed to be adistant relative.
Therewas no physica or visud evidence that showed she had done anything. That was attempted
murder? Kharl had only been ableto find afew strange nanites, and they didn’t even cause harm to
norms.

| shook my head.

For ashort time | sat, then called up the accounting on the edart pieces— for some sort of inspiration.
The most popular one had been afluff piece on the struggle between the established Snoma vineyards for
credit asthe oldest ... with my own sardonic outtakes about why no one seemed to be able to prove
who was the oldest or the best. Then there was the one on the terraforming of Venus— thethree
hundred year project that was dready entering its seven hundredth year.

My favorite of the older pieces had been the one | had done on the forerunner Gate, only about two
years before. I’ d hesitated to touch on that until the newsies and other commentators had, athough I'd
known about it as soon as anyone had, and that had been years earlier, back when I’ d been in Federd
Searvice.

Cdling up the forerunner piece, | watched and listened, hoping | could capture thefed of what had made
it S0 popular.

Thefirst image wasthat of darkness. Then points of light appeared — stars— bright, but with just hints
of color, the way they redly looked in deep space, not with the false color enhancement that remained so
popular. The music was from Jetecayst’s Deep Soace Suite, low and lonely, with asingle oboe just
dightly louder than the rest of the orchestra, not quite plaintive, nor complaining ... but suggesting a
Separateness.

... deep pace ... londy space ... Even millenniabefore the devel opment of the Gatesthat are opening
the Gaaxy to us, men and women looked into the night skies and wondered if wewereaone....
statiticians and astronomer's cited numbers and the size of the universe as proof that we could not be
dore....



The image shifted to show a Gate — ahuman Gate— and a ship passing through it at the moment of
incandescence that preceded trandation.

... Wetraveled our system, and then found away to reach others. Findly ... we discovered another
kind of proof — an ancient artifact smilar to our own Gatesin shape and size.

The stars jumped, and another star-field appeared, and in the foreground loomed a dull octagona shape,
re-created aswdll as| could recall.

Isit aGate? Wasit once? We do not know. Who made it? We do not know that, either, nor from what
dtar they came. We have an object, afew scattered suggestions from that artifact that whoever built it
was not much larger nor much smaller than are we, and that they required an atmosphere, probably
amilar to what we breathe....

Next came aclose-up of an exterior black octagona airlock door, and with the octagon-within-octagon
lock control panel.

... the only clear and convincing conclusion that legps from this artifact is that its builders based
everything on octagons. While this ancient Gate-like artifact |looks like oursfrom adistance, itisnot a
torus, but an octagon, with an octagonal cross-section ... even the octagonal doors are operated by
octagona pands ... octagons everywhere. We build with arcs, rectangles, circles, cubes ... but seldom if
ever with octagons....

Every forerunner entry and every exit is guarded and controlled through octagons.... One might amost
imagine that these forerunners had octagona shapes, or octagond cdlls ... but imagineisal we can
do ... for now.... We can ask, we do ask, “Who were these forerunners with their octagons?’

Theimage shifted back to the star-field.

We can ask. We continue to ask, but neither stars nor ancient Gates provide answersto our
guestions....

| flicked off the image, my thoughts back on the present and incompl ete edart composition about
differences, trying to focus on what it was about differences that seemed to draw humansinto conflict.

What about some phrases on skin color ... or background tests? | cleared my throat and began to
speak.

Once, human beings categorized the worth of others, saling them as chattelsif their skin colors were not
of an accepted shade. Other cultures defined superiority in the ability to master arcane symbolic
languages. Later, dtill otherstried using written symbolic tests as ameasure of superiority.... Scientific
studieslater suggested that virtualy al of these were being used as mere pretexts ... and when therewas
ascientific bass, actua usage and education tended to emphasi ze the cultura background of thosein
power and disparage sheer ahility infavor of artificia credentiads....

Today, it is said that we have come far from those bad old times. Have we? Or is genetic pre-selection
merely the current test of superiority being adopted by arace that seems to need magical meansto
ascertain who isfitted to control society?

| paused. Thetrangitions weren't right, and some logic was missing. But | saved what | had and released
the VR images before my eyes went back to the window again. The clouds had darkened and dropped
lower over thevalley. | till didn’'t have afinished edart piece or the specs| needed from Klevyl — or the
feedback from Myrto. Either way, my income would suffer if | didn’t finish one or the other soon ... and



thetime!’d logt to Elysa s nanites had scarcely helped.

It wasn't so much the creds, but the pride. I’ d been able to survive, even prosper, without touching the
funds from my inherited interestsin UniComm. Part of that was from my early retirement from Federd
Service, but the pension was far from enough to cover my expenses. | didn’t want to touch the
UniComm assets, but unless | got the specs soon, or could put another edart piece on the nets, | was
going to be severdy tempted. Although the number of viewers and the royatiesfrom their viewing were
growing, | needed the continuing methodizer contracts. The royatiesfrom sysnet subscribersfrom al my
past presentations ill amounted to lessthan athird of my annud income, and they tended to sag if |
didn’t keep producing.

| looked from the valey to just outside the study window. There, below the shimmering tube that was the
bird feeder, ahandful of juncos scrabbled across the stone looking for the few seeds that the feeder
dispersed nearly randomly. The old verse that had once crystalized apart of who | was cameto mind as
| watched.

When ravensreigned, eagles dipped their wings,
and juncos foraged cold winters and colder springs....

| don’t know who said it — it was one of those fragments that came out of the Noram collapse — but
I’d dwaysliked it, and now, when the juncos returned to their winter feeding spots dmost before fall had
arrived, it boded ill for al who flew.

Then ... | certainly had never thought of myself as an eagle. Gerrat — with his adaptation of sensoriato
vyrtor projections and his machinationsto try to merge the subnets of Afrique, Mercosur, and Etunie—
was certainly aiming to be the highest flying in the family — except for Father, of course. | paused. Elora
wasn't that far behind, for al of her modesty.

Likethe juncos, or the ravens, | was definitely a ground-feeder. That’ swhy Elysa s effort to murder me
made little sense.

The commplate glowed, and the bell sounded. | just hoped | was getting Klevyl’s specs.

Chapter 11
Fledgling: Willston, 418 N.E.

The College was one of those ingtitutions that predated the Federa Unity Act, even the chaos years and
the Mandate, and dated back amost into the days of the ancient Anglish hegemony over NorAm. It had
survived the collapse of the North American Union, dmost untouched. It even had abuilding that had
been built asa chapd, dthough it had been turned into arecital hall and classrooms. Still, thefew faithies
who attended The College used Thompson on sevenday for their rituas. That was their business, but |
preferred to deep.

That twoday afternoon | was attending the three hundred level major classin methodizing. | was sested
halfway down the table on the Professor Trebman' sright. He dways tossed the hard questions at those
on theleft sde and those a the very end of the table.

Professor Trebman glanced down thetable. “Ms. D’ Ahoud, would you explain Kessdl’ s objectionsto
the validity of the Rochford SocioTech Norming requirements?’

Ibaran D’ Ahoud smiled. She had the whitest teeth, and the smoothest |atte complexion, and she talked
like aprofessor. “For dl his objections, Kessdl never redlly refuted Rochford’ s empirical observations



and theoretical congtruct that aminimum number of intelligent entitiesis required to support agiven
technology and an lite or that a mature society with multigenerational surviva must adopt in function a
pyramida power structure, assuming, of course, something aong the lines of aP(3) definition of power.”

“You claim Kessdl did not refute Rochford. Please be more specific.” Professor Trebman'smild voice
carried to the end of the seminar table.

| smiled. Ibaran would have an answer. Like my brother Gerrat, she dways did.

“The essence of Kessdl’ srebuttal centers on two factors,” she answered immediately. “Firgt, he
contended that intelligence is a subjective assessment on the part of the dite, and defined to maximize and
legitimize their control of the insgtruments of power, much as the ancient Anglish forced the Gadlsinto
illiteracy and then used literacy asameasure of intellectua ability or that —”

“Y ou can skip the rest of the examples,” Trebman said wryly. “Y our last essay showed you knew them
all. So does most of the class.”

“Second,” continued the dark-haired student, “Kessel argued that the pyramidal distribution of power
documented by Rochford, and thus the entire structure of socid hierarchy, wasrelated to purdly physica
dynamics, rather than socioeconomics. Because that distribution was based on physical limits, he
contended that nanotechnology and advanced materia s technology effectively removed such limits”
Ibaran paused and nodded to Trebman. “He explicitly assumed that technological capability had no
environmenta or economic limits— or rather that those which existed at that time would ceaseto be
limitswithin acentury.” She paused briefly again, moistened her lips, and continued. “ On thefirst issue,
Kessd totdly ignored the work of Raon and TanUy in establishing accurate quantifications of the various
discrete kategoria of intelligence. This earlier work has been further confirmed by additiona studies by
Ng and Gonsdlves....”

Trebman nodded. “Y ou can skip the detail s there, unless anyonein the seminar wants to contest you.”

“What about the work of contrarianslike Shatnich?’ queried Wil Jmson — one of the few normsin the
seminar. Then, only 10 percent of any classwas norm. Asmy father dways said, genius can come from
anywhere— it’ sjust rarer among norms.

“ Shatnich’ s basic contention was that human intelligenceisintegrative, and that whileits components are
measurable, no testing protocol can measure the sum of those components because the interaction
gpproximates alog scale. Gonsaves s study does confirm that total integrative intelligence does not
amount to the sum of the parts, but that the distribution from the theoretical curve gpex followsan inverse
bell curve, that is, those with the greatest variation in component scores— ether on the high end or the
low end — show correspondingly greeter variation.”

Professor Trebman sighed. “In short, Ms. D’ Ahoud, while the ancient Anglish may have used the skill of
literacy to oppressthe Gadls, as did the priests of Egypt and the mandarins of China, intelligence can be

measured and assessed relatively objectively, as shown by centuries of studies, and the talented do show
greater integrative intelligence and the unta ented show less.” He paused and added, “1n generd.”

“Yes gr.”
“Doesthat answer your question, Mr. Jmson?’
Wil nodded.

“Y ou did not address the question of whether intelligence, even if it can be measured and assessed



accurately, ismerdly arationade for control by the dite. Mr. Hamelfar?’

“Itis, gir, but the rationale is based on experience, practicdity, and history. In the last years of the North
American Union, thelegidators who controlled the government failed to use thar intelligence. They
enacted laws and rules that the lessinformed magjority desired. That was S0 that they could maintain
power, even when such rules were wrong economicaly, socidly, and environmentaly.”

“So0?" asked Trebman. “What' s your point?’

Hamdfar swallowed. “They couldn’t maintain control because they subordinated their brainsin order to
keep the power that they got through media-generated identity politics.”

“And if you wished to retain power in that culture, what would you have done, Mr. Hamelfar?’
Hamefar flushed, belatedly understanding the professor’ s point.

Trebman waved his hand across the end of the table in avague gesture. “ Power is— initssmplest

form — the ability to get other people to do what you want. In aneolithic culture, no one cared directly if
you had greeter intelligence— not unlessit was coupled with a modicum of physical force. The use of
intelligence to mohilize forceisacongtruct of a post-industrial society. All of you at thistable could
probably dominate a neolithic culture, but that’ s because technology has been employed to enhance your
health and physica ability. Because you' re what the late industria and pre-collapse cultures would have
caled ‘beautiful people,” most of you probably could have easily mastered the persondlity cults of
business and politics necessary to gain power. Today, where even the lowest norm has better health and
education than ninety-five percent of the teeming millions of that time, power comes from the successful
integration of intelligence, knowledge, and education....”

| forced mysdlf to listen as Trebman went on and on, and | had to work to keep my eyes off Ibaran.
Then, shewasn't likely to look my direction because she was Sitting beside Alou Darcia. But | could
look.

Chapter 12
Raven: Kewood, 458 N.E.

| eased the glider off the automated guide-road and onto the dark way winding between the massive
redwoods that towered nearly a hundred meters above the mulched dark bark of the path, atwisting
access lane barely wide enough for two glidersif they had to pass sde-by-sde, and irregular enoughin
width that it would have been hard for acasual passerby to redize a private guideway lay benesth.

While| could have accessed the private control guides, | preferred to take the glider through the trees on
manud. Once | waswdl under thetrees| flicked off the ground limiters, with one of the manua switches
I’d ingtaled, bypassing about a haf-dozen manufacturer’ s safety systems, and eased the glider upward
until we were running agood twenty meters above the hidden guideway.

After about two klicks, | eased back down and restored the limiters, wondering about the inductors
response and whether I d have to rebuild them. But then, I’ d practicaly rebuilt the entire glider a one
time or another, and that included the ingtallation of full orbital maglifter gyros. All that wasn't bad for a
methodizer and edartist, or even for aformer pilot who hadn’t been trained as an engineer.

The UniComm headquarters complex lay another three klicks through the forest and over oneridge. |
hadn’t wanted to seek help there, but all my net searches had come up blank, and, besides, intrigue had
never been my sport. So, much as| didiked theidea, | had cdled my brother Gerrat, and made an



appointment.

He' d been most gracious, asadways. “Any timefor you ... any time.” Hissmilewasaswarm and
friendly as ever, tinged with concern, asit should have been.

My mind dropped back to the effort of navigating the bark throughway, and | dipped the glider around a
Gate-like grove, maintaining speed and concentrating on the physical chalenge involved. Neither Gerrat
nor Father, nor my grandfather, had wanted the direct physica surface accessto UniComm easy. | could
have taken the induction tube, with its private station for the UniComm area, but there were guards and
scanners everywhere that way, and | dwaystried to avoid the tubes on the few times| visited Father and
Gerrat a UniComm. There were scanners hidden among the darkness and the cool of the redwoods, as
well, but far less obtrusive, and | could enjoy theillusion — and the scents of the redwoods and the
forest — except when my interna system informed me of yet another scan. Still, the glider had an access
chip, which meant I’d only have to pass one personal scan— when | entered the building on the upper
garden leve.

Although the glider’ s surface shimmered when observed closdly, even in the deep shade benegth the
redwoods, it looked dull from any distance, a green-tinted slver dullness, created by the thousands of
flexible solar panels coated with the polarized polymer. If | had eased it into the underbrush between
some of the redwoods, it would have dmost vanished in the shadows.

Intime, the glider dipped out from the trees, then over the last ridge, wherethelaneendedina
tree-shaded glider park. The park held all of eight gliders under the shade of the redwoods and the lower
firsthat filled the lower part of the hill into which the UniComm spaces were built. There were three
magscooters locked to loop-poles— trangportation for young normswho lived west where the tubeline
did not extend, in al probability.

The glider resedled itself after | exited and headed toward the northeast Sde of the hill, the net repeater at
my belt routing the signa to my interna systems, confirming the glider’ s security. | walked through alight
breeze agood five degrees warmer than the air had been among the trees. At the end of the stone way
from the glider park, polished gray granite steps led up to the three meter high stone archway, an arch of
glistening black marble. Beyond the archway was aforma garden, sunken into the hillsde, but opento
the sky, and the polished gray stone led to a second smaller archway, without doors. Through the second
arch was an entry foyer and black stone podium desk, behind which sat aguard who wore the
green-trimmed gray singlesuit of UniComm security.

| smiled and announced, “Daryn Alwyn ... to see Gerrat.”

“Yes, ser. Isyour profile on the syslem?’ Her voice bore the dight dullness often heard from the
brain-damped. Some of the lower-level security types were— but they weretotally honest.

“| do hopeso.” | grinned.

“Yes, ser.” She nodded to the scanner before the inner door. “If you would step through, ser? The door
will openif you are cleared. Would you like meto cal Director Alwyn's office?”

“Only if the door does't open.”

She nodded serioudy, and | stepped through the scanner. The door did open, and | took the right-hand
corridor, and then the inclined ramp past the orchid gardens, up to Gerrat’ s office, second in Size only to
Father's.

I’d read some of the old literature which had insisted that larger organizations would do without people



gathered together, that virtua officeswould be the rage, and, for atime, many had tried them, and gone
back to putting people together, if in smaller numbers than before the collapse. Part of the reason had
been socid. People are till herd or clan animals. Part had been economic. Energy transmission costs
rose with the volume of data, as did the costs of externd infrastructure. And part had been security. Even
in UniComm there were sysemstotdly isolated physicaly from the worldnets.

There was a complete scanning unit set before the door to Gerrat’ s office. It hadn’t been there the last
time |’ d visited my dear sibling, but, then, that had been severd years before. There was also amuscular
young man standing by the scanner unit. He was probably a pre-select himself, except he' d been
pre-selected for physical attributes and reactions. While Gerrat and | might have bested him on agood
day, the day and week before had been far less than optimal for me.

“Daryn Alwyn. I’'m hereto see Gerrat.”
“Yes, ser. Heisexpecting you, ser. If youwould, ser ...” He gestured to the scanner.

| stepped through, sensing from my own nanite feedback afar more than casua scanning, one that
seemed to last severa minutes before the guard opened the door to Gerrat’ s sanctum sanctorum.

Unlike Father, whose desk was handmade of real cherry, Gerrat affected a desk fabricated as an
expanse of trangparent armaglass, polarized just enough that it neither reflected nor totally absorbed light.
It looked like an ephemeral object made out of mist, even though it would have taken al my strength to
moveit.

“Stll gtting amid themigt,” | offered. | didn’t mention that mist didn’t smell as Serileand lifdessas
Gerrat’ s office. The only scent was the cologne that he liked. | couldn’t remember the name, probably
because it reminded me vaguely of theinterior of aninterstellar ship.

“Of course.” Gerrat stood and beamed, then glanced down amost apologetically. “ The effect isrelaxing,
and that' suseful.” He gestured to the lovesest to the left of the mist-desk.

| eased into, or onto, the green leather, turning dightly on the firm cushion to face him directly.

“Father said you might want to talk.” Gerrat had resested himsdlf and leaned back in the swivel that
molded to hislarge but muscular figure. Hisblond hair picked up the light from somewhere. He might
have had nanite-guided low-intensity lensors directed on him. The effect would be heightened if he were
inaVR conference, and would give him an appearance that the ancient sun gods— Re, Aton, Apallo,
Hélios, al of them — would have been pressed to creste.

“Hetold you?’
“What affects one of us affectsdl of UniComm.”

“I doubt that | affect UniComm much.” | paused. “ Assuming that the attack wasn't specifically persond,
who would havegained by it ... inyour opinion?’

“Noone.” He amiled. “Who thinks they would have gained is something else entirely. | can seethe
Dynee dduding themsdlves dong thet line, and certainly the NeoL udds. Even possibly some mid-leve
types at OneCys or AsyaNet, athough they’ re not that big. NEN wouldn’t stoop to that. Elorawould
destroy anyone who did.”

| grinned at hisreference to our older sister, who'd rgjected Father in her own specid way. “The
mid-level types probably wouldn’t have access to the specidization required, not without leaving a
track.”



“You'reright, and therewasn't any track,” Gerrat confirmed.

“And somehow ... can’t see the NeoL udds embracing al that they decry to use speciaized nanites.”
“Fanati cs have been known to do stranger things,” he pointed out. “ They might find the irony ddlightful.”
“I’'m sure they would. But they probably wouldn’t know a bacterium from ananite.”

“Not that there’s much difference.”

| ignored Gerrat’ s quip. “What do you know about the Dynae?’

Gerrat smiled and gestured idly toward the fist-sized black case on the corner of the mistingly transparent
armaglasstable that served ashisdesk. “1’d dready thought about that. Everything that can be put in
dataformisthere”

“What about the information that can't?”’

“Thereisn't much. Not even from our sources. They' re either more successfully secretive than we are, or
they have no secrets.” He shrugged. “| doubt that you' re their preferred target. If anyoneis.”

“It seems unlikely someone would go to the trouble of tailoring nanitesfor a prank or ablind target.”

“No ... they wouldn't. But ... what if you weren't the target? Y ou know, | had Kharl check you most
carefully.”

“Meaning you are? Or the more important members of the family?’

“Kharl saysthat they were sdlf-replicating. That’swhy you were scanned before you camein today and
why | had Kharl check you over thoroughly.”

“Y ou think they wanted me to convey dl those odd nanitesto you?’

Hefrowned. “1 wouldn’t have doneit that way, but | can’t see any other rationale. Y ou' re not important
enough to spend that much effort on killing.”

“| do so gppreciate your judgments, Gerrat.”

Heamiled. “ Surely, you' re not going to object to my objective analysis. Y ou’ re agood methodizer.
According to some people, you' re one of the best, if not one of the top five. Y ou're dso awatched
edartist, and one with agrowing following. But you don't control or influence anything directly. You
haven't upset any women — or men — and everyone likes you personaly. Because of that, you can and
do go everywhere. Kharl’ s of the opinion, and | tend to agree, that someone miscalculated. This
mysterious woman overdosed you.”

“Why didn’t they just go for you? Or Father?’
“How?’

Gerrat had apoint — in away. Getting through UniComm’ s security and his and Father’ s persond
systems would have been difficult — but not impossible. | could have, and | wasn't an expertiniit.

“Plus,” headded, “if we were attacked directly, the CAswould have to show an interest. If you had died
from an anaphylactic reaction ... there would have been sorrow ... alittle mystery perhaps ... and it
would al have been forgotten by now. Y ou have neither spouse nor partner, nor position in UniComm.”



Hegrinned ironically. “'Y ou can imagine the CA reaction. * So sorry your brother died, Director Alwyn.
He showed redl promise as an edartist.’”

With that, he had a better point. Much better, unfortunately. “And you can't think of anyone ese who
might want me dead?’

“Nether Father nor | can, and that worries us both.”

| nodded dowly as | stood. There wasn't much point in staying. | reached forward and took the small
black case. “You'll let me know?’

“Jugt asyou will.”
| was afraid of that, but | smiled. “Assoon as| find something ... if | do.”
“Daryn ... do be careful.”

“I'will. I don’t want to be arate-hit on your instant AlINews show.” | could certainly assure Gerrat of
that.

He actually looked worried as| |eft, and some of it wasred. What worried me most was that he hadn’t
even questioned that what had happened to me had been an attack of some sort, and that meant more
was happening than met anyone' s eyes, and that neither Gerrat nor Father knew much more than they
hed aready said.

Chapter 13
Hedgling: Yunvil, 421 N.E.

Father’ s study was on thethird level of the dwelling at the rear. There, in cooler westher, the armaglass
doors and windows could be did open to alow the breeze unfettered access. He preferred naturd air to
the conditioned variety.

| sat in the green leather chair acrossthe replica of a pre-Collapse businessman’ s desk from Father.
Besides the desk and the concealed vyrtor that he seldom used at home, the study held little except three
leather chairsand areal cherry bookcase that stood nearly astall as| did. Father hated window
hangings, relying instead on polarization of the wide sweep of armaglassthat overlooked the rear veranda
and pooal, and the long grassy dope behind.

Asusud, | listened as he leaned forward to emphasize each word.

“Federd Serviceisan obligation of worth, Daryn, and one | cannot gainsay, especidly in your case, but
that does not mean you need to take it to extremes.” Father’ s eyebrows furrowed, narrowing the gap
between their bushy edges, the way they dways did when he was angry, and didn’t wish to show it.

“I haveto get through pilot training first,” | pointed out.
“If you want to, you will.”

That wasfinefor himto say, but | had moreto say, and | could use his own words. “Y ou awaystold me
that if | had to do something, it was stupid to do apoor job. Being apilot isagood job, not something
like managing a supply center on Mars or serving asthe logistics officer on acargo boat that shuttles
between Earth and gammawhatever.”



“Being apilot isadead-end position,” he countered, straightening in the high-backed antique-looking
swivd chair. “There s no market for interstllar pilots except in the FS. The whole interstelar travel
operation istotally uneconomic. It only makes sense for the surviva of the species and the gathering of
knowledge, and neither pays off quickly, nor well. Thetimes of big payoffs from science ended with the
Collapse. That meansthat actually working with alogistics system would give you an understanding and a
fed for what isrequired in any kind of business. Those are honorable positions, Daryn, and onesin which
you can learn much.”

“I can learn more of what | need asapilot.” | could fed my jaw stiffening, and triggered the mentd keys
to let the augmentation system relax me. “ Y ou dways said | needed to learn things the hard way.”

“The minimum obligation isten years, son, ten years persona objectivetime. That could be closeto
fifteen years or more system objective time, even with the Gates.” He paused for effect.

Much of the effect waslost on me because | knew he was exaggerating the time dilation factors. Once
they had been that large, but not in recent years.

His eyes focused even more narrowly on me. “Nothing | can do will changethat. Ten yearsisten years
and then some.”

“I understand.” | already knew that.

Father smiled, shaking hishead. “Y ou probably do need those ten years, at least in your own way. Just
promise methat it won't beal or nothing. If the pilot training doesn’t work out, and they offer you
something else worthy, you ought to consider it.”

| nodded. “I will.”

That meant | couldn’t afford not to succeed in becoming an interstellar pilot. Thelast thing | wanted was
to end up as Gerrat’ simplementer and errand boy. If | didn’t make it through pilot training, that’ s where
I’d be, because | didn’t love running people and their lives the way Father and Gerrat did. | wanted to
know how things worked far more than making sure that others worked for me.

Chapter 14
Raven: Vallura, 458 N.E.

Although the hangar on the lowest level of my dwelling was cool and dim, outside the open hangar door,
the sun shone out of adeep bluelatefal sky, and the hint of chill and dusty grass dipped into the hangar
on abrief gust of wind. With asmile, | stepped into the glider, on my way to Y unvil to see Mertyn. He' d
been my history ingtructor at Blue Oak Academy before I’ d gone east to The College, and we' d kept in
touch over the years, ashe' d gonein my mind from “old Rosenn” to “ser” and thento “Mertyn.” His
insghts and advice were usualy keen — and applicable, and | needed keen and applicable. And Mertyn
refused to talk more than pleasantries on the net. So | needed to vigt him.

Every avenue open to meto track down Elysa or whoever had backed her had come up blank. Gerrat’s
information on the Society of Dynae had been interesting, and I’ d certainly be looking farther in that
direction, but the Dynae were gtrictly philosophica in their opposition to the nets and the VR worlds and
those who controlled them. Never had an action of any sort ever been traced to the organization’s
members.

Once out of the hangar, its doorsirising closed behind me, | turned the glider uphill, and it straightened
and began to dide above the grass, only the faintest of humming indicating that the magfied inducerswere



working. I’ d left the canopy back, enjoying the crigp and cool air, and the hint of dampness from the
night’srain.

Blue glareflared over me— glare and hest.

| could sense my persond field nanites ablating as | ducked down in the glider, even though | had to do
that by fed Snce, with the laseflash, I’ d gone blind — &t least momentarily, while the nanites floating on
the moisture of my eyes opagued faster than | could have blinked. That would help save my vision.

Thefingers of my left hand toggled the canopy switch, and | could sense the darkening around me asthe
canopy did forward. | aso grounded the glider, since | couldn’t seeto guideit, and wasn't about to trust
the automatics under the circumstances, not until | had a sense of what was going on.

Asthe glider settled onto the grass, | could al'so smell the same scent of flowers and the fragrance | had
not been able to identify when Elysahad used the first spray, and that scent filled the enclosed glider. My
nose began to run, dmost immediately, and my throat was scratchy ... but that wasdl for the alergenic
symptoms. My lips quirked. So far Kharl’ s specid nanites were doing their job.

My fingers brushed the controls ... feding for the stud that would summon the CAs, much as| didiked
thewholeidea

Nothing happened after | sent the signal, and | waited. The sensor darms weren't showing anyone
gpproaching the glider, and | was beginning to get flashes of vison back. So | touched the “house return”
stud and let the glider cart me back insde the hangar.

By the time the hangar door had closed, | was getting back even longer flashes of blurry vision, but | sat
inthe glider until | could see and fedl enough to link with the house security systems. No one wasthere,
and no one was anywhere on the grounds— if | could trust the systems. But they didn’t fed cooked. So
after severa minutes, | flicked the stud to open the glider canopy.

Then | made my way back up to the study to wait for the CAs.

Asl| sat behind my flat table desk, blinking, and fedling as though I’ d been badly sunburned, | considered
what had happened. Someone wanted medead ... and thistime, it wasn't someone trying to useme asa
way to get to Gerrat or Father.

Worgt of dl, | sill hadn’t the faintest ideawho or why. The heavy-duty nanite personal protection system
Father had inssted on when | returned from Federal Service had suddenly become worth the inordinate
investment, at least from my perspective. Otherwise | would have been waiting for eye clonesto regrow
the blistered tissue, and suffering under an artificid epidermisand more.

The ground darm system noted the approach of two gliders, and then verified the Civil Authority
transponders. The CAs had arrived. | stood dowly, then walked from the study out to the front entry. |
was till seeing stars, and there were vacant spaces that crossed my field of vision when | opened the
door.

Two CAs stood there, a short and dender man and ataler but more blocky blonde woman, both in their
off-white and gray singlesuits, both with the streamlined equipment belts and the impact helmets, but with
the visors up. Two gliders rested on the grass outside the hangar door, and athird blockier glider
hovered next to the scone wall nearly three hundred meters aong the sde of the hill, the wall that
separated my grounds from those of Rokley Barres.

“Ser ...” That wasthe woman.



“I'm Daryn Alwyn, as you probably know from the call. Someone used what seemed to be alaseflash on
me as | was leaving the glider hangar alittle while ago.” | paused.

“Yes, ser,” shereplied. “We checked the skytors on the way.” Her voice and the emotions beneath
reveded acertain disgust/didike.

Why?Because | lived on the lower Hill? Because | was a pre-select?

“Why don't you comeonin?’ | motioned for them to enter, and then walked into the front Sitting room,
wherel sat inthe Sraight chair.

The two followed me, the second closing the door. After amoment, they sat in the matching armchairs
opposite me, but they sat on the forward edges.

“What did you discover?’ | asked.

“Therewasasingle-burst laser set up on thetop of your neighbor’ swall. It was set inaplagtic. The
plastic was the same shade as the stone. According to the skytors, the burst was for four hundred
microseconds,” the woman CA replied.

| winced.
“Y ou’re augmented, aren’t you, ser?’

Theoreticdly, that was none of the CA’ sbusiness, but it didn’t matter, and | realy didn’t want to give her
more reasonsto didikeme. “Yes”

She nodded somberly. “If you weren't augmented, under that much intensity, you'd be blind and in the
medcenter right now.”

But not dead, not from the laseflash.

“I assume it melted down.”

“Mosly, ser.”

“What about past records? When wasiit placed?’ | asked.

The two exchanged glances. The shorter mae CA finaly answered. “We don’t know. The skytors
records are on athree week loop. We had the whole loop downloaded and scanned once the energy
piked. It set off the skytors' darm. The duty tech thought it might be afire at first.”

“S0 no one came near that part of the wall in the past three weeks?’
“No, ser. Except for the gardeners, and they didn’t get that close,” answered the man.
“And there were no remote signasto the unit?’

“It could have been set off locally ... but the tech saysit lookslike it was coded to recognize you and
your glider, and to discharge.” He paused before adding, “ There was no high-power signd, and there
were only three people within aklick, and dl of them were ... modified.”

Norms hated the term brain-damped, but if the skytors, with their resolutions and scans, had only been
ableto pick up three people, and al were brain-damped, or modified, those three hadn’t been the ones.
The CA wasn't lying. He was anorm, and my systems could read him well enough to be sure of that.



| blinked. My eyes 4iill watered. “Thank you very much.”

“Do you have any ideawho might have donethis, ser?” asked thefemae CA.
“I havenoidea. Noideaat al.” That was certainly thetruth.

“Have you done anything ... that might have upset people?’ she pursued.

“I'man edatig ... that'saways possble, but | haven't received any messages or anything to indicate
that might be thereason.” That was aso true, so far asit went.

“No one has sent you any strange VRsor other ... communications?’
“Not anything out of the ordinary,” | admitted.

The questioning seemed to last for hours, but my system told me it was closer to thirty minutes before
they both stood and bowed ever so dightly.

| followed them to the door.

“We ll let you know if wefind out more. Ser ... if you find out anything we should know ... you will
inform us, will you not?” asked the woman. Underlying her even tone of voice were hints of contempt
and didike.

“I certainly will.” | could promise that, especially given the way she d phrased the request. | could ignore
the contempt.

| closed the door and walked dowly back to the kitchen where | poured along drink of cold water —
just water — and drank it. | decided against netting Gerrat or Father. They’d find out soon enough, since
UniComm had monitors of dl the CA fregs.

Someone had set the laseflash well before Elysa had attempted her nanospray, or they had sophi sticated
enough equipment to bypass the scans of the skytors. | didn’t care much for the implications of either
possibility. And either way, | should have noticed the changesto the glider.

| shook my head. Anyone could have gotten to the glider in thetime I’ d been in the medcenter
recovering. Anyone with the right equi pment to bypass the security systems, and early enough, and they
wouldn’t be on the skytors either. But that meant someone with agreat deal of expertise and credits.

Theway things had gone didn’'t make agreat deal of sense, not from what I’ d seen, but that meant that |
wasn't seeing enough. After refilling the glass of water, | headed out to the study.

The gatekeeper offered agentle ring, and alight on the commplate. | looked at the ID — Gerrat — and
accepted.

“Areyou dl right?

| gave him points for asking about me, first. “I’ll recover. My internal system says so, even without
heading back to the medcenter.” | wasn't about to mention the second nanospray attempt.

“That’ sgood.”
“Very good.”

“Youredly liketrouble, don't you?’



“It wasn't my idea. How did you find out?’

“Our monitors. The energy spike came across the skytors system, and it triggered our derts. Someone
tried to hit you with an FS-type laseflash. It' sagood thing Father inssted on afull protection system for
us. For you, anyway.”

“Has anyone ever tried something like that on you?’
Gerrat shook his head.
“S0 ... does the whole world know?’

“Of course.” My brother’ stone turned cheerfully cynica. “ Noted edartist Daryn Alwyn — attacked with
alaser asheleft his home this afternoon. Alwyn was burned, but is expected to recover. The
perpetrators and their motivation are both unknown at thistime. The Civil Authorities have withheld

| nodded, trying to ignore the continued blurs and holesin my vison and focus on the holo image of
Gerrat that blocked my view of the late afternoon sun falling on the East Mountains. | could have gone
VR, but for short conversations, | usudly didn't.

“Red newslike this does't happen that often,” Gerrat offered apologeticdly. “I didn’'t putiton ... my
team had it thereamogt at thetime| found out.”

“And if they hadn’t, OneCyswould have had it within afew more minutes on InstaNews,” | pointed out.
“An hour ... but those viewcreds add up.”

“I'm certain they do.”

“Y ou till ought to have Kharl or someone check you out,” Gerrat suggested.

“I will.” He was right about that. “ Do you have any better ideas about who' s behind this?’

Gerrat’ssmile vanished. “Like you, brother, | can speculate, but | don’t even have agood guess. They
could be testing your personal systemsin preparation for an attack on us, but that doesn’t make sense,
because whoever it is can't be sure they’ re the same. Persona systems are personal systems.”

That meant he was more worried than he was saying, and that didn’t help my mood much ether ashis
image vanished.

| looked at the East Mountains until my eyes began to blur. It didn’t help. Neither did another round of
searches through the various netsystems.

Chapter 15
Fledgling: Kuritim, 422 N.E.

Thewalk from the long and low one-story quarters building was hot, despite the early morning breeze of
the lagoon. Centuries back, the SysCon engineers had enlisted the environmenta specialists from HMudd
University to develop ahardier coral. They' d rebuilt and reshaped the atoll to meet Union needs because
of its near-equatorial location, and it had become one of the principa SysCon Lift Centers. Asaresult of
the storms during the chaos years, it dso had the advantage of having few neighborswho might interfere
or complain.



| turned from the sunlit blue waters of the lagoon and glanced at the brunette who walked beside and
dightly ahead of me. “I didn’'t seeyou last night....”

A dightly shy smile was her first reponse as she turned her head. That shynessthat didn’t seem
contrived or coy. “1 camein earlier, on the afternoon lifter ... from Mancha. | dept through dinner.” She
was amost astall as| was, perhapsthetallest of the women I’ d seen in and around the quarterswho had
not been wearing FS uniforms.

“Long day?’ | asked gently.

“Vay.”

| nodded. She was merely being polite. “I'm Daryn. Best of luck.”
Surprisingly, she amiled. “I’'m Wyendra Shann. Good luck to you.”

“Thank you.” | returned the smile. “I’veread al the briefing materid s they sent. Do you have any insights
beyond that?’

“I've heard that thefirst physical training isn't quite impossible, and that the integretive abilitiesthe FS
requires make advanced study ora exams seem extraordinarily smple-minded.” A shrug accompanied
her open amile.

“What was ... isyour field?’ | asked.
“Adtrophysics, specidtiesin gpplied string dynamics and tensoria undertime flux determination.”
“That' s how you determine Gate placement, right?’

“Oneof thefactors.” She grinned, showing awide mouth with white even teeth. “ Trangit and energy
economics are the most important, though, | discovered. What about you?’

“Me? Spendthrift younger son ... | did manage abluein methodizing, and I’'m passable on the tennis
court and in swimming long distances at moderate speed.”

“Then ... you must be the Daryn Alwyn. | read your study on cross-optimization of multimediainputs.
The anaysswas degant, and very well written. Too well written for amethodizer.”

“I thought you were an astrophysicist.”
“I'am, but it was fun to search the nets and come up with the most likely candidatesfor pilot training.”
“Fun?’

“Thedata sall there, and it only took me an hour or so to come up with the search routines. They did the
work.”

| shook my head. Had my father been right — that | would be better off asarear echelon supply officer
putting in time and gpplying my methodizing training to the workmanlike business of logistics?

“You'll do fine— if you want to,” observed Wyendra as we turned down the walkway toward the low
dome.

| grinned. “Are you sure you didn’t study some aspect of mentd dynamicsaswell?’



“Practica gpplications. My mother.”

The presence of apair of uniformed FS rankers bes de the open doors damped the conversation aswe
entered the smal theater-like auditorium or large seminar room with dightly cushioned chairsin rowsthat
doped down to an open floor area. There were perhapsfifty seats, and only a handful of would-be pilots
had arrived before we did.

Being contrary, | sat in the front row. Without speaking, Wyendra sat on my |eft.
“Doyou think classeswerelarger?’ | ventured.

“They useit for meetings of the staff,” shereplied.

“Have you been here before?’

“For my fidddwork ... but | was never in thisbuilding.”

| nodded, asif | knew what her field effortsredly were.

By just before eight 0’ clock came — zero eight hundred, | reminded myself — there were twenty-five of
usin the room. Most were dark-haired, like Wyendraand me, with complexions ranging from pale white
to very dark latte, athough there were afew blonds. Fourteen were women, eleven were men. Most of
the men were within five centimeters of my height, and al but one of the women were around one
hundred eighty-five centimeters. The exception wasasmall blonde. She couldn’t have been more than
one hundred sixty-five centimeters.

“That's CyerlaArisd,” Wyendrasaid from where she sat beside me.

The name meant nothing to me, and | didn’t bother trying to link into the net to find out why she was
important. From what I’ d heard, once we officidly started training, the FS severed all persona netlinks

anyway.

“Diplomate in three physical sciences, and that’ sjust the beginning” Wyendralet her wordstrail off as,
exactly at zero eight hundred, an officer stepped into the flat and circular open floor before the sedts.

“Greetings.” Thewoman in the black and slversheen Federd Service uniform smiled politely and
surveyed the twenty-five of us before continuing. “Y ou have adl volunteered for training as FSinterstellar
pilots. Asl’m sureyou al know, thisis an extremely difficult program. Y ou could have screened what |
am telling you, but, asyou al aso know, adirect verba presentation carries more emotiond validity for
human beings.

“S0... let me be absolutely clear. For each one of you here, gpproximately one hundred fifty others
applied and were found less qualified. Based on past experience, somewhere between three and seven of
you will successfully complete the course and be certified as pilots. Another two to four of you will be
offered FS commissionsin related work because of your particular skills and determination. In short,
more than half of you will fail, and for al of you, thistraining will bethefirst sgnificant experiencein your
lifewhere you will face such alarge chance of failure.” She paused. “Y our direct accessto the netlinks
will be blocked, and you will turnin all repeaters and other such devices. Once you' re aboard a deep
pace vessd, you are limited to the ship’s system, and if there’ strouble, you may not even have that.”

| tried not to frown. From what | had read, the chance of aship’s net failing was dmost nil, unlessthe
ship itsdlf failed. Then, surviva in any form was an extremely short-term proposition.

No one elseraised that question, either.



“A few other notes. If you wish to beapilot, you will complete amilitary indoctrination course. Severd
of you will fail, not because you lack ability, but because you will find yourselves unable to accept
discipline and the orders of others. You are dl used to automatic superiority over others. Just remember
that every line officer above you comes from the same superior background. And they al have the benefit
of training and experience that you do not have, and will not have for yearsto come....

“You sgned aprivacy waiver release as part of your agreement ... every move you make is observed —
anywhere. We don’'t care who degps with whom. We don't even careif you don’t want to deep. But
everything you do isweighed into the determination of whether you'll be agood pilot and FS officer....”

In atrangparent world, and the world was transparent, that should have been obvious, and | wondered
why the officer emphasized that particular point.

“Y ou may be good pilot materia, and not good officer materid. We'll send you home. If you' re good
officer materid, and not good pilot materia, FS might offer you acommission e sewhere, but that
depends on what we need....”

| kept concentrating, even if what the FS officer said seemed to be obvious.

“Also, | understand it has become the fashion, once more, to refer to men as*sir’ and women as
‘maam’ or ‘lady’ or whatever your locd linguigtic equivaent may have been. | will remind you thet inthe
FS, al superior officersare‘ser.” Period. No discusson.” The professional smile reappeared, but only
for amomen.

| waited for the twist, because that’ s the way al organizations operate. First, the ground rules, and then
something to make you think, recongder, or just feel doubtful or inadequate. | imagined that ancient
samural apprentices had faced the equivaent.

“You al arewaiting for the trick or the gimmick. Every group does. Thereisn't one,” the FS officer
concluded. “We don’t need one. Just meet in the adjoining building to draw your gear.”

Wyendranodded, to hersdlf, not to me.

We stood with al the others. My hands were sticky with sweat and salt air, and | rubbed them on the
legs of my singlesuit. | felt very much like araven among eagles.

Chapter 16

Raven; Yunvil, 458 N.E.

Another two days passed before | attempted to go to Mertyn’s again, because after the laseflash
incident, I’ d pretty much taken the glider apart, or where | hadn’t, at least inspected it piece by pieceto
make sure that there weren't any more surprises waiting for me. | didn’t need anything else like the
nanospray, but | didn’t find athing that shouldn’t have been there.

The late afternoon trip was thankfully uneventful, late afternoon because Mertyn was il teaching, at lesst
part time, uneventful because I’ d Ieft the belt repeater in standby, so that al incomings would be taken by
my Sm & the house.

The glider park next to the path to Mertyn's, if one could call the overgrown space that, was barely big
enough for two gliders side by side, and marked by aweathered wooden sign, into which was carved the
sngle name: ROSENN.



To get to what Mertyn caled his cottage, | had to walk nearly ahdf kick from the sgn along awinding
path through haf forest, half garden. Wild raspberries— their leaves tattered and brown-edged in late
November — grew on the bottom part of the low hillswhose higher levelswere filled with ancient blue
oaks. Thewild nasturtiumsfilled the shaded spots bel ow the oaks, and the air was somehow both musty,
yet damper than in the lower sections of Vdlura.

The path straightened and passed between two trimmed junipers. Beyond the junipers was a short
dretch of grass. A two-story gray stone dwelling rose in the middle of the clearing, adwelling with white
wooden pillarsthat certainly had no rootsin Westam. On the wide stone porch under the pillars, to the
right of the white framed oak doors, were two chairs. A figure sat in one and raised his hand, motioning
for metojoinhim.

Mertyn sat on the open front verandathat appeared unchanged from when | had visited him ayear
earlier — and it had remained unchanged for more than twenty years before that. The structure looked
nearly two millenniaold ... with wood-framed windows, aged armaglass— rather than true antique and
brittle glass— and the two wicker rocking chairsthat flanked the white wicker table. All had to be
reproductions, just as Mertyn was, in away, areproduction of an ancient pseudolib.

“You're not quite so well asthelast time we met,” Mertyn observed as| stepped onto the veranda
“A little older, alittle laser-burned ... that’sdl.”

He gestured to the other rocking chair. “ A rocking chair doeswonders. The pitcher isverdyn. | would
have poured it, except | wasn't sure how long you' d take to wak from your glider. Y ou used to dawdle
when you were astudent.”

“I probably did.” | settled into the rocking chair, my fingers touching the age-smoothed wood as|
readjusted my weight.

“Laser-burns? Those aren’t good for your hedth, Daryn.” Mertyn looked the same, with the long narrow
face, thefine dark brown hair, negtly trimmed, except for the forelock that always eased down across his
forehead toward his|eft eyebrow, and the pointed dmost-elfin jaw. “ Then, you were dways alittle
careless about that.”

“It'shard to maintain one' s health when people seem interested in ensuring the opposite.” | poured some
of the green-tinted amber verdyn into the beaker, then took a sip before setting the beaker back on the
table and leaning back in the rocking chair, looking out at the late afternoon shadows that aimost totally
covered the short expanse of grass between the veranda and the junipers and blue oaks to the south.

“Y ou're sure that someoneis after you, and that it wasn't amistake?’
“Once might be acoincidence. Twiceisnot.”
“The casgts just mentioned —”

“That wasthe second time.” | took another sip of the verdyn before continuing. “I can’t find any traces of
who might be after me. Neither can Father or Gerrat. Nor can the CAs, but then, nobody has much to
work on. It ftill seemsrather odd in aworld where dmost every square millimeter is monitored one way
or another.”

“The only thing that might be odd is that someone existswho is motivated enough, and bright enough to
carry out something likethat. Oh ... and patient enough. True motivation and patience are rare these

days”



With the patience, Mertyn definitdly had apoint.

“I must confess | did see one of the casts. Y ou couldn’t see much but aflare of energy shrouding your
glider, and the skytors' resolution left something to be desired.”

“Wel ... Gerrat's people do monitor the CA net,” | pointed out.
“Y our brother’ s operation has access to everything that can be monitored.”
“And he says he can't find anything.”

“That' snot surprising. A gardener arrives near your house amonth ago and works on something. A
repairman delivers something e se. Or a power assessor checks amalfunctioning system. The systems
monitor what people appear to do, not what they really do.”

“That implies both organization and conspiracy.”

“Most unsolved crimesfal into that niche. Spontaneous violent crimes show up on some monitor, and
most people can't hide erratic behavior for long when they know they could aways be watched. It takes
organization and supreme confidence, but these days, if someoneisn't discovered immediately, they
seldom are.” Mertyn smiled ironically before hetook asip of the pale ale he had aways brewed — to
meit tasted like soapy water. “And, as| sad, it takes acertain motivation.”

“So who' s after me? The Dynae? The naturists? They have motivation.”

The fine dark eyebrowslifted. “1 doubt that your parentage aone, or your mildly skeptical observations
on society, would raise the wrath of elther the Dynae or their followers or of the naturists. Y ou’ re more
likely to be atarget of the norm students who think al pre-selects are evil.”

“That’ s absurd”

“Or of someradica norm organization,” he continued.

| shook my head &t the idea.

“What people believe, Daryn, iswhat they wish to believe, and that includes you.”
| tried not to wince.

“Asfor the Dynae and the naturists, in fact, there have been favorable referencesto you.” He laughed.
“Y et you're such acreature of the establishment that you think of them first.”

“So whom should | suspect? My few business acquaintances? My family? Or some students or norms
who don’'t even know | exis?’

“Not your immediate family. Their honor — particularly your father’ s— would not let him even consder
that. And if he had something likethat inmind ... wdl, heisvery effective”

“You'resaying that I'd dready be dead.”

Mertyn nodded. “Also, there’ sno point for Gerrat to remove you, and, unlike your father, 1 doubt he has
the expertise or the contacts.”

“| seem to have raised someone swrath, and neither of the attempts wasinexpensive.” | took asip of the
verdyn.



“Perhaps you' re being groomed to be amartyr. That’sagood destiny for ayounger son who hasn't
established himsdf in the power structure.”

“Me?1’m not agood martyr candidate, Mertyn. I’'mtoo cynica, and I’ m certainly not associated with
any great causes.”

“That could aways come after you're safely dead.” A twisted smile appeared on histhin lips. “I’m not
suggesting your family ismartyring you. If ... if that isthe motivation, it would be someone dsein
UniComm or the communications field who would use your deeth to show your father’ sinability to
protect hisown family. Or his organization.”

“A power grab ...” | mused. “ Someone high within UniComm ...”
“Or acompetitor.”
“Someone who knows power,” | added.

“That' sonly one possibility,” he pointed out. “ There are dways revol utionaries, and you make aless
protected target, and you can be depicted as a playboy, dilettante edartist living off your name and the fat
of theland.”

“But ... I'mworking hard asamethodizer....”
“Daryn ... what you do isimmaterid to how you can be depicted.”
Mertyn was right about that, and it was so obvious | wondered why | hadn’t considered it.

“You hadn’'t considered it,” he added, as he often had, as though he had read my thoughts, rather than
my face, “because you want to regject theimage of your family. Y ou think you' re different.”

Mertyn’ svoice said that | wasn't that different, and maybe he wasright. “Who are the revol utionaries,
and why would we have any?’ | gestured toward the south. “ People have never lived so well — eventhe
poorest. They have agood life”

“Lifeisnever perfect. Even agood society isnot perfect, and perfection isthe enemy of al that isgood.
Those who seek perfection will destroy an imperfect good.”

“I ssemto recdl alecture dong those lines— and atest,” | said, reaching for the beaker once more.

“Kyciro used to lecture on that. That's one of the few statements I’ ve chosen to remember. When one
can recall anything, one must be careful what one choosesto recal.”

“You' vesad that for years.” | laughed.

“It becomes more important each year,” he countered. “ People forget. The old pre-Collapse Noram
culture had the best and most fair society in the history of the world to that point. That didn’'t stop it from
collgpsing into anarchy and civil war. The diversstsinsisted that the system was destroying their individud
heritages. And it was. It was showing their pettiness, the lack of accomplishment, and their failluresto
meet the materia needs of most of the members of those precursor societies. The diversists couldn’t
counter that argument. So ... they focused on two thingsthat couldn’t be countered. One was that
spiritud values were more important than materia ones, and the second was that the dominant culture il
oppressed women. Since you can’t measure aspiritua vaue, the materiaistswere lost there. And since
women werein aninferior socid and power position, the materiaists argument that women were better
off there than in any place and in any timein history before came off as mere gpologism.” Mertyn



shrugged. “Y ou should know the rest. Human technology may have changed, but not human nature, or
not that much. Now ... we have people protesting once more that the systemisn’t fair.” He snorted. “ Of
courseit'snot. No systemisfair. It' sonly aquestion of being asfair as possble, given the physical limits
of theworld and the variouslimits of the population. But people don't think that way.”

That was hitory, and Mertyn had certainly beaten it into me those years before. “ Y ou’ re telling me that
the Dynae aren’t the revol utionaries. Maybe you should offer some insghtsinto the Dynae.”

“I'm never been that extreme, Daryn.”
“I didn’t say you were. | wastaking about insghts.”

“You dways did havefixations.” He Sghed. “ The easiest way through this oneisto disabuse you
quickly.”

“Pleasedo.”
“You know, Daryn ... sometimesyou're still an arrogant prig.”
| winced ingde. “I’'m sorry.”

“I don't know why | bother, except you' re the best of thelot, and because I’m an old optimist.” He took
along swallow of the amber brew | couldn’'t stand. “ It goeslike this. The Dynae believein evolution,
natura evolution. They oppose what they see as the misuse of genetics, particularly nonocloning. They
don’t believe that presdlection is evolutionary, mainly because most parents pre-select to maximize the
characterigtics which alow success in the present culture. Those tend to be acombination of physical
characterigtics that optimize strength, reactions, and longevity and the ability to handle abstracts and
gpacid reasoning. Nanite augmentation is particularly helpful in further enhancing those abilities. In our
current society, those are the most vauable traits. Will they always be so? The Dynae don't believe so.
They a0 believe that the negative long term impacts of such selection could be consderable— and
greatly delayed. Y ou aren’t vociferoudy championing thisbasis of society, and you' ve even expressed
mild concerns. Y ou haven't gone after the Dynae or the naturists. For that matter, neither have your
brother or your father. So why would the Dynae want you disabled or dead?’

“They don’t, you're saying.” | grinned. “Then maybe your contacts there could ook into who might. I'm
not having much success”

“l canask ... very indirectly.”
“That'sdl | can hopefor.”

“It' sagreat dedl more than you should be able to hope for, you scoundrel.” Mertyn lifted hisglass. “But
| still have hopesfor you. | might yet make you into aradical.”

“What good would that do?’

“Atleast I’ d have the satisfaction of corrupting the son of the most powerful man on the planet — and
the brother of the next most powerful.” He laughed.

“Y ou haven't done that in more than twenty years.”

“I’m not done. Besides, you might end up in communicationsyet. In away, you are aready with your
edartisry.”



“More than that would take both miracles and catastrophes, and I’ d just as soon avoid both.”

He laughed. “ Such anonconformist you are, for al of your fine words about the problems with our
may.ﬂ

“I don’'t seethat radica restructuring of society or natura disasters ever improved matters much. Look at
the chaos after the Collapse....”

“Y ou're quoting my own words at me, Daryn, and | do believe | know them.” He grinned disarmingly.
| grinned back. “All right.” Then | poured more of the verdyn. “What have | overlooked?’

“Most of the possibilities. What about wealthy women you’ ve spurned? Or rival edartists who can't
match your connections? That does't take into account invisible diens, mad scientists, or disturbed
eccentrics. Or digtant relativeswho want alarger share of the family fortune ...” Mertyn laughed.

| shook my heed. “I haven't even met any wealthy women to spurn.”
“Y ou see?’” Mertyn counterfeited amournful expression. “How’ syour Sster?”’

“You know asmuch as| do. She' seffectively running NEN, and giving both Gerrat and Father fits. It's
now the number three net system, and gaining on OneCys, and maybe even UniComm.”

“Good for her! Do you hear from her often?’

“Wetak once or twiceamonth, but it' sall gossip. | know about her garden; she knows about my
edartist ideas. She prefersit that way.” | shook my head.

Mertyn stood. “I’'m going in for another brew. I'll beright back.”
So | st inthetwilight, knowing Mertyn had said and promised what he would.

And 1 il didn't have asolid clue. Or any thoughts about a more focused approach to find one.

Chapter 17
Fedgling: Kuritim, 422 N.E.

My strokes were long and clean as | swam out toward the channel edge of the reef, an edge marked with
the black cord that the HMudd bioneers had created over five hundred years earlier. | swvam at about
eighty percent of my capability, according to my internals. That was the best trade-off between speed
and the energy I’ d have | eft after the swim back for the long run to the west end of the liftway.

Stroke, stroke, bregthe ... stroke, stroke, breathe ... easy strokes, long strokes ... | kept the rhythm
congant.

When I’ d finished thefirst klick, with another three hundred metersto the black coral, no one waswithin
ahundred meters. The closest was Wyendra, and she was pushing harder than | was— but for the same
reasons. We both would need dl the lead we could get for running through the fine sand.

Stroke, stroke, breathe ... | touched the monitor plate on the extension from the reef and turned, careful
not to push off from the cord. Most of it wasworn, but there were patches that were newer, and knife
sharp, and running through the salty sand with acut foot would be about the last thing | needed. Whilel
could damp the pain, it would still affect my whole body ... and my overal performance and time.



Stroke, stroke, bregthe ... the rhythm was so automatic that my fingers almost brushed the sands of the
shallows beneath before | redized it wastimeto stand and start running.

The only rule aout the running was that you couldn’t hinder anyone else, and you had to run on dry
sand. Each step on the wet sand after the first three steps out of the water added a second to your time.

It was hard to stick to my plans, but running was faster than swimming, and that meant | needed as much
gpeed as | could spare in thefirgt half-klick, then to settle into an even pace for the remaining two and a
haf klicks.

For thefirst two klicks along the soft white sand, | waswell ahead ... but | could sense the gap
narrowing. Another three hundred meters, and there was the sound of footsteps and even breathing on
the threshold of audibility.

With the course end less than two hundred meters away, | could hear clear stepsin the sand behind me,
not immediately behind me, but closing. | knew the steps— I’ d heard them all too often in previous runs.
They werethose of CyerlaArisel, and she' d dways managed to catch mejust at the end. My
presdlection profile hadn't been for long-distance running. | had the wind, but not the right kind of legs.
Few among the other candidates were faster in sprints, but three klickswas along, long way for a
Sprinter/svimmer.

But I'd managed to grind out another ten seconds or morein the swvimming leg, and if ... if ... somehow
| pushedit....

Cyerla sstepswere louder, but | eased out my stride, listening to my internal monitors, trying to balance
the anaerobics with the need for speed, trying not to tighten up. But those steps kept getting closer and
closer.

With alittle less than ahundred metersto go to the finish monitor, | ignored my interna monitors and
pulled out everything. | knew I’ d pay later, but | wastired of getting nipped at the finish. It seemed
insane, but | decided to try to sprint.

Cyerladidn’t catch me, not thistime, but only barely did | bresk the light beam before her, and my legs
gave out astep or so past the monitors, and the two officers who watched impassively.

| had to St on the hot sand for what seemed several minutes before | could stand, but it was redly only
about twenty seconds.

Wyendra had panted up third, right after I’ d dropped onto the sand, and just ahead of four others.

Glancing back eastward aong the expanse of sugary white sand, sand that had aso resulted from the
efforts of the long-ago bioneers, | watched the last ten runners struggling toward the finish.

“Daryn ...” Cyerlawas both panting and laughing as she eased her dight runner’ sframe toward me.
“Yousnesk ... alweek ... youhed ... back ... ontheswimming....”

“...You'retoo fast onthesand ...” | gasped.
“Stop congratulating each other,” Wyendrasaid. She spoiled the growling effect with asmile.
Mg or Ngara broke up the conversation by motioning to me. “ Alwyn.”

| forced my legsto carry methe few metersto wherehe stood. “Yes ... sr?” Thegasps| couldn’t help.



Ngara s clean | atte features were impassive as he studied me, probably gauging everything from
respiratory rate to lactate overload. After aminute, he spoke. “ Candidate Alwyn ... you had that paced
al theway from thefirst stroke, didn’t you?’

“Ser ... asmuchasl could, ser.”

“Y ou'rethe closest thing to a professond distance swimmer that exigts, aren't you?’
“I’ve dwaysliked distance swimming, ser. I’ ve practiced alot.”

“Y ou sprinted the last hundred meters on the sand.”

“I tried to, ser.”

“Good.” He paused. “Try to remember that your body is not just amachine regulated by your mind and
your nanites.”

“Yes s
He nodded brusgquely and turned. “ Candidate Garcya?’
“What was that al about?’ asked Wyendraquietly.

“I think 1 got the modified lecture about not being too mechanical.” | had to take another series of deep
bresths.

“You didn’t look that mechanicd to me.” Shegrinned. “Y ou just couldn’t stand the thought of her besting
you again.”

| nodded, managing awry grin. Even after standing therefor severa minutes, | was still heaving deep
bresths.

“Candidates!” Ngara svoice overrode dl the murmured conversations. “Y ou' ve got forty minutesto get
back to quarters, clean up, and cool down before you're duein class. Dismissed!”

“Ser!” camethe chorused response.

| turned dowly to the walkway that was hard on aching legs, but easier than lifting feet through the sugary
and dinging sand.

“Seeyoutwoinahit.” Cyerlasmiled politely as shejogged past us back toward the quarters building.
Aadyn strode by usright after Cyerla.

Wyendratook a deep breath. “ Y ou aren’t even breathing that hard.”

“Now ...” | admitted. “My legs hurt. I’m not arunner, not redlly.”

“Y ou could have fooled me— or Cyerla”

“I'm not along distance runner, then.”

“Y ou could sprint by them now. Y ou’ ve recovered.” She grinned. “Do it one of these days.”

“Too muchwork,” | replied, smiling back at her. “Besdes, I d rather walk and talk to you.”



“Don’t you think that the observerswill see through your facade?” She brushed her short dark hair off
her forehead as we walked — quickly, but not at ajog, onto the second wakway, the onethat led
toward the quarters building.

In the distance, above the rustling of the palms, from somewhere out over the Peacific, came the dull
boom of the mid-morning orbita lifter climbing through the atmosphere to Orbit one.

“I'm surethey do,” | admitted. “ That waswhat Mg or Ngarawas hinting a. They can monitor my
physiological reactions and get anidea of what | fedl. They do that al thetime. | could behavelikethe
modern equivalent of amale gorilla beating my chest the loudest. But what would be the point? Except to
provethat | can? And dissout most of the class. Also, that sort of behavior isn't exactly useful inthe
confines of aspacecraft. The machismo military hero went out before the Collapse.”

“Y ou’ re more machismo than you'll ever admit.” Shelaughed. That was asound | enjoyed.
All I could do was grin sheepishly.

All too soon, that walk ended, and we were both in separate quarters, scrambling into the pale gray
summer singlesuit uniforms, and then on our way to class— the second day of classes, sncewe d had
nearly amonth of physical conditioning before we started learning the knowledge basics.

Thisclasswas held in one of the rooms off the hall where we had first gathered. Wyendraand | sat inthe
second row. Everyone stood when the FS mgor waked into the classroom.

“At ease. Take your seats.” The dark-haired man in the black and silver singlesuit of the Federal Service
nodded brusquely. He surveyed the class 1 am Maor Cheng, and | will be your instructor for
engineering.... Before we get into the engineering basics, Commander Almyra has requested that |
address one of the practica aspects of your training.” Cheng paused. “Why don’t we put you in space
with a ship and keep you there until you learn? Because piloting doesn’t work that way. Neither do your
bodies, and that’ s another kind of engineering.

“Firgt, we don’t have antigravity, and it takes gravity to keep people in top shape. Acceleration or
decdleration at one geeisafar substitute, but that’ s only good for insystem travel. Once you reach orbit,
you' re dealing with weightlessness again. Trying to spin ships or stations doesn't work either. It plays
havoc with designs and maintenance, especidly with the mass requirements. It is extraordinarily
expensve. Since the interstellar space program is a net resource drain, we design to optimize energy and
resource usage.

“So the smplest solution isto train you under the same circumstances you' Il pilot and travel under. That
means time on Earth getting in top shape, followed by a short period in weightlessness, followed by
constant gee accel eration to a destination and then weightless. Then, in some form or another, you repest
the pattern.” He smiled. “Now that we' ve covered that for the mgor, we'll get down to the engineering
basics of why you're here.” He looked out over the class. “Why do we have abasic engineering class at
al?Theguts of an LDD are very smplein theory, and impossibly complex in practice. That'sjust the
drive, and that does’t take into account the magscoops and fusactor conversion system that createsthe
reverse spin fields. Except for the three of you who are physicists and engineers ... we' d haveto take
every hour of every day of your training period, and it till wouldn’t be enough. So ... why?”

| had agood idea, and a better ideathat it wouldn’t be the best thing to attempt an answer.
Apparently, everyone el se thought the same way, because the classroom was silent.

Cheng grinned, not exactly pleasantly. “I expect answers. Thisisn't satus game-playing where withheld



information gets you points and where enthusiasm is consdered gauche.”

Severd people nodded and offered hands, not raised enthusiagtically. Mine was one of them,
unfortunately.

“Candidate Alwyn, your answer?’
“Because we need aworking knowledge of the power we control, ser?’

“Not just aworking knowledge, but apractica and emotiona understanding of exactly what an
interstellar ship and Gate system are. Y ou are expected to learn dl that, and you'll be tested onit, and
not in just the conventiona spit-back-the-knowledge ways, either. | don’'t mind telling you why because
those of you who won't appreciate it never will, and those who do can pat yoursalves on the back for the
next three seconds.” Cheng paused theatricdly. “ The reason pilot training is so tough has nothing to do
with mechanics. Mechanicdly, mentdly, and physicaly, every single one of you has aready been
qudified as having the talent to be apilot. That’ sjust the beginning. As| noted before, a space vehicle
represents an enormous resource commitment that we cannot afford to lose except under the most dire
of circumstances. Second, a space vehicle capable of going to the starsis potentidly the most destructive
weagpon ever developed in human history. We don't want just any brilliant young officer Stting at those
controls. We want someone who fully understands that, and yet who can still make nanosecond
decisons— theright decisons....”

As Cheng continued, | began to understand. At least | thought | did, but that was aso something |
decided to keep to mysdlf.

Chapter 18
Raven: Vdlura, 458 N.E.

| didn't deep well the night after talking to Mertyn, and I’ d already been up early the next morning
reworking some of the package for Klevyl, even though | didn’t have any feedback. When a methodizer
doesn't get feedback, there are usudly only two reasons. Either you did agood enough job, and the
client doesn’t want to pay for more work on that project, or it's beyond them — unexpectedly good or
even more awful. Being too good can be worse, sometimes, than being awful, because no one wantsto
admit that someone outside the organization came up with something that good. They’ d prefer amodest
improvement with which everyone is comfortable, and about which everyone can delude themselves that,
if given time or budget, they could have done aswell.

As| sat before my flat desk, headset on the wood before me, fingers tapping on the smooth surface,
eyeslooking at the East Mountains, my mind drifted back to Elysaof the clean profile and the charming
blush. She hadn’t seemed like akiller. But I’ d never known anyone who could have been saidto bea
killer, unless you counted the family ... and that was different. Gerrat and Father made and killed parts of
society, not people. Not directly, anyway.

Did Elysabelong to another family like mine? How could she and there not be any record of her
existence? Or maybe that was proof initself.

| tried to be more methodica inlooking at the situation.

Item: Whoever creasted/modified/found Elysa had access to sophisticated nanite equipment, asleast as
sophigticated as Kharl’ s and probably more so.

Item: Elysawasintdligent, intelligent enough to have passed an informd scrutiny by both Kharl and me,



and, moreimportant, from Grete, who would have noted instantly whether we were merely looking a
physical festures.

Item: Expertise with genetic modification was aso probably involved, oneway or another, and that meant
enormousfinancia reserves.

Item: Someone aso had compiled enough of adossier on the family to know that (1) | preferred
intelligent women, and (2) where and how to catch mein aless-guarded state, one where | thought Kharl
was watching who the guests were, and where | took Elysa' s presence at face value.

Item: There were more than ahandful of plausible reasonsfor the attempt: (1) didike of my edart
compositions, (2) an attempt to Strike at the family or at UniComm,; (3) an effort to make me an
involuntary martyr; (4) an interest in harming elther Klevyl’ s engineering firm or OneCys by dowing down
their key projects; (5) apersona vendetta of which | was unaware; or (6) semi-random violence against
amoderately well-known pre-sdlect.

Item: There were probably other reasons| didn’t know about.

| looked out toward the east, squinting because the sun was barely above the East Mountains, then
looked away.

In one sense Father had been right. There wasn’t atrace of anything ... but what if | attacked it from the
other side? Looking for what should have been there ... and wasn't. Could | build a picture of who was

after mefrom what was missing — an old-fashioned negative, which, when completed, could be inverted
to depict my attackers? Or revea something about them?

Firdt, there were no obvioustrails. Second, while sophisticated techniques and resources were required,
there were no public spending patterns that could be traced, even by UniComm. Third, nothing was
last-minute. Fourth, no one had tried to contact me— except Elysa. Fifth, Elysadidn’t exist. Sixth,
whatever motive existed ...

| shook my head. The motive was power. | didn’t know what kind, and | didn’t know how an attack on
mefit in, but someone wanted to use me as away to power — or to destroy power. And that meant
someone who already had power, and had it closely gathered, one way or another.

Elysawas the only known key. Everything €l se had led to the shore— it was like looking out at the
ocean, where every minute was different, and no landmark stayed the same. There were the remains of
the laser — every part stock, and dl melted down. There were nanitic remains— very few, unique, and
related to no known or registered enterprise or research ingtitute. Even the nanite spray dispenser in my
glider — I’d had it examined by ananitic fabricating engineer I'd worked with ayear earlier on aGyster
project — and he' d informed me that it was standard medical issue.

So | caled upthe VR of Elysaand me at Kharl’ s, opagueing the study windows, pulling on the headset,
and setting the image for maximum contrast. Evenin VR, sheremained specid, and | couldn’t seewhy.
She had a clean profile, astrong but not overpowering nose, a determined chin, and very intent brown
eyes. Trim, but not thin. Muscular, but not overly so.

| tried looking at her more anaytically. She'd worn little adornment — silver-worked jade combsin her
hair, smal matching silver ear clips with jade stones, and ajade choker. No rings on her fingers, and a
wide slver braceet set with spherica-looking jade stones. All her jewe ry matched. Not hugely
expensve, if red, but certainly not apparently synthetic, and the style was too tasteful to be popular —
and that argued that the pieces were red, and custom-made.



Could | sat up anet routineto find who might make such aset?

It might come up null, but everything else had — or come up so0 broad and inclusve asto be just as
usdless. | readjusted the headset, and dropped into the net once more, thistime hopefully for amore
targeted foray through the various systems. | walked down my VR corridor and opened the second
door — the searching garden with the boxwood hedge maze. I’ d liked that symbolism.

Then | got to work. Thefirgt attempt was adisaster — asregtrictively as | thought | had set the
parameters, there were more than a thousand possibilities. | tried another approach, with cost and redl
stones asthe principa determinants. That wasn't much better.

Intheend, | set up four different routines, each winnowing through each other, and Ieft them, dipping out
of the boxwood maze and easing off the headset.

| looked out into the noonday light. That was one of the problems with netting— it was dl too easy to
losetrack of time. My stomach growled, not surprisingly, since I’ d last eaten nearly six hours earlier, and
most of my musclesfdt tiff and tired.

Standing, | stretched gently, then more vigoroudy, then waked to the kitchen. | needed abresk — and
something to edt.

My eyesflicked outside, to the vacant expanse around the house, and | ran a systems and security
check.

Nothing, asusud.

Nothing — except two attemptsto injure or murder me.

Chapter 19
Fledgling: Kuritim, 422 N.E.

Five of us stood in the coolness of the arched underground chamber, achamber walled in agray-tinged
stone and a good hundred meters across and fifty high, an open space that would not have been possible
amillennium earlier, before the devel opment of sophiticated bioneering. The smooth white-gray walls
blurred into indigtinctnesswhen | stared at them. Although we stood at near-attention, | could sense my
eyes, and the eyes of the other four, looking up at the five capsule-like devices mounted on curved
pedestal s and gimbaled to movein any direction. | wondered why they were designed to move, when
you could get the same visud effect through VR, but, like the others, said nothing as we waited for Mgor
L’ Martine to spesk.

The mgor was small for apre-select, no more than a hundred-eighty centimetersin height, brown-haired,
broad-shouldered, and dmost blocky. He studied each of the five of usin turn, starting with Sylvie
Garcyaand ending with me.

After another long silence, he finaly addressed us. “I can seewhat you're dl thinking. Why isFSusing
capsules that move when you can replicate the effect with VR? First ... you can't replicate al the effects,
asyou are about to discover. And second, the visud inputs are only apart of the datayou will haveto
process. What you will sensein the smulator isonly afraction of theintensity of both input and sgnas
that you will experienceif you reach actua deep-spacetraining on area ship. According to your physica
evauations, you al possessthe basic neurological ability to sensethe sgnds. Only working with the
smulator will tel whether you have the menta and neurologica agility to actudly interpret and act upon
those senses. For the purposes of the smulator, and to save resources and grief for those of you who will



not makeit, you will use complete headsetsfor the first stages of training. Those of you who makeit to
in-space training will be required to have implants when the time comes.”

| had the very definite feding that some of uswould vanish after the smulator runs. | hoped | was't one
of those who disappeared. Somehow ... | had to makeit.

“The smulators are actualy the same asthose used for training orbita lift pilots, and those of you who
make it through training will hold certification as second pilotsfor orbitd lifters. Thisfirst sessonismerely
afamiliarization. Some of you will make the mistake of regarding amag-lifter asmerely abigger verson
of aground glider, because they use the same power source. Don’t. The gyro system of aglider protects
you. Thesewill dlow you to destroy yoursalves.” His eyesraked over usagain.

“Evenif you're careful, the odds are that you will dl crash. The question is merely how long you can
maintain control and how you do it. You'll each get at least three attempts. Now ... why are we throwing
you insde acontrol capsule right now? Because it savestime and credits.”

Magor L’ Martine sounded like Father, and | wanted to nod, but didn’t. | also wondered how Wyendra
had done. Probably better than | would.

“WEe ve discovered that, if you understand how disoriented you can get, and how much you have to
juggle, dl of you who are serious study harder and learn more quickly. That’ slesswasteful for dl of us”
He smiled. “| do hopethat you' ve dl studied the checklists and the procedures.” He gestured toward the
arched step platformsthat led to each of the simulators. “ Take the one closest to you, and go and strap
in”

Since | wason theleft end, | walked toward the left-most capsule, and then up the curved synthetic steps
that arched from the smooth stone floor up to the smulator capsule. | didn’t look down from the top of
the gantry-like platform, but ducked and stepped quickly inside the small space.

Once | had did onto the replica couch, the hatch eased shut with avery definite and dull click. | took a
moment to study the capsule — except that, since it wasn't powered up, al | saw wasthe dull expanse
of gray before the control couch, with only asingle red-lit stud. | hooked the harness leads to the
headset, eased the headset on, adjusting it so that it fit snugly, and then strapped myself onto the control
couch.

My fingersfinally rested once more on the singlelit stud in the cgpsule. | pressed it.

The gray expansefilled with color and al sorts of virtua readouts, most of which didn’t resemble
anything I’d seeninthetraining VR sessions, not at firdt. | tried to sort them out, and began to recognize
the more obvious ones— like dtitude readouts and speed. Above the manua data representationswas a
view of theliftway at Kuritim. That, | could recognize without struggling. | forced my eyes back to study
each of the manual readouts, for the severa moments before the system came online and buried me

under streams of data. Rather they were more like comm lasersin different colors and frequencies, each
conveying datain adifferent language or set of symbols.

Asthe procedures manua had indicated, | went through the abbreviated checklit, then lifted my eyes
once moreto the VR view of the liftway at Kuritim, the one at which we aways finished those grudling
runs— each and every day.

“Have you finished your checkligt, Shuttle Alphatwo?’
| winced.



“Shuttle Alphatwo, ready to lift,” | ssid — and added the phrase mentally.
“Cleared to begin lift-off roll, Shuttle Alphatwo.”

“Understand cleared. Beginning lift-out roll.” Using the headset as| might have my own vyrtor, | mentaly
torqued the Rochford ddlimiters, monitoring the magfield congtriction to ensure a smooth acceleration
through theinitia ground effect dong the liftway.

Abruptly the information surged through me ... so much that the liftway image blurred before my eyes ...
| didn’t so much hear the words or the Sgnalsasfed them ... and my menta trandation was running far
behind the inputs and my reactions.

... acceleration one point three ... one point four ... delta vee one nine zero ... liftway
remaining ... eight thousand ... seventy-seven ... delimiters at point nine-nine ... acceleration two
point eight ... attitude plusthreered ...

| eased the orbiter’ snose forward — just dightly, | thought.

... attitude minustwo ...

| tried to edge the nose up just dightly.

... attitude minus one ... liftway remaining sixty-six ... acceleration three point one ...
The lifter screamed-staggered — that was the way it felt — off thelift-way.

...yaw at twenty degrees ... increasing ...

The nose pitched up — why, | didn’t know, and | tried to correct. Then the left Sde of thelifter rose ...
...attitude plus four ... DELTA VEE WARNING ... DELTA VEE WARNING ...

At the near-eectric-neura shock of thewarning, | mentally wrestled the nose down.

... magfield imbalance ... IMBALANCE ... IMBALANCE! ...

| cut back on the left delimiter. The nose centered.

... yaw at ten degrees ... centering ... attitude minus two ...

Before me, the screen showed the water beyond the breakwater reef screaming toward me, and | pulled
thenoseup ...

... deltaveewarning ... DELTA VEE WARNING ...

Thistime | wastoo late in readjusting the nose, and the shuttle stall-spiralled into the blue waters of the
VR Pecific.

A grobe-likeflash of darkness and light, and pain dammed through my skull before | found mysdlf lying
on the couch looking at the same blank-featured consolewall as | had after first strapping in.

“Shuttle Alphatwo, please commence checklist in preparation for lift-off.”
“Commencing checklist,” | answered.

The second attempt was even worse. | tried to keep the nose centered, ran out of ground effect and



skidded dong the liftway, then pin-wheeled sideways into the water. The dectric shock and the darkness
were dmost ardlief.

My third attempt at lift-off was not the disaster of the second, but somehow | missed the trangtion to the
upper mag belts, and ended up plummeting into the ocean. So | was hanging upside down, strapped to
the couch waiting for the smulator to recenter itsdlf.

“That' s enough, Candidate Alwyn. When the capsule rightsitsalf, you can unstrap and come on down.”
The Mgor’ s voice was laconic, matter-of-fact.

The headset went dead, and the capsule rolled upright. | was drenched in sweat when | fumbled my way
out of the straps. Three of the other candidates were aready standing on the smooth gray stone floor of
the chamber when | reached the bottom of the steps. SherylaHeynewasthe last to join us, and she
looked greener than I’ d fdlt.

We stood there, waiting, for agood five minutes before Mg or L’ Martine rejoined us.

He offered a perfunctory smile and then spoke. “Congratulations. You' ve al just discovered the basic
differences between your gliders and orbital maglifters. Orbital craft have anumber of advantages over
various chemical-based lifters. First, they don't require nearly as much onboard power, and therefore,
their empty weight to pay-load ratio is higher. That means they’ re cheaper to operate. Second, solong as
no one pilots them the way you fivejust did, the wear and tear on the equipment isfar lessand they last
longer. Third, they have far greater range and rdliability. Around Earth, that is” L’ Martine smiled. “As
you dl have discovered, they aso have some definite downsides. They require constant monitoring, and
so far, at least, even nanite-based processors are inadequate for al circumstances. Now ... weplay a
dirty trick on dl candidates. On aregular orbiter, there are stabilizing systems ... but they haveto be
monitored congtantly by the pilot, because they can’'t handle dl field fluctuations. The reason why those
systems are turned off hereis so that you can learn to handle an orbiter without astabilizer. All orbiter
pilots do. Another part of that reason isthat a number of the outsystemn planets have nastier magfields
than Earth, believe it or not. And the fields around Jupiter can be as bad as any atmospheric field. Add to
that the fact that you don't have the back-up stabilizing effect of planetary gravity in space. One attitude
feels dmost the same as another. Y ou think thiswas difficult? Before you' re through you will be doing
loopsin the smulators, and it’ s not for stunt training, but because you could get thrown into some strange
attitudes, and we want you to be able to recover from anything.” Another perfunctory smile followed.
“Actudly, you five weren't as bad as some I’ ve seen. But don't get any idess ... you have alot of
surprisescoming.”

Just how much worse could those surprises be than three crashes out of three attempts?

Chapter 20
Raven: Helnya, 458 N.E.

On fourday morning, | waswearing agray singlesuit, with adark green ves, rather than ajacket, looking
over the results of my net search queries. They were quite clear. There was only one place Elysa could
have gotten the jewelry. Or put another way, the search routines had found one establishment, and only
one, where such jewelry was designed and sold. Again ... that didn’t mean she d gotten it there, but it
did mean that the people there might have someinsightsthat | didn’t.

The place wasin Helnya— less than one hundred klicks up the coast. That fit. Why, | couldn’t say, but
itdid. Sinceit wasn't exactly next door, and since | had the fegling that | needed to go therein person, |
VRed.



A young man appeared on the other side of my flat table desk, just asmal circular holo image—
inexpensive equipment. “RennZeg's,” he announced.

“I just wanted to make sure someone was there before | came out.”
“We only do custom work, ser,” he said politely.

“My nameisDaryn Alwyn. | have some questions about custom work.”
Sometimes, the name isworth something. His eyeswidened, dightly.
“Those Alwyns, yes” | said. “Will someone be therein two hours?”
“Yes s

“Thank you.” | stood and walked down to the lower level hangar.

| had already decided againgt taking the induction tube from Valurato Helnya, athough it would have
been far quicker — and far less expengive, given the distance tax on using aglider for any travel more
than five klicks. Probably | was deceiving mysdlf, but | wanted at least theillusion of being done, and I'd
certainly get that if | took the inland ridgetralil, rather than the scenic coastd path.

Onceinthehangar, | did into the seet in the glider, not without a certain amount of trepidation, although
I’d aready checked the glider before | went to Mertyn's, and then scanned it again after I d returned. If
someone wanted, they could il track me by tapping the public monitors of the skytors, or by caling me
and letting the signal come through my belt repegter, but both taps and VR calls were monitored, and
therewould be atrail of sorts. Or they could have placed an inert burst locator somewhere on the glider,
onethat would only signal after the glider sopped and was slent for awhile.

| didn’t fed even hdf-relaxed until | was on the mid-ridgetrail north. Only then did | dide the canopy
half-back, and let the cool air, half-screened, flow around me under aclear bluefal sky. Some might
have cdlled the open canopy foolish, but it wasn't. No one could have known where | was headed, or
how, until earlier in the day, and it would have been impossible to have mounted alaser unit that quickly
without detection. When | got to Helnya, | would have to be more circumspect.

In the meantime, | enjoyed thetrip. The air held the scents of oak and wine. Thetrail wasfully
instrumented, athough an ancient would never have guessed how much was hidden beneath the grassy
way, nor would they have guessed how many years and how much effort it had taken to create the grass
itsdlf.

Astheglider gradually climbed aong the route that had once been afar wider thoroughfare, say, inthe
time before the Collapse, | looked out to the east, out over the valley and the mixture of trees and
vineyards, and isolated dwellings. | couldn’t help smiling at the serenity and the beauty. Cafyawastruly a
beautiful placeto live, despite the occasiona tremors.

On the trip north there weren’t more than ahandful of gliders that passed me going south, and al bore
couples enjoying the scenery, and the scent of the winemaking that permested the whole region from
ealy tolaefal.

By thetime | reached the outskirts of Helnya, though, there were more gliders on the byways. | closed
the canopy, switched to full manual, and eased the glider dong the wide and grassy waysin agenera
westward direction toward the bluff overlooking the ocean, passing a pair of teenagers on a magscooter,
the girl seated behind the young man. The dashplot had the route to RennZee' s outlined. | tried to be
dert while dill taking in the charm of the artists' colony.



| hadn’t been in Helnyain years, not since my school days, and that had only been because Ertis had
wanted to see some painter’ swork in one of the galeries there. Since I’ d been enchanted with Ertis, and
she' d wanted to go, and since I’ d been low on funds, we' d taken the tube, and seen the paintings, and
then I’ d taken her to dinner at auniquery — I' d had to choose between dinner or the glider, as|
recdled. | didn’'t remember the name of the place, but most of the eating places remaining in Noram —
or elsewhere, | supposed — fell into ahandful of categories, those providing standard replicator fare for
travelers and others away from home, those designed really as mesting places, and the smal handful of
uniqueries, where every element of amea was hand-prepared and guaranteed unique. Uniqueries were
expensive, needlessto say.

Stll ... whilel didn’t remember either the paintings or the uniquery, | did remember Ertis being pleased. |
smiled. She' d been very pleased — evenif | hadn’t been ableto get the glider. | could still remember
checking my credit balance, and deciding | didn’t dare anger Father.

Glancing around as | followed the directions on the dashplot toward the center of the place, | tried to
recdl and identify what I’ d seen years before. The center of the town was amost lost among the trees,
and the gardens, in which were set houses that |ooked frozen in time— alow hacienda from nearly two
millennia before set less than three hundred meters from a pre-Collgpse media house, and that was
adjacent to what might have been an Anglish cottage.

Then there was a square, and something | did recognize — the tube station. Past the low gray stone and
green tile roofed building that was the upper level of the tube gation, there was a clustering of artisan
shops, and three art gdlleries— right in arow ahead on my |eft.

| eased the glider past another magscooter, this one bearing awhite-haired norm woman with large sack
strapped in the second sedt.

Thefirst gdlery’ ssgnwassmple— “Gdlery West.” Beyond the third galery was astoneretaining wall,
dating back centuriesto when people actualy cut into hills and thought their work would last. Abovethe
wall seemed to be apark of some sort. | looked more intently. It was an old, old cemetery.

Off to the Sde of the glider path on the right, on the same Side asthe gdlleries, but after the last gdlery,
the one Ertisand | had visited so many years before, there was alarger squarish glider, addivery type,
with aside pand open. Two men were bent over, ingpecting something insde.

| nodded sympathetically. Even the best equipment sometimes had problems. I’ d seen that often enough
in Federd Service,

“Oh!”

At the sound of the high yell that sounded girlish, my head flicked back to theretaining wall. A small
figure hung from the top coping stone of the vine-covered wall, her body swinging agood three meters
above the ssonewak below.

“Help!” came asecond cdll.

| pushed the glider ahead, past the men working on the delivery vehicle, seemingly obliviousto the girl,
then jerked it to astop at the edge of the gliderway. | haf-climbed, half-vaulted from the glider,
automatically linklocking it, as | sprinted toward the child whose fingers seemed to be dipping, loosening
S0 that she started to swing across the front of one of the huge gray blocks of stone.

She wore apale blue singlesuit, and her eyeswerewide.



My fingersreached up to help the child down ... and touched nothing — brushing the stone, despite the
redigicimage.

Supraholoimage! | glanced back toward the glider, but the canopy was still locked shut.
Craaacckkk ...

| looked up to see the entire stone wall seemingly toppling down on me — dowly, with stonesthat
suddenly seemed aslarge as smal gliders arching toward me. Slow asthey seemed, | moved even more
dowly. | ill thought | might get clear when the ground underfoot gave way.

Again ... asthevery real antique stones and the darkness crashed over me, | had thefedling that I'd
been more than alittle dow — and very stupid.

Chapter 21
Fledgling: Supra-Ecliptic Space, Sol System, 423 N.E.

“Decderation hating. Decderation hating. Commencing weightlessness. Commencing welghtlessness.
Fifteen minutes before maneuvers commence. Fifteen minutes before maneuvers commence.” Thevoice
wasthat of Sylvie Garcya, Pilot Candidate Garcya, as she completed her stint at the controls of the FSS
Prasad.

With my body suddenly lightening in the harness, | glanced sideways from the student couch wherel
waited toward the candidate strapped in to my right.

“That wasalittle rough,” murmured Aadyn Muriami.
“Aren'twed|?’ | murmured back with arueful amile.
Aadynrolled hiseyes.

| glanced up at the overhead. Everything in the Prasad seemed to be some color shaded with gray. The
overhead was agrayish cream. The deck was adarker gray, although, in haf the time the Prasad wasn't
accelerating or decderating, it wasimpossible to fed which was which. That was probably the reason for
the colors, some form of reminder asto what was where when the ship was under power, except that
even half that time what was* up” wasredly down, or the other way around, except on long decels.

Inaway, the ship dso smelled “gray,” with the odor of oil, people, metas, and compaosites of all
temperatures, and food al swirled together.

Major L’ Martine had been clear enough about some of that when he' d said that there was no way to
build a ship cost-effectively that would alow every exposed surface to serve effectively as overhead,
deck, or bulkhead. So the Federa Service didn’t. The deck was down for acceleration, and — on long
runs— for deceleration. For training maneuvers, everyonewas just strapped in, and if your harness
weren't snug, you ended up with alot of bruises.

As| waited, | took adow deep breath, knowing what was coming.

“Candidate Alwyn. Y ou're up next.” Mgor Imoro’ s voice was pleasant enough, but she had areputation
of being tough on candidates. The increasing raggedness of Sylvie Garcya s handling of the Prasad
confirmed that — at least to me,

“Yes, ser.” After releasing the harness and diding out, careful to keep aboot toe locked under the couch



coaming, | relocked the harness, then hand-over-handed my way along the narrow passage between the
couchesin the candidate waiting areato the control center.

My stomach had finally adjusted to weightlessness, and | pulled mysdlf down toward the couch where
Sylvie had just unstrapped. Her back to the mgjor, who remained strapped in the left couch, Sylvie
floated beside the student control station, her face composed. Her face was dways composed. “ Good
luck,” she murmured.

“Thank you.” | offered agrateful smile. | knew I could use the luck, and more than that.

| readjusted the harness, then did into the couch, where | connected the control line to my own helmet,
testing the links to make sure | had compl ete bandwidth control. Then | had to tighten the harness,
struggling to ensure that the straps were tight, Since using leverage in weightlessnesswas't automeatic to
me. Next came the persona testing routine, and the start-up checklist.

Magor Imoro’ s head turned dightly.

Sylvie had dipped back to her student couch behind the bulkhead beside Nikko Petel.

| mentaly checked the time since Sylvie' s announcement. “It’ ssix minutesto go.”

“Y ou're cleared to make any announcements.” The mgor’ svoicewaslow, but it carried.

| waited another thirty seconds, and then keyed the ship’ s system. “ Resume accel eration stations.
Maneuverswill commencein five minutes. Maneuverswill commencein five minutes.”

Major Imoro touched the console, and | was flooded with inputs from the entire ship.

... Sixty degrees absolute ... stern sensors ... fusactors at ten percent ... absolute speed less than
point five NL relative Sol ... magscoops in shield mode ... no EDI traces within one thousand
LS... converters at twenty ...

The ship felt red againgt the black cold of semideep space, where the molecular dendity was lessthan
dozens per cubic meter. Nearer the center of the ecliptic, the sengitivity of the sensors had to be

adjusted, because, otherwise, they gave a pilot the impression of guiding the ship through afog. But the
greater sengitivity was necessary farther out because a pilot needed to be able to monitor the loads on the
system, particularly the stress on the magscoop fields.

| moistened my lips and began the second checklist — the one for al ship systems, the important one.
My mind il felt asthough it were moving through agluey fog as| ran the comparisons againgt the
optimal leve.

Abruptly, | frowned. “Scoop sensor three ... no reading.”
“Good,” pulsed Imoro. Just as suddenly the sensor registered on the system.
“System review complete and green,” | announced when | finished.

“Y ou have the con, Candidate. Proceed to accelerate to point one dll, then execute aKirwan turn, and
commence astandard approach to gammathree.” Mgor Imoro’ stone made it clear that something
would go wrong on the approach to the beacon that served as the reference point.

“Maneuvers commencing in one minute. Maneuvers commencing in one minute.” My voice sounded
harsh over the net and the ship’s speakers.



| scanned the motion detectors and harness locks to make sure dl the ship’s personnd were in their
couches before pulsing the mgjor. “All personnd are restrained, ser.”

“You are cleared for full power-up and scoop extension.”

“Understand cleared thistime. Commencing power-up and acceleration.” | eased up the power flow
from the fusactors, watching asthey climbed past twenty percent, then twenty-five, where the scoop
fields began to extend. Initia acceleration was bardly noticeable, just the dightest of pressures, because
the gathering efficiency of the magscoops was afunction of power and velocity, and without the input
from the scoops, the LDD that created the photonjets was only operating at afraction of potential output.
Whilethe gv was near max, the photon stream volume wasn't.

Even though the Prasad seemed to be moving dowly &t first, that velocity built within seconds to speeds
that would have ripped an atmosphere gpart with the ship’ s passage. The accel eration increased dmost
as quickly, pressing me back into the couch.

... acceleration at point four gees ... point eight ... one point one ... two point three ...

| could fed the sweat oozing from under the soft helmet, even as| continued to try to check everything,
wondering what and how the mgjor would ensure went wrong.

The sensors showed the beacon dwindling behind us, and | automatically switched scales on the relative
plot.

“Y ou can begin the Kirwan turn any time, Candidate.”

I’d dready programmed the turn, and brought the macro online, monitoring the system as the scoopfields
dtered their configuration, and as the g ection field nozzles redirected the photon flow.

Just as!’d let out along dow breath against the still increasing gee force, theleft haf of the magscoop net
vanished, and the ship dewed, its acceleration decreasing precipitoudy, and the attitude dropping seventy
red. Demand draw on the fusactor skyrocketed, climbing toward the red of overdraw. The ship’s
heading immediately began to revolve to starboard, into what would become an ever-tighter spiral down
into the ecliptic and probably the Kuiper Belt and al the garbage that would shred the now-unprotected
port side of the Prasad.

... scoop imbalance IMBALANCE ...

Theleft half — that meant the left converter had gone. | dropped power to half on the right net output
nozzles, then reconfigured the net phasing so that the entire net was handled by the right converter.

My stomach lurched as the acceleration dropped from nearly three geesto near-nothing, and |
swalowed.

The magscoop shimmered back into aunified and balanced energy net — if oneinvisible except to the
ship’s sensors— but its areawas more like forty percent of what it had been moments before, and the
acceleration climbed back to around point five gee, then edged up.

Magor Imoro said nothing.

| corrected the heading and attitude to “climb” back toward the beacon that served as a representation of
either aGate or an orbit station. Needless to say, no one was going to let any of us near the ecliptic or a
real Gate or station — nor in aship with passengers or real cargo — not with the power of a magscoop,
photonjet ship — until they were quite assured of our capability.



Then | had to replot the entire turn and approach to take into account the lower acceleration and the
power requirements. The time seemed to drag, but it was less than two minutes before | had astable
profile for the lower gee approach.

The magscoop vanished entirely. So did accderation — leaving my stomach lurching in sudden
welightlessness— or, more properly, without the artificia gravity provided by acceleration.

... Shieldsat minimal ... shield reserves at thirty, declining ... twenty ...

My mind felt asif | were dogging through heavy syrup as| flashed through the diagnogtics before |
discovered that an interrupter had taken the power conduit from the fusactor to the right convertor
off-line. | patched the conduit from the left convertor through the standbys, and then reduced the overal
power load, reconfiguring the magscoops to twenty-five percent of full span, hoping my caculaionswere
correct.

Once again, the acceleration built, leveling out at around point seven gee.
“Do you know why you lost the scoops?’ asked the mgjor.

“Because the power |oad creates more heat when it' sasymmetrica?’ | wastrying to recal the exact
language.

“Close enough. In another two minutes, the conduit will be cool enough to put back online. I'll give full
scoops then. Otherwise we' |l be out here for another three hours for asingle approach. And that won't
set well with the other trainees, and it certainly wouldn't set well with the captain or the passengerson a
red run.”

“Yes, ="

The conduit did cool, and | got full magscoop capability back and | didn’t incinerate the beacon on decel
theway Aadyn had. And | thought I’d actually brought the Prasad to an absolute halt relative to Sol.

| just waited for the mgjor’ s orders after that.

Her words followed asilence of about aminute. “ Announce a thirty-minute stand-down, and then a
constant acceleration return to base,” Imoro ordered. “We' |l start with your debrief once we' re under
way back to Earth Orbit Three. Get something to drink. Y our system monitors say you' re dehydrated,
and you won't understand half of what | tell you.”

“Yes, ser. You have the con.”
“I haveit. Be back intwenty.”

“Yes, ser.” | eased out of the harness, and disconnected the leads, pulling myself back to the smdll
officers galley. | swallowed back atouch of nausea.

Sylvie Garcyaoffered asmile as| passed the candidates couches. | returned it with asmile of my own
and ashrug.

We both knew that the “bad” part of the trip was just beginning — aday plus of constant one gee
acceleration/deceleration to take us back down to Earth Orbit Three. After several hours of intensive
debriefing for each of us, there would be a period of two hours in the couch with one of the instructors,
being taken through ship system after ship system, quizzed, grilled, and thoroughly worked over. There
werefiveingructors— al mgors— and dl very thorough.



Chapter 22
Raven: Kewood, 458 N.E.

| dreamed for along time, and most of the dreams were nightmares of various sorts, ranging from being a
raven pursued by eegles, and falling walls, to being swallowed by octagona Gatesin deep, deep space. |
felt hot and cold by turns, sometimes shivering in ice, other timesfeding asthough | were being turned on
agpit over afire.

When | woke for thefirst period of real awareness, Kharl and Gerrat were both by my bedside, except it
was amedcradle and not abed, and every part of my body itched. My arms and hands were restrained,
of course.

“You'regoing to bedl right,” Gerrat said.

“But it' sgoing to take moretime,” Kharl added.

“A lot more.” | tried to speak, but the words came out mumbled.

“Y ou need to know you'll hedl,” Kharl said.

“When you're better, we'll need to talk about why you were climbing on shaky walls,” Gerrat said.
| tried to shake my head, but it was a so restrained.

“You'll be better than new,” Kharl promised. “Y ou’ re stronger than anyone thought.” He laughed, softly,
and even pain-drugged as | was, | could sense a certain irony and bitternessthere.

But thelast of hiswords blurred, and | dozed off.

When | woke later, lying cradled in the medweb, nanites scurrying to rebuild me, | wondered how I'd
gotten to the point where people were trying to kill me — a not-quite-obscure edart composer, from a
far less than obscure family. And | till didn’t understand why they weren't after Father — or Gerrat.

Whoever it happened to be knew mewell ... far too well, yet paradoxically not well enough ... or so it
seemed. They knew my likes, knew | would be intrigued by Elysa, knew | often guided a glider with the
canopy open. They knew my fondnessfor children, and my impulsiveness.

But pushing awall over on me? That wasn't anything that could be identified as amurder, not redlly, and
neither was an anaphylactic reaction. Only the laser attack fit that definition. What bothered me wasthe
means — or the combination of means, redlly. If | were athreat to vested interestsin society — those
with the means to get me murdered — the anaphylactic attack and the wall were perfect, because |
would have died from seminatura causes, with no great publicity, and the like, associated with my degth.

Contrary to popular wisdom, death itsalf does not automatically create well-known martyrs. The deeth
must be highly visble, and martyrs have usudly been created by the living to further various ends of those
gill dive. I had no desire ether to die unknown or to find what | espoused being twisted for other
purposes — say by the Dynae, who could use me asamartyr by claiming that the pre-selects had tried
to eiminate me because | was beginning to espouse their cause, or by the naturists, who would be even
more extreme ... or conceivably by my own family, who, while mourning my demise, would havelittle
difficulty in usng me or my degth to bolster UniComm and their way of life.

Yet | knew Gerrat well enough to know that he didn’t have the guts or the coldness to mastermind my
death. He' d be happy to useit, if it suited his purpose, but not createit.



Wasthe laser attack meant to fail, unlike the other two? Wasit awarning? And if it happened to be,
why? And by whom had it been set up?

How had | gotten into such amess? What in my life had led to dll this?

That question reverberated through my mind as| dipped back into darkness....

Chapter 23
Hedgling: Kuritim, 425 N.E.

The black and silver uniform looked good in the quarters mirror, especialy with the short dress jacket,
and | did spend amoment looking a my image. After more than three calendar years, and two years
persond objectivetime, | was actudly going to get my wings.

| laughed softly. The symbol of wings remained, even though wings were of no use beyond an
atmosphere, athough | had dready received, the afternoon before, just |eft in my lockerbox, asmdl
certificate with the Federal Union logo which proclaimed that | was alicensed orbital shuttle operator
[second], and alicensed commercid flitter pilot [unrestricted]. There had also been two certs added to
my quals on the Federal Union rogter.

| straightened and adjusted the black beret, permacotton soft to the touch, then stepped out onto the
walkway outside the door of my quarters. The breeze off the lagoon was just enough to keep the heat
from being overpowering. For the moment, the rooms beside mine were quiet, since the candidate
traineesin the group behind ours were off-planet. | caught aglimpse of brown hair and another new FS
uniform singlesuit ahead of me, and walked quickly to catch up with Wyendra.

“Congratulations,” | offered withagmile.

She stopped and amiled back, somewhat shyly. “ Thank you.”
“It' sbeen along time since the first day we waked here.”

“In someways,” she agreed.

We turned and walked toward the same hdl where we had begun three years earlier, dmost lagging, as
if ... 1 wasn't quite surewhy.

“Lifewill change, Daryn. More for you than anyone.”
“You think I'm that different from when | came?’
Her fine eyebrowslifted. “What do you think?’

| shrugged. “It'shard to tell. | haven't seen anyone that’ s not in the Federa Service for what ... agood
year now, Snce our last holiday leave.”

“And how wasthat leave?’
| nodded, then grinned. “ Y ou'reright. Again.” | paused. “What about yours?’
“Better than yours, | would guess.” Her generous mouth offered asmile. “My family seesit asan honor.”

“My parents are proud. Mother even VRed thismorning — or last night, redly.”



“Proud ... but your wanting to do it bewildersthem.”
| shrugged. “I think everything | do has bewildered them.”
“Good!” Wyendra laughed.

So did I, even as | wondered why, but for the moment her smile and laughter and the coming ceremony
were more than enough.

We turned down the walkway to the hall, followed by Sylvie Garcyaand LaraCliena. CyerlaArisdl was
dready waiting at the back of the dimmed dome, talking quietly with Takeo Kurami.

The sunshine boys— Mikhail Petrus and Ibrahim Halevi — strolled up shortly — al smiles.
“Lieutenants ...” The quiet voice camefrom Mgor Ngara. “If you would fdl into ranks ...”

| held back aamile. It wasthefirst time | could recall that the mgjor had made arequest, rather than
given aorder. Wedl lined up. Then atal commander in the black and silver singlesuit and aforma
jacket with alot of silver on the deeves stepped forward at the front of the hall. My eyes raked the sedts.
There were perhaps two dozen people there, most of them FS officers who had trained usin one way or
another. The scene was being relayed viathe net to our families, but it was clearly aFedera Service
ceremony.

We marched forward, then redeployed into aline abreast. | was at the far |eft, Cyerlaat the far right,
with Wyendraroughly in the middle. We stood therein silence for amoment.

“In amodern technologica society, ceremonies might appear anachronigtic,” began the dender
commander. “They are not. Ceremonies at their best should mark outstanding effort and achievement.
They should signify passages of import and commemorate the outstanding. These become more
important in aworld where anyone can achieve some measure of notoriety through mere persistence and
Outrageousness.

“Only the very best gpply to become FS pilots, and only one in athousand of those gpplicants, on
average, completesthe training successfully. That is anotable achievement. A most notable achievement
based on ahility, education, dedication, and kill.” The commander’ slips quirked into arueful smile.
“Having said that, | must also caution you that much of your real learning and achievement lies ahead, and
that, again on average, only onein ten of you will ever command astarship. Part of that is because some
of you will choose career paths that lead elsawhere, but even so, the journey ahead isnot only brilliant
with sarlight, but difficult....”

She nodded briskly. “Asyour nameis called, please step forward.”

| didn’t have to know the first name. It was mine. As Wyendra had predicted, Cyerlawasfirgt in the
class, Wyendrawas fourth, and | was eighth— and last ... and happy to have survived.

The commander waited for me to approach and halt.

“Lieutenant Alwyn, you and this group have perhaps the most unique distinction in many years. Thisclass
isthe largest class ever to makeit through training. Asamatter of fact, the curriculaand the training were
reevaluated severd times because of your efforts. We wished to ensure that standards were being
maintained.” Shelooked beyond me. “Every one of you here might well have been first or second,
certainly no lower than third, in any other group of candidate officers over the past decade. Itisa
digtinction to recall with pride.” Her eyes went back to me as she dipped the wingsinto the holder on the
black formal jacket, and her voice lowered into almaost a murmur, one clearly not designed to be picked



up by the VR system. “Y our determination, Lieutenant, was particularly noteworthy.”
“Thank you, ser.” | managed to keep the smile off my face, but probably not out of my eyes.

“And | imagine the persona pressure was greater than anything FS could have applied. Just keep up that
effort. It doesn't stop with thewings.”

“Yes, ser.” Her last sentence wasn't quite ajolt, but it was a sobering reminder that the FS would aways
be looking over my shoulder more than the shoulders of others, because the Federa Union and its
adminigtrators prided themsel ves on the Union’ s objectivity.

Shenodded, and | turned.

“Lieutenant Garcya”

| was glad Sylvie had made it. She' d worked harder than anyone.
“Lieutenant Haevi ...”

“Lieutenant Shann ....”

| did smile when the commander dipped the wings on Wyendra.

Then, after the commander finished winging usdl, and we stood in line, she said. “Now ... repest after
me.... ‘I ... doaffirmwithal my spirit and ability that | will support and defend the peoplesof dl the
Earth and the Federal Union which represents them, that | will never abuse the powers and authority that
may be granted me, and that | will respect and obey the laws of the lands of the Federal Union...."”

There was amoment of slence after the affirmation.

The commander looked at each of usinturn. “Y our postings are awaiting you, and you each have two
months home leave. Congratulaions, Lieutenants.”

She nodded once, and the short “ Fanfare for Mortals” rang through the domed hall.

At that, | turned and grinned at Sylvie. “You did it.”

She smiled back. “ So did you.”

Wyendrajoined us, and for along moment we just exchanged glances under the raised dome of the hall.
“It seems so strange,” Sylvie murmured.

“You'll get over it,” offered anew voice, that of Mgor Ngara. “ After about three hours asjunior pilot on
along run to Gamma Gate.” Helaughed. “But enjoy it now. Congratulationsto al of you.” Helooked at
me. “ Just keep remembering that you do have a body, Lieutenant.”

“Yes s

Hewas gone, and Wyendraraised her eyebrows.
“Remember thefirg time | finished the run before Cyerla?’
She frowned, then shook her head.

“He does. He said something like that then.”



“Dayn...” Sylviesad gently.
| turned.

“Everyone will dways remember what you do.” Her words weren't particularly loud or forceful, but |
knew | would remember them. “ Always.”

Chapter 24
Raven: Kewood, 458 N.E.

Half-encased in regrowth and back-cloning/replacement apparatus, and not feding terribly cregtive, there
wasn't much | could do except watch the nets and listen to whoever came into my room. Mostly, that
was Kharl, although Mother used the VR nearly every day, aswell asvisting severd times, and so did
Father and Gerrat. Kharl stopped by at least once aday, but he kept things to the medica side, even
when | baited him, saying that we' d “talk about it later.”

Then, findly, he camein with a serious expresson on hisface, and | knew hewas sure | wasfully back
tonormd, at least mentally.

“I've been thinking, Daryn.”

“Sohavel.” | gestured around at the equipment. “ That’ s one thing al thisdoesn't limit. And you've
decided we can findly talk?’

He nodded. “How did you manage to have awall topple onto you?’ Kharl tilted hishead dightly and
quizzicdly. “Andwhy in Helnya?’

“Wadl ...” | dragged out theword. “It’' slike this. My cousin the doctor introduced meto thislovely
woman. | immediately get aviolent allergenic reaction and dmost die. | start trying to find thiswoman,
and someone elsetriesto fry mewith alaser. When | discover another lead on her, someone ese lures
me out to rescue anillusory child and dropsawadl onme.” | smiled brightly at Kharl. “And my cousin the
doctor wantsto tell me what? That my alergenic reaction was an accident, that alaser beam aimed at my
glider was amafunctioning comm laser, and that | just imagined that there were rocks faling on me?’

“The report was that you were climbing acemetery wall.”

“I was. Therewasalittle girl about tofal.” | shook my head. “ Of course, she was aholo image, but by
thetime| redlized that, it was alittlelate.”

“Haveyou told the CAS?" he asked.

| laughed, but only for amoment, because it hurt my ribs. “I’m not exactly in shape to run down there,
and what would | say? | was chasing aholoilluson, and theilluson dumped rocks on me?1’m going to
VR them from amedcenter and say that?”’

“They’ ve been caling to see when you could talk to them. | finally said yeswhen they called awhile ago.
Someone will be hereto talk to you shortly.”

“Khar ... just what do you think?Y ou tried awfully hard to get meto think | was just suffering from an
adlergenic reaction. Why? What' sgoing on?’

“I don't know.” Kharl shrugged. “I really don't. I don’t know who Elysais, but | couldn’t and | can't
believe she meant you harm.” He paused, dmogt asif to let me sort out his reaction.



That bothered me, because my nanites and every feding | had said he wastdlling the truth.
“I didn’t know anything about the laser or this accident until after each happened.”

Hewastelling the truth about both of those aswell, and | began to get really concerned, because I’ d
been thinking he had something to do with it. But he looked asworried as| felt, and generaly, | could
read Kharl pretty well.

“I just think you' d better be very careful,” he added.

I’d dready figured that out. I’ d also redlized that being careful might not help me get to the bottom of
things, ether.

“What else should | know?’ | asked.
“I' wish| knew.” Hesmiled sadly.

That wasall | really got out of him, and after heleft, | decided to study the short message that Mertyn
had |eft for me sometime while I’ d been unconscious. As much as anything, | wanted to seeit again to get
my mind off the itching and the sweet-acrid odors of regrowth solutions that permeated the medcenter
room.

| caled it up again, and got hisimage, haf-cut off by the equipment surrounding me. But it was
Mertyn — fine dark hair, éfin jaw, and the dightly ironic ddivery.

... whoever it may be that wishes you less than the best of hedlth, | can assure you that those involved
are not the ones you mentioned as first suspects. Those you mentioned would much prefer you and your
ggter enjoy along and hedthy life....

That brought afrown, especidly the mention of Elora, but | kept watching and listening.

... My suggestion isthat you watch for less obvious sources, and consider that perceptive ditestry to
avoid discontent by whatever means possible. Thisis particularly true of those members of the elite
whose positions are most vulnerable to change. Look at societd discontent, and then analyze who
benefits from change and who will suffer.

... I'm headed for awilderness hike for the next few weeks ... we should get together when you're
feding better

Mertyn had moreto say, but he wasn't about to say it except in person. He never had, and | couldn’t say
| was surprised.

| had barely blanked the image when the Civil Authority officer in his off-white and gray uniform
appeared at the doorway to my room. He wastal and lanky, especidly for anorm, and very young
looking. He had big hazel eyes, and an apologetic manner, even before he spoke.

“Daryn Alwyn?’
“That'sme, or what’ sleft of me.”
“The office asked meto talk to you.”

“Yes... about the ... accident?’ | certainly wasn't about to call it attempted murder, even though that
waswhat it had been, because | was sure there would be no hard evidence, as|’d dready told Kharl.



He nodded as he pulled out asmall VR recorder. “Would you mind if | VRed this? That way, no one will
have to bother you again.”

“VRed?Ah ...” | didn’'t know quite what to say. Was| in trouble? For getting hit with awall?Y et my
own internal nanites showed no tension in the CA, and usualy someone about to give bad news showed
tenson.

“There s been talk about restitution from the Helnya Town Authority for neglect of the cemetery wall that
collapsed on you, but that requiresa CA report.”

“Oh.” Theway he talked made me very wary. | wasn't wary about him. Evenin my impaired State, |
could tell he wastelling what he thought was the truth, and that he was truly innocent and trying to do his
duty. That worried me more than if he hadn’t been. | looked down at the tubing and pressure dings
around my legs. “And you'd like my story.”

“Yes, ="

“You cantdl that alot of stonesfell on me,” | inclined my head toward the consolesto the left of the bed.
“1 was headed westward toward the ocean, when | thought | heard someone crying for help, and |
stopped the glider. | got out and hurried over to ook — and then there were stones everywhere.” Al
that wasthetruth, not al of it, but certainly an accurate physical description of what had happened.

“Did you ever see anyone, ser?’

“I couldn’'t besure,” | said. “Then, | didn’'t havetime.” | looked at the young CA and asked, “Didn’t the
skytors pick up anything?’

“Yes, ser. They showed just what you said.”

“| thought there were some men with a glider-van somewhat farther back toward the center of town.
Perhapsthey saw it, too.”

He spread his hands helplesdy. “If they were there, they were too far away. The monitor framesfor the
areaaround the old cemetery just show you and your glider.”

| frowned. “1 thought they were closer, but then, | might just have remembered them as closer than they
were.”

“That could be. The doctor said you were very fortunate to have survived.”

In short, the young CA felt | was confused by my near-death experience. “What about the wall? Was
it... I mean, how did it happen?’

He shook his head. “1t could have happened to anyone. The drainage system had aleak, and it had
softened the ground under thewall, and loosened most of the old mortar, but the front of thewall had
been sealed years ago, so there was nothing visible. And there was a sinkhole right under the front of the
wall, that collgpsed under your weight and dl the stones. Probably, when you touched the wall, that was
just enough.”

Except that my fingers had barely brushed thewall stones. | till recalled the shock from when they had
gone through the supraholo image. “Whatever ... it certainly wasashock.” | paused. “Now what

happens?’
He smiled shyly. “I don’t know everything, Sir. The super, he just said that they needed areport from



you, and they’ d send it with everything to the local FU Claims Authority. Thisisthefirst one of thesel’ve
done. He said to tell you that you' d get a copy, and that probably your compensation would be based on
what your persona medica doesn’t cover and your annua earnings for the past two years.”

“I see” | shook my head. “I’'m glad someoneison this. I'm certainly in no shapeto handleit.”

“Thank you, ser.” He snapped off the VR recorder and dipped it back into the small case attached to his
belt. “I’'m sorry to bother you, ser.”

“I’m not doing much else, officer, and | gppreciate your coming by.” | did, if not exactly for the reasons
he might have thought.

After he left the room, | wanted to shiver. There was no record, even in the skytors banks, of the two
men and the glider-van. All the records showed was my reaching for the top of thewall, asif to yank out
astone, and then the entirewal| just cascading down around and on top of me. And the “sinkholée’
explained even more. I’ d have bet that someone had used nanitic excavators to remove that dirt.

Had | just been imagining the men and the child? 1 shook my head. The girl’ simage had been projected
VR, and at theright angle, wouldn’t have been picked up by a satdllite scanner, even with high resolution.
But | hadn’t been imagining the men. That, | was sure about, and that bothered me. A grest dedl. It was
theoretically possible to project an image — had the two men projected an image that just showed their
section of the road as empty? That kind of equipment, while not horribly expensive, showed both
resources and dl too much forethought for meto be acasua or incidentd target, as did most of what had
happened to me recently.

Firgt, awoman who didn’t exist tried to kill me. Then, adevice planted in away that no one could detect
tried again, and finally, two men who didn’t even show up in the FS skytors monitor banks dropped a
wall on me, and there was no record of anything except the wdl faling. The town of Helnyawas very
sorry and would probably compensate me.

All that meant that someone had known where | was going, and possibly why. They’ d elther tapped my
system or the jewe er’s. Probably the latter would have been easier, but that meant they knew who | was
looking for. Any way | looked &t it, the possibilities were unappealing.

And then Mertyn had sent a message suggesting that people who might have been friends were my most
likely enemies, and those I’ d considered possible enemies were friends.

And | ill didn’t know who or why.

Chapter 25
Hedgling: Yunvil, 425 N.E.

Wearing auniform asdressfor dinner wasn't forbidden, merely in bad taste. So, when | arrived home on
pre-departure leave, | wore my uniform down to dinner — the silversheen and black dress version, and
the double bars of afull lieutenant and the silver wingswith the star and ship.

Asdways, | wasthefirst oneto arrivein the upper halway, and | nodded to the star-surfing young
woman, murmuring, “We do have afew thingsin common, young lady.”

| had seen, of course, that the star clusters and the darkness ooked nothing like the way that Meraal had
sculpted them, but that only gave me yet another rationd reason to prefer the traditiona Hui-Lui painting
of the woman and the open sunlit gate.



“Daryn!”

| turned to see Gerrat coming from the front of the upper level, accompanied by two attractive women,
one black-haired, one red-haired, the first redhead I’d seen in years.

“Daryn ... thisisRhedya” Gerrat nodded to the dark-haired woman.
“Enchanted to meet you.” | bowed my head to the beauty who was about to become Gerrat’ s spouse.

In histailored deep blue singlesuit, Gerrat offered hiswinning smile before turning to the younger woman
to hisleft. “And thisis Emelle. My younger brother Daryn. He s just finished deep space pilot training
and ison leave before hisfirst assgnment.”

“I see you younger folk have already besaten us.” My father’ svoicefilled the corridor, and his eyes went
to my FSuniform. Hislipsformed a pleasant amile, the smile reserved for the timeswhen he wasless
than perfectly pleased with me. I’ d grown up learning that smile. “Y ou look most officid, Daryn.”

“I'mcertain| do, Sr.” | bowed, knowing that refusing to explain, and merdly agreeing with him, would be
far more useful.

“Helooksgood init, dear,” added my mother dipping up beside Father. “And he' scertainly earnedit ...
and the wings. So he ought to be able to show them off.” She smiled brightly. There had been just the
faintest emphasis on the words “ show them off.”

“Y ou are most effective, Mother.” | grinned.
“Thank you, dear. Onelearns.” At least there wasasmilein her eyes.
“Shdl we?’ asked Father, athough it wasn’t aquestion.

Weadl followed him into the dining room and seated ourselves, with Eméleto my |eft, next to Father on
our Sde, across from Rhedya

The spring greens and alercamelon strips on the plates set before us were crisp, perfect, but, then, even
salads had to be perfect.

The young redhead offered me awarm amile. “How wasthe training? People say it’ sdifficult.”
“Very difficult,” Father answered for me, “even with dl Daryn’ s background and advantages.”
“Very hard,” | saidwithasmile. “Long ... and I’m glad to be done.”

Emelle nodded.

“It’ s quite an accomplishment even to be sdlected,” my father said. “ They select the very best, and the
attrition is between seventy and eighty percent.”

“I'mglad to be here.” 1 smiled politely, and waited for Emelle to take a spoonful of the dercamelon
before | followed her example.

“What do you do now?’ she asked.
“I have two months home leave. After that, I’ m posted to the DeGaul .”

Emédlefrowned, and | could sense that she was accessing the net to see what there was on the ship or



anything related. She had to have an implanted link, and | wondered &t that. | hadn’t gotten one that
sophisticated until the FS had given me one as part of the mods for the last stage of pilot training, and |
tried not to useit in company, perhaps because my parents had suggested that doing so wasimpalite.

| took another bite of the melon and smiled at Rhedya, knowing that we' d be exchanging smilesfor a
long time. Her smile was vaguely sympathetic, but there was a cool mind shielded behind the trained
amile

“Hewas apre-Collapse leader, wasn't he? The one they named the ship after?’ asked Emelle.
“I didn’tlook it up,” I replied. “I probably will before | report. What else did you find out?’

“Gaul wasthe name of apart of East Euro in ancient times, and a Roman politician once wrote a book
about how he conquered it.” Emelle offered the smallest of shrugs.

“Nothing new there,” commented Gerrat. “Every piece of the globe has been conquered at least a
hendful of times.”

“And the conquerors promptly forgot that they stole it from someone else so that they could claim some
sort of mord right to the land when someone elsetried to take it away from them,” | suggested.

“But ... of course.” Gerrat beamed his utterly charming smile. “ And you are going to become one of
those conquerorsin afew weeks, | dare say.”

| hadn't thought about Federal Service in quite those terms. While FS ships carried nothing that was
expressy awegpon, the magscoop fields were shidlds, and the ship certainly had capabilities for
wreaking destruction on hostile objects. But the only thing that had seemed to menace humanity sincethe
collapse had been humanity itself — and one or two rogue asteroids that had been redirected.

“That’ srather unlikely,” | pointed out mildly. “Y ou have to have some form of intelligent lifeto bea
conqueror, and we certainly haven't found that — afew planetswith primitive ecologies that we can
colonize, afew others that might once have held life ... and not asingle sgn of another intelligent

WSH

“They’'reout there ... somewhere. With trillionsupon trillionsof gars....” Gerrat grinned. “I’d just rather
not waste afinitelife traveling and searching theinfinite”

Even Emdlewinced.

“| can seethat. I’ d rather not waste my lifefiguring out yet another way to get people to pay meto
provide gossip and information most people aready know or don't need and never will.”

Mother’ s glance — first a me, and then at Gerrat — was amost amatch for alaser in intensty.
| grinned. “But differenceiswhat makeslifeinteresting, isn't it?”

“How did you find themelon, Daryn?’ asked Mother swestly. “ Interesting?’

“Very tagy.” | turned to Emelle. “Did you enjoy it?’

“It was quite good.” Her voice was amost as syrupy as Mother’s.

Two months might be avery long time, | decided.



Chapter 26

Raven: Kewood, 459 N.E.

Inthe end, it took Kharl and the medcenter nearly another two monthsto put me back together enough
S0 that | was ready to leave under my own strength — or rather under my own newly-regrown legs. The
last month or so, I” d been able to do some work, and I’ d actually finished up two edart pieces, including
the one on Holst and the Warsha Symphony, but | was ready to get back to my own place and start

working up to full capecity.

I"d tried to reach Mertyn, but he was ether il hiking through some wilderness or not answering his
gatekeeper — probably the former, since I’ d left messages and gotten no response. It seemed odd, but
he' d been known to spend months out of touch, and there was't too much | could do immediately,

anyway.

As| was packing my gear for the short trip back to Valura, waiting for Kharl to appear and give me his
find words or whatever before | 1€ft, | was still thinking, wondering why I’ d remembered some incidents
more clearly than otherswhile I’ d been half-dreaming, haf-remembering in the medcradle. There were so
many incidentsthat | had passed over. Because my subconscious said they weren't that important? Or
not related to why someone was trying to murder me?

Asl| reached for one of the smal pen scanners, the belt net gatekeeper chimed. | tabbed it, looking up as
the small image appeared right beside the medcenter bed | hoped | wouldn't be needing again, or at least
not for avery long time. The VR image was that of aman not quite two meterstal, with short black hair,
deep blue eyes, and awinning smile.

Myrto, the head compositor, and Compositor Director of OneCys, glanced a me. “Daryn. | seeyou're
findly out of confinement.”

“Almog.”
“That’sgood.” Myrto cleared histhroat. “ There' s something we need to discuss.”
“Y ou should have everything you need for the last project.”

“I do, and it was good work. Y ou always do good work, Daryn.” He flashed another professionaly
warm smile. “Y ou're one of the very best.”

Evenif I didn't know why, | could sense what was coming, but | decided to make Myrto work for it.
“Y ou and OneCys have gotten my best work.”

“WEe ve certainly had no problem with the qudity of your work, Daryn,” Myrto offered.
| refused to bite. “Y ou shouldn't. You' d be hard-pressed to find better.”
“The senior directors are worried about the timing. They think that could be a problem.”

“A problem?| was late once, when | was in the medcenter, and that doesn’t happen to anyone very
often.”

“But you were close with two other projects, and that’ sthree timesthisyear.” Myrto shrugged
gpologeticaly. “1t'snot my decison. | can't give you anything that’ stime-sengitive.”

In short, he couldn’t give me anything, because I’ d never gotten anything from OneCysthat hadn’t been



time-critical. If it weren't, someone in his organization would have been tasked with it.
“Who madethis decison? Can you tel methat?’
“I madeit.”

“Myrto ... pleasedon’t lieto me. If you had a problem, you would have let me know beforethis. So ...
someone ordered you to drop me. Who ... and why?’

“I'm sorry, Daryn. But that' stheway itis. | didn't tell you earlier, because | wanted to make sure you
were in good shape.” Myrto offered alast smile before hisimage vanished.

After dmogt ten years of perfect methodizing for OneCys, I’ d been dropped. For no real reason, and by
avery nervous compositor director who didn’'t want me to know why or who had ordered it. And like
the attempts on my life, | till didn’'t know the reason why, except | was getting the fedling that they were
connected. | just wished | knew what everyone thought | did that made me so dangerous.

The thing was that no one el se seemed to know anything. There was no record, even in the skytors
monitoring banks, of the two men and the glider-van or of anyone ingtaling alaseflash on the wal beyond
my house. Even Gerrat and Father couldn’t find out anything, and with them | knew they weretdling the
truth— and that might have been the most disturbing bit of &ll.

All I could do was think and keep packing, and | had finished checking the two small bagsthat held the
remote relay equipment that had let me work from the medcenter when Kharl walked in.

“Already hard a work,” Kharl said as he stepped into my room.
“I’ve been hard a work for weeks, mentaly, anyway. I'll need to get back into shape physicaly.”

“Doit gradualy,” my cousin the doctor suggested. “ Solid exercise, but don’t overdo it, and listen to your
systemic nanites.” He paused, then added, *'Y ou don't want to undo amiracle.”

My eyebrows lifted.
“By dl rights, you shouldn’t havelived,” Kharl said dowly.
“With amodern medcenter?’

“Oh ... once we had you here, that wasn't the question. It might have taken alot longer, but we could
have put you back together.”

“The accident was set up to make sure | was crushed and died on the spot?’
“I’dhavetosay s0 ... now.” Kharl nodded.
“Why didn’'t I? And why do you think so?7’

“Apparently, those strange nanites have other functions. | couldn’t get rid of al of them, and they must
have multiplied in your system. Y ou had a very high concentration. They protected your brain ...
modtly ... I’'m not quite sure how.”

“You leftthem ... thistime?’ | asked.

“| wasn't successful in getting rid of them last time, and your system is adjusted to them, and they saved
you. I’'m not about to damage something that works and cause you more harm in the process. We' Il want



to watch them, though. And you should let me know if your interna systemics show anything strange.”
“SoI’malabanima now?” My voicewasdry.

“You'reavery livelab animd,” he pointed out equaly dryly.

We both laughed.

“Why did you change your mind?’

“The samereason you did,” he pointed out. “ Once might be an dlergenic reaction ... but two moretimes
iVt coincidence or dlergies or accidents.”

What he said wastrue, but | had the feding there was more. “What else?’
“I'vetold you dl that | know.”

Again, that was mostly true, but he wasn't about to say more, and I’ d have felt strange really pushing my
only redlly closefriend who'd saved my lifetwice.

“I want to seeyou in aweek, immediately if you fed the dightest bit strange or out of sorts,” Kharl said.
“lwill.”

“Promise?’

“| promise. After dl this, I'd be stupid not to,” | admitted.

“Youwould.” He smiled again. “Have to seeto afew others. Take care, Daryn, and don't climb any
more old rock walls.”

“I'll promisethat, too.”

Hewas gone, and | bent down to finish packing the two small bags. It would be good to get home,
athough | was beginning to get worried about having to roust up more business from other clients.

Chapter 27
Fledgling: Supra-Ecliptic Space, Sol System, 426 N.E.

Past conditioning and physica strength notwithstanding, my lungs and chest were beginning to ache as|
lay pushed into the form-fitting bridge couch by the DeGaul’ s three gees of constant acceleration. The
cream gray of the overhead blurred if | tried to look at it directly, and most of thetime| kept my eyes
closed, using the direct links to monitor the ship’s systems and al the scanners.

The DeGaul was angling out of the solar system, angling because getting away from the dust envelope
was harder leaving Earth than with any of the colony systems. Our home system was one of the few
wherethe orbita ecliptic plane was nearly at right anglesto the galactic plane. So, it wasn't that leaving
the system’ s ecliptic wasn't any harder, but getting out of the system ecliptic and to where the Gates
were placed was, and that meant alonger acceleration.

Then thewhole business of Gates was another matter. The theory had been around for along time, back
in the days of the Noram Commonacracy, athough they didn't call it that. There had been two
problems— generating and focusing enough power to create the wormhole and making sure the exit was
where it was supposed to be. In the end, both were resolved by the scientific equivaent of the larger



blunt object wielded with greater force.

Creating a Gate system required lots of power, because you had to get the second two-way Gate set
where you wanted it, well away from a system’ s dust corona. Even finding a system required enough
power to hold open the wormhole long enough to seeif where you' d sent the exploratory probe-Gate
was the system you wanted.

Inthe end, for each final Gate placed, the Federal Union had sprayed about one hundred disposable
gates across space and time before trand ating a permanent Gate. After that, asurvey and tech ship went
through to tow and position the Gate, and then months went by while they tuned and cdibrated
everything. The same process was going on dl thetime, dowly. It took amost ten years— and the
expenditure of afrightening amount of power — to set up each new system Gate. And more than
two-thirds ended up on standby. All of which waswhy my father had been right when he' d said that
interstellar commerce was a dead-end and why pilots and crew spent most of their time getting to and
from Gates.

“What' sthe dengity?” asked Mg or Schlerin through the direct link, using that rather than trying to talk
againg the gee force, even though his couch was less than two meters from mine.

Since he was on-system, he could have done the scan, and that meant | was probably missing something.
“Still & minusfivered.”
“Keep watching.”

| kept watching, and after another ten minutes, the density began to rise, athough | could sense nothing in
the scannersto account for the increase. The gas and dust density was just rising, although the area
before the DeGaul , where the magscoops were collecting dl the diffuse matter, would have quaified asa
vacuum just about anywhere.

“It'sup to minus three red. How did you know, ser?’

“Measurement anomaly belt.” Thelaugh was only on thelink between us. “It’ sthere, and dl the pilots
who' ve made anumber of transitsknow it, but snce the scientists can't explain it, and sncedl the
trangits snce the development of the photon drive have till only resulted in measurements of afraction of
supra-ecliptic space, they just clam it’ sa construct of scanner anomalies.”

“Give us enough time, and we'll reduce dl the dust,” | suggested.
“Oh ... we might create adust-free corridor ... insay amillion years”
| offered anet-nod. That wasthe mgor’ sideaof ajoke.

“Drop back to one gee, Alwyn,” Mgor Schlerin said. “ Announce athirty minute constant at one gee.
Then you can take ten, and come back and relieve me.”

“Yes, ser.” | reconfigured the DeGaul’ s magscoop intakes so that most of the matter they gathered —
largely hydrogen — was either being diverted or stored, and eased back the volume coming from the
photon nozzles. It took aminute or so before | had the acceleration stable.

Then, | clicked into the DeGaul’ s main comm and speakers. “ All hands. All hands. Therewill be athirty
minute stand-down at one gee. | say again, athirty minute stand-down at one gee, commencing
immediately.”



Then | pulsed the mgor. “Y ou have the con.”
“I haveit.”

Oncethe mgor’slinks greened, and mine went amber, | |oosened the harness straps and stretched, then
| unfastened the harness and then the control links before | stood. Neither legs nor arms ached — not
yet. I’d only been on for two hours.

The standard ship routine for pilots was four standard hours on the bridge, four for ameal and for
handling auxiliary duties, four on, and then eight off. Neither the library records nor the data banks had
any information on the source of that rotation pattern.

And that twenty-hour pattern was for a standard one gee departure. No one really got meals or aux
duties done at multiple gee acceleration. They just lay in their couches. Some of the techs claimed that
they could degp under multiple gees. | hadn't been able to, but I’d only made one other near-continuous
high gee trangt in the three months I’ d been on the DeGaul .

“All rotations ever tried by any military outfit in history share onething. They never work quiteright.”
That had been Mg or Schlerin’s observation when Senior Lieutenant Baldau had questioned him, and on
that | definitely agreed with the Mgor.

Unlike the other officers, | only had ten minutes of the thirty in norma gee. So | had to hurry to relieve
mysdalf, and then scurry to the messto grab one of the high-ca, high-pro food bars. Severd other officers
were in the mess by thetime| got there, including Captain Belsever. He was talking to the ops officer,
Subcommander deRieux. DeRieux was a thin-faced woman with very short hair and asquare jaw, and
shewas gulping down one of the supplement bars as she listened.

“... some Gate drift that’ snot explained ... that’ swhy they want full measurements aswe near Gamma
two....”

“... have the scanners on max senditivity, and we re recording everything ... another planet?’

Captain Belsever shrugged his bony shoulders, and the wings on his singlesuit bobbed up and down. The
captain of aship had to be aqualified pilot, and current. So did the executive officer. “ They’ re not saying,

ops.”
“Yes, ="

| realized | was running out of time, and grabbed a sustain bar, then a cup of theliquid, dternately
chewing and swallowing, chewing and swallowing, before finishing both and dipping back to the bridge.

Oncethere, | strapped back in and on-linked. “I’'m online, ser.”

“Eleven minutes.” A net-chuckle followed. “Not bad.” After amoment, the mgjor added, “Y ou have the
con, Lieutenant.”

“l haveit, ser.”

“Just watch the dengty. There' s probably nothing else out here, but if thereis, just reinforce the scoops
and shiddsfird. Then, start tracking, and call me. In that order.”

“Yes, ="

Therewasn't anything out beyond the DeGaul , nothing but hydrogen and afew other scattered



molecules per cubic meter. Even before Mg or Schlerin returned, the density had dropped back to red
minus six, another indication we were clearing the system residuals, and I’ d had to re-expand the
magscoops to maintain even flow for the converters.

| even had time to wonder about why a Gate was drifting.

Chapter 28
Raven: Vdlura, 459 N.E.

Once | was back home, | summoned up and inspected every software subsystem in the dwelling, then |
went through the hardware. | wasn't surprised to find that everything had been checked, and that there
were dumps and snoops hidden away in more than afew places. For the moment, | left them dl, except
threethat | disabled in ways that would seem accidenta enough, unless someone looked redly closely,
and enough to let me keep an info search and the data from being read — | hoped. Then | took a deep
breath, sat down, and leaned back in the chair in the study, thinking.

| didn’t know how much time | had before something else went wrong, but | was going to have to get
into better shape, physically. That wasfor certain, and I’ d have to buy moretime, preferably by
gppearing to do nothing, while planning everything for the moment when | could act. | dso needed to be
in better shape to reingpect the glider before | took it anywhere. Gerrat had had it brought home from
Helyna, but | hated to think what might belurking init.

One of thefirgt things| did after checking out the house and comm systemswas cal up the VR of the
night that had started the whole mess, except thistime | attacked it asamethodizer. | isolated every
person in Kharl’ s grest room, and then analyzed each one’ s behavior and reactions. | didn’t stop at
whether they looked in my direction, but at physical reactions and every cue | could develop. Then |
went into the psychology references and dug up some more.

The resultswere, aswith everything, both surprising and not o surprising.

Rynold Tondrol had been clearly obliviousto anyone but his consort of the evening, and sheto him.
Kharl frowned, out of nowhere, one minute before | had been sprayed on the terrace, and was actually
moving toward the door the moment it opened, even before | wasfully visble. Grete's mouth dropped
open, and shelet out an involuntary murmur of some sort.

The Advocate General of West Noram — Seglend Krindottir — looked totally stunned, even more so
than Grete, as| fdl, but immediately left the room, and apparently Kharl’ s dwelling, because she never
showed up again. Nor did her husband.

My old friend Kymal Aastafa had been late to react, but the worry lines around his face indicated
concern, and he' d gone to Grete— not Kharl — and apparently inquired and offered something, since
Grete had nodded in agreement to whatever he had said, then shaken her head.

N’ garo and Aaua had been the couple who had entered before me. Kharl had indicated shewas a
doctor, and that seemed to be borne out, because she’ d hurried over and bent down over mewhen I’d
falen into the great room, and she and Kharl were clearly working on me. Her husband had |ooked
half-stunned, half-puzzled.

MajoraHyriss had also goneto Grete, after Kymal, and remained talking to Grete for more than afew
minutes. Like Kymal, she had appeared surprised and worried, very worried.

The other discrepancy involved Eldyn Nyhd, who had stood out with his brilliant sngle suit, and the



glittering ova meddlion. For al hisflamboyant appearance, the oddity was that he hadn’t reacted. With
most of the peoplein the great room turning to see what had happened, including hiswife, he had
continued talking to aman | didn’t know, and that man had politely dipped away to ask the woman next
to him about something, presumably me, from the gestures. Nyha had motioned to hiswife after that,
clearly into himsdlf, looking asif he had been persondly affronted that | had collgpsed. Still ... he hadn’t
reacted at all.

| scanned and studied all the faces, but if anyone ese behaved unusually, | couldn’t seeit. Of course, that
could only mean that any guilty party had been well briefed or prepared.

After dl the studying, | till had the same question. Why would anyone be out after me?1 had norolein
running UniComm. Gerrat and Father controlled UniComm. My inherited interestswere ... whét, five
percent of the voting stock — the same as Elora’ s, | assumed. And, because | was stubborn, my lega
testament directed my sharesto Elora

My edart pieces got ratings of just over ahundred — usually for the week or two after they were posted,
but that meant on average, there were a hundred more frequented edartists. And my methodizing ... well,
| was so indispensable that my biggest client had just trashed me.

The gatekeeper clinged, and | noted the incoming — Mg ora Hyriss— and accepted.

“I'just wanted to see how you were, Daryn.” The tall woman looked the same as she had four months —
or fourteen years— before. Dark brown eyes dominated a thin face. Her generous mouth and the eyes
expressed concern, clear even through VR. We d remained friends, but no more, over the years,
perhapsbecause ... | wasn't sure exactly. | liked Mgjora, but perhapsit was because | felt that nothing
with her could be anything less than total commitment, and she was the sort of person | couldn’t, and
wouldn't, try to deceive.

“Areyou dl right?’ sheasked as| just looked at her image for amomen.
“Oh ... I'mfine You rekind to check on me. Kharl finaly let me come home.”
“I know. I"ve been checking with the hospital. How do you fed ?’

“All right, al things considered.” | wasn't about to say | felt weaker than | would have liked, not with
more snoops and dumpsthat I’ d probably even found. “| do appreciate your cal.”

“I wasn't sure ... you looked awfully taken with theredhead ... | wasn't certain, but | did call Kharl.”

| shook my head ruefully. “ She turned out to be amistake, avery costly one.” Except | still kept thinking
about Elysa, but certainly not romantically.

“Kharl hinted a that. Do you want to talk about it?’

“No.”

“It il hurts?”

“When someonetriesto kill you, it hurtsin more waysthan one.” That was certainly true.

“I'm here, and you know whereto find me.” She smiled that warm generous smile, and | wondered why
I’d never pursued her.

“I know, and | appreciate it more than you know.” | meant that.



She paused, then asked, asif recalling something, “'Y ou know Eldyn Nyhd, don't you?’
“We went to school together years ago, before | went off to The College. Why?’
“Hiswife died — suddenly. It'sdl over the news, but | think it was on InstaNewsfirst.”

| winced. “That hasto be hard. Y ou lose someone, and the nets are right there. But | guess he' sfamous.
He'sanorm and as wedthy and powerful as any pre-select — and probably brighter than mogt.”

“Y ou'relucky you're not that famous. Everyonetrails your brother.”
“I chose not to follow that orbit, remember?’
She laughed. “ Then you were smart aswell aslucky.”

When she broke off, suggesting | get somerest, | agreed. But | wanted to check the news before
stretched out. So | tried Insta-News — that was the OneCys counter to UniComm’s AlINews. | had to
wait dmost ten minutes, but Mgorahad been right.

Thefirst image wasthat of a Sino-style villaon a hillsde above snow-dusted pines.

Thisisthe paatid retreet of the ultra-wealthy food magnate Eldyn Nyhal. Reports from the Civil
Authoritiesindicate that hiswife ...

The screen cut to awarm and smiling image of the small vivacious woman | had seen but once, showing
her on horseback, then dropping back to a more distant view of her riding dressage in an arena
somewhere. | blinked. Someone had used a graduated light effect, very subtle, but increasing the light
around her, dmost like an unseen halo.

... Merhga Pietra died suddenly of undisclosed causes. Ms. Pietrawas a noted equestrienne, and
beloved al throughout the Sinoplex for her devotion to childhood education. There were no reports of
marital discord, but her husband Eldyn Nyhal has been unavailable for comment....

| winced. What had Eldyn done to upset OneCys?

... thefood magnate has recently been charged with preferentid licensing violations and with the misuse
of technology devel oped with Federal Union funds as the basisfor hishighly popular “Varietad” food
replicator....

The shot of Nyha showed atired-looking, small, and beady-eyed figure glaring at the viewer, followed
by aview of aglimmering silver-finished replicator. He wasin darker blue, not bright blue, and wore
another ovalish meddlion, except it was amost black.

... dso charges by Delegate Dybna of Ankorplex that Nyhal had abused his position as coordinator of
the medical team dealing with the so-called pre-sdect plague and diverted resources unnecessarily from
early childhood syndromes— the largest cause of ill hedth and criminality among norms....

InstaNews wasn't doing adash-job; it was more like a public execution.

... arrangements for Merhga Pietra s funeral and benediction have not been set, and may not be for
severd days, pending ongoing investigations ... Farewell ... MerhgaPietra ... agreat lady and
benefactor of children everywhere ... Now ... to the Academic complex in Byjin ...

Theimage wasthat of studentsin a spacious classroom.



Herein Byjin, students study comfortably, their classes based on their abilitiesand interests ... but that
may changein yearsto come ... depending on the policies being reviewed by the Federa Union’ sHigh
Commissioner for Education.... Sources close to the commissioner say that agroundswell of popular
opinion isrising againgt the use of tests such asthe PIAT. Combined with scattered protests around the
larger plexes...

Withayawn, | cut off the news holo images and sank back into the chair. | thought about calling Klevyl,
but dismissed that immediately. First, | was snooped, and, second, if | did, it would show morethan |
wanted.

Theinvoluntary yawns, and the blurriness around my eyestold methat Mg orahad been right. | did need
somerest. Then, | needed to think, because | wasn't, not well.

Chapter 29
Hedgling: Sol Gate Gamma One, 431 N.E.

Asl| discovered in my three plus years aboard the DeGaul, junior pilots stood alot of watches on the
periods between orbit departures and Gate insertions, but the Gate insertions were handled by the more
experienced pilots, usudly those mgorswithin afew years of being promoted to subcommander and
trandferred to another ship as operations officer, and occasondly senior lieutenants with amgjor
watching them closdly.

The other thing | discovered was that once junior pilots proved themselves to be capable and ready to
handle a ship under al other conditions except Gate insertions, they wereimmediately transferred to
another ship. It made sense, but that was how | found myself on the Newton, initidly asthe most junior
senior pilot, dthough that only lasted Sx months.

After I’d been onboard for about two years, | was headed for the officer’s messwhen | heard my name.
“Senior Lieutenant Alwyn to the bridge. Lieutenant Alwyn to the bridge.”

Wondering what I’ d done or was needed to do, | made my way up the ladders against the constant one
gee deceleration until | was standing just inside the control section of the bridge. Mg or Tuawawas
fastening himsdf into the right seat, rechecking the connections. He motioned for meto teke the
command sedt. | must have looked dubious at the idea of holding the command couch while asenior
major wasin the junior pilot’s couch because the second gesture was a command.

| strapped in and linked onsystem.
“You'reready, and you' re going to do the Gate trand ation, Lieutenant. Y ou have the con.”

“Yes, ser. | havethe con, ser.” It wasn't asthough | hadn’t been through dozens of trandations, but | ill
tightened up dightly at the thought that I’ d be the one setting up and carrying out the insertion, even if the
magjor were ready to take over if | botched something.

| didn’t want to think about that. So | didn’t. Instead, | ran through the compl ete onsystem checklist, and
then through the Gate approach checklist.

Gaesweren't al that large ... lessthan four hundred metersin circumference, but then, the Newton had
across-section of two hundred meters, and it was going to be my job to insert the ship through the Gate
within two hundred fifty microseconds of activation, from close to adead stop in deep space. It would
have taken alot lesstime if we could have smply hit the Gate at full acceleration coming out of the



system, but it doesn't work that way, since the Gate hasto be set up precisdly for each ship, itsmassand
velocity, and its departure and destination Gates.

“Pre-Gate checklist complete, ser,” | finally announced.
“Tell the cgptain, Lieutenant. Y ou have the con.”

“Captain, thisisthe senior pilot. We are approaching Gate Gamma One for insertion and trandation to
Beta Consuli. Request permission for insertion and trandation.”

“Sysemsaredl go, Lieutenant Alwyn. Y ou are clear to complete decel eration and to begin the approach
for insertion at your discretion.” The captain’ s advisory was clear in my mind, digitization and direct-feed
having removed most of the edges that would have been in her spoken voice.

| scanned the systems once more and checked the readouts. “ Estimate completion of deceleration in
eghteen minutes”

“Proceed and keep me advised, Lieutenant.”
“Yes s

Then | rechecked the comm settings before making the next transmission, still consciousthat Mgor
Tuawa continued to monitor al that | did. “ Gate Control, Gamma One, thisis Federd Service Ship
Newton. Approaching for insertion. Estimate arrival in approximately two zero standard minutes.
Request configuration for Beta Consuli. Authorization and datafollow.” Asl finished the transmission, |
also sguirted the FSS authorization and the data on the Newton that was necessary for the Gate techsto
set the parameters necessary to send usto the Gate at Beta Consuli, and not somewhere elsein the

galaxy.

At closeto one point five emkay, there was amost atwenty second delay before | got the response from
the Gate. “ Newton, thisis Gate Control, Gamma One, standing by for approach and insertion.
Undergtand arrival a Gate in gpproximately two zero minutes.” | rechecked the decel eration and the EDI
bounce to verify decel and distance, but the system showed seventeen minutes, asit should have. I'd
added the extra two minutes because mogt pilots did, to give themsdves alittle maneuvering time a the
end. Reflecting briefly, | wondered if | should have added more.

After another five minutes or S0 of cross-checking | made the first announcement. “ Decel eration will stop
in ten minutes. Deceleration will stop in ten minutes. Prepare the ship for weightlessness. Prepare the ship
for weightlessness.”

The deceleration continued, as the distance between the Gate beacon and the Newton steedily
decreased, if at adower and dower rate. | kept the magscoops at seventy percent, just in case.

We seemed to be crawling toward the Gate when | made the next-to-last announcement. “Decel eration
will ceasein lessthan two minutes. All hands strap in and prepare for weightlessness and Gate insertion.”

The Newton cameto rest, or near rest, lessthan aklick from the Gate.

“Weightlessness commencing at thistime. Do not unstrap. The ship will be commencing Gate insertion
ghortly. The ship will be commencing Gate insertion shortly.”

Even while was making the announcement, | had to use the Sdeionjetsto reversethe ship and digniit
with the off-white torus that was the Gate and the sole sharp object against the spangled pinlights of stars
that lit the darkness. At least, that wasthe way | sensed it through the ship’s scanners. Then | checked



the Newton'’ s position reltive to the Gate, and used the ionjets once more to stabilize the distance
between the ship and the off-white torus.

| linked to the captain. “ Ship is stable and ready for insertion and trandation, ser.”

“Y ou may commence insartion, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, ser.” | went to the outside comm. “Gamma One, thisis Newton. Standing by. Reedy for insertion.”
“Newton, understand ready for insertion. Stand by to synchronize a thesigna.”

“Standing by to synchronize a the signa.” As| pulsed the transmission to Gate control, | checked once
more to make sure that all the magfields were closed down, and that all stray radiation was damped, that
the ship was as energy-neutra as possible outside the hull. Then came the last checks of theionjets, used
only for orbit break and maneuvering close to other objects— or for acceleration prior to a Gate
insertion and trandation.

Then, | clicked in the macro that would use the Gate sSignal as the basisfor triggering the Newton’s
acceleration toward, into, and through the Gate.

A green wave seemed to flash over the ship, accompanied by asingle high trill, and | watched theionjets
and the fusactor feeds. With the direct linksto the ship, at that point, as dways, everything around me on
the bridge dropped into dow motion, and the Newton began to creep toward the Gate. Acceleration
was mild, not really even perceptible except through the shiplinks, because that close to the net, we were
limited to theionjets. Even anarrow and focused use of photonic drive would have distorted the Gate
field—if not ripped it totally and left usin some unknown and uncharted section of the gdaxy — if not in
the darkness between galaxies or even in another galaxy. In the early stages of Gate development, the
Federal Union had lost anumber of unpiloted vehicles definitively proving that point.

The Newton’s nose dipped toward the whitened edge of the Gate’ storus, and just as the ship seemed to
reach that star-filled darkness encircled by the toroidal Gate, two things happened. | cut off al the
externd sensors. Although the sensors showed nothing, | knew that the center of the Gate wasfilled with
blinding whiteness, awhiteness that seemed to creste atunnel of immeasurable distance. Ingdethe
Newton, al images went to black and white, ingtantly reversing themselves, so that the cream gray
overhead became a dark gray, and the dark gray deck became off-white.

Theinterna sensors, thosejust ingde the outer hull, fed methe field strengths, and | could sensethe
power created by the Gate— momentarily the equivalent of asmall black hole— and barely enough to
sabilize adirected Hawking wormhole for thetimeit took for the mass of the Newton to trandate from
Gate to Gate.

When the field faded, | unblanked the sensors to experience anew set of stars and energy fields, agood
thousand light years farther dong the Orion Arm. Besdesthe Newton, there were only two high energy
level sources— the G3 sun that was Beta Consuli and the second toroidal Gate through which the
Newton had just passed.

“Consoli Gate, thisis Newton, reporting Gate trandation.” | fet | might have been dow in making the
report transmission, but | kept the words evenly spaced.

“Newton, Consuli Gate, interrogative status.”

Asthetransmission winked into the shipnet, | finished the quick check of al systems before replying.
“Conauli Gate, thisis Newton. Statusis green thistime. Thank you.”



“Understand green. Give our best to Beta orbit control.”
“Will do.” After checking dl the systemsasecond time, | let out my bresth dowly.

“Very smooth, Lieutenant. Very smooth.” Mgor Tuawa had been so unobtrusive that | had actudly
half-forgotten that he had been observing me. *Y ou may transition to one gee insystem. Oncewe're
gable, I'll have Lieutenant Resor take my couch, and you can finish the watch as senior pilot. Let Resor
handleit al.”

“YGS, w..u

“Gate trandation complete,” 1 announced over the ship system. “ Commencing low gee acceleration. All
handsremain in restraints.”

Only then did I get alink from the captain.
“Smooth trandation, Lieutenant.”

That wasdl, but at least both she and the mgjor had agreed, and the handful of passengerswouldn’t be
remarking on arough trangtion.

Although we were accelerating away from the Gate on ionjets, the accel eration was less than point one
gee, and I’ d have to wait until we had greater separation before | began feeding power to the
magscoops, and we could switch to photonjet drive.

Somehow, in away, my first Gate trand ation had been alet-down. The stars were different beyond the
Newton. The EDI tracks were different, even the dust and system fields, but I d thought | would have
felt more dated, rather than relieved ... and mildly satisfied.

Chapter 30
Raven: Vdlura, 459 N.E.

Over the next few days, | Sarted to exercise, pushing my body exactly asfar asmy internd systems said
was safe, but stopping just on the edge of that. | had to get back in shape, and since I’ d always been
known for exercising, the snoops didn’t show anything that anyone wouldn’t have dready known. There
would come atime when | would destroy them al, but not until 1 was ready. No sensein giving warning
and giving someone time enough to reingdl everything in locaes even more difficult to discover and
remove. Or |etting them know | was on to them and precipitating action | wasin no shape to handle.

| als0 began to make afew more modificationsto the glider and its security systems. Of course, |
couldn’t do much about netsystem monitors, or the skytors, or any number of other survelllance systems
of which | knew nothing. So the best technique, as my unseen foes had already shown me, wasto do
something that appeared to be something else.

Onething | could do to sow confusion was catching up with family, something I’ d neglected morethan |
should have before walls started falling on me. If anyone happened to be monitoring me, then they’ d have
toligento alot of gossip, and try to figure out if any of it might be important.

Another wasto do alittle cold-calling in search of methodizer consulting. After knowing I’ d been
dropped by OneCys, how could anyone not expect me to parade my expertise in search of projects?
And, of course, | had to research the folks | was calling.

One of the ones| finally reached was NetStrait, asmall netsystem that catered to people who comprised



the fringe just short of the faithies and the netless. After we had exchanged messages severd times, the
image of Fylin Ngaio appeared in my study.

Ngaio was big, over two meters, muscular, and dark-skinned. His voice was deep and well-modul ated
as he spoke. “Y ou have an impressive record, both personally and professiondly. Why do you think you
could help NetStrait?’

“Because I'm avery good and anaytica methodizer who' sworked in al aspects of commnet operations,
and because I’ m enough of an outsider to be objective,” | offered candidly.

“One might question objectivity from one of the heirsto UniComm.”

“Onemight,” | admitted, “if they didn’t look at my record.” Hislips quirked dightly. “How does your
record prove objectivity?’

“I’'ve managed to make agood living for dmogt fifteen years, and I’ ve never done any work for
UniComm. That saysthat either my work isgood or alarge number of systems directors have very poor

judgment.”
“If you' re good, why haven't you latched on with one of them?’

“Firdt, I've never asked or suggested that I’ m available. Second, one of my valuesis outside objectivity,
and | lose that the moment | go to work for and am totally dependent on one net.”

“Have you thought about reconsidering that?” asked Ngaio.
“Y ou mean, with the OneCys run at UniComm? Or something else?’

“It'snot just OneCys, as|’m certain you know. There’ safeding that UniComm represents, shdl we say,
aviewpoint that isless than responsive to the times. Now might bea ... lessrewarding timeto be
independent.”

“That' s possible, but doesn’t some netsys senior director decide that times are changing about every
decade?’ | grinned. “Isnow any different?’

“Maybe not. Maybe not.” Ngaio grinned back. “ Still ... with your sster effectively running NEN and
your family sill in charge of UniComm, who'slikely to believe your objectivity?

“Youare” | suggested, “because you can seethat | don’t have any interest in running anyone' s net, and
because you' re smart enough to use agood tool that everyone else worries about. And,” | added,
“because you could tell immediatdly if | didn’t deliver an objective product.”

Fylin Ngaio laughed, dmost adeep belly laugh, and then shook his head. 1 hadn’t even thought about
hiring you. | just wanted to learn more about you — and your family. And I’ ve got thefeding I’ d be
stupid not to at least give you something ... just to see”

“I do smdll projects,” | said. “And controversid onesto provide insulation.”
“I will think about it.”

“Fair enough.” | paused, but not enough to let him get away. “And sinceyou |l think about it, what did
you want to learn?’

“If your independenceisred or an elaborate Trojan fagade ... and what role you play.”



“Theindependenceisred. | never talk businessto the family, except about my edart work, and that’ s no
conflict. Y ou seemto think that thisisavery unsettled time. Why?’ | amiled. “1 probably should know,
but it will take me afew more daysto get back up to full speed.”

Ngaio raised his eyebrows.

He had to have known, | would have thought, but it didn’t hurt to explain. “I wasin an accident. A stone
wall fell onme.” At hispuzzled look, | added. “I'm serious. A very freak accident, but it did happen. |
was casting around for clients, because | have time. One decided that he didn’t want to wait for meto
recover.”

“| suppose that was what Myrto told you, but he’ s aways had to fight to use you.”
“S0 ... that was why you responded.”

“Onereason.”

| shrugged. “And the other?’

“I need objectivity, especidly now.”

“What would you like me to do?’

“A smal project. Just areasoned analyss and recommendations. As soon asyou can doiit, if you're
interested.”

“I’'minterested.”

“I thought you might be.” Ngaio nodded dowly. “You'll have the specs and background tomorrow. Y our
fee schedule the same?” His head turned, and | had the feeling that someone had entered his home or
office. He shook his head and looked at me.

“It hasn't changed.”
“Good. Let meknow if you don’t have the package by tomorrow night.” And then he was gone.

| wasn't so smart. Ngaio had wanted me from the start, and | hadn’t seen it. He' d even known about
Myrto. | looked over the desk out across Valluratoward the redstone dopes to the east, fingering my
chin, and trying not to frown. Should | let Gerrat know about the intensified attack on UniComm?

| decided againgt it. If Ngaio knew aready, then Gerrat did, with al the sophisticated intelligence and
contacts he and Father had. In fact, they’ d probably known about the OneCys move for months.

| wished | knew more. Did dl this have anything to do with those who had tried to kill me? Or were the
two coincidence? | distrusted the lady named coincidence even more than lady luck, but on balance, |
also didn't want to fed paranoid, and that everything was somehow directed at me.

Myrto's actions unfortunately made perfect sense. He could replace me, and get his superiors off his
back. That was my tough luck, but there was always the chance, once whatever was in the works
actualy happened, and time passed, | till might get work. If not, | had another potential client.

| straightened, then stood, and walked dowly to the kitchen, where | used the replicator to create an
instant cup of Grey tea. Each cup tasted and smelled the same — exquisite, but exquisite with exactly the
same nuances. Then, that might have been because | didn’'t have one of Nyhd'’ s upscale and
random-taste variable replicators.



After mentaly noting the time — another half hour until my next exercise sesson— | walked back to my

study.

Barely into my chair, before | could sip the teaor check the searches I’ d set up earlier, the gatekeeper
clinged once more.

The blond-maned Klevyl — or his ssim — appeared before the desk and glanced at me. “Y ou look fine.
The last suff you did for me— when you were in the medcenter — was as good as ever, maybe better.
Why did OneCys drop you?

“Do dl the system directorsin the Federd Union know?’

“Only those with intelligence, and there aren’t as many of them as directorswith brainsin enviro
management. Now ... did Myrto tel you why?’

“No.” That was certainly true. | had some ideas, but no proof. “Have you heard anything?’

Klevyl shook his head, and hisleonine mop of hair flopped with the gesture. “Could be you' re too good
for him. He used your accident as an excuse. Y ou made his staff ook bad.”

“I can’t do anything about that.” | shrugged and waited.
“Could beyou'rean Alwyn.”
“More netsyswars?’

“OneCysis getting squeezed by NEN and UniComm. And that’sin spite of al the credsthey put into this
new push.”

“My sigter is number three at one, and my father and brother direct the other. And | don’'t even talk to
any of them about netops.”

“I know that. So does Myrto — but his bosses don’t, and they won't listen to the compositor director
about that.” Klevyl laughed. “I’ ve got another project online ... be about two weeks. Y ou be ready?’

“I'will.” I looked quizzicd. *How did you know about Myrto and OneCys? Engineering firms ... or are
you building structures for them?’

“Webid. Wedidn't get it. Any of them. But someone asked about you, because we had to list our
outside consultants. Struck me as strange. | made some cals” Klevyl grinned. “I knew you were one of
the Alwyns. It doesn’t matter inwhat | do, and | just figured you were some cousin. My engineering
contact at OneCys— she told me who you redlly were. Got to say, Daryn, guts you got.”

“Why? Because | wanted to live my own life?’

“Most peopledon’t. Anyway ... if you need anything | can provide, I'm here, and, like | said, probably
aweek or two on the next job.”

1] Ii m ha.e.”
“Get somerest.” Those were Klevyl’ s parting words.

But | didn't get either rest or exercise, because the gatekeeper clinged once more. | blinked. Apparently,
| actualy was getting aresponse from Elen Jerdyn from NetSpin — another small system, but one that
positioned itsdlf to dedl with those who enjoyed the art world.



Theimage that appeared before me was of awoman of indeterminate age, with short and straight brown
hair, in aconservative brown singlesuit trimmed with white, and with ashort off-white jacket. Her eyes
were large and gray, even as presented by the VR.

“Daryn ... Elen Jerdyn from NetSpin. | amost sent the
thank-you-your-work-is-great-but-not-exactly-for-us sm back. But | remembered I’ d redlly liked the
edart piece you did on the Warsha Symphony a couple of weeks back. So | checked out some of your
other work.”

“I’'m glad you liked the Holst piece,” | answered, coming up with asmile| hoped wasn't too forced.

“Y ou do good work. Not just the fed, but the technical side.” Jerdyn paused. “Word isthat you got
bounced by OneCys. Careto explain?’

| shrugged. “1 think someone was looking for an excuse. | missed only one deadlinein ten years, and that
was because awadl fell on me”

“A wadl fdl onyou?’ Her eyeswidened.

“The cemetery wall in Helnya,” | said dryly. “I wastrying to be agood citizen. | thought | heard allittle
girl caling for help. I went to look, and several tonnes of stone toppled onme. | finished my work for
Myrto while | was ill in the medcenter with my legsin regrowth. | was maybe ten days behind.”

“Thebig outfitsare like that.” She grinned wryly. “ Ten years don’t matter.”

“Y ou hear thet, but you awaysthink you'll be different.” | laughed. “ Then, you never know what’ s going
on behind the sm-smiles”

“OneCysismaking abig push to unseat UniComm. Rumor hasit that one of their investor interest
groups — StakeHold Group — thinks OneCys should have a bigger market share.”

“I know about the push. | did some of the andytica work oniit.”

Jerdyn shook her head. “1t happens. Tell you what. We re small, but we' re not doing badly. Y ou know
our niche. I'd like to send you a small assgnment — analyze an interest-time-combo dot we' ve had
troublewith. I'll send a copy of the format we like, and the parameters. Ten to twenty of your billables,
andwe ll seeif wefit.”

| didn’t haveto forcethe smile. “I’d like that. 1t'Il be fun to work for someone who knows what they
want, as opposed to an ouitfit that triesto be al thingsto al people.”

“The stuff’ son itsway. Two weeks?’

“Two weeks.” | would have promised sooner, but that was dangerous.
“Good. And | did like the Holst piece— and the one on the forerunner Gate.”
“Thank you.”

Thedightest cling in my thoughts, and Jerdyn’ s Sm image was gone, and | was looking out at the
redstone cliffsto the east.

StakeHold — I’d never heard of it, but it shouldn’t take too much to find it.

| set up the routines, and then stripped down for my exercises.



By thetime| finished swegting and panting, and taking a quick shower, the search results were waiting.

There were amost a hundred different outfits named StakeHold, and from the capsule descriptions, they
could be dmogt anything, and that meant refining the search more— difficult when | wasn't sure exactly
what | was seeking and if the information meant anything at al. Still, | set up another round of searches
on the names and organi zations, and then checked the system for incomings. Sure enough, the materia
from Jerdyn had arrived.

That meant | had to get to work, since | still wasn't reedy, either in terms of physical condition or
information, to follow up on trying to find out why people wanted to kill me, and who they might be. And
whether there was a connection to OneCys ... or whether that had just been an excuse triggered by my
would-bekillers.

Chapter 31
Fledgling: Supra-Ecliptic Space, Pavo 31, 435 N.E.

Lieutenant Alixan was fresh out of Kuritim, and I’ d just made mgor, and we had a new captain, when
the unexpected happened.

Alixan hadn’t had the con for four minutes, less than ten minutesinto our acceleration insystem from the
Beta Gate “above’ Pavo 31, when hewas onthelink again. “Mgor ... there's an echo image from the
Gate, but it’sin thewrong place.”

| was on-system immediately. Everyone talked about echo images, but they didn’t happen often. In fact,
I’d never seen one or records of onein the nearly ten years1’d been apilot.

In scanning everything, | didn’t take long to find the image — except it wasn't an image. It wasthe
reverse of one, and that was probably what Alixan had meant. There was alack of background dust and
radiation that formed an image— amost toroidd.

“| havethe con, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, s=r. You havethe con.” Puzzlement came over the net.

| ignored it, pulsing adirect link to the captain. “Ser ... probable artifact ahead. Request permission for
... three gee deceleration after notice.”

“Artifact, Mgor?’

“Yes, ser. Forty-three point four, eighteen green.”

There was a silence while the captain followed the coordinates himself. | hadn’t expected anything less.
“Permission granted, Mgor. Maintain full scoop shiddsand initid ten emkay stand-off.”

“Yes, sar.” | went wide net. “All hands strap in. All hands strap in. Three gee decdleration commencing in
two minutes. Three gee dece eration commencing in two minutes.”

More than afew inadvertent comments drifted onto the shipnet.

... friggingFS...”

... another essng drill ...”



...nomoredesp...”
| checked the reverse energy image once more, but it remained stable.
“Decderation in one minute. Deceleration in one minute.”

Even at three gees decel just out of the Pavo Beta Gate, | till overshot the object — whatever it was,
and while the rest of the ship was scrambling to deal with the aftermath of an unexpected three gee decdl
followed by weightlessness, | was using al the ship systems. But there was nothing there. Whatever the
artifact or object was, it neither radiated nor absorbed energy — not from the direction of 31 Pavo.

“It'slikeit disappeared, ser,” Alixan observed.

| ignored the comment and continued to scan for what wasn't there, and as | suspected, in the
microwave range, there was a patch where there wasn't any universa background. | pegged the
coordinates, and reoriented the ship with the sdeionjets.

“All handsremain in restraints for maneuvering. All handsremain in restraints for maneuvering.”
... hotroutine...”
... got to be something out there ....”

“Thisisthe captain. Kegp the net clean!” His voice and persona came across the net like full
photonwash, scouring everything.

| eased the Newton forward, then at an angle, trying to get some form of parallax to gauge the distance.
“Appearsto befifteen emkay,” | pulsed the captain. “No EDI tracks. Energy dead.”
“Approach to ten, Mgor.”

| eased the ship to ten emkay, but outside of the lack of microwave radiation, there was till no way to
discern the object. “ Recommend circling.”

“Approved.”

| could tdll that Alixan still remained puzzled.

“WEe Il get abetter resolution with it backdropped against Pavo,” | explained.
“Someone didn’t want it to befound,” the lieutenant suggested.

I”d dready thought of that, and al the magshields were set full. But nothing happened, except the
somehow not quite toroidal shape became dightly clearer once it was between the Newton and 31 Pavo.
We sat and probed as we could, but nothing we had revealed anything.

“Reguest permission to gpproach to one thousand klicks.”
“Granted, with full screens, and photonjets ready for full acceleration.”

“All hands remained strapped in stations. Emergency acceleration is possible without warning.
Emergency accderation is possible without warning.”

Even as close as athousand klicks, with scanners at full sengtivity, the only way of detecting the object
was by its comparative blocking of various background energies.



“Reguest permission to send scanner torp, Captain.”
“Permission granted.”

| eased one of the remote scanner torps away, and then we waited some more. Initidly, thesignas
showed even less than did the Newton’s. Not until the torp was within five klicks was there anything but
afaint haze on the screen that showed the image relayed from the torp scanner.

The captain and | both waited. | could also sense the ops officer on the private link, for al that
subcommander Matteus had offered nothing.

Abruptly, an image appeared — a greenish white donut or torus, somehow off-centered. | blinked as|
studied it, even though the image was menta, direct-fed from the scanner relay.

The object or artifact wasmassive.... and old.... It reeked age as it seemed to dide through the
darkness of extraplanetary space, through the scattered molecules that the Newton’ s sensors registered
as hundreds per cubic meter, but which | felt through the sensorsasacold mist ... colder than mere
snow or dest.

“It'shig ... bigger than we are, ser,” link-whispered Alixan.

The datainputs confirmed that the object — and it had to be something like amassive ship or artificid
satellite with the damped visual, EDI, and radar return, the albedo, and the shape — did indeed dwarf
us. Secondary inputs suggested thet the structure was of some form of composite with ametallic skeletdl
sructure. It was roughly aklick in diameter. And it was cold and dead, its surface barely abovethe
ambient of the deep space around it.

Something about the object felt familiar ... inadifferent way ... dmost like a Gate sation, and it was
smilar, if not exactly, to thetoroidal structure of a Gate. It was certainly set far enough out from the
planets and above the ecliptic. But it wasn't meant to be seen, especialy from ingde the system.

L etting the sensors gather the data, |etting Captain Andruhka pour over it aswell, | studied and waited.

| could fed the captain rummaging through the shipnet in his heavy-minded way, and | findly offered my
own calculationsto him. “There sno way to determine its mass or much of anything without sending a
probe amost to its surface, ser.”

“It could be antimatter, even ...” whispered Lieutenant Alixan.

“Not possible,” | said doud into the stillness of the control capsule. “We rein red space, and there' sgas
around us ... bean energy trall if it were ... and thereare no fidldsfor shielding.”

“Y ou may send aprobe, Mgor.” There wasalaugh. “No one would ever believe us without some data,
and spaceistoo big to chancetrying to find it again.”

Hewas right about that. Luck and Alixan'saertnesswere al that had adlowed usto discover it thistime.
While second-guessers might say we should have marked the locale and sent for the scientists ... how
many other ships had passed nearby and not found it? And what if we left and no one else could? Or
took months or yearsto do so?

Readying the probe and ensuring the programming was accurate for what we wanted took nearly thirty
minutes. Then I/the Newton eased the probe toward the massive artifact ... and waited.

There were no energy bursts, nothing, as the probe glided toward the surface of the object and began a



mapping survey of the surface from roughly four hundred meters away.
The mapping was amost complete when the captain touched my link.
“Bring the ship to one hundred klicks,” ordered the captain.

“Yes, ser.” With alight touch on the photonjets, and the mag-fields till up, | eased the Newton toward
the enigmatic object.

Once stabilized that close, where the ship’s sensors could actudly pick up itsimage, if fuzzily, the ops
team, the captain, and | studied the images and data coming back from the probe. All | could do was
observe through the probe’ s sensors, with the captain’ s heavy mind panting across the shipnet.

“There are what appear to be exterior locks at regular intervals,” offered Subcommander Matteus.
“Might aswell look at one,” suggested the captain. “ Aren’t any other surface details. Send the probe.”
“Yes, ser,” replied Matteus.

So the probe made for one of the apparent locks, adark gray or black octagon roughly two meterson
each Sde and set againg the off-white featureless surface of the artifact. The probe' s remote samplers
had aready indicated that the surface was some form of inert composite, a materia beyond the remote
anadysis capabilities of the probe.

The remote scanners showed a bronzelike flat octagon, set in the white composite at one vertex of the far
larger black octagon we thought might be an airlock to theinterior of the octagond toroida structure.

“We'rerecording al this, ops?’ asked the captain.
“Yes s

“ Send amessage torp to the Gate station with a copy of what we have now, and with the location of the
atifact.”

“Yes, s=r,” answered Matteus.

We probably should have done that sooner, but when confronted with what seemed to bethefirst sgn of
dienlifeever, | could understand the oversight. In fact, I hadn’t even thought about sending off a

message torp.
Matteus had atorp off even before the probe had finished its andysis of the octagona lock door.
“The smaller octagon looks like it might turn,” offered the ops officer.

“Thisiswherewe stop.” The captain laughed, a harsh sound even over the net. “We wait for the experts,
and make sure they can find our artifact.”

That made asort of sense. We weren't equipped to ded with alien exploration.

“Magor Alwyn.” The captain came through the net to me on aprivate link.

“Yes sx?’

“Put the images on the passenger net, and announce something about the uniqueness of the Stuation.”

“Yes sar.” | understood that, immediately. We were going to be welghtless and hanging in the middle of



supra-ecliptic space for quiteawhile.

That was as exciting asit got for along time, because al we did was wait and orbit the dien artifact.
Therewere no sgnasfrom the dien station, and dl | could do was watch the featureless exterior. So |
tried to compute the parameters for the alien station’ s position. Not surprisingly, at least to me, its
position wasin one of the least gravitationally conflicted positions out of the system ecliptic, or the least
conflicted possible, assuming it was something like a Gate, because that was certainly what it felt liketo
me. | did wonder why, if it were a Gate, no artifacts had been found in-system in the past two hundred
years of habitation ... unlessthe Gate was indeed old in geologica terms and such artifacts were well
below the planetary surfaces.

But | wasthefirst pilot on duty when the Newton found the forerunner Gate.

The Newton only spent three weeks floating off the forerunner Gate, because that was exactly how long
it took for the Federa Union to send another ship loaded with experts and gear to relieve us.

Then we headed in-system. There we floated off the Orbit control station of Pavo 4, otherwise known as
Newage, where we floated for another week while we were ingpected from afar, and then from very
close, to ensure that nothing aien had returned with us.

All that ingpection found nothing, but | would have been surprised if they had, because the station was
old — anywhere from ten thousand to ten million years, according to what we could figure, and the
engineering types were marveling over the composite used in the outer wals. After dl that time, it was il
smooth. A standard laser wouldn't cut it, nor would any standard equipment we had. | supposeit could
have been destroyed by afocused photonjet, but there wasn't much point in that kind of destructive
testing, not after al the years of wondering whether we were donein the gdaxy.

And after dl that, we went back to carting high-tech freight, equipment, and personned between Earth
and the various out-systems. Just asif we' d never even found the forerunner Gate — except that we
were strongly encouraged not to talk about it.

Chapter 32
Raven: Helnya, 459 N.E.

After all the sysnet and data searches I’ d run, the second round results were generaly pretty dismd, not
al that much better than thefirgt. | was beginning to have grester appreciation for the news staffs on any
of the networks. Data and names meant nothing out of context. | knew that with environmenta specs, or
quantity/quality program comparison, or al the other methodizer work I’ d done — but the client had
provided the context. In my own case, | had no context.

Fine ... there was an organization or group called StakeHold. Actudly, of the hundred I’ d found the first
time, the second search had dropped the numbers to afew more than adozen in various parts of Earth,
and even on Lunaand in the Belt. Only onefit, and there was nothing on it, not directly, except anetsite
and acharter, and the charter was as vague as vague could be: “... dedicated to the proposition that
good organizational management shd reflect maximization of productive assets, the active support and
promotion of excellence in services provided, products, and organizationd policies, and impartia
adherenceto judtice ...”

From the short description, it seemed to be aloose federation of interests and individuals designed
primarily to pool voting interests and clout to put greater pressure on managements of public-held
outfits— mainly to force management improvements. At leadt, that was the avowed god.



Buried through about a dozen links, and more than afew storiesin obscure journds, | managed to track
down &t least some of the members— the PST Trust — another name I’ d never heard of — NetVest,
Private Citizen, and adouble handful of individuds, presumably wedthy from the public information
available on each. The only names| recognized were Cari Seldyn, Grant Escher, and Mutumbe Dymke,
not that | knew any of them persondly. So | set up more routines and let them loose.

The other result was asingle piece of financid andys's, and it seemed to confirm what I d gathered in my
freelance-work-and-persond-information search — that several major sysnetswere revamping
everything from their financid structuresto their operations and program contents— and that UniComm
was not. The anonymous analyst suggested that the senior directors had decided that a shakeout was
inevitable, and that the loser(s) would be relegated to being niche players, much like NetStrait and
NetSpin. While that made sense of sorts, what | knew didn’t track much to me, except to support the
rationale for Myrto’' s decison not to contract with me. So | kept searching, intermittently, and not finding,
and exercising, and working on and completing the small projectsfor Ngaio and Jerdyn — and waiting

for Klevyl’ s package.

As spare time built up, despite more than afew hours spent on the glider, and as my free credit balance
dowly dwindled, | dso kept searching for signsof Elysa ... and finding none.

So, it wasinevitablethat I’ d have to go back to Helnya.

Thistime, | didn’t VR ahead and announce my intention, and | turned off my belt repeater totaly —
reducing another sgnal that might be traced. | also wore a nanite body screen, amost invisible, except for
the blurring effect it created, and hotter than | would have liked, even in March, but the silversmith, or
whatever he was, happened to be the only link — and that bothered me. He was clearly atrap, yet onel
had to pass through to get anywhere.

Theglider carried me only so far asthe induction tube station in Vallura, and then | took the tubetrain to
Helynaand a glidertaxi to the shop. We did pass the cemetery, and the wall had been repaired so well
that it appeared nothing had happened there. If | hadn't felt the impact so strongly, | might have even
doubted it had occurred.

The stonesmith’ s place of businesswas along and rambling adobe structure, more like dwellings
connected by covered porticos. The name on the Sign outside the west end — the one overlooking the
harbor — was smple. RennZee, Stone-and-Silversmith.

| walked in, nanite screen heating me up and persona scanners searching everything, and finding lessthan
normal background energy systems. The front display room was smple, just two armaglass cases st on
polished hardwood cabinets. The walls were rough plaster, painted white, as was the ceiling. There were
no chairs, just astool behind the left-hand case.

“Hdlo, ser.” A young man stood and greeted me, the same dark-haired one I’ d VVRed months before,
but he didn’t seem to recognize me, not surprisingly, since he' d seen asmadl holo imagefor al of three
minutes

| ignored the greeting, |etting my systems check over the place before | nodded in return. “Areyou
Renn?’

“Oh, no, s&r. I'm Achille. HE smy uncle— redlly my mother’ suncle”
“I hope he' saround.”

The young man lifted his eyebrows.



“I'm Daryn Alwyn. | was caught in an accident on my way here severad monthsago. | just recently was
discharged from the medcenter.”

He frowned.

“Asl told you when | called — those Alwyns.”
Hisfacecleared. “Ah ... | see”

“Is Renn around?’

“Ah...”

“If he doesn't want to see me, that’ sfine. But at least ask him. Oh ... and tell him | wanted to ask about
some pieces he did before.”

“Yes, o= ... if you would excuse me?’

| waited therefor five minutes, sweating behind the body screen field, walking back and forth, scanning,
checking, hoping | wasn't being set up once more.

Then, the rear door irised opened, and Achille returned, followed by another figure. Despite his obvious
age and being anorm, RennZee was trim, muscular, and weethered, with aface like smooth old legther,
and pae gray eyesthat seemed to miss nothing as he sudied me. “Y ou don't look like that kind.”

“I"'m not. I'm afred ance methodizer and edartist, and | retired after acareer as aFederal Service
interstdler pilot.”

“Theeyes...” He nodded. “Good. Y ou know, | once refused to do aring for your grandfather, it was, |
think. He wanted me to duplicate someone else’ s bad work.”

| laughed, softly. “ That soundslike Grandfather.”
“What do you want?’

“Right now, | want your expertise asajewder and craftsman, and I'll pay for it at whatever rate you
think isfair. I think ... | know you'rethe only one, possibly in theworld, or perhaps the whole Federa
Union, who can help.”

RennZee laughed, agenerous belly laugh. Then he glanced sideways a the young man. “With a
compliment likethat, Achille, best you trust the man or run like hell.”

“I hopeyou'll trust me.”

“With you wearing abody screen?” Thejewder’ seyesran over me. “I recognize the energy fields.”
“Thelast timel tried to get here, someone dropped awall on me.” Might aswell bedirect, | figured.
“And you want ajeweler, and not abodyguard?’

| lifted the mini and projected the close-up of one of the combs. “Thislookslike your work. If it'snat, |
hope you can tell mewhosework it is”

The older man smiled. “Y ou have agood eye. | did that. There were two. Part of a set. Right after | set
up my studio here. Say ... fifty yearsago.”



“Fifty yearsago?’

He nodded.

Achill€ s eyes darted between me and hisuncle.
“Could someone have copied those?’

“Anything spossble ...” Renn laughed.

“But ... it'sobvioudy unlikely for reasons| don't understand.” | offered ahel pless smile, which wasn't
too far from theway | felt.

“Look at the stone.”
“It lookslike jadeto me.”

“Itis... exceptit’'snot earth jade. It' sajadeite, but cleaner in color and harder on the Mohs scale ...
something to do with the alignment of theinoslicate chains ... fellow who brought it to me didn’t know
what he had. To him the value was because it was from outsystem ... said hegot it from acore drill
somewhere. Wouldn't tell mewhere” Renn looked a me. “Y ou might know.”

“I wasapilot, not an off-planet geologist.”

Hewaited.

“Y ou did earclips, combs, and ajade choker?’

The stonesmith nodded.

“I’'m trying to locate someone who wore them. | thought you might be ableto help.”

He shook his head. “ Don't bother keeping records that far back, but it wouldn’t do much good, would it
... not after fifty years?’

“The woman who wore them is probably a daughter or granddaughter,” | suggested.

“Hetook them back to Hezirawith him. Even sent me a space-gram — arrived three yearslater. Said his
wiferedly liked them.”

“Do you recal hisname?’ | had to ask, athough | certainly couldn’t go to Hezira.

“Amad something. Didn't look likean Amad ... tal felow, pae-skinned, black-haired. | ill remember.
Never got another jadeite like that.”

“Hedidn’t mention her name, did he?” After fifty years, | was casting in the dark, and then some.
Renn laughed. “Redlly areinterested, aren’t you, young ser?’

| couldn’t imagine being consdered young, but in comparison to the older jeweler, | suppose | was.
“More puzzled than anything.”

“Matter of fact, | do remember her name.”

Behind him, his great-nephew raised his eyebrows.



“Strange name, that’ swhy. Elysa. Pronounced it sort of like Ell-iss-ya.”

| managed not to swallow. “ Strange enough that you remembered it for fifty years.”
“Strange name and a strange jadeite— what else would it take for agood stonesmith?’
| nodded. “Y ou wouldn't recall anything €lse, would you?’

RennZee shook hishead. “1 was happy with the work.”

“l can seewhy.”

“Did you seethem?’

“Yes. A woman wore them to areception my cousin held. | was very interested. She— and the
jewery — vanished.”

“I would buy them back,” he said.

“If I ever findthem,” | smiled, “I don’t know that I’ d let you. They’re exquisite.”

He shrugged, but his eyestwinkled.

“I said I’d pay for your time,” | offered.

He shook hishead. “ Commission apiecefor Achille, here, to do.”

The young man suddenly became far more attentive, bending forward ever so dightly.
| thought for amoment. “A pin, suitable for me, of araven. Smple, but tasteful. Not too large.”
“That'sit?’ asked Achille,

“That'sit,” | replied. “ Y ou two are the jewel ers and stonesmiths.”

RennZee laughed. “That’ sthe best way. Achillewill understand ... if not now, later.”
“I'll leave adepost.”

“No need,” replied the older stonesmith.

| nodded. We both understood. A good piece would always sdll, and RennZee wouldn't let the young
man offer something that wasn’t good.

“Thank you very much.” | bowed. “I do appreciate the information.”
“| dodso,” the weathered stonesmith replied. “It'sgood to know that work remains valued.”

After another bow, | turned and stepped out into the breeze. The wind hel ped some in cooling me,
athough some of the effect was blocked by the body screen. | thought about turning it off, but decided
againg it. After glancing around, and seeing only a couple strolling toward the point overlooking the
ocean, | began to walk the two klicks toward the center of town and the tube station. That was one more
netlocator | might not aert.

Although forcing mysdf to scanin dl directions, | nonethel ess enjoyed the walk, and the stretching of legs
and other muscles, and beforelong | was nearing the center of Helnya, and the older dwellings and the



ancient blue oaks that surrounded them. | walked atrace dower, studying not only the path, but the
dwelling on my left, ahacienda-like structure. Ahead, the oak limbs arched over the path, creating a
shade welcome to me. The area beneath was clear, with only low beds of nasturtiums that were il

recovering from the mild Cafyawinter.

My heed jerked forward at the sound of feet crushing the nasturtiums, and | froze, if but for amoment, as
avacant-faced manin adull brown singlesuit lunged a me, ashimmering bladein hisright hand.

Even as my ingrained defense modules reacted, the vacant expression on the man' s face bothered me.

He seemed to move so dowly, as| did l&ft, |etting hislunge carry him past my body. Then one hand took
hiswrist, and a snap-kick staggered him. My strength wasn't what it should have been, and he spun
toward me, trying to free the hand with the shimmering filament knife, against which the body shield was
usdess.

| managed to hold the knife arm long enough — just long enough — that a knee-elbow combination —
and alast kick — left him on hisback in the nasturtiums, convulaing.

| looked at him, asif | were again frozen, before my sensorstold me his body heat was risng. The vacant
face registered fully, and | turned, and sprinted away, asfast asmy legs could carry me.

The explosion was enough to give me ashove, but not much more, and | dowed to arapid walk,
ignoring the doors that opened ablock behind me.

The attack and explosion had occurred under aheavy oak cover, for very good reasons, but enough
energy had been released that the CAswould be there shortly, and | didn’t want to be around when they
were.

| was gtarting down the steps to the tube station when the CA gliders whined toward the oaks and the
hacienda. Ignoring them, | kept moving.

I’ d seen enough. My attacker had been a monoclone, programmed to seek me, to kill me, oneway or
another. The nanite suit barred something like alaser or ahand-held projectile wegpon, but not a filament
knife— or alarge explosion close to me.

Someone was till trying to diminate me— in ways that couldn’t be traced. How could anyonetrack a
clone that self-destructed, probably leaving little but astandard cellular pattern, and probably the most
common one— the one used for the monoclones dealing with radioactive waste?

Swest was dripping from every pore when | swung onto thetrain, and | wanted to turn off the protective
fields of the bodysuit. | didn’t dare. Instead, | sweated al the way back to my own villa

Once home, | checked on dl the systems, then purged everything, al the oddities, snoops, and dumps.
Only then did | shower and cleanup ... and think.

Cup after cup of Grey teahelped, inaway.

Whoever was after me not only had resources, but access to clone production and full genetic mod
fadlities

That started me on another search, and the results were quick — alist with nineteen names on it. Most of
them | didn’'t know, except for Eldyn Nyhd, but severd had become familiar, like Cari Seldyn, Grant

Escher, Imayl Deng, Darwyn TanUy, and Mutumbe Dymke. All that they had in common was wedlth,
and connectionsto univergties, research ingtitutions, or hospitalswith full geneticsfacilities.



Some, like Sdldyn, | was pretty surel could diminate, since shewas basically arich woman who'd
inherited the credits and used them widdly and philanthropicaly, and didn’t have persond expertisein the
field. That didn’'t mean she didn’'t have intent, but it did mean she would have needed accomplices,
perhaps alarge number, and that would have left some sort of track — | thought.

The next search was adifferent sort, oneto seeif | could find acommon factor that any shared. Severa
were on advisory boards, and the like, of charitable organizations, but no more than two on any one
organizational board — except for the PST Trust. Escher, Dymke, . Cyril, Codtilla, Deng, and TanUy
al were affiliated with the PST Trust. Eldyn, on the other hand, was associated with none of them, but |
still remembered hislack of reaction at Kharl’s, and knew he had to beinvolved. But like the others, |
didn’'t know how, or how to obtain anything resembling proof.

After that, things got dow, because nothing else at dl turned up, and | finally went to bed. | didn't deep
wdll, knowing that in dl likelihood, the CAswould be at least inquiring about an odd occurrence, and
wondering how | could handle that.

Chapter 33
Fledgling: Orbit Station, New Austin, 437 N.E.

The Newton was hanging in space, agood klick from the only orbit station around New Austin. The
planet was about point nine Tee, with amargina atmosphere that looked pinkish from above, and the
Federal Union had been working to increase atmospheric dendty for closeto two centuries. Thesingle
operable cargo shuttle was diding through the nightside space, back to the station, and probably would
be occupied for severd hours, asit offloaded the last shipment of the four sets of biotemplateswe' d
carried out from Earth and through three other systems and Gatesfirst. Once the templates were
transferred, the shuttle would have to offload some other speciaized and nanite-based planoforming
technology. Then, after we offloaded, we' d load back up the cases that held data and biosamples, and
the FS personnel being rotated back to earth or elsewhere, any passengers, and head back to Earth.
With the cross-system travel, we' d have been gone from Earth almost seven months, and | was getting a
little ship-crazy, despite the planetside reconditioning aong the way.

| cornered Commander Matteus outside the mess. We were both hanging above the deck, because
photonjet interstellar shipsaren’t built to spin.

“Would you mind if | took the cargo shuttle to the station, ser?’
“Y ou know someone there, Mg or?’
“No.” | shrugged. “1 might, but not that | know. | just felt restless, ser. If it saproblem ...?’

The exec looked back at me, then smiled. “Actualy, you could do me afavor of sorts, Mgor. If you'd
folowme...”

What sort of favor she had in mind | wasn't certain, because she' d never been forward personally or in
any other way. | followed, hand over hand, wondering, until she reached her quarters.

The small cabin was as neat as she was, without a hint of anything out of place. As| watched, she
touched one of the plates on the safe, then keyed in something. The safe opened, and she took out a
gmall casethat she extended to me. “Routine future authorization codesfor the station for the next yesr. |
was going to have Lieutenant Tang carry this, but he' s behind on histraining reports anyway. It goesto
the station commander. If you take it, someone will turn white— or green.”



“Meaning that when majors carry the dispatches, there' strouble?” | frowned, wondering why we carried
the codes when other ships could have reached New Austin sooner.

“The oneswe carry aren't that time sengitive,” she answered. “Y ou may recal Captain Flahrty,” she
half-asked.

“The Captain Flahrty?’

“| seeyou do. Just tell him that you' re ddlivering the case with my compliments.” Matteus grinned, almost
evilly. “He Il probably find something for me next trip, if he'sdtill herein two years, becauseit will
probably be that long before we' re rotated out here.” A wider smile crossed her lips. “And if you could
look stern or worried ... | would appreciateit.”

We both smiled.

| was smiling as| left her cabin, heading for the main personnd lock, where | donned an outside suit.
Then | made my way aft to the cargo lock where | waited until | got the sgna from the supercargo and
pulled myself aong the tether to the shuttl€’ s hatch. 1t took a minute to get hooked into the air system,
and it was sale, like that of most orbit transfer shuttles.

“Magor,” asked the shuttle jockey after | was strapped in and linked into the Smple commsystem, “ready
for pushaway?’

“Ready,” | confirmed.

Histouch on the ionjets was deft and easy, and in moments he had the shuttle headed back toward the
cargo lock of the orbit station.

“Mgor ..."” he asked after atime of slence, “were you with the Newton when ... 7’
“When we found the forerunner artifact?” | paused. “Yes”

“What was ... what'sit like?”

“It looked like an off-center Gate, sort of whitish, hard-to-see, and old. Very old.”
“Didyou ever gointoit?’

“None of usdid. Wejust scanned it with probes.”

“Good thing you didn't.”

“Oh?" Hiscomment seemed alittle strange.

“Y ou haven't heard?’

“Heard what?’ | asked.

“About the alien curse? Or virus? Or whatever?’

“We ve been out six months. Tell me,” | suggested dryly.

“They say that haf the scientists who were on the Darwin were laid up with something. Two of 'em
died.”

“That seemsfar-fetched to me,” | pointed out. “Firgt, that artifact was so old that it didn’t have any



atmosphere |eft. For even avirusto survive that long near absolute zero would be dmost impossible.
Then, for it to be compatible with our physiology?’ | found mysdf shaking my head. “Besides, they
decontaminated the Darwin with a photon-plasma wash, and with nanetic medicine, there' d beno way a
|eftover virus from some other life form could survive. And that was over two years ago. If something like
that had survived, there would have been talk sooner than this”

He shrugged. “I only know what they’ ve been saying.”

“Arethere any hard reports? Anything like that?’

“Not that I ve seen, ser. But the last two ships, they were saying the same thing, they were.”
“Could be. | just don’t know.”

“I just know what | heard.” The jockey sounded put out that either | didn’t believe him or that | had
nothing new to add. So that wasthat for the rest of the short hop to the orbit station.

Oncethere, | stripped myself of the suit and racked it in one of the transent lockers, and pocketed the
microkey. Then, carrying my case, | put on astern expression and made my way to upper level and the
commander’ s section. Since al orbit stations were designed the same, that wasn't a problem.

A fresh-faced lieutenant wearing alogigticsinggniaon hissingle-suit immediately addressed me. “Might |
help you, Mgor?’

“I have acasefor Captain Fahrty.”
The senior lieutenant looked at me. “Ah ... | could takeit, ser.”

“| was ordered to deliver it to Captain Flahrty persondly, Lieutenant. | brought it over from the Newton

“Ah ... yes, ser.” Hewent rigid for amoment, apparently linking with Captain Flahrty. Then he gestured
toward the hatch behind him and to hisleft. “The captain will seeyou, ser.”

| inclined my head. “Thank you.”

The hatch opened to my touch, and | eased/floated inside. Captain Flahrty was |oosely strapped before a
manua console in an office that was barely three meters square and not quite that from deck to
overhead. Helooked more like an ancient gladiator than a Federal Service senior captain.

“Yes, Mgor?’ Captain Flahrty growled, as everyone had said he did.

“Thisisfrom Commander Matteus, Captain, with her compliments.” | extended the case, then managed a
dight forma bow, despite the weightlessness.

Captain Flahrty raised his eyebrows, but he took the case. “ Thank you, Mgor. Isthere anything €l se?’
“No, ser. Unlessyou have anything that needs to go back to Earth.”

“If I do, Mgor, I'll send it over on the shuttle.”

“Yes, ser. Thank you, ser.”

With another bow, | propelled mysdf out of the smallish office. After nodding to the young lieutenant, |
made my way back down to the main deck, where | stopped by the mess and tried some of their



pastries. They weren't any better than those on the Newton, and no one on the station seemed especidly
friendly. So | went to suit up again and to find the cargo shuttle.

The shuttle had anew pilot, and she didn’t mention the dien Gate, and neither did |, dthough | did
wonder about what the other pilot had told me. But dl | could wonder was how anything could have
survived the time and temperatures for so long. And | till felt restless.

Chapter 34
Raven: Vadlura— Helyna, 459 N.E.

| woke up groggy from not deeping well. My home was probably safe— for atime— and the latest
modificationsto the glider were designed so that it would have been easier to blow it up with an antique
tactica nuclear device — were there any |eft on Earth — than to tamper with it in away that wouldn’t
register on my persond link system.

But something was happening, more than asimple attempt to murder me. | could take matters two
ways— that someone was out to kill me or that I’ d been given a serious warning. Stay home and out of
whatever it was, or get killed. I’ d never liked that kind of game. | supposeit waswhy | still occasionally
played tennis againgt Gerrat, even if he won most of thetime.

If I had to, | supposed that | could dip into my inheritance and go trotting al over theworld to try to dig
out more on the PST connection. Or | could go visit Eldyn — | certainly didn’t want to talk substance to
him on the net — and he'd probably talk to me, even if he told me nothing. But there was no certainty
that I’ d find anything. And therewas no one else | could hire that could probably do much better. | knew
nets, and systems, and | knew the people and the kind of people who ran them. If the kind of information
| needed didn’t happen to be ble on someone' s net, then it was either firewalled where breaking
in would end someone on the Mars penal project, or it wasn't on any system. In avery careful way, I'd
aready been set up, set up so that dmost any effective way to discover exactly who was after me or why
would beillega and dangerous, or both.

| did have some information to track down Elysa— but | didn’t want to useany system | had ... and if |
went to UniComm ... well, then, | could get further involved in the sysnet wars ... if indeed they were
part of the problem. Besides, something about going into Unicomm felt wrong.

As| spped yet another cup of Grey teaand looked at the early-morning shadowed shapes of the East
Mountains, | had one thought. Probably a bad one, but | needed afriendly face aswell as more
information.

So | headed to get cleaned up and dressed.

| had gotten asfar as getting dressed. In fact, | was standing in my office wondering what I’ d need to
implement my questionable ideawhen the gatekeeper chimed. Theidentification was about what I'd
worried about — or feared — the Civil Authorities.

The image that appeared wasthat of atired-eyed but young CA in adightly wrinkled off-white and gray
snglesuit. “ Ser, I’'m officer Whitsenn, with the Helnya regiond office of the Civil Authorities” He paused,
| suspect, to seewhat | would volunteer.

“Yes?' | waswary, but | decided that | needed to get through the call. “What can | do for you, officer?’

“There' s been an incident of sorts here, and we' ve been going through the skytors and tube records, and
it gppearsthat you might have been in Helnya yesterday when it occurred.”



“I wasin Helnyayesterday,” | admitted. “1 wasvisiting ajeweler, but | don't seewhat ...” | frowned,
then shook my head, and offered a puzzled amile. | hoped it was a puzzled smile. “How can | help you?’

“I'd like your permission to record this, if | might, ser?’

“That'sfine,” | agreed. There was no reason not to agree. He was being polite, or putting me on notice,
or both, snce he certainly didn’t need my permission.

“Thank you, ser.” After amoment, he continued, *Y ou took the two fifteen induction tube from Helnyato
Vallura, and aman of your approximate description was seen hurrying to the tube train station at about
five past two.” Hewaited again.

| smiled and shrugged. “I’m sure that was me. | didn’t want to wait for another tube.” | decided to be
very cooperative. “What € se do you need to know?’

“Y ou seemed to be coming from the northwest.”

“I’d guess so. | wasjust following the walkway. There were oaks there. | was just walking, and then |
redized if | didn’t hurry I might missthetube”

“Did you see anything unusud?’

| frowned. “Where? Therewas apair of youngsters on the train, you know the type, with the
wide-legged red leather single suits with the white vests that strobe ....”

“Actudly, ser, wewereinterested in anything you might have seen just before you got to the sation.”

| squinted, trying to remember just how the monoclone had looked. “I only saw one person before |
reached the station ... | mean just before. | didn’t think it wasthat unusua. Maybealittle ... Therewas
amaninasort of brown singlesuit — achegp one, and it struck me as alittle odd for Helnya at first, but
he was standing in the nasturtiums, and then | realized he was a gardener or something.”

“Why did you think he was agardener, ser?’

“Wadl ... because he had knife in his hand and was doing something to the tree. It looked like he was
pruning something ... so | thought hewasagardener.” | looked at the CA’simage. “Wasn't hea
gardener?’

The CA politely ignored my question. “Could you describe this man?’

| shrugged again. “I didn’t look too closely. | remember the brown, because it was cheap-looking, and
he had brown hair ... | think. | would have noticed if he' d been aredhead or ablond. | don't think it was
black. Maybe medium-sized, not astal as| am.” | tried to look helpful. “ That’ sthe only person | can
remember seeing. Doesthat help?’

“Yes, =, it does” He gave me aprofessond smile. “Isthere anything el se you can remember?’

| tilted my head, trying to remember any other detail, but | couldn’t, except for the clone’ s vacant face
and the filament knife, and | wasn't about to mention those. Findlly, | shook my head. “I redlly can't. |
suppose | dismissed him once | redlized he was agardener.” | paused. “ Except he wasn't, was he?’

1] NO, %’_”

“Canyou tell mewhat thisisall about?’ | tried to be insstently polite.



“I redly can't, ser. You've been most helpful. All | can say isthat we' reinvestigating.” He paused, then
asked, “Did you see anyone e se who might have passed this man? Say, someone going the other way?
From the station toward him?”

“No.” | shook my head. “It wasn’t that far from the trees where he was to the station. | suppose
someone coming off the tube might have walked that way, but | didn’t seeanyone.” Infact, | hadn’t seen
anyone except the monoclone until I’ d gotten into the station.

“Nooneat al, sx?
“No one. Not until | wasin the station.” And that was definitely true.

Hekept at it for atime, asking about details, and rephrasing questions, but | struck to what I’ d seen, and
everything | told him was true— except for the little detail about the clone using hisknifeto prunethe
tree. | just didn't tell him everything.

Findly, he— or hisimage — looked a me. *Y ou’ ve been very patient, ser, and | thank you. If werun
across anything e se, might we contact you?’

“Of course”

After hisimage vanished, | went upstairs and had another cup of Grey tea. I’ d need to wait abit before |
put my bad ideainto practice, since the last thing | wanted to do was to go screaming out of the house
right after acall from the CAs.

Chapter 35
Fledgling: Earth Orbit Station Three, 442 N.E.

Somehow, everything wasless eventful, less mysterious, after the discovery of the forerunner Gate. |

kept looking for stories about it, in the scientific netpubs, the journals, the pop news ... but therewas
little outsde of afew short articles on the basic inscrutability of the dlien science, and one series of tories
about how there had been a single huge energy spike from the Gate, but no sign of anything except what
appeared to be a puff of gasthat dispersed into deep space dmost ingtantly. The stories went on, but no
one had figured out how it had happened or triggered or why, and eventually those disappeared aswell.
Someone had begun to unravel the mystery of the composite hull and was hopeful that the materia could
be duplicated commercialy within the decade.

As Gerrat and Father had said, if there’ snothing new, it's not news, and there wasn'’t anything new, and
the pop news went back to the VR entertainment hoaxes, and the scaps that were and weren't, the latest
epidemic to come out of Southeast Eurasia, blamed on the uncovering of pre-Collapse biowar stockpiles
in Chung Kuo but curtailed by rapid deployment of specidized nanites.

Along theway, | became and remained the senior pilot on the Newton, until | decided to put in my
papers on our way back from Delta Felini. Ten yearswasthe minimum to fill the FS obligation for apilat,
and I’ d put in Sxteen, dmogt seventeen years, thinking | might go for retirement, before | decided thet |
couldn’'t see mysdlf bucking for command and playing dl the political games. Being senior pilot had
shown me enough about that.

Wewerein thelast few hours of decel coming into Earth, and | was scheduled to go on duty in an hour. |
was |looking around my cabin wondering if | should start to pack when the link chimed.

“Magor?’ The voicewasthat of Captain Matteus. She had finally succeeded Andruhkaasthe



commander of the Newton, and she was personally the opposite of Andruhka— dighter, physicaly deft,
soft-spoken, and with an understated sense of humor. She also never forgot afavor or adight.

“Yes sx?

“I’'minmy office. I'd gppreciateit if you could stop by.”
“Yes, sar. I'll beright there.”

“Thank you.”

Wheat did she want? To wish me well? Change my mind? Tell me | was making amistake? | didn’t know,
and wasn't about to guess, since Matteus had been the toughest officer to read of any | had served with
or for. Unless she wanted you to know, you didn’t. It was that smple. She had summoned me
personaly, rather than just talking over a private netlink, and that was unusud, to say the least.

| closed the locker | had been studying prior to packing and made my way out of the small cabin and
along the passageway to her office. There | knocked on the door. “Mgor Alwyn, ser.”

“Comein, Mgor.”

| stepped inside and closed the door.

She gestured to one of the chairs, fastened firmly to the deck, like everything in aFederal Service ship.
| sat and waited.

“Y ou're one of the best pilotsin Federal Service, you know,” she said quietly. “If you decide to change
your mind, I’ d take you back and offer you ops.”

That was an automatic promotion to subcommander. “1 didn’t know we needed an ops officer.”
“Subcommander Vehrensis being transferred when we reach Orbit Three.”

| nodded.

“You don't seem surprised, Mgjor.”

“No, ser.” It was better that | not say I’ d been totally unimpressed with Vehrens, particularly since some
of his duties had been delegated to me, and since it had been obvious that the captain and the exec had
been covering for hislack of ability.

“He sdigiblefor early retirement. He was once avery good pilot.” The captain smiled sadly. After a
moment, she spoke again. “ Before you make up your mind, thereis one thing you should know. All
transfers to and from orbit station have been frozen. No one who' s been augmented or pre-selected can
go Earthsde until they’ ve been medicaly screened.” She gave arueful smile. “ And the equipment’s
Earthsde and likely to stay therefor awhile. Then they’ll haveto sterilize Kuritim....”

“ %?1

“It camein about an hour ago. There' sanother plague or virus. It started in the Sinoplex ... and afew
other locales on the Pacific Rim. This one only attacks pre-selectswho are augmented. All FS officers
are both, and many of the senior techsaswell.”

| shook my head. | couldn’t even leave the FS without difficulty. “ Does anyone know how it started? Or



why?’

“I"’m sure someone does, but they haven't seen fit to tell me, or anyone on Orbit Three. | talked on the
longlink with Marshd Hylui. He said they had matters under control, but sSince the orbit stations are
effectively dready quarantined, if they leave them isolated, then they can concentrate al resources on the
affected areas and people.”

| sighed. “1 takeit that if no one' s coming up, then | wouldn’t be going down.”
“No ... you could wait on Orbit Threg’” Her tone conveyed | would be waiting along time.
“Do you gill want me back?’ | grinned at the captain. “ Even asapilot?’

With arueful smile, she shook her head. “If you'll extend for Ssix months, you can have ops, and the
promotion. There' sno one el se closeto you that’ s available right now.”

And she wanted Subcommander V ehrens off the ship. That was quite clear.

“The quarantine?’

“That ... and the rotation schedules. Sometimes, it happens.”

“I'll extend.”

Her smilewas broader. “If you makeit two years, you can take early retirement and the higher rank.”

Thinking about Father and Gerrat, especidly, there were suddenly reasonsfor taking her offer, reasons
that looked very good. For that | could take the political games, for another year and a half beyond the
six months. But only for another year and ahadf, and only under Matteus.

“Let’'sgofor two.”
Captain Matteus smiled and handed me afolder. “ No one has seen your papers. No onewill.”
| raised my eyebrows. “ Could | ask why?’

“Yes... but | won't tell you until you leave Federd Service.” Shereached into one of the drawersin her
desk and pulled out the gold starburst insigniaof a subcommander. “Here. Y ou can have these asaloan,
and you can start wearing them tomorrow.”

“Thank you.” | couldn’t help smiling. “What would you have doneif there hadn’t been aquarantine?”

“I"d like to have thought | could have come up with something, Subcommander. That's something
captains are supposed to do.” Her eyestwinkled, and | redlized, perhapsfor thefirst time, that besides
being enormously competent, behind that cool exterior, Matteus was a very warm soul, almost too warm
for the FS.

“I think you would have, ser.” | tried not to keep grinning. “I think you would.”

She only raised her eyebrows. “1 believe you' re on duty in twenty minutes. Sinceit will beyour last as
senior pilot, Subcommander, | wouldn’t want you to be late.”

“No, ser.” | bowed dightly. “Thank you, ser.”
“Thank you, Subcommander.”



After | left her office, | was smiling— at least until | began to wonder about the epidemic ... and worry.
While my parents and family had the best of medical care, | didn't like the idea of an epidemic virus, and
| resolved to send atight-beam message once we reached orbit. Quarantines wouldn't affect that.

From the news reports, it seemed like there had been more and more strange viruses in recent years,
despite advancesin medicine and afar lower population than in the centuriesimmediately preceding the

Collapse.

Again ... | hadn't recalled reading or seeing anything in the secondhand beamed V Rs that we got on the
Newton, not along thoselines.

But there wasn’t anything else | could do ... and | had to get ready to take the duty.

| hoped | could stand two more years.

Chapter 36
Raven: Vadlura— Helyna, 459 N.E.

After theinterview with the CAs, even after the next cups of Grey tea, | found mysdlf pacing back and
forth.

So, after what | hoped was adecent interva, | found myself in my glider, the canopy locked firmly
closed, repeater turned off, gliding northward toward Helnya, and Mgora Hyriss, who had been one of
the few non-family membersto inquire about me, and for whom I’ d ways had afondness. As| guided
the glider northward, | was dready worrying about the distance taxes | was beginning to pileup. Yet |
wasfar lessvulnerablein the glider, if only because the energy expenditure required to hurt me there
would be more easily detected and traced.

It was il early morning when | eased the glider into the oak-shaded and stone paved spot clearly
reserved for glidersvisiting Mg ora. After making sure the glider was secured, | walked along the stone
path that followed asmall stream uphill, past acultivated or at least ordered, natural wetland garden.
After severa hundred meters, the path ended at ashort grassy expanse doping upward and westward,
beyond which was a cottage-like dwelling set in agrove of young redwoods — by young, amere two or
three hundred years old.

| walked up the steps, hoping she was home. Although | knew that in recent years she' d done more and
more work there, that was no guarantee. But | hadn’t wanted to VR or leave amessage.

After amoment of hesitation, | knocked. | could sense the exterior scanner, or maybe | just imagined |
sensed the scanner.

The door opened, and Mg orastood there in loose-fitting gray exercise clothes, her hair casualy bound
back and tied. “ Y ou certainly don't arrive when I’'m looking my best.” She studied me. “Areyou dl
right?’

| had to trust someone. “No. Not redly. Can you take awak?’ While anything anywhere could be
recorded, al the skytors would show was uswalking, and | could hope that no one had had time to set
up outsde directionals.

She nodded and stepped outside. The locks clicked behind her. “ They won't do that much good against
an expert, but we' ll know if someone does open them.”



| must have looked quizzica aswe waked down the steps.

“Y ou'rethe mogt sdlf-aufficient individua | know, Daryn. If you' re herein the middle of the day without a
warning, and without flowers, or the equivaent, I’'m out of my depth right now.”

“That just provesyou'renot.” | offered agentle laugh.
She shook her head. “We might aswell go to the lower garden. | wanted to check the basil anyway.”

| walked beside her, noting how quietly and gracefully she moved aong the stone path, and then through
the narrower passages in the hedges of the upper garden, where the flowers were barely beginning to
spread, and the lower garden, which seemed without flowers at dl. The smel was mainly of turned earth,
and the underlying perfumes of something | didn’t recognize.

“It'smy herb garden. Herbs don’t replicate, not well,” she explained as she bent down over the green
leaves. “The scannersdon’t pick up the subtleties.” She frowned as she studied aplant, but didn’'t
explain. Then she moved to another plant with thin round tendrils, rather than leaves.

Chives, | thought.
“Good ...” shemurmured. Abruptly, she stood, and | redlized, again, that she was nearly my height.

“Now ... why did you bring yourself and your glider al the way herefrom Valura?” We stood in the
circle of sunlight, with thefaint rush of water over the rocks from the pond in the background.

“I need afriend, and | need your help.”

“I"'m flattered that you' d turn to me.” Her smile was off-center. “ And worried. Why me?’
“Because| trust you, and it’ s getting rather clear that | can’t trust very many people.”
“You'rejust discovering that?” Her thick eyebrows arched.

“No. Let'ssay I'm discovering that I’ m into something that hasto stay out of the family, and ...” |
shrugged.

“Y ou mean that the mighty Alwyns...” She broke off. “That’ s petty and unfair, and I’ d rather not stoop
tothat....” Shelaughed, warmly. “Not any more than | dready have, anyway.”

Her laugh wasinfectious, and | smiled ruefully. “I probably deservethat.”

“What can | do?’ Magjora asked.

“I'd like to run a search routine off your equipment. Min€e' s been snooped, and then some.”
“Y ou mean you want meto run it?’

“That would be better.”

“And what are you, or we looking for?’

“A woman.”

“I'm not hdping you find awife, am 1?7’

| tried to defuse that. “ Thisisthe woman who tried to kill me once. She doesn’t exist — officidly. Gerrat



couldn’t find her. Neither could Kharl. But there’ sonetrack ... and someone dse sent a destruct-clone
after me when | wastracking down the one lead.”

“Theonelead?’

“She wore some unique jewdry ... only one person makesit. It was made more than fifty yearsago ...
for someone of the same name, but I'm hoping there’ sa connection.” | shrugged. “ It seemsto bethe
only onel have. It'senough that people have tried to kill metwicefollowing it.”

“Twice?’
“That was where | was headed — the sonesmith’ s— when that wall fdl on me.”
“Why haven't you called in the CAS?’ she asked.

“I have. They haven't found any trace of anything in the one case that was definitely an attack, and the
investigation of the third time just showed that somehow the wall had eroded, and just happened to fall
when | walked by. | didn’t report the fourth time, although ... well ... there didn’t seem to be much
point.”

Mg orafrowned. “Why don't you sart at the beginning?’

So | did, and told her everything from the suspected nanospray at Kharl’ sto the clone with the filament
knife, and the latest conversation with thetired-eyed CA. | didn’t tell her much about the possible
UniComm tie-in, except that I’ d been released by OneCys. “... and after that ... wdll ... that'swhy I'm
I’He_”

“There might have been resdues from the knife,” she pointed ouit.

“Unidentified hydrocarbons and silicates and other common chemicals, plusthe few cedlls of astandard
monoclone ...” | shook my head. “They couldn’t even track alaser caught on the skytors and melted
down onawall by my house. Their scanners were either intercepted or reprogrammed to eiminate the
men in the glider-van, and not even Kharl’ s equipment could trace the nanospray used on mein thefirst
attempt. | somehow don'’t think the CAs are going to be much help.”

“I'll only ask once.” Mgoramoistened her lips. “ Are you sure dl this happened thisway?’

“There s not much question about the first two. Y ou can ask Kharl about the first one, and the second.
There saso a CA record about the third. We both know that awall fell on me, and | guessit isjust my
recollection about the holo projection and the men in the glider-van. There might be something
somewhere on aburned patch in the middle of Helyna— besides my recollections and the VR from the
CAs.” | spread my hands. “I’vetold you what | know.”

“It might be worth checking to seeif anyone reported the latest incident, or whether they’ retrying to
keep it quiet.” Mgorasaid. “1 could scan theloca news.”

“I don't think they’ d suppressthat.”

“Because the suppression would leave more trails— or could?’
“They aren’t leaving many trails, one way or another.”

“Why would anyone go to such greeat lengths?’ she asked.

“If I could figure that out, | might have amuch better ideawho’ sbehind it. I'm no one, comparatively.



I”’m not in Unicomm; I’'m not that well-known an edartist. | don’t know any secrets.”

“Let’ s head back to the house. | need something to eat, and we might aswell get on with your search. |
dill have areport due by four this afternoon.”

“I’'msorry. Thiscanwait.” And | was sorry. I’ d dropped in on her without even asking if she had the
timeto help.

“If what you' ve said istrue, then it can’t wait. Y ou're not like Gerrat, who' s way's subtly exaggerating
hisimportance.”

We waked quickly back toward the cottage, as peaceful-looking and solid as ever, and | had to wonder
if I'd just been dreaming about al the attacks. | shook my head.

“Anything wrong?’

“No. At times, | just have to wonder.” | gestured toward the stone stoop and the solid oak door that
opened to her touch. “ Everything here seems so peaceful and solid.”

“I'd liketo think so. I'vetried to makeit that way.” She motioned for meto enter, and | did, coming into
afoyer with white plaster walls. Beyond was asmdl version of agreat room, with a stretch of mullioned
windows overlooking yet another garden, this one of flowers, including golden daffodils. “ Just Sit down at
thetable there”

Her voice brooked no argument, and | sat, watching as a green-winged hummingbird darted from
blossom to blossom.

“I loveto watch them, too.” Mg ora set a plate before me on which rested an enormous scone. “The
preserves and clotted cream are there.” Then came alarge mug of Grey tea.

| wasfar hungrier than I’ d thought. | ate two of the scones.
“Y ou were Sarved.”
“You aetwo, aso.” | took alast Sip of thetea.

“While you were destroying that last scone, | checked on locd events.” Theleft corner of Mgora's
mouth lifted. “ Thereisalittleitem. Small fire near the center of Helnya, lessthan half aklick from the tube
gation ... possibly anincendiary explosive device, according to the CAs, but the location under the
heavy oaks rules out any direct correation with skytors records. The CAs are checking with people
known to have beenin the area.” After amoment, she added as she took out a small vyrtor keyboard,

“ Anyone would think that your brother would be the one people were after. HE snot exactly beloved in
the networld.”

“No ... but he's probably feared and respected. I'm not.”

“Your father isthe onewho’ sfeared.” Her words were matter-of-fact. She gestured to the keyboard
and headset she had placed on the corner of thetable. “ All right. It's set up for a search under my ID.”

| eased my chair around the end of the table. After setting up the search routines | wanted to use, |
dipped in thefirst inquiry — the historical oneto seeif | could find arecord of an Ahmad who had taken
passage to Hezira between forty-five and fifty-five years previoudy.

Maorawatched. “ That' s neat,” she said. “I could use that approach.”



“I could explain.”
“No need. I’'vegot it. | even recorded it while you were doing it.”

I’d known she was quick, but we' d never talked shop or techniques before. | wasn't quite sure why —
probably because Mother had thrown Mgjoraat mewhen | hadn’t wanted anyone thrust at me.

We both waited, but the answers were there dmost immediately — three names with dates, and the ship
involved. Ingtead of saving or printing them, | committed them to augmented memory and moved to the
next inquiry.

“You areworried,” she said.

“After something like four attemptson my life ... wouldn't you be?’
The next inquiry showed five possible matches, with addresses.

“I’d bet on the Sinoplex address,” Mgjorasaid.

“Why?" | asked, a'so memorizing and erasing the queries, and entering another, about the total volume of
interstellar cargos, totaly unrelated to the earlier questions, except in vaguely genera subject to thefird.

“I don’t know.” Her amile was more gpol ogetic than generous.
“Areyou tdling me something? Or trying to?’

“No...” Sheamiled. “Evenif | were, you wouldn't listen. Y ou have to work things out yourself. I'll bet
you were redlly hard to tutor for the PIAT.”

“Tutor for the PIAT? It can't be tutored for.”

Magorasnorted. “Of courseit can. Any test can be tutored for. Didn’t your parents take you to different
places ... or tell you stories about imaginary places, and situations, and then ask you what you should
do?”

| frowned. “Don’'t dl parents?’
“And I’ll bet they sent you off to sailing camps and surviva camps, and placeslikethat.”
“Didn’'t your parents?’ | countered.

“Absolutely.” She smiled impishly, an odd expression on awoman so handsome and tall, and one that
warmed me, evenif | didn’t know why. “Did you find what you needed?’

“I don't know.” | shrugged. “I’ll haveto see”

“By net or in person?’ Mgoralaughed ruefully. “Oh ... why don’'t we see? Y ou haven't ever been here,
and after today, someone might know you have been. Let’sjust see” She bent forward.

| could sense shewas linking, and before | could stop her, there was afaint chime of adistant
gatekeeper. She' d clearly memorized the address coordinates aswell.

“Pleaseleave amessage.” The sm figure was that of awoman possibly Elysa’ s age, but her hair wasa
dark brown that was amost black, her coloring afaint latte. Theimage turned dightly, and | caught the
hint of the clean profile— and the combsin her hair — not the same combs, but combsworn in the



samedyle. “I may or may not returnit.”
Mg ora broke the connection, amost before the words were finished. “ Areyou al right?’ she asked.

“She...it... they're... thefacid structure sthe same, but the coloration isso different ... it can’t be
cosmetic.”

“Daryn ... that wasasm. It doesn’t even haveto be her.”
| managed agrin. “1 know that. But ... if she doesn't want to befound ... why any smilarity?’

“Maybeit’s close enough for her friendsto recognize and think she' sjust having fun ... but enough to
throw outsiders off. How did you find the name, anyway?’ Mgjora asked as she handed me the mug of
Grey teathat she had refilled.

“The name she gave Kharl was ElysaMujaz-Kitab. There' sno one by that name anywhere on Earth.
But ... wel ... the name had to mean something. I'd found earlier that the key words were from ancient
Arabic medicd treatises. So | programmed in al the combinations of the physician’ sname—’

“All the combinations?’

“His name ran two complete lines of text,” | pointed out dryly. “That didn’t quite work. It came up with
thousands of names, but | later found a different spelling of his most popular shorter names, and then |
just guessed at some modifications.”

“Aninteresting way to attract amethodizer ... give him apuzzle that’ s difficult but not unsolvable, and
onethat wouldn't even seem like a puzzle to anyone else. The question iswhy,” Mgjoramused.

“Because someone wants me to find her, and someone e se doesn’t, and | haven't the faintest ideawho
iswhich or why.”

“Shewantsto leave atrail, but not an easy one. Are you sure you' re not just being lured?’
“That could be, too,” | admitted. “But why would anyone go to such lengths?’

“I must admit,” she said quietly, “that | believe you, and that isvery disturbing.”

“Why?" | forced anote of mischief into my voice.

“You'rearaher stolid rebel, Daryn. You wouldn’'t be arebd at al in any other family. Y ou can
appreciate the fantagtic, and you can andyze and understand it, but it wouldn't occur to you to createit.”

“That’ s not exactly acompliment.”
“That'smy curse,” she sad, “adways saying what | see, and acting sooner than | often should.”

| held in the wince, then reflected. | wouldn't have immediately guessed and tried an address, the way
Mg orahad, but her reasoning was sound. “Y ou’ reright, though,” | returned musingly.

“What are you going to do?’

“I need to think, and make aliving, and so do you.” | stood. “Thank you. | haven’t had that good a
brunch or whatever in years, or such good company. And | do appreciate your listening.”

“I ligenwell. | don’t dways speak wisdly.”



| took her hand and squeezed it, gently. “1 meant it. Thank you. I'll let you know before | do anything.”
“Youdon't—"
“I"dliketo ... and | won't show up ... again ... unannounced.”

“Y ou’ re welcome announced or unannounced ... but I'm likely to be far more presentableif you warn
rre"

“You'revery presentable.” And shewas. | hadn’t even thought about it before my own words had
blurted out.

As| stepped out onto the stone porch to walk to the glider, | was still worried, more worried than ever
about the comparative ease of tracking down the woman who had been — or was ill — Elysa

| frowned as | approached the glider. Elysa had only mentioned the oblique medical referenceto me, and
without that key ... | never would have been able to narrow the search.

Why would someone who wanted to kill me leave such aclue... unless shewasan't trying to kill me? But
then, if sheweren't, who was? And why?

Chapter 37
Hedgling: Orbit Station Beta, Epsilon Boredis, 444 N.E.

Four of us sat around the mess table on the midleve of the orbit station, sitting being aloose term for
being haf-belted into achair lockpinned into the plastex floor. | was there becauise the captain had asked
me to spend sometime on the Station listening. And listening to new voicesin the orbit station officers
mess beet waiting on the Newton while cargoes and passengers were transferred. Also, the orbit Sation
didn’'t smel quite so “worn” and “gray” asdid the Newton, or maybeit just smelled different.

“What do you think about thisrevolt?” Mg or Tsao asked me. We' d crossed orbits over the years.
She' d been ayear or two behind me at Kuritim, | understood, although I’ d never met her there.

“The one here on Bored ?’

“Isthere any other?’ asked Mgor Tsao.

“Not that | know of.” | shrugged. “But we don’t exactly get the latest news.”
“You'redadling.” Tsao laughed.

“I only know what I’ ve heard or read, dl of it greatly delayed,” | temporized, despite the fact that much
of the Newton’ s cargo had been specialized nanite manufacturing equipment, designed to build
everything from armed flitters to treaded and armored tanks for the FS contingent and the inhabitants of
the smaller but older northern continent. “ They didn’t like the planetary government that the Federa
Union set up. That'sredly dl | know.”

“The Ardees are norm throwbacks. They want to turn back time to pre-Collapse days. That’ sthe guts of
it,” suggested Lieutenant Conyr. “Back to when astronger arm and more wegpons determined who ran

things”

“As opposed to now, when afaster brain and greater integrative intelligence does?’ asked Tsao dryly.
“Y ou mean you want a system where your particular abilities are the ones rewarded?’



Conyr flushed dightly.

“Sodol,” said Tsao with alaugh, “but let’snot kid oursaves. Integrative intelligence is merely a superior
wegpon, and that’ swhy the Ardees are dlready losing.”

| amost shook my heed. It wasn't quite that smple. The Ardees were losing because they didn't have
the resources to fight the entire Federa Union. But even if they’ d had equal resources, they probably sill
would have lost because they’ d rgjected asocia structure that rewarded those most able to handlea
modern nanotech society. Since nanotechnology offered the most effective way mankind had discovered
to create and deploy everything from production equipment to weapons, they would have lost
eventually — except the result would have been more like the Great Collapse.

Someonein the Ardee leadership had gambled that the Federa Union wouldn't careif asingle continent
on aplanet barely out of the colony stage wanted a different form of government, especidly when it was
one of the most distant colonies. They’ d gambled — and lost — because the FU wasn't about to alow
that sort of separatist example, not with the disma human history of separatism. The results of
separatism, if looked at historically, dmost ways followed the same pattern.

The separatists | eft or revolted, after claiming persecution at the hands of the mgjority culture. If they
succeeded in establishing their own culture, they invariably ended up persecuting those who didn’t
conform to their standards, thereby creating either strict repression and eventualy another revolution or
another separatist culture somewhere eseto repeat the pattern. And if the separatists didn’t succeed in
their revolt, the mgority crushed them to hold together the existing society. Either way, at every step,
people died.

“Y ou look thoughtful, Subcommander,” said Tsao. “Would you like to share those thoughts?”
“I was judt thinking thet, in the end, separatism is adead end where an awful lot of peopledie.”
“Would it be,” asked the other lieutenant — Merdyk, “if Gate and stellar travel were cheaper?’
“Maybe not,” | replied, “but we' d have alot more Ardees and even more people dying.”

“But they could choose their own way of living,” suggested Conyr.

“The people who ended up in control could,” Merdyk countered.

“That’ s not much different from the Federal Union,” observed Tsao.

“Y ou're saying that we re no different from the Ardees?’ asked Conyr.

“In basic terms, isany system?’ asked Tsao. “ Someone has to be in control — enough to set the rules,
anyway. The only questions are who, how many, and how they obtain and hold power.”

“There sagreet deal of difference between an empire ruled by an emperor and the Federal Union,” |
pointed out, “but they both meet your basic definition. | don’t think I'd want to live in an empire.”

“Evenif you werethe emperor?’ asked Tsao with asmile.

“I wouldn't want to be looking over my shoulder dl the time, wondering who wanted to kill me and take
over.”

“That' struein any position of power” began Merdyk, abruptly breaking off as her eyes went to the mess
door, where another mgjor entered.



“Y ou hear the latest?” asked the newcomer, looking at Tsao.
Tsao shook her head.

“The Ardees managed to duplicate the ancient nukes ... dropped one from aflitter on the orbital liftway
and the other on the FU admin building in Kayport. Sent a message saying that they had more, and
demanding that the FU leave Bored.”

| winced. Weadl did.
“They’re dead meat,” murmured Conyr under his bregath.

None of usdisagreed, but no one fet much like talking after that, and | eventudly caught one of the cargo
shuttles back to the Newton.

Chapter 38

Raven: Vallura, 459 N.E.

| took my glider home, thinking more on theway. That didn’t help much; so when | got back to my
dwelling, | checked al my incomings, except there weren't any, or rather none that made any sense.
Therewere two that came through blank, asif they had been cut off right at the address protocaol. |
frowned. It looked like a censorship program — the crude kind used to keep children from sending
repliesto certain addresses. Then, maybe some youngster had just mistransferred a popular address—
or he or she had wanted to send a comment on one of my edart pieces, and edartists weren’t on the
family gpproved list. Then, perhagps someone was blocking, or trying to block communicationsto me.

That led meinto another systems check, but | couldn’t find anything within my own equipment and
routines. That meant the cutoff was at the sender’slevd.

Whatever it had been ... therewasn't much that | could do.

| was beginning to fed that way about too many matters. There was nothing definite anywhere, except
the attempts on me and the strange details about Elysa. Someone had tried to kill me, and the thing was,
she could have and hadn’t. There was no record of her existence. She could have killed me on Kharl’s
veranda— with afilament knife or something moreletha. | hadn’t been paying atention that way.

She hadn't killed me. And the laseflash hadn’t been designed to kill me. But the wall and the monoclone
had been. The key wasthe scent ... and Elysa. I'd smelled the same odor twice — with Elysaand just
after the laseflash. She'd Ieft the hint of atrall ... not much of one, but ahint. And as soon as | picked up
on it, someone had tried to kill me.

Was that it? Or coincidence? Two groups of people trying to hurt or remove me smultaneoudy?
Because of the OneCys-UniComm conflict? I’ d looked into that, and found even less than about
Elysa— just that agroup of wedthy and influentid individuas belonged to an organization that wanted
management improvements and held stock in OneCys— and that some of them had resources enough to
arrange my permanent departure. But none of that was proof, or even added up to motive. All | had was
Eysa

Did | really want to try again? Did | just want to wait for the next attempt?

Without agood fedling about elther choice, | spent some time on work that would do something besides
deplete my credit reserves. I'd actudly finished Elen Jerdyn’s project for NetSpin. Her combo dot



was't the problem, from what | could tell. The programming was. There' s adifference between catering
to popular taste — for whatever niche market — and caricaturing it.

Explaining why the programming was a caricature was another thing, but I’ d managed without being too
blunt. Then, I d gone back to work on the package from Fylin Ngaio and NetStrait. His problem was
amost the opposite. The last thing he wanted to do was talk down to an audience that prided itsdf on
being above the masses. The program was adrama, and the dialogue was fine. So were the plots of the
five episodes he' d sent. But the backgrounds, the sets, alternated between rococo brothel and sand-dirt
cheap. Whileit wasn't obvious, the ratings were pretty clean ... after one or two viewings, people didn’t
come back. There wasn't much fluctuation during the actual episode, which argued that once people
weredrawn in, they stayed ... but something was operating on them after thefact ... and | bet — indeed
| was betting that the settings were the problem.

Klevyl’s specs hadn’t arrived, but that wasn't surprising, Since he was dways late in getting materia to
me

The gatekeeper clinged — the double cling that indicated something was on the newsin one of the
profilesI’d programmed earlier.

| debated ignoring it, but, then, | was almost finished with the NetStrait piece, and | wasn't getting
anywherewith my thinking.

The holo image that appeared across the study desk from me was that of atwisted mass of meta and
shimmering synthetic ... next to ainduction tube station platform. Theimage shifted from acar that was
undamaged to a car that was twisted and blistered with extreme hest, to athird car — apparently
untouched.

... herein Mancha, authorities are refusing comment about both the methodology and apparently
targeted approach that turned one tube car into an explosivefiery inferno....

| swallowed, watching, fearing the wordt.

... early indications are that the Senior Director of NEN, Pieter von Bredeuw, and the Senior Managing
Director of NEN, Elora Alwyn, were among those ingtantly killed in the induction tube incident herein
Mancha.... Also aboard were the noted barrister Karamchand Nehru and ...

... caled one of the greatest transport disastersin the past century ... Federa Union High Transport
Commissioner Hyl has dready commenced athorough investigation....

| looked away from theimage, not that | was seeing it very well. Eloraand | hadn’t been that close
growing up, but that had been age and distance and Father, not anything else, and I’ d enjoyed the
infrequent VR talkswe' d had ... and wished that there had been more. Especidly now, | wished there
had been more.

The high commissioner’ sinvestigation wasitsalf an admission that no one was going to be found. And
evenif anyonewere ... | suspected selective naniteswould have dready erased any memoriesthat they
had.

| just stood there for along time, knowing | should do something. But what was another question. My
actionsto date hadn’t been exactly the most effective a anything except getting myself into the
medcenter.

Findly, | put through aVR to Father at UniComm, and it wasn't intercepted by a gatekeeper or anything



de

“I just found out ... about Elora’ Those were the only words that came to mind.

“Sodidl.” Even hiseyesweredightly red. At least, | thought they were.

“I’'msorry.” | didn’t know what elseto say. After amoment, | asked, “Should | call Mother?’
“She knows, but she' d like to hear from you.”

We looked at each other — or our VR images did.

“If theresanything ...” | said.

“I'll let you know, Daryn ... and thank you.” Hisimage blanked.

| dreaded the next VR, but | placed it aswdll.

“Hélo, Daryn. | thought that might be you.” Mother was not red-eyed, but then, she was even more
controlled than Father. There was adarknessin her eyes, though.

“I just found out about Elora,” | said dowly.

“Gerrat told mealittlewhileago.”

That didn’t surprise me, either. “I’m sorry. | found out on the news.”
“He was probably talking to me.”

“Isthere anything | can do?’

“Not now.” She shook her head. “I do gppreciate your caling, but there’ s nothing any of us can do right

No sooner had | stopped talking to Mother than the gatekeeper chimed. | checked the identifier — Grey
Anne Bergamo, Salicitor. | didn’t recognize the caller, but something said | should takeit.

The VR of athin-faced older woman appeared opposite my study desk. “ Daryn Alwyn?’
“That'sme.” | managed not to choke on the words.

“Pardon meif | ask afew questionsfirst, and they may sound slly, but please bear with me. What was
your favorite work of art of those held by your father — or what was it when you left for Federa
Service?”

The question chilled me, but | answered. “ The Hui-L ui painting of the woman and the gete.”
“Who wasthe Bergdorf?’

“Shewas... Elora....”

“And what did she send you before you went to The College?’

“A minigture siver bolt-cutter.”

A faint smile appeared on the stern face, then faded as shenodded. “I am ... was ... your Sster’s



solicitor. Sheleft explicit ingtructions for me to contact you immediately in the event of her death. | trust |
am not the one breaking thisto you....”

“Close... but no. | just found out.”

The solicitor nodded. “1 am sorry. Most sorry, but Eloratold methat | was not to waste time on
condolences.” The woman swallowed, then continued. “ She was most explicit.”

“She could be”

“She said that it wasimportant you know the disposition of her assets before anyone else. Firgt, all of her
sharesin UniComm are bound over to you. That includes those she inherited, and a so another set of
holdings. Y ou have immediate voting power of al those. They amount in tota to eighteen percent of the
outstanding common stock in UniComm.”

It was my turn to swalow. With my own shares, according to the annual reports, | was suddenly the
largest single shareholder in UniComm. Father held twenty percent, and Gerrat had about nine.

“Second, thereisa coded transmission, the contents of which | do not know, which you will be receiving
shortly, if you have not dready. Third, your sister asked meto suggest that you be extremely careful.”
After another short pause, she added, “ The various forms and certifications will arrive in the next day or
0, but they should confirm what | havetold you.”

| just stood there.
“Do you have any questions?’
“Not that | canthink of ... not now.”

“I'll be around for severd hours yet today, if you do, ser.” Theimage blanked and vanished, and |
looked out into the afternoon, at the reddish tinge of the East Mountains, but not for long, because the
gatekeeper announced another arrival — the file with the solicitor’ sreturn onit.

| cdled it up immediately, and got the holo image of an ancient chest bound in chains, with adip of
parchment attached to it. The parchment bore alist of question-like phrases.

Rasmussen' sfriend
Thefriend | surprised on the veranda
That radical bleeder ...

| laughed as | read through the short list. For a security code it was pretty good, because some were one
word answers, and some were phrases, and no one but Eloraand | knew more than one of the phrases.

| answered them in turn, beginning with the phrase “the white weasel.” When | entered the last one,
which was, “in thewrong corner,” an image appeared — Elora s. She was sitting behind a desk, wearing
ablue singlesuit, and alight gray jacket, set off with a crimson and gold scarf. Her gray eyeslooked at
me, dmost through me.

“I hopethisisn’'t necessary, and | hope you' Il never seethis, Daryn. But if you are, you are or could bein
great danger. Y ou' ve dready figured out that you' re the largest single shareholder in UniComm. What
you probably don’t know isthat despite Father’ s strong arm, he' s not what he once was, and, aswe
both know, Gerrat’ s self-opinion isfar greater than his ability. If you don't believe me, check

UniComm’ s profit percentages and market share. But don’'t do it now.”



| laughed softly. That was ... had been ... Elora

“I can't tell you all of what is happening, but someoneis buying up NEN and OneCys stock, and enough
has changed hands over the last five yearsfor it to amount to aworking mgority. By the way, you dso
get my NEN stock. It sonly five percent, but that won't hurt you. Father has refused to make changes at
UniComm, and Gerrat neither wants to, nor would he know how. Before long, there will probably bea
defacto consolidation of NEN and OneCys, and together they’ll control the market. I’ ve been talking to
Father ... and if you get this, it'sagood bet that word has gotten out.

“Gerrat will sall out, so long as he stays as Senior Director, but I’ d retire him, and he knowsit. No one
knows what you'll do, and that’s why you have to be careful. Y ou aso need to avoid any of those
associated with StakeHold and the PST Trust. They'renot dl raisined grapes, but anumber of them are
pre-sdlect ditistsin the worst sense of the word.”

Elorasmiled. “Gerrat and Father aways guarded the Gates, so that any approach was obvious. I've
given you another Gate, and it' s up to you to decide how to useit. | won't careif you fail; | will bevery
angry if youdon'ttry. So ... do your best to reclaim the family heritage.” There was another pause. “1'd
suggest you dso tak to your old friend Eldyn. He could prove helpful. And don’t trust anyonein the
family, or in any netsystem.”

That wasit.

| was now among the powerful and wedlthy ... and my sister was dead because ... why? Because she'd
“betrayed” the NEN and OneCys conspiracy? And the offhand reference to Eldyn was anything but
offhand.

My guts churned as | looked through the associated files. Elora had planned thisfor years. She'd never
actually held the thirteen percent of the UniComm stock she' d acquired. Rather atrust, the EDA Trugt,
held it, with her asthe firgt trustee and me asthe beneficiary trustee, and the Federal Union asthetertiary
beneficiary. And that meant she had wanted the FU to know something ... or be forced to look into
something ... if anything happened to both of us.

Forcing aweary and clearly artificial smile, | putinaVR to Gerrat. Hetook it persondly.
“Haveyou heard?’ | asked.

“I was about to cal you.” He nodded somberly. “1t was a shock. We haven't talked that much in years,
but ill ...”

“l know....”
He shook his head.

| waited, but he didn’t say anything. So | had to. “What' s going on, Gerrat?’ | had to be careful, playing
it smart, but not smart enough.

“What do you mean?’ Helooked puzzled. He just didn’'t look puzzled enough.

“| get dropped by OneCyswith no red reason, especidly right after they’ ve adopted my work and
recommendations. Then ... awal falson mefor no reason, and an induction tube train explodes around
Elora Thisian't exactly normal. And don't tell meit’s coincidence. It has something to do with
UniComm.”

“l don't know.” Hefrowned. “It’ s no secret we' velos alittle market share, but we' velost most of it to



NEN, despite dl the credits that OneCys has thrown into their new offerings. Y ou know that the senior
director who was dso killed was the one who supported Elora?’

“No. How would 17" Then, that was Gerrat’ sway of telling me. “ Sorry. I'm not thinking. That dmost
makes UniComm ook guilty.”

“Doesn't it, though? There' s also been arequest entered for aspecia shareholder mesting. That'll bein
forty-five days.”

“A specid meeting? For what?’

“The request was to discuss and vote on possible management changes. They don't have to be more
specific.”
“Who filed the request?’

“Something called the EDA Trugt. It holds thirteen percent of UniComm. It' saprivate trust, and no one
knowswho holdsit. Then another trust, the PST Trugt, filed in support of the meeting. With more than
twenty percent of the shareholdersrequesting it ...”

| didn’t like that, but | asked the too-obvious question. *Is someone trying to take over UniComm?
That'swhat it soundslike.”

“It looksthat way. Are you going to be there?’
“Of course.” Unless someone dropped another wall on me.

“Good. | know you don't like this sort of thing, but we' Il probably need your votes— unlessyou'd
rather give Father or me aproxy.”

“I'll bethere, and you can explain what you would like.”

“Good. Take care of yoursdlf, Daryn.”

| intendedto ... if | could figure out how. “Y ou, too.”

| broke the connection. Therewas no point in talking longer, not to Gerrat. There never was, not redly.

An attempted takeover didn’t seem enough ... but was that because it wouldn't have mattered that much
to me? Or didn't it matter because I’ d never thought of mysalf as part of UniComm? Had someone been
after me, trying to get to me before Elora ... or before | knew what was happening?

That was even more disturbing.
The next thing wasto try to reach Eldyn. | didn’t likethat, but | certainly had to try.

The only thing was that, even though | had a netsys address, nothing happened for along moment. All |
got was ablank screen, before asim appeared. “1 am sorry I’'m not available. Please |eave a message.”

Thesmdidn't quitelook like Eldyn, or maybeit did, but that momentary delay bothered me. So | did
some research, and came up with the address for his replicator manufacturing concern. Again ... | got a
am, adifferent sm, with the same message.

| tried for aphysica address, but al | got was agenerd locator, that of atown in the Centra Sinoplex.



| felt cold. Very cold.

The answer was clear. Someone had infiltrated Nyhal’' s systems, very sdlectively, selectively enough that
my codes, and probably only my codes or avery limited number of codes, were being transferred to a
sm. That reinforced Elora s concerns. She had been worried about something, enough that shewas
willing to try an outside take-over of UniComm — and referred meto Eldyn.

That meant she wanted to do something Father and Gerrat opposed, and it also meant her position with
NEN had been about to become impossible.

And the transfers of my callsto Eldyn meant something nasty was going to happen soon, because
whoever did it knew that if | kept getting Sms, I"d Sart to get concerned, after afew days anyway.

Again ... | didn't know why, or at least not what part Eldyn played, athough the death of hiswife was
beginning to make very grim sense.

| looked out at the East Mountains once more, trying to gather myself together for what had to be done,
whether | liked it or not.

Chapter 39
Fledgling: Kuritim, 445 N.E.

What with one trip and another, including severa back to Epsilon Boredisto deliver more nanitesto
crush the Ardee Rebellion, the two yearswhich I’ d extended passed quickly enough — especialy since
operations officers were busier than senior pilots.

I’d sent afew VR blocsto the family, as| dways had throughout my yearsin the FS, but didn’t get much
back except news on how well Eloraand Gerrat were doing, rising and conquering in their respective
netsystem domains. Father did send one suggesting that | give some thought to a post-FS career, as
much of ahint that he expected me to work in something productive, preferably UniComm, as anything. |
told himthat | certainly expected to work once | left Federal Service, but that I’ d probably travel around
Earth for severa months, snce | hadn’t seen much of it except Kuritim for more than twenty years.

| was more than ready to art that traveling when the orbiter glided to ahdt at the termina off the
Kuritim liftway. Just as| stepped beyond the lock and began to walk toward the terminal, a medtech
stepped forward.

“Subcommander, ser?’

“yes?

“If you' d come with me?’

| must have looked puzzled, probably more than puzzled.
“Y ou haven't recelved an augmentation boost, have you?’
“ An augmentation boost? No. Not that | know of.”
“You'll need one before you can leave Kuritim.”

| shrugged. I’ d heard something about an augmentation boost, but I d figured that would come after I'd
checked in at personnd. “Lead on.”



Heeven had asmall cart, and | did ridein style to the medcenter on the north side of the liftway. From
what | could tell, Kuritim looked the same. It dso smelled the same, with the sdt air and the breeze of f
the Pacific, just tinged with thefaint hint of oil and metal. It had looked and smelled the same every time
I’d come down for twenty years. | wondered how places like Y unvil were, though.

A thin, dmogt gaunt-looking FS commander with the medica insgniaon his collar waswaiting for me
inddethe foyer of the west wing.

“ Subcommander Alwyn?’

“Yes s

“Good. You're about the last. Please come with me.”

| followed him into an open room, more like alaboratory than an examining room.
“Y ou were lucky you were off-planet,” commented the doctor.

| frowned. “ The pre-select plague?’

“That’ s not technicaly correct,” offered the doctor. “ Anyway, you' re getting aspecia set of
augmentation nanites, and you' Il be here in the quarantine wing until we' re sure they’ re up to strength.
Not more than aday or two, but we wouldn’t want you to leave active service and then kedl over.”

| didn’t like that thought at dl, and what were afew days, anyway, especidly against something like that?
“What caused this plague?’

“Evolution, | suspect,” the doctor said, as helifted out acontainer labeled “AGB-1" and studied it for a
moment. “Nanitesare biologica congtructs, artificial congtructs, but biologica in nature. All the bugs on
Earth have been evolving for billions of years, and every time we think we have them best, nature comes
up with another surprise. The pre-Collapse medica typesthought they’ d destroyed pathogenic bacteria
with antibiotics, but in the end, al they did was create nagtier pathogens with resistance to antibiotics.
Nanites are different, and it took nature longer thistime, that'sall.”

| nodded at that, recalling my history lessons on the incredible desth rates during and after the Collapse.
But till, I had to wonder. “How come this doesn't hit normswith basic nanite protection? Why only
pre-selects and those with full augmentation?’

“It doesn't. It takes a certain concentration of old-style augnites. Why? That, | can't tell you, except |
wouldn't be surprised if there will be another bug that hits anyone with nanite support. Nature eventualy
worksthat way. We ve devel oped nanitic augmentation, and now there’ s a pathogen that feeds off the
augnites. The only problem isthat augnites aren’t natura biology, and when this pathogen consumes an
augnite, it releases excessve heat. The more augnites, the more heat.”

“That’ swhat causesthe high fever?’
“Exactly.” Helifted the nanite spray. “ Stand in the circle there.”

| stepped into the circle and felt the cone of positive air pressure rise around me. Asthe doctor dipped
the nozzle into the cone, therewas a hiss.

“Just say there. It will take severd minutesfor optimal dispersion through your system.” He replaced the
container and extracted a second, but set it on the table beside him. “ The problem with the fever, and
that’ sanaturd response, isthat nanites resist heet better than most cellsin our bodies. To dedl with



nanites, so do the new pathogens.” He shrugged. * So people, those heavily augmented, tend to get
cooked frominsde.”

| winced.

“You'reright. It'snot very pretty. I’ ve seenit.” He picked up the second spray nozzle and dipped it past the air pressur
minutes”

“S0 ... what happened ... who ... how?’

“I’veread theliterature. Don't know al the details, but amedical researcher, brilliant norm by the name
of EldynNyhd ...”

“Eldyn Nyhd, from Y unvil 7’
“Y ou sound like you know him.”

“We went to Blue Oak Academy together.” | laughed. Eldyn had dways been brilliant, if eccentric with
his bright singlesuits, even if he hadn’t been apre-select, and | had to gppreciate theirony of abrilliant
norm saving the pre-selects.

“Anyway, this Nyhal developed a specidized bug — it’ s half-pathogen, half-nanite— that takes care of
the mutated pathogen.”

“Good for Eldyn.” | didn’t fed any different, dthough | knew that millions of nanites were dready
swarming through my body. “What now?’

“Inafew minutes, I'll point you toward the quarantine quarters, and you rest. Some people get amild
fever for aday or so. Y ou come back here at thirteen hundred tomorrow and get checked. If your
modified augnitelevelsaren’t high enough, you stay ancther day or until they are.”

“And then?”

“Y ou'refree to go wherever you were headed. It sfor your own protection.”
“And thisvirus doesn't srike norms?’

“It has't yet.”

“That’ sstrange.”

“Why? They don’t offer aswell-defined atarget of opportunity.” The doctor nodded. “Y ou can step out
of the circle now, Subcom-mander. Follow me, and I’ [l point you to your quarters. Y our gear should be
there by now.”

“| suppose it got some decontamination treatment, too.”
“Of course”

So | followed him toward the foyer through which I’ d entered, still wondering about a plague that
targeted only augmented pre-sdlects, but more than happy that Eldyn and whoever had come up with a
preventative measure.



Chapter 40

Raven: Helnya, 459 N.E.

It was dmost twilight when | took out the glider to head north once more, and | |eft the canopy full
closad and the remote repester off. Still ... if someone had been willing to destroy an entire car of an
induction tubetrain to kill Elora, | doubted that they’ d have much trouble with aglider — except | was
probably the only one who knew — outside of the plotters— that she was the target, and they might not
want to make matters too obvious too soon. | could hope.

Then, no one but the unknown conspirators — and me — seemed to know anything, and what | knew
wasn't al that much. Nor did there seem to be much that | could do. What could | do? Therewaslittlel|
could add to what I’ d aready brought to the CAs. They hadn’t exactly been al that much help. They il
hadn’t come up with anything on the laseflash incident, and that had been three months earlier. They
hadn’t had much successin following the exploson in Helnya. At least | hadn’t gotten any notice from the
gatekeeper about anything on the news about it, and no CA had called me back. From al | knew, they
gl thought the incident with the wall was an accident.

Father and Gerrat hadn’t come up with anything— at least nothing they cared to share with me, and
Elora had something, but she hadn’t spelled it out, perhaps because, like me, she hadn’t known

enough ... and now she was dead. But she had been convinced that something was about to happen, or
shewouldn’t have requested the UniComm stakeholder meeting, or set up the transfer of everything to
me

| tried to come up with other approaches to finding out what was happening and who was behind it dl as
| guided the glider through the growing twilight to Mgora s, where I’ d arrive again unannounced, hoping
shewas home. Not surprisingly, my thinking and speculating still hadn't produced any new and brilliant
ingghts

Majorawas home, and she didn’t look particularly surprised at my appearance on her doorstep. She
wore apale blue singlesuit and a darker blue vest, and she looked wonderful. A scent of roses lingered
around her.

“Hello... agan.” | offered arueful amile.

“Y ou look like the ancient version of Hades’
“Can| comein?’

She stepped back and held the door wider.

“I’'m sorry | didn’t announce mysdif. | haveto trust someone ... and | don’t know anyone better than
you.”

She smiled, an expression both warm and sad smultaneoudly, then closed the door.

“That sounds awful. | don’t mean it that way. | told you before ... | mean that you' re the most
trustworthy person I’ ve ever met.”

“Daryn ... you don't haveto explain.” She followed me down the pair of stepsinto the room overlooking
the garden. “Would you like sometea ... and something to eat?’

But | did need to explain. “My sister wasKkilled. | just found out.”



“I know. It was dll over the news. | wondered if that was why you were here.”

“That ... and her solicitor contacted me.” | shook my head. “1 don’'t know how she did it or why, but
she had dmost as much UniComm stock as Father. It'sal mine, and she' d left a code-keyed message
that said if | got it that | was probably in danger aswell.”

“Maybe people were afraid she would use her stock and her position with NEN to merge NEN and
UniComm. From what you’ ve said, she was capable enough.” Mgjora sfrown gave her aforeboding
expression, and | instantly decided | never wanted to be on her bad sde. “Was that why shewaskilled?’

“It could be, but that sort of thing's usudly handled in abloodlessway.” | shook my head. “There's
something else going on.” Except | ill didn’t know what.

“There usudly is. Let me put on sometea.” She stepped back up to the up-to-date, yet functionally
old-fashioned kitchen, with its modified gas-jet burners and the overlarge oven benegth.

| stood behind her as she put on an old-fashioned kettle for the tea.

“I hopeyou don’'t mind. | usethereplicator just for emergencies, or when | don't plan well and run out of
ti rTe”

“Sometimes, | brew my tea. It ways tastes exactly the same from the replicator, even with different
cans”

“Failsafeunits ... idiot units ... you haveto programit to disablethe fallsafe.”

| could fed mysdf flushing. | hadn’t even considered that. But then, cooking, even with the help of a
replicator, wasn't my greatest talent.

“It will beaminute.” She guided me toward the lower level, where we |ooked out on the garden. She
linked with the lights, and the room went dark. * Just wait amoment.”

| did, and my eyes adjusted, and the spring moonlight poured over the garden. | hadn’t thought of
moonlight inalong time.,

“Y ou can 9t down, you know, Daryn.”
“Youaren't.”
“I will be, assoon as| get your tea, and | will have to use the replicator for something for you to eat.”

“Anything will befine.” | eased into the same chair where she had fed me breskfast — | hadn’t esten
sincethen, and it fdt far longer than ten hours.

Before | knew it, she was easing amug of Grey teaand a plate in front of me— amoderate omelet with
cheese and the hint of chives and mushrooms of atype | didn’t recognize. She had the same thing, except
for atall crystd glass of water.

“Just eat,” she suggested.

| did, and | was mostly through the omelet, which tasted as good as it smelled, before | spoke. “ Thank
you. Thisisgood. It must be something you scanned into the replicator.”

“Itis. Whenever | finish something good, | scan it. Some don’t scan, and | just erase them, but after a
while you do build up apersonaized bank of things.” Shetook along drink of water. “I’ ve seen more of



you today than in thelast three years.”

| was glad the lightswere dim, because | could fed the embarrassment. Findly, | just offered ahelpless
shrug. “What can | say?| need help.”

She laughed, gently.

“Firgt, | need you to make acal to an old friend with your codes. Eloraleft arequest for me to do so.
My codes are blocked.”

“Blocked?’

“All'l getisaphony sm. If | were anet engineer, | could engineer another set of codesto get through.
I’m not, but it means that someone doesn’t want meto reach him.”

“At leadt thisold friend isaman.” Mgora stone was warmly humorous.
“We went to Blue Oak Academy together. It's Eldyn Nyha.”

“The scientist? The one whose wife died under mysterious circumstances? Maybe he doesn’'t want any
cdls”

“Hewas morethan alittle strange then, but ... well ... if he doesn't take your callsin the sameway he
doesn’'t takemine ...” | let the words drop away.

“What do you want meto say?’

“Jugt ask himto give you acal. Say you're cdling on behaf of an old friend of hisfrom Blue Oak
Academy, and that the friend would have caled, but that circumstances surrounding his Sister’ sdesth
gpparently make it impossible. Don't give my name.”

Sheraised her thick eyebrows. “ Rather mysterious, aren't you?’

“No. If hissystem isdtered theway | think it is, any reference to my namewill block the message or
shunt it somewhere. There’ sno one el'se who meets that description but me; it won't be mysteriousto
him.”

Nodding, Mgorakeyed in the codes, and | stepped back so that | wouldn't fall into the scanning focus.

A sim appeared immediately on the holo screen before us, that of a stocky man, the thinning but wavy
light brown hair just one sign of anorm. The Sm wore agreen singlesuit, and adark gray vest trimmed in
black, and it wasn't either of the same sm images I’ d seen before, not exactly. “ Asyou can see, I'm not
available. If you would leave amessage, | would gppreciateit.”

“ThisisMgoraHyriss. I'm caling on behdf of an old friend” When she was done, she waited until the
connection was broken before she turned to me. “Was that what you wanted?’

“Absolutdy.”
We both knew that it could be minutes or days before he returned the call.

Findly, after along silence, | turned to her. “You do alot of PR work these days, don’t you? Think up
publicity gpproaches and the like?’

“It'scaled conceptud andysis.” She amiled. “And it does't pay nearly so well as methodizing or



high-royalty edartistry, but better than the gruntwork systemic analysis| used to haveto rely on. | still do
some of that, but aslittle as| can to make ends meet.”

“I could use some conceptud analysis. My ownisclearly insufficient.” | took another sip of thetea. “And
there sno tdling if or when Eldyn will get back to you. | don't think | can wait for that.”

“I'll need to know more than what you’ ve dready told me,” Magjora pointed out.

“I think I’ vetold you al about the attempts on me ... what elseisnew? One block of stock Elora
controlled through atrust — the EDA Trudt. That | found out from the solicitor. | got in touch with
Gerrat, and he told me that the EDA Trust and something called the PST Trust had already requested a
gpecid meeting of UniComm stakeholders.”

“But you'rethe EDA Trugt, now, aren’t you? Couldn’t you stop the meeting?’

“Elorarequested it, and | have to believe she had agood reason. | haven't told anyone except you that
I’'mthe EDA trugtee. If | stopit ...”

“That exposesyou.”

| nodded. “1 also did what checking | could on the PST Trust, and they seem to be wedthy individuas
from arange of places”

“All pre-sdlects?’
“I don't know.”
“Most of the wedlthiest people are. How did your brother take al this?’

“Hedidn’'t know who or what the trust was, and he' sworried. He asked me for my proxy, and | told
him I’d be at the meeting and to tell me what he and Father wanted.”

Magjora nodded.

“And the other key person who was killed in the induction tube accident was Elora’ sboss— he'd
backed her al the way, according to Gerrat. Gerrat thought they both might be targets.” | paused,
holding the mug but not sipping, but inhaing, enjoying thewarmth rising from thetea. “Oh ... fromthe
description of the accident, it sounds like the same method asthey tried against methelast time—
probably with more than one monoclone.”

“Wdl ...” Mgoraobserved. “What would happen if the same people controlled all three nets? How
much of theworld comm systems and nets could they influence?’

| frowned. “They’re dl mass nets. Maybefifty-five, Sixty percent, but less than ten percent of the
pre-selects.”

Shewaited.
“Y ou’ re suggesting some sort of coup against the Federal Union, and having the nets support it?’

“Nothing that obvious. Say ... and | have no ideawhat it would be ... aregulation, or achangein
Federd Union policy ... wouldn't it be likely to be adopted if popular and media opinion were behind
it?’

That thought sent shivers down my spine. “But there are hundreds of other nets. They’ d complain and



bring out dl the objections.”

“Thereare hundreds ... but there are the big three, then the next dozen have about twenty percent of the
coverage, and the next two hundred squabble over the last fifteen percent.” She rose and took my empty
mug, moving back toward the antique tegpot, from which sherefilled the mug.

| could see where she was headed. “ The only problem we haveisthat we don’t know what these
unknown backerswant,” | pointed out.

“I'mglad you said we.” She handed me the mug refilled with the Grey tea, steaming, then added, “Not in
specifics,” she agreed, “but what about in general? Don’t you have some idea? What do you know about
thoseinvolved?

| took asip of the teabefore answering. | 1et the seam wreathe my face once more for amoment. “We
know they have credits, and that they don’t want to be too obvious. We aso know that, for whatever
reason, they fed that they want greater control of the nets and their content. They want to generate
support for something, and whatever they want to generate support for is something that UniComm
would be opposed to ... at least it seemsthat way.”

“Who would these people be? Who fits that definition?”

“In genera terms, as you pointed out, most of the wealthiest pre-sdlects.” | wasthe oneto frown. “You
don't think they’ reaming at someindirect way to restructure the Union?’

Mg orashrugged, dmost impishly, and, again, the gesture seemed so incongruous from awoman that tall.
“Y ou don’'t watch the news that much, do you?’

“No ... except for project-related things.”

“Y ou should. There have been more than afew protests about the growing use of the PIAT asa
screening tool.”

“That’sastupid issue,” | pointed out.
“Isit? Orisit asymbolic one?” Mgorastudied me, her eyes definitely lesswelcoming.

| took another Sip of the Grey tea. It didn’t warm methat much. “Let’ ssay that'sit,” | said dowly, “that
they want to move things toward more PIAT-based testing. | ill can't seewhy they’d target Elora, or
Gerrat, and especidly Father. HE' s always been against governing based on popular opinion.”

“But would he or Gerrat join aconspiracy?’

“No. They'refar too proud, especidly Father.”

“S0 ... none of you would be suitable, right? And you, as agroup, control UniComm?”’
“It soundssdlly ... imagining conspiracies....” | mused.

“It soundsvery silly,” Mgoraagreed. “ Almost as slly asyour being in the medcenter twicein five
months, being attacked by atargeted laser, and by amonoclone with afilament knife and engineered to
explode”

My lipstwisted into a crooked smile. “It doesn’t sound silly that way.”

“So you need to track down this mysterious woman — quickly — and seeif she can give you any



information that will offer abetter idea. Whileyou' regone, I'll seewhat | can find out in my own way —
especidly about the mysterious PST Trugt.”

“Youdon't haveto.... You've helped alot aready.”

“Daryn ... thelast thing | want ismandatory PIAT testing. Or any group requiring it, or anything likeit.
Despite dl theliterature, it's exactly the kind of test that’ s prone to great abuse in the wrong hands. Great
d)lm.”

| nodded. | wasn't so sure about that. What | was sure about wasthat | didn’t want an effective
monopoly of comm systems and netsin the hands of afew people. From my own edartistry, | knew
where that abuse could go— | knew that al too well.

“I can tell from your words and face that you' re worried more about the nets, but they’ re both
dangerous”

“I"'m aso worried about people with organizations that can plan so well and so far ahead that the CAs
areusdess”

Majoralaughed. “ The Federd Union operates dmost entirely on consensus and cooperation. CAsare
more fagade than redlity, in anything except tracking down spontaneous crimes of violence. Surveillance
systems catch most people, and integrated bookkeeping systems catch most of therest. If we had things
like the widespread riots of the Collgpse, or the anarchy of the Chaos Y ears, the CAswould be almost
totally usdless, and there aren’t enough Federal Union troopsto deal with more than ahandful of cities.
We rejust too orderly, Daryn.”

| had thisfeding that shejust might beright.

“What els2?’ | wondered, trying to stifleayawn.

Magorayawned aswell, then grinned sheepishly. “We're ... tootired ... to think well” She stood.
Sodidl.

“Thank you.” | eased around the table and gave her ahug, and for the moment we were cheek to cheek.
For that moment, | felt lessaone.

“Y ou need some deep, and so do |.” She amiled as she stepped back. “1t would be much better — and
safer — if you stayed here tonight. And, if your friend cals back, you'll be here.”

“I till need some things from home before | go on this quest.”

“In the morning you won't be any more of atarget, and you can link with your security systems from the
glider, can’t you? And you'll be less groggy, won't you?’

| nodded.
“Then that' s settled. The guest room isthefirst one on theleft.” Her tone was quite clear.

But ... | did deep better.

Chapter 41
Hedgling: Yunvil, 445 N.E.



I’d finished acomplete FS career, if about the shortest possible one, and was happy to have done so.
For onething, athough it wastotaly personal, no one could ever say that I’ d gotten afreerideinlife
because | was an Alwyn. Second, I'd doneit in afield where Father’ s money and prestige couldn’t help
or hurt. And third, I had enough credits and income from my Federa Servicethat | didn’t have to bow
and scrapeto ether Gerrat or Father.

That said, | ill had to go home ... and then turn my ideasinto red plansfor the future— after the
wel come home/retirement party my mother had inssted on throwing, and after encountering the severa
“appropriate’ young and not-so-young women who were certain to be there.

So | found mysdlf inadark green singlesuit, with aslver jacket trimmed in light green, thefirgt timel
hadn’t been in black and silver for aformal occasion in close to twenty-five years, headed down the
gtairsto go to aparty in my honor that | wasn't entirely certain | even wanted to attend. The heavy
Mahdish carpet runner that ran over the polished hardwood floor muffled the sound of the boots 1’d
grown to like whilein the FS and intended to keep wearing.

The carpet didn’t muffle my steps enough, apparently, because as | passed the door to the private study,
Father cleared histhroat. Loudly.

“Daryn.” He beckoned for meto enter the study. Usualy, the door was closed, and that meant he' d
been looking for me, but didn’t want to give the appearance of doing so.

| steppedin.

“Y ou might close the door, son. We haven't had a chanceto talk.” He smiled. “Rather, | think you've
been avoiding any serioustak.”

With ashrug, | said, “I have been. Thisisthefirst timein my lifewhere I ve had a chance to think about
what I'd liketo do. Inaredlistic sense, that is”

“And what do you want to do? Do you know?’

“No.” | grinned. “1 promised mysdf that I’ d take six months and travel and think before | made any
serious decisons. If | decided the rest of my life on the rebound from Federal Service, | don't think the
decison would be aswise asit could be.”

Father frowned, then fingered his chin. Findly, he nodded. “Y ou might well beright. | can seethe
wisdominthat.” He straightened up in his chair, then smiled again, more genuinely. “1 won't keep you.
Y our mother wants you to enjoy this.” His smile turned to agrin. “ She does have some plans.”

| laughed. “1 know, but those will have to wait, too.”

“Sheisvery paient.”

We both laughed.

He gestured toward the door. “Go ahead. I’ [| be down in abit.”
“If you aren’'t, Mother will send some one after you,” | suggested.
“Probably.”

| did manage to make it down to the main level and out to the back — and the upper veranda of the
house’d grown up in, where | looked out over the garden in the early evening, to the pool to the west,



and then down the grassy swae beyond, while | waited for theinnumerable gueststo arrive.

Therewasahint of grapesin thefdl air, mixing with the scent of the late roses, but it was till warm
enough for peopleto circulate outside, and I’ d spent enough timeinsde ships and stations that | didn’t
care at that moment if | ever went back. | wasjust enjoying the light and cool breeze.

| walked to the other side of the verandawhere | found Rhedya s brother Haywar, sitting on the bench
tucked in aboxwood framed nook, the one where I’ d first kissed Ertis. He was wearing along face.

“Y ou look lessthan scintillating.”
Hisresponse was dmost aglare.
“Sorry ... | didn’'t meanto intrude.” | stepped back.

“It'snot | suppose you hadn't heard. Frydrik didn’t do well on hisPIAT.” Haywar stood Sowly, then
shifted hisweight from onefoot to the other, his eyes going over my shoulder toward the veranda, asif to
ensure our conversation would be private. Not that it would be, since Father had a complete net through
the grounds.

| frowned. “But ...”

“We had the best possible pre-select from Denyse and me.” He shrugged. “ Even today, the processisn't
foolproof. Nature ill has her say.”

“Isit—" 1 began.

“Not even close. We' veworried for the past few years. He seemed ... well ... less perceptive than
Alyssa... but boys ... sometimesthey’re later in developing.”

“How is Denysetaking it?’

“If wedidn’t have Alyssa, she d terminate the contract, | think. She puts on agood front, but | can tell
ghethinksit'smy fault.”

| wasn't about to touch that. “ Frydrik aways seemed bright enough....”

“Intellectud brilliance, and perceptud ability aren’t the same.” Haywar offered a crooked smile. “Nor
Sahility.”

“S0 ... what will you do?’

“Send him to one of the good engineering universities, and hope he doesn’t get too upset. HE sgot talent
that way.”

| nodded dowly. Much as Haywar sometimes had gotten on my nerves, | could tell he was upset. No
one liked to redlize that his child was unable to achieve on the same leve as his parents. It happened,
even in familieswith the best of advantages, but it was hard on the parents, and harder till on the child,
no matter what sort of rationale was used.

“Haywar!” cdled avoice, and then Denyse stepped through the faux French doors and onto the veranda.
She stepped forward, looking around until her eyesfound us. “Oh ... Daryn ... | didn’t redlize you and
Haywar were out here.”

“| wasenjoying thefresh air,” | offered. “I1t's ill anovelty these days.”



“I would imagine s0.” Denyse was a squarish blonde with direct green eyes, and away of tilting her head
to the left whenever shetaked. “1 couldn’t take being closed in like that.”

“Yougetusedtoit.”

“I'mnot sure | ever would.” Shelooked at her husband. “1 looked around, and you just wandered off. |
was talking to Hynman Rykof about engineering schools. He was just behind us coming in, you know,
and he had someindghts| thought you would appreciate.”

“I'll beright there,” Haywar affirmed.

Denyse nodded. “I'll tell him. Please don’t betoo long.”

“I won't, but | haven't seen Darynin years.”

Theblonde amiled. “I know. I'll tell Hynman you'll be coming.”

As Denyse turned, Haywar shrugged, then said, “I1t' s good to see you. | hope | don’'t have to rescue you
from the ladies your mother haslined up—"

“Daryn?’ Mother’ s voice came from between the faultlessy trimmed gap in the hedges that led both to
the front of the house and the glider park — or to the hedge maze that Grandfather had created years

ago.

“I'mhere”

Haywar grinned. “I’ll bet she hasayoung lady with her.”

“I"'m not about to bet on that.”

“I'll seeyou later,” he said, il grinning, stepping back and bowing.

Ashewalked toward the faux French doors, following Denyse, Mother walked through the hedge
followed by atall brunette.

| smothered asmile.

“Daryn,” Mother began as she stepped forward. “Thisis MgoraHyriss. Y ou know, of the Helnya
Hyrisses”

Mgjoralaughed, self-deprecatingly. “1 do hope you won't hold that againgt me.”
“I certainly won't, not if you don’'t hold my being of the Y unvil Alwynsagainst me.”

“Now, Daryn,” Mother said. “ She’ svery nice, but remember that there are othersinside who would like
to seeyou aswdll. I'll tell them you'll bein in afew moments”

“If youwould ...” I inclined my head and smiled until Mother |eft. What else could | do?

Then, for along moment, Mgoraand | just studied each other. Shewas nearly astdl as| was,
thin-faced, with dark brown eyes and awide mouth.

“What wasit like, being apilot? 1’ ve never met anyone | knew who was.” She put her hand to her
mouth. “I’'m sorry. | sill have thistendency to blurt out things.”

“That’'sdl right.” | grinned. “People can say what they want about being a pilot, but ninety-nine percent



of thetimeyou'reaglorified public glider driver. The other one percent, you're atyrant, fighting terror,
and hoping no one elserecdls either.”

“That scarcely fitsthe heroic image conveyed by the FS,” Mgorasaid.

“It'sin everyon€e sinterest not to show that image,” | said with alaugh. “And what do you do these
days?”

“Me?1’m asystems expediter for GTrans. Very glamorous. Y ou know, andyzing nanite assembly
routines and then reverse engineering to determine if systems can beimproved or smplified.”

“Atleadt it'snot in communications,” | replied.

“I’d be adisaster there— if | had to appear in public, that is, or in meetings. | have this problem with
saying what | fed before| think.” A lopsided smilefollowed thewords. “Y our mother didn’t mention it,
but I will. Shetried to get your brother interested in me before Rhedya. We went out once, and he
brought me home after an hour, saying hewasn't feding well.”

| laughed ... and kept laughing.

Soon shewas laughing dmost asloudly as| was.

Findly, | just shook my head. “So ... she' spairing lost causes, now.”

“No ... your mother isvery perceptive. She knows you won't like anyone Gerrat does.”
“How do you know?’

“The party’ sfor you, and you' re out on the veranda. Y our brother’ sthe one insde greeting everyone, as
if it werehisparty.”

“I suppose | should goin.” | offered her my arm. She took it, and we crossed the stones of the veranda,
walking toward the open French door, and the sound of voices that drifted out into the twilight.

Chapter 42
Raven: Vdlura, 459 N.E.

| got back to my dwelling early ... very early, before sunrise. Mgora had been right. There were no
signs of any tampering with the house, the commsystems, or the security codes and keys— and no trace
of intruders.

AsMagjorahad reminded me, before | could leave, there was yet another detail to take care of —
making contact with the Director of the EDA Trugt, one Lyenne DeVor. | was lucky, and thetime
differentia helped.

Theimage on the screen was of a square-faced woman with equally square cut brown hair.
“I'm Daryn Alwyn....”

“I was expecting your cal. | recognize you from the pictures your Sster |eft. Wereceived dl the
authentications from Solicitor Bergamo.” Her voice carried afaint accent, but not one with which | was
familiar.

“I’'m assuming that you' re the one in charge of day-to-day operations of the trust.”



Shelaughed. “I'm the onewho' sin charge of everything from opening the office to managing portfolio
operations. Astrusts go, we are very modest.”

“Theholdings list wasnot modest,” | suggested.
“Not for anindividua, but for atrust, we are on the smdl side.”

“Thisisnew to me. The only thing | know isthat I’ll need voting control of ...” | paused, not realy
wanting to say more.

“| thought so. Y ou are dready listed as the authority to vote al our holdings, but | did not forward that
authorization to any of the organizations.”

“Isthere adeadline for that?’
“It can get rather tight if they don't get authorization at |east aweek before amesting.”
“| see. How about two weeks?’

“I would suggest timing it to arrive two weeks before..... | assumethisisthe meeting the previous trustee
requested.”

| nodded. “I’'m not trying to change that. That’ s fine with me. What else should | know?’

“I'vetaken the liberty of assembling some background materias on the trust and our holdings, and |
thought 1" d send them out under a code set provided by your sister.”

“I’d ask you to wait three or four days, if you would. I'll be traveling.”

“I candothat....” Shewent onto tell me wherein Mancha her office was physicaly located and afew
other details, which I committed to memory before | begged off.

After that, | was hurrying so much to pack and take care of the detailsthat | didn’t even scan the
news ... which | usually did whilel ate in the morning, but there were no aderts on the gatekeeper, and
that was good.

Once packed, | debated whether to call apublic glider, but decided instead to take my own down to the
induction tube station. It was old enough not to be too obvious, and the station parking areawas
enclosed and covered and monitored.

| supposed there was some risk in making an advance reservation for a private compartment on the
TransPac, but there was't enough time for someone to bring in another set of the explosive
monoclones— and if they weredready inplace ... it didn't matter.

| made onelast call to Mgora, but she till hadn’t heard anything from Eldyn.

The tube expressto Westi left at ten minutes before the hour and twenty minutes past, for scheduling
reasons | never quite understood, and that didn’t require anything but showing up, and getting a credlink.

When | left my dwelling at quarter to eight, | carried asmall bag that held two singlesuits, coordinated
vests, undergarments and toiletries. | did keep the glider canopy closed as| eased down from the lower
hill and into the center of the valley. | debated on whether to even take the belt remote, sinceit didn’t
work well underground and since | could be tracked if | used it, but in the end, just double-checked to
make sure it was off — not on standby, but with the power off.



It could have been my imagination, but Valura seemed quieter than usua on athreeday morning, and the
covered glider parking area was more than two-thirds empty. That could have been because | seldom
went anywherethat early. | hope | lasted what would be avery long day.

My boots echoed dully on the hard composite as | walked into the station and down the rampsto the
lower level, under the clean unadorned redstone arches, until | stopped by the shimmering barrier and
offered my link code. The small sticker appeared on the shoulder tab of my singlesuit, and | walked
through the barrier toward the southbound platform. Beyond the barrier, the air was drier, with ahint of
metalic acridity.

Unlike some of the older ations, the Vallura station had used local stone, gppropriately reinforced and
strengthened with binding nanites, with minimalist sculpting, and I’ d dways enjoyed the smple and
uncluttered sweep of thewalls and arched ceilings.

Severa normswere aready waiting on the platform. One of them — acurly-haired young womanina
blue snglesuit with awhite vest trimmed in abrighter blue— edged away from me, never quitelookingin
my direction. An older man with atrimmed white beard nodded and smiled.

A youth — wearing the typical wide-legged red leather singlesuit and awhite vest that strobed — Stared
blankly at me. | stared back until he looked down. The youth in red joined two others clad smilarly —
wide-legged leather suitswith deep vee-necksin single bright monocolors, one green, one blue— the
colors accentuated with the strobing white vests.

Another clump of young adults— norms and pre-selects wearing dark green jackets over various
colored and patterned singlesuits— milled around at the far end of the platform, students from their
matching jackets and probably headed to Westi for something.

A heavyset norm puffed toward the platform as the three cars of the tube train whistled through the
pressure barrier at the end of the tube and settled into the shaped platform. No one got off.

| followed the noncon youthsinto the second car. All three dumped into the bench seets at the end of the
car, and | took a seat in the middle at the Sde, facing away from them.

Thistrain isdeparting. Thistrain is departing. The words were not only spoken, but echoed through
my persond links, and the links of those who had them.

| listened to the noncons, letting my systemics amplify their words.

“... thinkshe' ssomething ... hedoes...”

“...dldo...”

“...riding thetube ... can’'t bethat much ... real upsdon’'t messwith tubes...”
| wanted to amile. I’ d dways spent time on the tubes. So had most of my family.
“... bigger thanmogt ... big absand pecs...”

‘... takehim...”

One of the youths snorted disagreement. “ Be the type with defensemods ...”

He was right about that, athough the incident with the monoclone had been thefirst time I’ d used them
sncel’d beenin FStraining.



“... say theré sanother bug ... hitting'em ...”

“Loaure.l”

“... Lynnabetter bewaiting ...”

“... with her friends ...”

A raucouslaugh filled the car.

The dight changein car pressure indicated the tube train was gliding to astop.

Once we were past the pressure barrier, through the armaglass of the car doors came the bright lights of
theloca receiving platform — filled with men and women, mostly norms, hurrying across the spotless
white-gray granitefloor.

| let the young men get off first. That way | could watch them.

The onein blue glanced back, once, but they sauntered toward the ramp leading up to the exit area. |
carried the small bag and strode toward the lower ramp, behind a norm couple — wearing large
shimmering shoulder-packs.

“Hiseo will bewaiting. You'll see,” the woman asserted.
“... beafirg, if heis...”
| smiled. Hiseo was probably her brother.

At the clearance barrier, | offered the link and reservation code, and received another shimmering sticker
on my shouldertab. Then | stepped through the barrier ... and shivered. The areawas considerably
colder, but | could sense my system beginning to adjust.

The deep induction tubes were probably the greatest engineering achievement of the post-Collapse
world, and were made possible only by the combination of nanitic infrastructure and the mastery of the
principles behind the L DD-photon drive. Far fagter than anything except asuborbitd lifter, the deep
induction tube trainslinked continentsin the waysin which cities had once been linked — and without the
adverse impacts of energy and hydrocarbon discharges.

After | used the public comm to make another check with Mgora, who still hadn’t heard anything, |
stood and walked around the waiting platform, thinking.

Nyhal was anorm, abrilliant norm. One Cys had tried to destroy him. Elora had mentioned him. He was
being isolated from me, and she was dead. Elora had arranged a stakeholder mesting, presumably to try
to take over UniComm. Knowing her, shewouldn’t have tried that if she hadn’t been very worried.

With al thet, | definitely had the fegling that whatever was going on wasfar larger than amere netsys
battle, but | couldn’t quite figure how Elysaand Eldyn fit in— only that they did. And no matter how |
arranged the piecesin my mind, something was missng. And that something was till missng ahaf hour
later when the westbound TransPac did into the loading zone. By then, there werefifty people waiting,
perhaps seventy-five, mostly norms. They seemed to be giving me awider berth than normd, unless|
was being more sengtive.

| waited for amoment, until | realized that no one was disembarking, before | stepped toward the open
doors of the middle car, and then inside, into the off-blue shimmering wals and indirect light.



Thank you. Your compartment is four right. Please proceed.

| proceeded, past the chair car section. Even in the coach seating, passages weren't that cheap, and the
areawas but hdf filled, and compared to the seating available, there hadn’t been more than afew
handfuls of people waiting on the platform, far fewer than the few times |’ d taken intercontinental or
transcontinental before.

| opened the compartment door, gingerly, but the space was vacant, asit should have been. After |
stepped inside, | locked the compartment and dipped my bag into the small locker behind the door.
Then, | sat down in the chair beside the wall that showed a holo screen scene of the Calfya coast
perhaps two hundred klicks north of Westi.

The train is departing. Please be seated. Thetrain is departing. Please be seated.

The motion was smooth, far smoother than with amaglifter or aglider, and as| sat there, hurling
westward, | had to wonder at the expense and possible futility of my journey. | couldn’t explainit, but |
knew I’d never learn what | needed through the nets and com-systems. No matter what anyone said, not
al communication was carried accurately or completely, eveninfull VR ... and | knew | needed every
scrap of information.

| could still be onafool’ s errand. Or walking into atrap. Or both.

But ... since peopleweretrying to kill meat home ... and had killed Elora... | hadtodo ... totry ...
something.

That scarcely reassured me, as | sat back and tried to relax ... torest.

Chapter 43
Fledgling: Cydonya, 446 N.E.

The map said | was nearing Cydonya, with the warning beeper that indicated | wasleaving a controlled
glider strip and entering an areawhere no net repeater would operate. Rather than just dip into town, |
eased my glider onto the top of ahill on the west side of where the town was supposed to be. Supposed
to be, because the areamerely showed as ablank on the GPS system — as was the case in any of the
enclaves of thefaithies or the netless.

| et the glider cometo rest on the top of the hill, asurface of small stones, red soil, and boulders. The
glider itsdf, like dl those used privately, had the shimmering surface that looked dull from any distance,
but glowed with the glitter and energy from thousands of tiny and flexible solar pandls coated with
polarized polymer when observed closaly. Mine shimmered with agreen-tinted sllver dullnessas| did the
canopy wide and then stepped out to survey my destination.

The vegetation around me was mostly creosote bushes, broken by small patches of grass, and,
occasiondly, by widely scattered clumps of pin™ on pines. For atime, with the late afternoon sun a my
back, | just looked across the town, atown like any other, on first gppearance. Then | took out the
scancam and sowly panned across the town, bit by bit. After the long pan, | zoomed in on the more
eclectic dwellings one by one, like the wooden dome comprised of interlocking aternating hexagons that
were composed of either dark sunglass or handmade wooden shingles. And the dwelling-sized cube that
appeared to be of highly polished and featureless date. Then | zoomed in more closely on the town
sguare, or what passed for one, an expanse of winter-tan grass, surrounded by carefully tended trees
with pale green leaves, except for agiant fir or pinethat stood by itself.



When | had al the background scenes | thought I’d ever need, | packed away the scancam and got back
into the glider, easing it downhill and finaly into the sole glider park off the town square, aglider park
clearly not used that often, since the winter-browned wild grass was knee high in al but the dozen square
meters directly across from the adobe building with the antique painted sign that read GENERAL
STORE.

The building was finished in areddish-brown adobe. It might have been constructed entirely of adobe for
al | knew. The entrance conssted of anarrow porch supported by afront wal with wide archesiniit.
Even in the late afternoon, the air was cooler once | was on the foot-polished stones of the portico-like
entry. | tapped the hardened finish. The solidity suggested that the building was very solid — and
possibly asold asit |ooked.

Walking insde was like walking back into history. The only concession to modernity seemed to be
indirect glowstrips set under the plaster crown moldings that ran around the entire celling, acelling
comprised of tin tiles, each stamped with a pattern.

Long wooden display cases— set pardld to the sdewalls— filled most of the floor space. At aglance,
| could see that most of the “goods’ were display items, set there so that would-be purchasers could see
what they would get from the store’ s nanite-scan-and-duplicate system. In most of the world, storesjust
showed VR images. The air smelled of the faint ozone of replicators, floral scents, and the underlying
odors of leather and age.

Along theleft wall of the store were rows and rows of shelves, and they held nothing but printed and
leatherbound books. | doubt I’ d ever seen athird that many in one place, except perhapsin my father’s
library. | stepped closer and studied the bindings and the titles. The volumes were not dusty antiques, but
recently produced with leather bindings, doubtless nanite-formulated, but lesther nonethel ess.

| scanned the titles, not recognizing many, but finding some most familiar, dthough I"d never seen some of
thework in actua printed form — The Search for Genetic Perfection, Medical Desk Reference, The
Waste Land and Other Poems, Drowning Ophelia, The Lost Poems of W. B. Yeats, Dreams of
Gravity, Federal Union History Desk Reference, The Suppressed Smith Doctrines, The Brigham
Papers, Nano-Pharmaceuticals and How to Use Them, The Collected Plays of W. Shakespeare.
The variety was amazing, and | certainly didn’t understand the catal oguing or shelving procedure used.

“Looking for something?’ asked a heavyset gray-haired man — one of thefew I’ d ever seen. He smiled
politdy. Instead of the sin-glesuit that was the usual garb in most of the FU, he wore old-style black
trouserswith awhite silk blouse, and a black vest hand-embroidered with green and red thread in
designs| didn’t recognize.

“Morelike... justlooking,” | confessed. “I’ve seldom seen so many actua physica booksin one place.
It simpressve”

“Syd'sgot abetter selection, but she' sthe only one, and it’ sagood thirty kilometers out there.”
“Out there?’ | asked reflexively.

“Cotwood — it snot that far, not for aglider. Y ou are the one who just parked across the way, aren’t
you?’

1] YS.”

“Any particular reason you came to see us netlesswonders?’ His eyestwinkled, and the corners of his
lipsturned up.



“Jud traveling.”
“Must be pretty well off — doingit by glider.”

| shrugged. “1 saved for twenty years. Interstellar pilot. Retired, and decided | wanted to see some
things”

“Sem Thorgd . Pleased to meset you.”

From Thorge’ s statement and muscularly relaxation, while he might not have anet system, he clearly had
nanites and internal augmentation to read my reactions so quickly.

“Daryn ... Alwyn” My answer was dightly hestant.
“WE re not against technology. We just take the best. No reason to accept the worst.”
| nodded, gesturing to the books. “How did you get them printed?’

“Quitfit up north, near Cherkrik, called Netless Binders, they do agood business running off small print
runs. Even do asingle copy. Course ... that costs more.” He gestured toward the shelves. “ These are the
ones| sdl afew of every year. Some ... | sell acouple of copies every month.”

“I wouldn’t havethought ...”
“They say the netless community in Durngo buys more, but not many, and they’ retwice our Sze”

| hadn’t been sure what a netless community would be like. Under the privacy laws of the Federal Union,
if more than ninety-five percent of the residents of an area petitioned to have the arearemoved from the
universal survelllance provided by the skytors, and the FU determined that al the petitioners had affirmed
it from their own free will, then al skytors, net repeaters, GPS, and safety surveillance syssemswere
removed. Biennia secret ballots with aninety percent mgjority of adults were required to maintain that
gatus.

Anyone could visit anetless community, but the only VRS permitted were those taken at a distance, or
those taken with the permission of al thoseindividuas who appeared in the VR. | understood the pendty
for violation involved community service on behdf of those violated, sometimein an FU public works
project, and up to atwenty percent asset forfeiture. The work requirements kept individualsfrom
violating the requirements and the asset forfeiture kept the nets and system providers like UniComm from
intruding.

He smiled. “We re not uneducated, friend. We just prefer to be informed and educated on our terms.
About half our kids come back, and that’ s just fine.”
| nodded again, not quite sure of what to say.

He gestured toward the rows of shelves. “Y ou can find dl thesetitlesin any net library. Heck ... you
could have any of them printed if you wanted. But most people outside the netless areas don’'t even read
them on the net. Know why?’

“Mogt people don’t read — bound books or off the net.” That, | did know.

“How would those who wanted to read even find them?’ Thorgd asked. “With millions of volumes at
one' s beck and call, how do most people decide what to read? Who do you trust to recommend a good
book? Have you ever seen aVR or netsys recommending a book?’



| smiled wryly. “I haven't been around any commercid netsfor alongtime.”
“And when you were?’
With ashrug, | admitted, “1 never did see abook recommended.”

“And if they did find them, how would they find time to do read them? With someon€e simage appearing
inyour home every few minutes? With an employer’ s projects? Or,” Thorgel pushed on, “how long
would they gtick to reading anything? For most folk outside of the netless, reading’ swork.” He paused.
“Doyou read?’

“I'veread alot, especidly inthelast few years.”

“Any of these?' He gestured toward the shelf.

“Some of them.”

“How many?

“I haven't looked at al of them, but maybefifty in this section.”

Thorgd laughed. “Y ou ought to stay in Cydonya. Y ou won't, but you should.”
“| probably won't.” | admitted.

“You'll missit, and you won't ever know why.” He shook his head. “'Y ou can aways come back. Y ou
won't, but you could.”

He was probably right about that, too, | thought as| walked back outside, and then across the stone lane
to the glider park where ayoungster, perhaps twelve, waslooking at the glider.

He stepped back, looking at me solemnly, before asking, “ That' sa Tijafifteen, isn'tit, ser?’
“yYes”

“With complete solar links?’ | nodded, holding back agrin.

“Told Dad they were the best. I'm going to get one someday.”

“I'm sureyou will.”

“Silvered dlver givesthe best energy return.”

“It probably does,” | said, “but | awaysliked the greentint to the silver.”

“Best | begoing, ser.” Heinclined his head and walked back toward the General Store.

Asl| link-unlocked the glider and did inside, | wondered if he were rdlated to Sem Thorgel.

Later, after securing aplace in the only hotel in Cydonya, | took the glider back to the hill on the west
gde of town, and in the Slvered light of anear full moon, took out the scancam and panned the town
below once more.

Then | took out the recording pen and clipped it to the front of my dark green singlesuit and began to
gpesk, hoping the words would come, but knowing | could always edit them later, if | could but capture
the fedingsthat Cydonyaraised in me.



When people think of the netless, they think of towns and enclaveslike Cydonya, places wherethere are
blank spaces on the netmaps, places where anewsie must obtain written permission to VR any person,
individua dweling, or place of business. Y &, asyou can see, in daylight, in moonlight, from just outsde
the town, Cydonyalooks amost like any other town, except for afew more eccentric looking structures.

It isnot like other towns. Thereisagenerd store, asin many smaler towns. It uses nanite replication
equipment, just asin other places. But thereisalong shdf of books, dmost asmal library — and these
books are purchased. They are kept and read, and re-read. If the peoplein Cydonyawish to learn the
news, they must have it hard-printed from terminals e sewhere and have the reports physicaly shipped
into thetown....

| paused. What else could | say?

After atime, | put away the recording pen, and re-entered the glider to head back to my rented room ...
to think, perhapsto deep.

Chapter 44
Raven: Tyanjin, Central Sinoplex, 459 N.E.

Getting to Tyanjin required atransfer to aloca at Byjin, and | was glad for the trandation nanites.
Although the station announcements were in standard, the words swirling around me once | I€eft the
transcontinenta platform were definitely not. Beyond the outbound barrier, the platform was more
crowded than any in Noram, yet no one actually touched anyone, although with the bustle and scurry, |
wasn't quite sure how there were no collisions. The arched ceilings were just as high asin Westi, but the
arches seemed somehow ... more Sinoptic.

Sincel waswell underground, | found a pubcomm, where | could link with my belt gatekeeper and tried
Magjora. Her sm came on — just my luck — and began to speak. “Sincel’m not here ...”

“Mgora... thisisDaryn.” | paused.

Thesm’svoice damped out. “I’m here,” her voice came across clearly. “Y our timing is not wonderful. |
wasin the shower.”

“I"d liketo seethat.”
“You had achance....”

| had, years before, when Mother had first introduced us, but | couldn’t change what had been. 1 was
supid.”

Therewas abrief slence, before she said quickly. “I haven’t heard anything.”
“All right. | haveto catch aloca. Please be careful ”
“I will, but you' re the one who needsto be careful.”

| just stood there in the link booth for amoment after | broke the connection, then hurried to the local
platform.

Oncein Tyanjin, | did find aglidertaxi, and the driver — or his dashplot — knew the address. | watched
carefully as he did through traffic that was mostly magscooters leavened with a handful of electrobuses.
We only passed two or three private gliders before he came to a stop beside an open gate.



“Ser ... youmustwak ... that way. Eleven credits, if you please.” His standard was heavily accented,
but clear enough.

“Thank you.” | left him with fifteen and got out, till carrying the small bag.

Through the arched and open gate was a semi-restricted community, one where outsders had to walk
from the front gate to the dwellings within, although the residents probably had hidden underground
access from the tubes.

The day was cold, and misty rain sfted from the gray clouds overhead. | hadn’t even brought an
overjacket, but the nanite body screen kept the moisture off me, and hel ped with the warmth. | walked
along the common path, then turned, coming to astone stoop and adoor with the number fiveand a
symbol. The dwelling was avery smal cottage, with a second wall extending from the sdes, presumably
surrounding a courtyard or garden. | couldn’t help licking my lipsas | walked up to the door. | did
remember to check the body-screen once more before | touched the greeting bell stud.

The outer door was clear armaglass. The inner door was black as ebony. It opened, and awoman stood
there. Not Elysa, not as| had known her, but the woman whose holo image had appeared at Mgjora's
cottage. She wore a brownish smock over dark gray trousers.

Was she Elysa? Or had she been Elysa? Her profile was similar, if not identica, but her skin was severa
shades darker, and her hair was black and held back in combs, over which flowed curly ringlets. Yet ...
there was something.... Elysahad worn combs, if not so elaborate as the silvered ones that thiswoman
wore.

She said something, in Sinese, | guessed, and after amoment, | got the trandation. “Y es?’ Her voice was
closer towhat | recalled, if dightly huskier.

| bowed and spoke, hoping | was right — or that at least she either understood standard or had a
trandation protocol. “My nameis Daryn Alwyn. I'm looking for an Elysa Al-Nafir.” | amiled faintly. “I
think that might beyou.”

“I am Elysa Al-Nafir.” Thistime thewordswerein stlandard, if muffled by the armaglass between us. She
frowned, asif puzzled. “ Should | know you?’

“You should.”
“I cannot say that | do.”

“I'msureyou can't.” | laughed. “It took awhileto find you, and I’ d like to know why. That and afew
other things”

“Y ou must be mistaken, ser.”
| could sense both the unease and the lie, even through the armaglass barrier between us.

“I’'mnot.” | tried to smile gently. “ There have been four attempts of some sort on my life, and | till don’t
know why. Y ou should be ableto give me someingght, snce yourswasthefirst.”

“Do you redly wish to continue thisfiction?” Her face wasimpassve, but her emotions were not.
“I dmost wish it wereafiction,” | admitted. “But you didn’t have to leave the hints.”

“Hints?’ She appeared puzzled. “Y ou must have someone esein mind.”



“Mujaz-Kitab ... the medica references. Y ou could have caled yoursaf Meryl or Meryssa Gonsalves or
Cagteneda, or any one of adozen different names. | couldn’t possibly have tracked you then. And I'm
sure you have another name, the one you work under. So thisoneisfor me.”

Another silence ensued before she spoke.
“Y ou might aswell comein, Daryn.” A dow smile crossed her face, dmost regretful.

The armaglass did open. Elysa stepped back, and | dipped insde, senses and scanners dert for anything.
But the foyer and the room beyond contained neither people nor scanners— and only minimal
environmental management syslemsin place. To my right, as| stepped through the foyer, were a set of
armaglass diding doors— closed — looking out over atype of garden | had never seen before.
Shimmering ebony rocks, wai st-high and polished so that they would have looked like water flowed
across their surface even without the mi<t, rose from a green substance that seemed neither grass nor
moss, but holding characteristics of each. Two small cedars— bonzai — grew forward of the rocks.

The double doors clunked shut behind me, and Elysa pointed toward the pair of chairsthat flanked an
ebony table. “Why don’'t you sit down? It sbeen along trip, I'm sure.”

“If you'll joinme.” | gestured to the other chair as | set down my bag. The room was furnished as sparely
asthe garden, and like my father’ s office, was without wall hangings.

She dipped into the other chair gracefully, and the brown eyes, the eyes that seemed to be the only
coloration that was not somehow different from the woman | had met at Kharl’s, fixed on me. |
swallowed as | smelled the scent, not quite like roses, that | also recalled.

“I have some questions for you.” Shetilted her head sideways, agesture that somehow belonged to
someone older. “Why did you come here? And why did you wait so long?’

“I waited because | didn’t have any choice. When | went to the stonesmith to track you down ...”
That brought afrown, and alook of puzzlement, not counterfeited.

“Thecombs,” | explained. “ They were unique. They werethe only thingsthat seemed at dl factud. |
traced down the man who made them, but someone dropped awall on me, and | spent two monthsin
the medcenter getting rebuilt. Almost as soon as | could move around after getting released, | went back
to the search. He only knew your first name, but that confirmed part of it, and then | tried to track down
al the women with that name. There are over two thousand Elysasin the world.”

“So much for uniqueness,” she murmured with asmile.

“Then ... after | found that out, someone sent amonoclone carrying amonofilament knife and primed
with acdlular explosive after me.” | stared at her, dthough it was hard because she was as determined as
| was, and didn’t even blink. “Why?Why did you dump those nanites on me, and who istrying to kill
me? And why?'Y ou have to know some of the answers.”

“You didn’t receive any messagesfrom ... shal wesay ... old acquaintances?’ she asked.
“Old acquaintances?’ Was shereferring to Eldyn?*“ Such as?’

She smiled sadly. “I’ m not surprised, the way matters have developed.”

“What old acquaintances?’ | decided to be persistent.



“Such asaschoolmate ... you saw him at the reception.”

“| saw severd.”

“Eldyn.” The name was offered not quite reluctantly.

“Eldyn?I can’t reach him. All my codes ...” | stopped and watched her face.

“That isnot surprising. | think | can help there.” She paused, but not enough for me to ask how, not
without running over her words. “Y ou never answered why you came searching for me, since no one

uggested it.”
“Y ou're not exactly answering my questions,” | pointed out.
“That istrue. Answer my last question, and I’ Il help you find your answers.”

| wondered about her wording, but | couldn’t exactly force her to come up with answerswhen | didn’t
know enough to ask intelligent questions. “To find answers.”

She shook her head. “ Are you sure?’

| spread my hands. “1’m not sure of anything — except that I’ m in the middle of something agreat dedl
larger than | am, without the dightest ideawhy.”

“Without the dightest ideawhy?’ Elysaemphasized theword “dightest” with the gentlest of ironic twists.

| laughed. “1 have more than enough speculations. It's becoming clear that I’ m an obstaclein someone's
effortsto gain power, and possibly control of UniComm or more, but | don't have the faintest ideawhy

al thisis happening.”

“Why don’t you have adrink whilel pull on some clothes more suited to a short trip. Would you prefer
Grey teaor verdyn?’

| nodded. She had definitely been briefed on my habits. “The Grey tea.” My body wasn't even sure what
timeof day it was.

She dipped out of the chair and headed toward the kitchen-like corner of the singlelarge room. | had the
fedling that her quarters were little more than two rooms and a bath/fresher, with the small courtyard
garden to my |eft.

“What matters?’ | asked, picking up on her earlier observation. “What matters have devel oped?’
“Have you watched the newsin thelast few hours?” she replied without turning.
“No. Between catching one tube train and another, and then trying to find your house ...”

She dipped the teaand a steaming danish on a blue and white porcelain plate onto the woven blue mat
on the table beside me. “The danish isjust a standard replicator dish. | doubt you' d like most of what
elseisprogrammed there.”

“Heziran food?’
“That and Sinex”

| Spped the Grey tea. “Why did you ask about the news?’



“I'll et you watch while | dress. Then we can talk about it while | show you the answers you thought you
camefor.”

“Can'tyou just tdl me?’

“They'renot that kind of answers.” She flicked something from her pocket, and an image formed on the
hol oscreen that appeared before me. “1 won't belong.” She dipped into the adjoining room, and the
door closed.

| scanned the room, tried to boost my hearing, but could sense and hear nothing from her room. My
attention aternated between the UniComm AllNews and the room around me.

The holo image was that of alow white building with rugged mountains behind it. | recognized neither the
building nor the mountains.

... mortality iswell over thirty percent, according to medica specidists a the Mycauplex Medica
Center, dthough in certain classes of pre-selectsit appearsto approach ninety ... wherethefirst cases
have appeared. Federd Union hedth officials have offered no comment on the Stuation ... except to
stressthat only ahandful of cases have appeared to date, and none have so far infected norms....

The holo field shifted to amedcradle, with the shimmering effect of a positive pressure quarantinefield
blurring theimage.

... informed medical sources have aso indicated that no trestment tried so far has shown any impact on
the progress of theinfection....

| blinked — another and more virulent pre-select plague?

... Student disturbancesin Ankorplex turned violent today when regiona educational commissioners
denied petitions to preclude the use of perceptua testing ... the decision resulted from an earlier
determination by the Federa Union secretary director that the so-called PIAT-issue was a matter better
determined by regiond authorities....

Regiona commissionersin Kievplex have not yet announced their decision....

... Indefending his decision to delegate the issue, the secretary director had stated that a decision had to
be made on aregional basis under the Federal Union. He also noted that the petitioners had failed to
show defectsin the test. The section of his determination that has aroused discontent worldwide was his
observation that, while no test is absolutely accurate, perceptuad integrative testing represents progress
toward more accurate determination of student skills The secretary director ...

The screen showed a smiling blond man waving to someone.
... hasrefused to make any further satementson theissue ...

The next image wasthat of a heavy-lidded, dark-haired norm woman, and her words accompanied her
imege.

... so-cdled measures of intelligence which in fact are not the basis of intelligence or ahility, but the result
of socioeconomic bias should not be even aminor factor in alocating positionsin sdective ingtitutions of
higher learning Have we learned nothing from the history of the Collapse and the anarchy of the Chaos

Y ears? Can the secretaries of the Federal Union not see that perceptud testing is merely an avenue for
the pre-sdectsto ensure their continued affluence? ...



| couldn’t help but wince. Why was't someone addressing the real issue? The whole perceptual testing
guestion was afool’ s orhbit.

The noted academician, Suel Tomas, speaking on behaf of the Dynae Indtitute ...
The image flipped to a dark-skinned man whose voice was deep and resonated.

“... thisissueis not about accuracy intesting. It isnot about fairnessin educetion. It is about power. Itis
about how places are dlocated in select academic indtitutions, and it is based on the assumption that
those who graduate from those ingtitutions will have abetter chance of attaining affluence and power. The
Dynee Indtitute has opposed the PIAT because we bdlieve it reinforces an effort toward developing an
intelligence of asort too narrow to benefit humanity. But those who argue over its use are not concerned
about humanity or itsfuture, but about socioeconomic gain, and in the end those who would use
education purely asthe basis of economic or political gain will doom the rest of us— once more— to
chaos and disaster. Let some regions adopt this misguided testing. L et others abstain, and let the results
gpeak for themselves....”

Theimage vanished, replaced with the UniComm news symbol, an arc, with alight beam stresking
toward the viewer.

And that’ s the debate on perceptua testing

The entire screen vanished, and | lurched to my feet, redizing | hadn’t been exactly the most dert of
would-be investigators. Then, | wasn't an action type. | was an edartist and amethodizer.

Elysalooked at me from the foyer arch. She wore adark maroon singlesuit with ablack jacket trimmed
in maroon, and carried a heavier overcoat. “1 assume you saw the stories on perceptua testing and the
new epidemic?’

“Yes. What' s your connection, and what’smine?’ | stood dowly, picked up my bag, and walked toward
her.

Elysawaited until | stopped lessthan ameter from her. She sudied my face dowly. “Actudly, Daryn,
your connection isbecause your Sster isdead. Let’sleaveit at that for the moment. Areyou ready to

90?7

“Leaveit a that? Leaveit at that?’ | found my voicerising. “*You'rein this because your sister is dead.
Please be agood boy and cooperate.’” | snorted. “1’m not going anywhere.”

Elysashrugged. “ That’ s your choice. How do you propose to find out the answers to your questions?’
Again ... | could sense both the truth and the tension of her response. But | didn’t answer the question.

“Let’sjust say that it wouldn't haveto be thisway if your sister had survived. She would have cometo
you and explainedit.”

“So why don’'t you?’
Shesighed. “That’ swhat I’ m about to do, but it's something you have to see aswell as hear.”

“But I’'m the second choice.” Again. Second choice behind Gerrat. Second choice behind Elora. Then, if
I’d been the first choice, instead of Elora, I’ d probably be dead. | till might end up that way.

| stood and waited to see what Elysawould do, but she just looked at me, asif waiting for me to decide.



Findly, | shrugged. | knew | was reacting again, but there didn’t seem to be that many options.

“Lead on.” | stepped forward to help her with her coat, trying to swallow my anger and frustration.

Chapter 45
Fledgling: Kewood, 446 N.E.

The glider dropped down coming off the last dip before leaving the redwoods, and the mulched bark of
the lane crackled under the momentarily higher air pressure. The effect of the standard ground limiters
bothered me, and | had an idea that, astime and finances permitted, | would be making more than afew
modificationsto the glider.

Theair around me mixed the scent of firswith that of sun-warmed and dried grass. Then | was bringing
the glider to ahdt in the tree-shaded glider park that served UniComm. The midsummer sky was hazy as
| walked up the polished gray stone stepsto the black marble archway set into the hillsde, beyond which
lay the hidden spaces of UniComm, the largest communi cations organization anywhere in the human

galaxy.

The guard in the green-trimmed gray singlesuit of UniComm security looked up politdy. “Might | ask
your business, ser?’

“I'm Daryn Alwyn, to see my father.”
“Yes, ser. Isyour profile on the system?’ His voice was dow and even, asign of abrain-damped norm.
“| would guess so, but | honestly don’t know.”

He frowned, then touched the console. After amoment, he gestured toward the security gate. | stepped
through, and the door beyond opened. After striding along the left-hand corridor, | marched up the
inclined ramp past the museum cases digplaying the history of communications equi pment, beginning with
drums and flags, and then model s of messengers, first on foot, then on horseback, with dispatch cases.
Thereplicaof the ancient telegraph aways amused me, asdid the small circular CRT screen that had led
the way to VR technology.

“Youcangoin, ser,” said the guard by Father’ s open door. “ The director genera is expecting you.”

Father’ s office desk was merely alarger version of the antique cherry businessman’s desk at home —
and neither had changed in al the years| could remember. The office had the same green leather chairs,
and even the same setup as his home study with the concealed vyrtor, but the office had three of thelarge
cherry wood bookcases. Of course, there were no window hangings.

The door closed behind me, even before I d taken two stepsinto the office that |ooked out over the
ingde courtyard.

“Sit down, Daryn. Sit down. Y ou look fit and rested.” Father smiled. “We could have talked at home,
but ... I'm old-fashioned. Business should be discussed in the workplace. Otherwise, everything
becomes business”

That was one of the few maxims of Father’ sthat | had little trouble accepting. | nodded as| sat downin
the green leather armchair directly across the polished cherry desk from him.

“There sagreat future for you — amost anywhere you want to go, Daryn.” My father smiled broadly.
“With the years as an FS officer, and your educationa background, you could start in dmost any section



of UniComm....”
“Did you seetherough cut of the piece on Cydonya?’ | asked.

“It'svery good. Asastand-aone, it will bring you afew credits, and you can useit to show thetaent in
UniComm that you understand them.”
“I'mnot joining UniComm.”

“You can't live the way you' re accustomed to on occasional net royalties from afew edart pieces.”
Father’ s voice was reasonable, as it ways was when he was convinced that he was right beyond doubt
or question.

“I don’t intend to. I’ ve got the FSretirement, plus afair amount that | saved whilel wasinthe FS. It
bringsin dmost as much as my retirement stipend.” | didn’t mention the sharesin UniComm I’ d recelved
intrust from Grandfather’ s estate. The trust had expired when I’ d turned thirty-five, but the only thing I’ d
done was ensure the dividends were reinvested into adiversified portfolio. “And ... I've aready
reached an arrangement with amethodizing firminValura” | shrugged. “1 wastrained as amethodizer,
and they need someone who understands the FS.”

“Procurement weasdls.” Father snorted.

“I haveto start somewhere.” | smiled. “1 guess|’m sort of like Elora. | wouldn't fed comfortable joining
UniComm unless| could prove my ahilities dsawhere.”

Father frowned, but the frown vanished with arueful amile. “Y ou’' re more like her than I’ d have ever
guessed. Wdll ... if that’swhat you want to do Y ou haveto live your own life, son, but | can’'t see asthis
freelancing methodizing and edart work will lead anywhere.”

“It may not,” | admitted. “That’swhy | also worked out aretainer arrangement as afreglance methodizer
for EcLong.”

“Fredance?’
“I've dready gotten my first assgnment.”
“That won't pay the billsfor long.”

I smiled. “You may beright, and if you are, I’ [l haveto figure out something else.” | knew that my being
reasonable would be far more effective than disputing him. “And ... wel ... if that’sthe case, we'll
probably talk again.”

“I'll leave the offer open for now.” He fingered his chin. *Y ou understand that | can’t promise how long
thet will be”

“Yes, dr.” | understood. At some point, Gerrat would be the one to control UniComm, unless Elora
relented, but | had my doubts about that. She' d never forgotten Father’ s offhand comment about wanting
to see his sons continue the family tradition.

“Well.” Father smiled again. “| supposethat’sit. I'll seeyou at dinner, won't |7’
“For afew days. I’'m getting my own place.”

“That would be begt, | think.”



Sincel’d never redly had one, it was definitely for the best. | stood, then bowed. “ Thank you for
undergtanding.”

“I can't say as| do, Daryn, but | understand you well enough to know you' Il do things your way and on
your schedule.”

That waswhat | hoped, al | could have hoped for.

Chapter 46
Raven: Tyanjin, 459 N.E.

Thelight rain that had been fdling earlier had become more migt-like, and despite the coal air, with the
combination of the swift pace Elysa set, the nanite body shield, and the humidity, | could fed myself
heeting up after we had walked the first hundred meters past the untended gatehouse — strangely
occidentd in Sinese Tyanjin.

“Where arewe going?’ | asked, drawing up besde Elysa
“To show you your answers and then send you to make a choice.”
“Areyou awaysthis obscure?’

“When thefutureis at stake, it’' s necessary.” She didn’'t look at me, but kept walking. “L ook around.
L ook at the people — those that are out.”

Despite the gloomy wegther, handfuls of people walked the street, and dmost al looked to be norms,
fairly well attired, healthy-looking people. Unlike in Noram, there were far more wearing multipiece
outfits, with trousers and collarlessjackets, or even flowing robesin severa cases. | didn’'t seeany
amiles, but that didn’t seem surprising intherain. | certainly was't smiling.

A younger man who was gpproaching, talking to a dark-haired woman, glanced up, and his eyes met
mine, if momentarily, and he abruptly eased his companion into what appeared to be a confectionery
shop.

An older woman wearing an el aborate ankle-length robe-gown of some sort, but carrying arain-parasol,
stood by another door, her eyes meeting mine, gray eyes as cold and impassive as the clouds above. Her
gaze did not flinch as we passed her and turned the corner onto afractionally wider Street, one with the
same low permastone buildings that seemed to dominate Tyanjin, or what of the city that | had seen.

Wewalked lessthan eight hundred meters more before Elysaled me down aramp and onto an induction
tube platform, except it wasn't an induction tube, but an older-style subsurface magfield trangt system. |
hadn’t redlized that there were any left.

“It shouldn't belong,” shesaidinalow voice.

| nodded, and dowly surveyed the platform. It wasfilled with people, and we towered above amogt dl
of them ... standing alone with acircle of space around us. | strained to catch the strange words, but
even with the nanites and the trand ation protocols, my understanding was limited, to say the least, Snce
al | heard was a stlandard word, often meaningless, in place of whatever the locals were speaking.

“...outdder ... hiswhore...”

“...barbarianboars ... rut ...”



| glanced a Elysa and could see the flush beneath her skin, but she said nothing.
“... timewill come...”
“...nonetoosoon ...”

Thetrain that appeared at one end of the platform rumbled, rather than glided, and it lurched to ahalt, a
sgn of equipment not in the best of repair. Elysa gestured, and we made for the front compartment,
stepping inside only moments before the doors hissed shuit.

Even in the close confines of the compartment, a compartment where | had to douch to avoid banging
my skull on the overhead, there was azone of space around us, and the odors were remarkably like an
aged space vessdl, and totaly unlike the scented sanitary air of an induction tube.

Although | felt like a curiogity, the remarkable thing was that no one looked at us— more as though we
were an embarrassment to be suffered or endured without being acknowledged.

| leaned toward Elysa and whispered, “ Does everyone avoid looking at me because I’m aNoraman? Or
because I’'m apre-select?’

“What do you think?’
Another quegtion. “Both.”
“You'reright.”

| stood, hanging onto a polished tubular stedl pole, asthe old magtrain hissed and lurched through three
more stops. At each stop people disembarked, but fewer got on, and those that did tended to be taller,
better dressed, dthough | didn’t see any that could have been overtly identified as pre-selects.

Asthetrain dowed for the fourth stop, Elysaglanced a me. “WE€ |l get off here.”

| followed her out and onto a platform that was nearly empty, then up another ramp, and back into the
open. Elysatook adeep bregth, asif of relief, then promptly turned left and began to walk swiftly.
Caught off guard, | had to take two quick stepsto catch up with her.

The open air fet good — less confining — athough the misty rain brought out a pervasive odor of age as
we headed a ong the damp permacrete of the walk that flanked a gentle inclined street. Each step took us
past buildingswith signs| could not read, and | had to wonder if standard was as universa as| had
thought ... or asthe net systems of the world would have had me and others believe.

Only ahandful of gliders— mainly taxis— dipped down the street, deftly avoiding the ubiquitous
composite magscooters that seemed to comprise most of the vehicular traffic, aswell asthe slent but
awkwardly blocky e ectrobuses. In Noram, scooters were used seldom, and then by youths, or norms,
whilein the Sinoplex it seemed as though everyone used them — except for pre-selects.

Elysa caught one of my glances at another unreadable sign. “How doesit fed ?”’

“What? To beilliteratein aculture?’ | smiled ruefully. “If I lived here, I’ d spend the time and effort to
make sure | wouldn't be.”

“Most pre-selectswouldn’t.”

| had never been one of “mogt” pre-salects, but there wasn't any point in saying that, especidly since that
wasn't her point. She was trying to tell me that the pre-salects had created a culture foreign to norms, as



if mogt ditesin history hadn't. But then, most ditesin history had eventualy failed. “Where are we
headed?’

“Tothe base of the hill there.” She pointed dightly to theleft, over alow two-story structure. Over the
top of the faded blue stonetiles rose severd trees overlooking ared tile roof.

A hundred meters ahead the street ended by running into alarger avenue, running perpendicular to the
onewewalked. A black wall rose on the far side of the cross street.

The buildings we passed were now newer, with wider display windows, and we passed thefirst true
uniquery | had seen in Tyanjin, with achrome-trimmed door and mauve window hangings, and a tasteful
inscription | could not read within ablue green ovad. Under the ova was asmaller standard trandation
inscribed in silver letters: DINING WITH THE ARTFUL MANDARIN.

Aswe cameto theintersection, | redized just how impressve thewall on the far side of the avenue was,
towering asit did over the flow of glider-taxis, eectrobuses, and the ubiquitous magscooters. The wall
was of black stones, set so closdly that | could not discern ajoint, stones polished as smooth as glass. It
rose agood ten meters straight up from the narrow walk on the far sde of the avenue, astructure so
even and featureless that it might have been created by aVR artist, rather than being an actua physical
congtruct less than twenty meters from me. To our right, perhaps fifty meters away, was agate. Although
the composite double gates were recessed into thewall, if closed, they would meld with the rest of the
wall, and offer abarrier impassible to anything short of heavy military equipment.

My persona scanners also sensed the nanite and dectronic fields buried within and designed to protect
thewall.

| looked upward, beyond the deep black composite. Immediately beyond the wall were trees, and
farther beyond were houses— some more like small ancient palaces with delicate minaret-like steeples,
otherswith red tile roofs that shimmered damply in the gray day.

“Thisiswhere most of the pre-sdectsof Tyanjinlive” Elysasad quietly. She did not move.

Standing in the mist that was dowly turning into asteady light rain, | sudied thewall, noting that, if the
curvature were as gentle and as uniform asit seemed, it probably enclosed a space dmost ten klicks
across. The areaabove and beyond the wall appeared park-like, meticuloudy maintained in the open
gpaces between structures. A long black glider did away from the dwelling with minaret-like steeples,
then vanished behind an ancient fir of some sort. The scene beyond the wall was serene, peaceful —
different from the scooters and eectrobuses and crowds that sifted around and past us.

| could sense the indirect attention from more than afew of the passersby when | finally looked down
and a Elysa

Without aword, she turned and crossed the street we had been following. We walked aong the avenue
paralleling the black wall — past three other streets, before she turned back eastward once more.

After another two blocks, Elysa stopped and opened a door under afaded marquee of some sort — one
in Sinese and without atrandation. Behind the door was a smdll restaurant — something | would have
expected to have vanished centuries before, since anyone could get any kind of cuisne by smply lifting
replicator parameters off one of the netsys libraries and programming them into ahome replicator. At
least in Noram, the replicator had greetly reduced the number of traditiona restaurants, another factor,
the historical economists had claimed, in contributing to the economic disruption that had preceded the
chaos. | had never been that sure — restaurants as a major economic factor?



The gray-haired woman standing beside a polished wood table on which rested ablue and white
porcelain vase nodded at Elysa and murmured something in Sinese or aloca diaect. Elysareplied, but |
didn’t catch it, and probably wasn't meant to.

“Thisway ...” Elysasad quietly.

| bowed to the older woman as| passed. She actualy acknowledged my presence with aminute head
bow.

Elysaled the way through the main room and past a curtained archway. | tried not to stiffen, but forced
mysdf into grester awareness and aertness. But there was nothing in the second room, more like an
overlarge closet containing a circular booth surrounding atable. She dipped to one side, | to the other.

“What did you think about the wal?" Elysaasked.
“It' sphyscdly impressve. There are dso dectronic and nanitic defense systemsbuilt into it.”
“The defense systems have been upgraded every few years,” shereplied.

“Y ou' re suggesting that we have the same kinds of barriersin Noram....” | paused. “Or barriers, in any

“The Sinese lands have been heavily populated for more than Six millennia. Land is not inexpensive, and
the experiments of holding it asapublic trust failed miserably, severd times.”

“Market economies are the worse form of economic structure, except for any other kind ever tried.” |
knew | was misquoting a statement about political structures, but it fit, eveniif | didn’t remember the
origind author.

“Y ou can change amarket economy to make it reflect socia aswell as economic diseconomies....”
Elysabroke off asthe curtain in the archway to her right was pushed back and the gray-haired Sinese
woman appeared with atray.

The older woman quickly set down two platters, two small cups, and ategpot. She filled both cups,
bowed to Elysa, and dipped back past the curtain.

“I need to eat,” Elysasaid.

As she served hersdlf, | took asip from the small handleless cup — green tea, and like brewed Grey tea,
better than anything from areplicator. Then | followed her example.

| had no idea exactly what the food was, except that it had vegetables| did recognize — such as snow
peas and water chestnuts and bamboo dices, with some | didn't, with small chunks of chicken and a
totally unfamiliar sauce. | took abite. It wasn't great, but it was hand-cooked and original, and | was
hungry. Then, whileit was barely midday for Elysa, it was past dinner for me.

After severd bites, | looked up. “What does dl of this have to do with me— and with Elora? Except to
show methat | haven’t looked into the lives and comparative isolation of the pre-selects? That isn't a
very good reason for you and othersto attack me.”

“Itisavery good reason,” said Elysa after a bite of the spicy mixture she had spread over therice. “You
only know of the attacks against you and your sister. There have been others. Can you deny that
someone has areason?’



“No. But a power grab by other pre-selects doesn’t seem to have much to do with theisolation
between —”

“You’ve created a hereditary dlite. Y ou deceive yoursalvesthat it’ s based on ability, and claim that
anyone with ability can join you, and with the resources of the nets, and the socidization of UniComm
and OneCys ... and dl the others ... you' ve conditioned the world to believeit.”

“And you're not a part of this?” My eyebrowsrose.
“No. | never was.” Elysatook asmal sp of tea.
The calm certainty and lack of physological agitation chilled me more than her words.

“Y ou don't want to understand. Y ou ook, and still you don't see.” She spread her hands, asif
hdplesdy.

| watched, wondering if | could say anything, anything at al. | had to try. “Y ou had me seethe barriers
here, and you want me to come to the conclusion that pre-selection isjust another form of human dlite,
and ... pretty clearly, that it' satyrannica or halfway despotical dite. It may be both tyrannical and
despatical in certain ways, but genetics doesn't make that much of adifferencein people. There' sless
than atenth of apercent differencein DNA between a pre-sdlect and the norm that individua would
have been. And even if it did, rebdlions don't start with attacks against people who aren’t in control of
things, unlessit’sarandom uprising, and planned attacks against me don't exactly quaify asrandom.”

“Mogst honored edartist, | must beg to differ. Y ou don't know what you' re talking about. Y ou give
numbers. Y ou express reasons. What do you really know about socia structures and how they work?
How many norms do you work with? How many live whereyou live?’

“Y ou know the answer,” | pointed out. “ Almost none.”
“What percentage of the population uses pre-sdection?’
“Fveto seven percent.” My answer waswary.

“And how much of theworld' swealth and power is controlled by those five to seven percent?’ Elysa
was acting like abarrigter.

“Almog al of the power, by definition, obvioudy. Sixty or seventy percent of the wedth.”
“How doesthe present situation differ from that in pre-Collapse days?’

“Satigticdly, it doesn't,” | conceded, “but as you were pointing out aminute ago in adifferent context,
numbersaren't everything.”

“You'reright,” shesaid dryly. “They usudly understate problems and overstate happiness and
contentment, and they only show what exists now.”

“What problem do you see that the numbersdon’t show?’ | asked.

“The same onethat' s brought down most societiesin history — the growing dissatisfaction of most
people with the cultural and governmenta structure. It hasn't been this bad since pre-Collagpse times.”

| wanted to ask her how sheknew ... but then, if RennZee were right, she’ d seen morethan | had, and
shewas clearly closer to the normsin Tyanjin — or anywhere— than | was.



“It' sgetting worse.”

“Why?’ | asked. “Maybe most people aren’t pre-selects, but most of the medical and gross hereditary
deficiencies are gone. Except for those who choose to be poor —”

“Do thefaithies and the netless choose to be poor?’ parried Elysa. “Or does their refusa to havethe
interconnected world intruding into every aspect of their lives doom them to lack of power and

comparative poverty?’

“... everyoneishedthy. The average norm tests higher than dl but the most gifted of the population
would have amillenniaago, and he or she lives better, much better,” | pointed out.

“Areyou trying to be dense?’ she snapped.
| dlosed my mouth.

“People don't operate on absolute status, but relative status. Even before the Collapse, something like
ninety-nine percent of the peoplein Noram lived better than dl but the richest individuas had aslittle as
two centuries before. Y et the sociologists kept classfying the twenty percent of the population with the
least control of resources as poor — even when they would have been considered well-off on other
continents. And these people truly believed themsalves poor and deprived, and they acted that way.”

| shook my head.

“It'sno different today. Human beings are status animals. We haven't taken that out of the genes, not
with al the pre-selection. No matter how much people have, they consider themsalves poor if others
have agreet deal more.”

That got a shrug of acceptance from me. “Of course.”

“I’d be happier if your calm were based on understanding rather than ignorant complacency.” Her voice
could have diced through the empty platters before us.

| refilled my smdl teacup and waited.

“Goon....” | finally suggested. Even if her observations were correct, and | was beginning to believe that
they were, which was disturbing enough, those observations didn’t offer much insght into why people
weretrying to kill me, as opposed to Father and Gerrat, but Elysa had also made it quite clear that she
was't answering my questions. Not yet, anyway.

“Asyou pointed out, there svirtudly no difference on agenetic leve, that is, between the genetic materia
of apre-sdect — before genetic manipulation — and that of anorm.”

“And?’ | asked the question, even though | had adisturbingly clear picture of where her logic was
leeding.

“Y ou know what I’'m going to say. Y ou just won't admit it.”

“Y ou' re suggesting that greet differencesin wealth and control of resources are the result of minute
differentiations between human beings, and that the mgority of those differentiations are created by
pre-selection, becauise it obviates regression to the mean geneticaly.”

Her eyeswere deep and dmost sad. “And that means nothing to you?’

“Wdll ...” | suggested. “ Since any parent can finance preselection, it would aso seem that those who



don’'t are those who refuse to sacrifice for their offspring, and you' re blaming those who are willing to
pay for abetter chance for their children for the failures of those who won't.”

“It'snot that smple. You come from afamily wherethe cost of pre-sdection isaminute fraction of family
wesdlth. Y ou sacrifice nothing, except perhaps anew glider for ayear or two or ... whatever luxury isde
trop at the moment. A lesswedthy family gives up al but spartan comfort for close to twenty yearsfor
each child that they wish to gift with pre-selection. Don't talk to me about sacrifice. Y ou don't even
know what it is. Y ou live more modestly than dl your family — and less than five percent of the planet
could afford what you call an augterelife syle”

Except ... | didn't think it was austere, and never would have said that.

“S0 ... you're suggesting that the world is about to come gpart and that thereis a pre-select conspiracy
which wantsto consolidate its power over the communications netsin order to sway public opinion
enough to dlow it — or the pre-selects— to maintain power?’

Elysagmiled. “You see. It wasn't that hard to figure out.”

“That still doesn't say why people are after me.”

“Oh? It doesn't?” She dlid out of the booth.

| scrambled after her.

“Where are you going?’ | asked.

“| answered your questions, didn’t 17" She turned and drew aside the curtain enough to pass.
“No.”

Sheignored me and kept moving.

| didn’t say anything until we were back outside, where the misting rain had stopped, and the clouds
were beginning to lift. She had turned back in the generd direction of the magtrain station.

“Y ou ill haven't told me why you used the spray on me.”

“Y ou should be ableto figure that out. To warn you. | was the one who set up the laser. Do you
remember the old lady who waslost?’

“You?

She nodded. “ That way, it made it difficult for people to attack you directly. Thewall was clumsy, and
you had been prepared.”

“Prepared?’

“Y ou had the specia nanitesin your system. You sill do.” She turned down aside Street that was more
thanandley.

Outsde of ayoung man in black trousers and ablack shirt, lounging againgt thewall agood hundred
meters further on, near where the street dead-ended in aloading dock, the street-like alley was empty.

“But why?



“To prepare you for what you need to do.”
She extended a card. “Y ou asked about Eldyn. He has the other answers.”

| took the card, and opened my mouth, then jumped sideways as | saw her pull something shiny from her
overcoat pocket.

Light flared around me, and | reacted automeaticaly, using scanners and senses to move. The nanitesthat
protected my eyes helped aswell.

When | could see, | wasfifty metersaway ... shaking my head.
Elysawas gone, asif she'd never been there.

“Got to be careful with that type ... man ... blind you and take what she can.” The language wasn't
quite standard, but the nanites came up with arough trandation. The young man looked at me, asif
suddenly seeing my height. Then he backed away, and afilament knife came out. “ Stay away from

| was only too happy to avoid the filament knife ... and | stepped back, my eyes still on the hard-faced
youth, but he didn’t move as| eased away, checking the buildings and the muted shadows that suddenly
seemed everywhere. There were till crowds on the Street that ran between the pre-select wall and who
knew where.

| just stood on the corner for amoment, the oblong card in my hand.

Therewouldn't be any point in waiting around her dwelling— if it even happened to be her red dwelling.
She could avoid me forever, since sheknew Tyanjinand | didn't.

| looked at the address on the card, and it made no senseto me.

Just like everything €l se hadn't. On the surface, none of it made sense. She d waited around for meto
show up — promised me answers, given me atour of Tyanjin, some philosophy, and an address— and
vanished. It dl reminded me of the kinds of tests Mertyn used to give, agood thirty years past — bits
and pieces, and we were supposed to put them together.

| wasamethodizer ... and having trouble ... with conflagrations, tours of areasfilled with resentful
norms.....

| swallowed — hard, wondering how | could have been so dow. It waslike thefaling cemetery wall, all
over again.

Chapter 47
Fledgling: Cedacy, 450 N.E.

My firgt dwelling had been scarcely that — five smal rooms on the bottom of the lower Hill in Valura,
and aglider hangar that had amanual door barely big enough to accommodate my glider — but I’ d been
determined to live within my projected means. Thefirst year had been tough, but by the third year, I'd
found avacant hectare up for sale near the top of the lower Hill and purchased it. After that, I'd done the
rough design mysdf before getting Kharl’ sarchitect to finish it correctly.

Then, | had to wait to gather funds— none from my inheritance — and find the right builder. Findly,
while it was being finished, | took atrip, avery short one compared to what I’d done when I’d mustered



out of the Federa Service— and | took the induction tube, far less costly than using the glider.

Along theway, | found mysdlf in Cedacy, the home of Southern University and one of the few places
where the effect of the Collapse and the Chaos Y ears had been minimal. There were even two Statuary
relicsthat dated from well before then, untouched — astatuary ring caled a Centurium for reasons that
the guides couldn’t explain and alarger-than-life-sized bronze of a horse plowing through snow-drifts.
According to legend, the horse had somehow made the university possible, although how ahorse could
have done that escaped me. Then, some legends are just that, and better |eft unquestioned.

Rhedya s brother Haywar and his wife lived there, and they’ d asked meto dinner at their place, alow
and most modest villathat sat halfway up the hill to the west of the university. Sinceintwo days|’d
exhausted both uniqueriesin Cedacy, neither that good for al their expense, | was looking forward to
dinner. | was ditting on the veranda, Sipping a beaker of verdyn, enjoying the breeze that brought the
scent of pines, when Frydrik approached. He wasin histhird or fourth year at HMudd University, but on
some sort of holiday break.

“Stdownandjoinme,” | offered.

“Thank you, ser.” Frydrik was twenty-one, green-eyed, broad-shouldered, and bright. HE d gone to the
engineering school, as| recalled, athough Southern University had a perfectly good engineering school,
because of troubleswith his PIAT scores and because his parents felt that he needed to get away from
home. The young man sat on the edge of the cushion chair, his eyesflicking toward the door from the
verandainto the great room.

“How areyour studiesgoing?’ | asked.
“Doesit redly matter, ser?’

| could sensethe tension in hisbody, even without the augmentation nanites and my interna systems.
“That depends on what you want to do. I’'m glad | took all the courses that gave me abasisfor being a
methodizer.”

“I"'m studying EDI, waveguide, lasers, and other communications technologies. | suppose those will come
in useful when | go to work for Uncle Gerrat.”

“Do you want to work for UniComm?'Y ou don't sound enthused.” | straightened in the lounge chair and
turned toward him. “Y ou don't haveto.”

“I don’'t? Mother and Father just finished paying off my pre-select loan last year. | don't exactly want to
spend twenty to thirty years of my life doing that for my children. Especidly since | bombed my PIAT.
I”’m sure you know that.”

“If you have talent enough to be studying advanced communications technologies at HMudd, there are
sorts of opportunities out there,” | pointed out.

“With which enormous organization?’
“I might point out that I’ ve managed without becoming part of one.”
“What did it cost you, ser? Twenty-five years when you scarcely saw Earth?’

“Everything has aprice, Frydrik. Independence has ahigher one. Do you think you' re exempt from the
chargeslifeimposes?’ | tried to keep theirritation out of my voice.



“You'rejust one of the tokens, Uncle Daryn,” Frydrik said mildly. “My father, and al those who think
there arereal choicesin life, they can point to you and say, ‘ See. Look at Daryn Alwyn.” But not
everyone hasthe kind of talents you do. Most of us end up working for some organization or another,
and | figurel might aswell usethe family contactsto work for one that payswell.”

| held back awince. “ There are other talents besides mine. And ... anyone can write or compose the
sort of thing | do,” | pointed out. “1t doesn’t take specia equipment. It doesn't take special access.
Almost every school-age child has access to the same equipment | use— or close enough that it makes
little difference”

“Littledifferencesaren’t thet little,” Frydrik countered, hisvoicerisng ever so dightly. “Remember, we
share something like ninety-eight percent of the DNA of achimpanzee. And what’ sthe differencein
basic writing and communicating ability between you and the average methodizer? A few percentage
points? If that? What makes the difference isthe viewpoint, the advantages, thetraining.” He was partly
right about that, but whole cultures had fallen because they had adopted partia truths. That distinction
wasn't something that did much good to talk about or comm to the entire world. That was something that
the First Age hadn’'t wanted to understand. And clearly Frydrik didn't, either, but | had to try. “Firg,
Frydrik, every society has leaders and elites. By definition, societies require them. That’ s not a matter of
dispute. The dispute is how those elites are devel oped or selected and how much power they have.
Neither tyranny nor mob rule have proven workable. Too much democracy becomes mob rule; too little
leads to tyranny, then oppression, and eventually rebellion and bloodshed.” | cleared my throat and
risked aglance a my in-law nephew.

Hewasdill listening, | feared, if only to find a point where he could refute me.

“We have developed asystem of informally selecting our dites based on perceptua integrative ability,
and it works. It’ s lasted far longer than any other system, and, under it, people have greater freedoms
than ever beforein hitory.”

“Andit dl restson alittle test that doesn’'t even measure everything that ahuman being is or may do.”

“No, it does't,” | conceded. “ And there are many people out there who don't have that high aPIAT
scorewho lead their fields.” | took adeep breath. “We dl know that observing what is and measuring it
correctly are not completely accurate. But to try to do so isnot aform of bias. It's a better tool than
anything used before.”

“That’ slike saying coercion is an improvement over davery.”

“Inappropriate as the comparison is, there' ssometruth init.” | agreed, then continued. “ Forget about
testsfor amoment. Some people accomplish various tasks better than other people. That can be
demondirated in avariety of skillsand professons. In others, accomplishment isless clearly the result of
what might be measured as superior ability. | acknowledge that. So will most discerning individuas.” |
paused. “Do you think that a choice of occupation should be solely amatter of your choice, regardless of
your ability? Do you believe that recognition or rewards should be amatter of chance? Or that the less
able should be rewarded, instead of the more able?’

“No.” But hisfrown remained.
“S0... your objection to the current system iswhat?’
“Y ou pigeonhole people on the basis of tests and judgments before they can demondirate anything.”

Rather than give an automatic response — that dmost everyone pigeonholed people on the basis of



fragmentary information — | paused, then amost laughed as| discovered | wasfingering my chin, the
way my father did. After amoment, | tried to provide athoughtful answer. “| was an interstellar pilot.
Only onein one or two hundred applicants gets picked for training. Less than onein five of those makes
it through. Theinitia selection processisajudgment in advance based on mental and physicd tests. The
vast mgjority of those rgected would not make as agood a pilot asthose who are chosen. There are
doubtless some who are rejected who would make good pilots. Tests and interviews are not infalible.
But even the Federd Union does not have the resourcesto actually try to train those thousands of
potentia pilots to determine who might be the best. Every few years, the system isreevauated; it was
while | was going throughiit.” | paused. “1sn't your objection redlly that you didike systemsthat
depersondize people, that make them digits and test scores?”’

“No ... it'sthat only peoplelike you, even like me, have a chance of fully using the sysem. Everyone
elseisat adisadvantage, and yet you and Father and your father — they al pretend that the system is
absolutely fair, and absolutely just.”

“It' snot absolutely fair. Nothing is absolutely fair. | agree with you. That isn't the question. The question
iswhat, if anything, can be done about it. And that goes on both asocietd level and on apersond leve.”
| smiled raggedly. “ One reason why | went into the Federal Service was so that | would have more
choices. That' swhat alowed me to become a freelance methodizer and edartist.”

“Y ou had advantages other people didn’t. How many people have aretirement stipend and inherited
stocks and creditsto tide them over while they’ re trying to establish themselves, to follow their dreams?’

“Frydrik ... | shouldn't tdll you this ... but you should know. | earned the retirement, and I’ ve never
touched one credit of what | inherited.”

“But you could,” he pointed out.
“I didn't.”

“Y ou have dl the answers, about how thisisthe best of al possibleworlds.” Theyoung man lifted his
eyebrows.

“Y ou' ve cribbed that, Frydrik, but, no, | don’t believeit’sthe best of al possibleworlds. | do believe
that it’ s better than any world that's come before.”

“Ah, yes. Thetyranny of the able, and the tyrants define who isable. Y ou and the ancient raciss. |
thought better of you You'rejust like my parents. Y ou' re dl aready inhumed, even though you' re il
technicaly dive”

“That' sabit harsh, nephew.”

“It'saccurate, ser. Y ou areinured to the pain of people who are intelligent enough to know what they
can never have. You're blind to the injustice of a system that categorizes people so early that they can't
even have the chanceto try for their dreams.”

“I’'mnot blind toit, Frydrik,” | said gently. “I just don't have a better system. Anything elsethat’s been
tried isworse.”

“Words... judtifications ...” Herosewith abow.

“Frydrik ... you have somevalid points. Y ou don't like the system.” | stood. “Fine. Don't just complain.
Figure out how to improveit in away that doesn’t make just your life better, but one that improvesit for
everyone. Too many revolutionsin history made life better for the new elite, and worse for everyone



ese” | amiled. “And if you bring me abetter idea, I'll work it into one or more of my edart pieces — if
you'd likethat.”

“Perhaps | will, ser. Perhaps | will. Thank you for your time.” He bowed, then turned away.

| looked out at the sun-flooded cedar and juniper-covered dopes on the east Side of town. Frydrik, alas,
had just proven the worth of the PIAT with hisfailure to understand that a society could not be geared to
fulfill dl dreamsof dl people.

Andyet ... how many Frydriks were there? Was there atyranny any more absol ute than that of pure
ability, and if we did refine the systems and tests to better judge peopl€ s potentid ... would that
improve matters? Or increase the feding of tyranny for those who lacked ability — afraction of the
population that was all too big to ignore and not quite adept enough to be trusted to guide society?

| took asip of the verdyn. The cinnamint tasted bitter.

Chapter 48

Raven: Tyanjin, 459 N.E.

Almost running, | made my way back through the streets, until | managed to find a pubcomm booth in the
corner of the lobby of asmall hotel — the standard name under the Sinese characters said it wasthe
Hotd Paradise. From what | could tell from the foyer and the lobby, it was clean, if smelling dightly of
ginger flowers. | could have turned on my belt repeater, but with the equipment my enemies seemed to
possess, that would have lit up my location like asignal beacon. Without adirect access code, it would
be amost impossible for them to find me quickly, even if they were accessing Mgora slinks. | hoped
that meant that no one could get to me before | got to Eldyn, even if they could directly backtrack the cal
to the booth. And | especialy hoped Mgora happened to be home or awake.

Once again, | got the gatekeeper and Mgora ssm.
“Mgora, thisisme’ | waited amoment.

The sm began to speak. “Asyou can see, I'm not realy —’
“I know” | mumbled. “You'redeeping....”

“Itisthemiddle of the night, Daryn....” Her voice camein over the Sm’ s before she muted the automatic
response. Her tone was haf-deepy, half-humorous.

“I'msorry.”
“How did it go?’ she asked.
“Shewastheone ... and sheleft me an addressfor my old friend.”

“He cdled and | eft one here.” Her voice firmed. “He said that you should meet him as soon as you could,
that it was more urgent than you could possibly imagine. Have you watched any news?’

“About the new epidemic? Only once.”

“Daryn ... it'sawful. They're suggesting that pre-sdlects stay to themselves, and that a quarantine for
pre-sdlects might be necessary. More than two thousand have died in Ankorplex already, and amost as
many in Macuaplex. They' re saying that cases have turned up in Manchaand al over EuroEas, and the



medcenters are being flooded in Cafyaaready.”
“That’ snot good. | hadn’t heard that.”

“Can you come home after you meet him?’
“What address did he giveyou?’ | asked.

As sheread off the numerds and the street — the Way of Seven Steps— | checked them against the
card that Elysa had given me. Thetwo wereidenticd. | didn’t know whether to fed relieved or even
more worried. More worried won out.

“He also said it was within two hundred meters of the Grand Hotdl.”

“I don't know wherethat is, but we'll seeif we can findit.” Then, | didn’t know where anything in
Tyanjinwas.

“Isthat the royd we, or isyour friend around?’

“She used aflare gadget to blind me for amoment. Have no ideawhere sheis.”
“Niceperson ...”

“It'sabout what | expected.”

“I wish you could come back to Noram now....” Her voice had an edge of huskinessto it.
“Sodol ... but...”

“I' know Y ou need to go. The sooner you find him, the sooner you can come back.”

| dso understood that if | didn't find and meet Eldyn quickly | might get stuck in Tyanjin, or somewhere
elseinthe Sinoplex, if the secretary director of the Federal Union decided to impose restrictions on
travd. “I'mgoing.”

“Takecare”
“l will. You, too.” After amoment, | broke the connection.

After | stepped out of the comm both, | glanced toward the hotel’ sreceiving area. No one was there,
except for adender young man wearing, surprisingly, adark green singlesuit, and agold vest. | moved
toward him.

Helooked at me, waiting, his dark eyes blank.

“Do you speak standard?’

“Yes s

“| am supposed to meet afriend at the Grand Hotdl..... ”

“Yes. Itisnot far. If you turn right when you leave the lobby, walk downhill to the third street. Turn right.
Walk one block and turn left. The Grand Hotdl isfour or five hundred meters east.”

“Thank you very much.”



Hisonly responsewas anod. | had the feeling that he felt | was going to take aroom at the competitor,
but therewasn’'t much | could do about that.

Outsde, the clouds were beginning to thin, and afew patches of bluish sky were appearing inthewest. A
few more passersby glanced at me amost surreptitioudy, but most followed the example of the
passengers on the magtrain — studioudy ignoring me.

As| walked eastward, | hoped they dl did.

Chapter 49

Socid contract ... athesisbased on an antithesis ...
brutish and short, because it rests on consent,
never informed, because culture remains
an antique deck of paper cards with five suits,
none of whichisaTarot.

Ser, or dr and lady, sdutations of atime ...
Whichtime?
The sexless gentility of Tiresas,
the zen birds of Merton,
edt-il tempus, in terram?
Timefor what? Or for whom which carillon rings?

James, rex angliae, and the verson commissioned in his name,
adl thefutilities of fame,
codifying the unknowablein satdy prose,
gilding animmaterid rose,

Let themusicrise let theseafdl,
seeking an equilibrium dating to the Tethys,
againg which fell dates and cand gates.

Gates?
Toroidd ... or octagona ?

Leading to unchanging stars and avanished race?
Or mere artifacts from time, buried in space?
Guarded portasin the defenses of systems and cities?
Beyond either are unmeasured distances, dragons,
the equivalent of dragoons ...

... and space.

Personal Notes

LEAVING THE UNKINDNESS

Chapter 50
Tyanjin, 459 N.E.

Finding the Way of Seven Stepstook alittle longer than it would havein, say, Westi or Vadlura, or most



townsor citiesin Noram. | walked past it twice — once walking to the Grand Hotel, and, again, after
getting directions, walking back past the narrow lane between what looked to be aboarding house and a
shop that seemed to carry antiquities behind grimy armaglass.

There was no sign to mark theway, and | entered the lane cautioudly.

Oncethrough thetiled archway | found mysdf in a cul-de-sac flanked by well-kept, if modest, two-story
houses that | would not have guessed existed. All the roofswere of adark bluetile, and each had a front
door set in arecessed alcove under overhanging eaves. The porches formed by the eaves and stone

pillarswerefloored in hexagona ceramic tiles, with each Sde of thetiles roughly two decimetersin length.

About haf the houses had Arabic numeras. The numbers| wanted weren’t on any, but the third house
on theright seemed to be in the right order numerically, and | stepped up under the eavesto the door and
knocked.

| barely lifted my knuckles from the permafinished wooden door when it opened. A young woman —
clearly not Sinese— gestured for me to enter. She was probably of academy age, and | wondered why
she was there, rather than in school.

“Doctor Nyhal? Eldyn Nyhal?” | asked.

“He'sin hisstudy, ser. If you'd follow me ...” Her standard was perfect as she closed the door. | could
sense no overt dectronics, and the dwelling was quiet, dmost perfectly slent.

We walked through the tiled foyer and aroom floored in dark wooden parquet that held alow sofa set
before afireplace— redl, it appeared — and then along another tiled hall. Thefirst door on the left was
open, and before we reached it, Eldyn stepped forward. He was stockier, and his wavy brown hair was
far thinner than when we had graduated from Blue Oak Academy. Unlikewhen | had seen himin the
past, he was no longer wearing a bright singlesuit, but one in amuted bluish gray. He did wear an ovaish
medallion, dso adark gray. Close-up, | realized it was octagona, not oval.

Eldyn smiled. “Daryn ... | wasn't sure whether you' d come, but | had hoped you would.”

“I'mhere.” | returned his smile, but my senseswere taking in everything in the study, a spare room with
little morein it besides a conference table and four chairs.

Eldyn motioned to the young woman. “Mehlysa, you must go now, quickly, aswe discussed.”

The resembl ance between the two was strikingly clear. Both had the light brown wavy hair, and the same
small sraight nose— and the watery blue eyes.

“But ...” Her voice had the hesitancy of ateenager.
“Now that my friend is here, it won't be safe for you.”
“It won't be safe for you, Father.”

“It will befor atime, but | can’'t do what | need to do and worry about you. Take the hidden way, and
I'll joinyou assoon as | can.”

“Y ou promis=?’
“I promise”

| could sense that while Eldyn wasn't lying, he was very controlled, and more than dightly worried. That



made me more than alittle apprehensive. So did the octagonal medalion, athough it could have been an
affectation to remind us pre-selects of his conquest of the pre-select plague.

With alook over her shoulder, the girl walked toward the rear of the dwelling. She was|ooking back as
Eldyn closed the study door.

“Shelooksalot likeyou,” | offered, not knowing exactly whet to say.

“Shelooks more like her mother.” The doctor/scientist/food magnate smiled warmly, if but for amoment
before turning to me. “How do you like my retreat? It's So modest that it has escaped unnoticed until

“Until now?’ | scanned the room. The wallswere bare. There was aflat panel holding some energy
above the door, and another similar panel over the window that ran nearly from floor to ceiling and
overlooked asmall walled and formal garden — its trimmed yews and smdll polished bench looking very
dampinthemiging rain.

“Before we get started, | need to provide you with severa things.” He extended a smdl case, no more
than six centimeters on asde and half that in depth.

“Y ou' reassuming I’m going to do something.”

He shook hishead. “1’'m certain that there are dozens of tracker nanites around you. Y ou fasten that to
your waistband or put it in a pocket, and in afew minutes, dl of the trackerswill be disabled. I'd strongly
suggest you takeit, if you don't want the PST typesto do you in like your sster.” Hissmile was

crooked, but he was almost certainly telling the truth. “It works better if you turn off the body-screen for
thefirg few minutes”

Nyhal wore a nanite body-screen. So did |. Body-screens had some usefulness— they’ d stop most
projectile wegpons, and mitigate or stop alaser — depending on the power output. They were designed
to respond to kinetic energy, and that meant | or Nyhal could be wrestled to the ground, and that we
were certainly vulnerable to pathogens and nanites— or speciadized low energy wespons like filament
knives.

| took the box and put my shield on stand-by, but just for three minutes.

My older-looking norm contemporary studied me for along moment. “Elysasaid you didn’t get any of
my messages.”

“No. At least not directly. | got amessage from Elora, suggesting | contact you. She' d set it up before
shedied. | dso had severd blank incomings. That waswhy | had Mgoracal you ... and why shetried
never to mention my name directly.”

“That waswise” He sat dowly in one of the ebony chairs on one side of thetable. “ Sit down, if you
would.”

“Eldyn ... could you pleasejust tell mewhat exactly isgoing on. | think I’ vefigured out the generd
outlines”

He offered another crooked smile. “Despite al the dights and dings of fortune, and the ungrateful ness of
your peers, I’'mtrying to hold the Federa Union together — in the way in which it was designed. Y our
sster wastrying to help me. Some wedlthy pre-selects, cal them the PST group — want to change the
Union and have proven that they’ |l do anything to succeed.”



The scent smilar to jasmine rose around me. | couldn’t help wincing. “Now what? Another set of nanites
to send me into shock? Y our little hel pers?’

“Hardly.” Helaughed once, harshly. “Mer — you know her as Elysa— she could have donethat if I'd
wanted that. Y ou’ re going to need those if you want to function.” He paused. “1 hate to ask this, but do
you care for the woman who called me?’

“Yes.” The answer was alot more complicated than that, but “yes’ was more than accurate.
“Have you been degping with her recently?’

“What —’

“Or hugged her or held her close?’

“Onceor twice.”

“Let’shopethat’senough.” He nodded briskly. “There' salot to cover.”

“Wait—"

“There' salot to cover,” he repeated. “ Y ou aready had resistant nanites. They tend to spread to others
closeto you, but this last dosage was to make sure you don't get dowed down immediately. Y ou have
much to do. Or you could, if you'reinterested. Now ... asyou surmised, thereisarevolutionin
progress. The attemptsto usethe PIAT as a screening tool are just part of that. The other and more
dangerous aspect of the PIAT isthat you can use those same techniques to assess and, shal we say,
asss conformity and loyaty. That's been part of the literature for years, but never redly considered. It is
one reason why past secretary directors quietly disabused any use of perceptua testing as a requirement
for any office or educationa assessment.”

“If peopleweren't tryingtokill me ... | fill have troubles with this conspiracy theory,” | said dowly.
“And revolutions. | don't see any wide-scale uprisings.”

“Successful revolutions aren't led by the masses.” Nyhd snorted. “ They’ reled by the discontented elite
who exploit the discontents of others. Every successtul revolution has been led and masterminded by
those who have been or could have been part of the previous power structure. Y ou don’t like your own
brother that much, and he' s better than most of them.” Eldyn’ swatery eyes seemed to glitter for a
moment.

“Mogt of whom?’
“The pre-sdlect dite”
“You're certainly apart of that dite,” | pointed out.

“I’'m ahdf-accepted norm with freak genes.” He amiled. “And I’m not arevolutionary. I'm the
counter-revolutionary. So are you. Y ou' re going to be the true mastermind of the counter-revolution.”

“Taking about acounter-revolution ...” | shook my head. “I" ve never wanted anything to do with
power. Why would | now?’ Asthe body-shield returned to afull active power tate, | felt dightly less
apprehensve.

“To day dive. Toretain your family’s heritage. And asfor power, you' ve never wanted anything to do
with power the way your family has handled it. Y ou’ re going to take over UniComm, and you' re quietly



going to change the entire world, and because you' re dmost amartyr ... because you're perceived asa
man who served mankind, and who spoke up and was attacked ... why ... no onewill dare say athing”
Helaughed, thelaugh rising, not quiteinto shrillness. “ That' stheway we' d likeit. That' s not what will
happen, but you do have a chance.”

“Weremissing afew stepshere....” Morethan afew. While watching Eldyn, | was till trying to scan his
reactions and be aert for any outside surprises. “Why should | believe anything you say?’

“I need to tell you astory, Daryn. You're an edartist ... you should appreciateit.” Helifted ablocky
weapon from under the table. “ Thisisan ancient flare gun.” He gestured with the obsolete wegpon. “It's
just weak enough to dide under abody shield. | wouldn’t bring it up, but you' re not going to like
everything I’'m going to tell you, and you do need to heer it dl. Yes, you do.”

“Oh.” | managed not to swallow. The man with the answers dso had aflare gun pointed a me, and he
wasinsgsting he was on my side. | was having strong doubts about Eldyn, but | had no doubtsthat |
didn’t want to test my systems against the gun, and that meant | was going to hear more— whether |
wanted to and whether he would actualy answer al my questions. Certainly, no one had yet.

“Y ou remember the scare about the pre-select plague? Y ou remember that dmost fifteen thousand
pre-selects died?’

“I was off-planet.”
“Y ou would have died, too. All of youwould have.” He peered at me.
“I heard it was bad.”

“That'slike saying nanitesare small.” Eldyn snorted again. “I saved every one of you. Every one of you,
and what did | get? A letter from the secretary director, and a one-year ten percent salary bonus. Ten
percent. Thank you very much, but you're redly not one of us, and ten percent is more than you
deserve.” The smile broadened. “Even after reading my reports, they didn’t know. Theidiots till didn’t

getit.”

“I guessI’'m anidiat, too, Eldyn.” | tried to make my tone gpologetic. “I' m very grateful to be dive.”
“Oh ... don't condescend to me, Daryn.” He offered that not-quite-high laugh again. “But you should
know. | wasthe one who figured it out. It wasright in front of them, and they ill couldn’t seeit. You
know the forerunner Gates aren’t dead. They’re just not used often. We're at the end of atransgaactic

net, thedums ... cal it what you will.” He laughed once more, that same laugh that was cutting across
my nerveslike afilament knife.

Theforerunner Gates? The medallions he wore— they were probably al octagonal. My eyesflicked
toward the dull gray on his chest.

“You see? You'renot liketherest.” He amiled. “ One hint, and you can see. The others, they won't see.
They can't see that the forerunners don’t want us playing with our genes’

“How would they know?’ There couldn’t have been any two way communications.

“They don't ... or they didn’t. The octagond nanites are just programmed ... cdlular machines designed
to analyze structures and react. If the cellsaren't integrd, or if there sforeign matter there, like augnites
... they attack.”

A long-dead dien race programming nanitic attack machines and spraying them across the Galaxy?



Nyhal had definitdy lost touch with redlity — delusions of evil aliens, and asavior complex aswdll, and
an obsol ete weapon.

“I know you have to be upset ... with the death of your wife’

“Youthink I'velost it, don't you, Daryn? Don't patronize me. | haven't lost it. Not at al. Y ou can check
therecords.” He shook his head, and his voice dropped. “ The octanites— that’ swhat | call them —
they detect what doesn’t belong. | told the secretary director that. He didn’t believe me.”

| didn’t either.

“Thoselittle octagond nanites ... the onesthat Elysasprayed you with ... you amost died, but not
because of the spray, but because of the treatment. Even for me some of it wasaguess ... that' swhy |
had to haveit done again....”

“Agan?’
“Thelaseflash ... you remember ... don't you?’
“But that was set up before ....”

“Of courseit was. | know Kharl. He' svery bright. Not quite so bright asme ... but very bright and most
thorough. There was a chance, with his access, that he might have decided otherwise and tried to
neutralize them. The laseflash wasfor three purposes. | wanted the PST group to think someone else was
after you ... to makethem re-think their strategy. | aso wanted your visibility higher. They werethinking
you could be removed quietly, and your stock would go to your father or brother. That would have
preempted Elora sbid for control of UniComm.”

A lot of what Eldyn was saying didn’t ring quite true, but somedid, and | kept listening, trying to sort it all
out.

“What doesthisal have to do with the forerunner Gates? The forerunner Gates are monitoring ports as
well. They monitor and send their own nanitesto record and monitor al over the Gaaxy. Time doesn't
matter that much to them, and their nanites are quite sophisticated, quite amarve, redly. | learned much
fromthem.”

“No one has seen one of their Gatesin operation — except once— maybe — from adistance.”

Nyhal just shrugged apologetically. “We don't have time to debate everything. Please listen and save
your questions. They dropped naniteson Earth ... with ice comets, | would judge ... they might even
have been waiting centuries ... millennia... for usto develop augmentation. Those nanites are designed
to undo augmentation. Without the effects of pre-selection and augmentation, evolutionary diversity will
create awider range of humanity, and arace dightly lessfocused on abstractions and conquest. These
forerunners, or diens, well ... like so many in our own culture, they’ ve underestimated our cleverness.
We best the pre-sdlect plague, and now there are teams of nanitists that have taken apart those little bugs
and studied them every way possible.”

“We may not understand their Gates,” | said, “but we understand their biology techniques, isthat it?’

Nyhal plowed on. “After we stopped the first plague, | began to worry. What about the second ... or the
third wave? The secretary director at that time wanted me to design something specia — so every
pre-select would get nanites that recognize the octagonals.” Nyha lowered the flare weapon, but kept his
fingersaround it. “ That looked like biologica warfare on anindividua cdlular level, and | had doubts
about our eventua success. They have been around longer, far longer.”



He amiled. “1 came up with something better. Octagona nanites that coopt theinvaders. Thereisaprice.
You've seenit. Thewholeworld is seeing it now. I’ d estimate that the mortality istwenty percent ...
maybe more. Those who survive and their children, if they’ re not pre-selected to avoid regression to the
mean, will beimmune amost to anything the forerunner can send through their Gates.”

“Youjust chose, on your own, to kill off twenty or thirty percent of the pre-sdects? More than twenty
percent mortaity of the people who run theworld ... who' vekept it table? That's ... it’sinsanity.”

“Insane? | saved dl the pre-sdectsthefirst time, and what happened? A ten percent bonus? | unraveled
all the codes and offered away to ensure we' d be safe forever, and they told me to go back to my
laboratory and be agood boy?’ His voice dropped down again. “I couldn’t let that happen, not to
Mehlysaand her children. So | left Federd Service, and used all the thingsthey didn’t believe. And no
one said athing when | made millionswith toys like the variable replicator.” Another laugh followed.
“They’ll believe now. And I’'m being generous, far more generous than they are to norms— or to me.
I”’m ensuring that more than half of those now alive survive when none would have survived before.
Besides ... why not? Y ou pre-selects have chosen genetic traits that allow you to run the world. I'm just
trying to reestablish abalance.” His smile spread from ear to ear. “1’ ve aready taken some stepsto
ensureit will spread.”

“Steps...”

“I had forma announcements ddlivered dl over the world. Of course, the announcements actualy were
announcements of adifferent sort.”

“Y ou put your pathogen nanitesinsde?’

“Nothing smpler. People scan packages. They scan people. But paper? Or expensive parchment? A
smple coating to keep them inactive until dissolved by body hest, fingers, you know.”

“Why?" | had almost been afraid to ask, afraid | knew that answer.

“Pre-sdlects should face somerisk for their benefits, shouldn't they?” Hiseyes sparkled. “Isn't that the
basis of successful evolution? Now, one could argue logically that we' re unsuccessful products of
evolution, since successful evolution resultsin the diversity of aspecies, not in its homogenization, but the
socid evolutionists claim that successful evolution is gpparent domination of the planet and its resources.
That will do for now. Under ether definition, genetic improvements come at acost.”

“That's... that’sancient socid Darwinism.” | had trouble coming up with the word.

“No. What you pre-sdlects have doneis social Darwinism. Now let mefinish before you judge, Daryn.
There' sanext set lurking in the background, where no onewill ever find it ... until it' stoo late. The next
st isdesigned to attack on the basis of certain combinations of pre-selected patterns ... particularly
those patterns designed to thwart genetic regression to the mean ... and, aso, every so often, certain
configurations of genesthat only occur in pre-selectswill trigger the same reaction that the nanosprays
didonyou ... cdl it an equaizing factor.” Nyhal |ooked blandly a me.

“What? Just because their genesfit apattern ... they’ll die?’

“No one should set themselves up as god — or gods. The PST group did. They’ ve been trying to
remove you and mogt of your family. They killed Merhgaand tried to destroy me, but they can’t stop my
science”

“And you don't think someone will take gpart your little bugs?’ | asked.



Nyhal grinned, and the expression reminded me of askull. “Minelook just like augnites, and they react in
exactly the same way, except when they’rein the system of thosewho are ... susceptible. No oneis
likely to discover ... unlessyou tell them, and even if you do, they won't find much. They won't believe
you. They don't believe me. And the effect will die off, because the specia nanites, likethose | just
sprayed you with ... wel, they' reredly organic augnites with octagond properties, and you and your
children will befine. In time, someonewill puzzleit out, but not soon. Y ou see, evenif they do, it will take
ateam, and then the techniques will be out there for everyone ... and the biowarswill begin. Y ou don’t
want thosein your lifetime, Daryn.”

“Youdidn't have ateam.” | was grasping at anything.
“Oh ... I did. | just had the resources to take those results and adapt them.”

| could see exactly what he meant. How many men would ever come aong with that combination of
intelligence, anger, drive, and expertise, and be in the position to use knowledge the way he had?

“You see, don't you?’

| wasafraid | did. “You areinsane,” | repeated. Inaway, it didn’t matter if he happened to be wrong,
and if someone e se could repeat hiswork and find a cure to his plague. The damage aready was done.
The norms could see that pre-sdects were vulnerable, and the pre-sel ects who survived would attempt
to retailor the pseudo-augnites.... | winced.

“No, I'm very sane. Too sane. If | were as unbaanced asyou think | am, I’d have just tailored a
pre-select plague with close to a hundred percent mortality. I'm actudly giving you achance, Daryn ...
and it’ s because of you and your sister. Y ou're arrogant and self-centered, but you treat people the
same. If they’ re Stupid, whether they’ re pre-salects or norms, you' re quietly contemptuous, and if they’re
intdligent, whether norms or pre-sdects... you listen.

“I’'mgiving you thetools ... or maybetheforerunnersdid ... so many pre-sdects are dying that no one
will take a pre-salect congpiracy that serioudy, and you can use UniComm to change things. Of course,
you' |l have to survive an immediate frenzied attempt to track you down and kill you, because the PST
group will want to destroy your control of UniComm out of revenge. Or in alast effort to restructure the
world into a place even more favorable to inherited position.”

That didn’t exactly surprissme.

“There s one other thing you should recal.”

“What?" | couldn’t help thewarinessin my voice.

“Human beings are like horses— we' re ecologica fallures.”
“If we control theworld ...”

“We don't. The bacteriado. They dways have. Remember a couple of things. If you reduced the Earth
to the size of an orange it would seem as smooth as a spheroid of polished stone. The Earth has existed
for five billion years, give or take afew hundred million. Humansin our present form have existed roughly
amillion, and we require an ecologica nichethat isvery narrow. The problem with pre-sdection isthet it
atificialy narrowsthat niche further, in an effort to allow those who use the techniques to maximize their
control of that ever-narrower niche. It aso creates huge socid resentments, and an ever-greater
arrogance and temptation for those who can show their superiority within that narrow niche to exert
greater and greater control over socia direction and resources.” He laughed. “Y ou don’t believe me—



yet — but you will. Indeed you will.” From somewhere came afolder which he extended.

“Those five names are the people who are behind the death of your sister and the last two attemptson
your life. Thereisbackground information on each.”

“What am | supposed to do? Kill them?’ | took the folder, looked at the flat gray cover, then dipped it
into theingde pocket of my traveling vest.

Nyhd smiled hisdead’ shead grin. “Y ou may not have to do anything. Then again ... you may. If you
chooseto do anything at dl. That isyour decison.”

A dull thud shook the smal study. | glanced around.

Nyhal stood. “Go ... right through the window there! There sawall gate to atunne that opensinto the
magllift train concourse on the next street.”

| moved to the tall window, diding the casement open, then stopped as | redized Nyha wasn't following.
“What about you?’

“I’ll be behind you.”
“How about in front of me? No oneisever going to believe me.”

| shouldn’t have been talking because the door splintered open and agiant of aman, even for a
pre-select, rammed hisway through. A smdler man, amost my size, followed. Both wore
commando-style black singlesuits, with the fabric distorted light, making it difficult to focus on them.
Focusing on the black dug-thrower the taller man carried wasn't that hard. It wasamode | hadn't seen
since FStraining — the kind with asmium tipped uranium dugs— the assault weapons supposed to be
restricted to Federal Service troops.

A curtain of dectric force enveloped the two intruders, shrouding them in an eerie blue-green glow.

The smaler man just pitched forward. The man with the dug-thrower dowly turned it toward Nyhdl,
moving so dowly that | had achance for one move. | pivoted and drove aboot through his knee.

A dull cracking and a grimace on the big man’ s face indicated my success. A nanite shield won't stop
that — it’ s designed to respond to higher levels of kinetic energy. He staggered sideways, somehow
catching himsdlf on the door frame, and started to bring the dug-thrower to bear on me.

He never made it, because Eldyn’s body dammed into hisarm, and across the weapon.
The dug-thrower exploded.

Severa moments|ater, | picked mysdlf up from where | found mysalf thrown acrossthetable. My entire
body felt bruised ... like ancient armor, the body screen had distributed the impacts, but those had been
S0 grest that | was one large contusion.

Both thugs were dead — and so was Nyhd. All three were bloody messes. | had to swallow hard.

| blinked. Therewasn't anything else | could do, and there were probably others coming, athough |
could hear nothing except aringing in my ears.

My fingers fumbled with the window casement, and | findly dipped out thelong window into the late
afternoon. My legsfelt likelead, but | had been up for dmost two days running.



Hssst!

A laser burned into the tree above my head. | didn’t know where it was coming from, except it wasn't in
front of me. | saw no gate in the stone wall, just what looked to be atool shed with arough wooden
door, built out of thewall.

Anything was better than standing still and getting fried with an FS-strength laser, the kind that would
shred my shield. | sprinted for the shed, reaching for the door lever and yanking the door open.

Insidewas aset of steps. | closed the door behind me just quickly enough for it to take another laser
bolt. I could smell the wood burning behind me. | bolted down the dozen steps, only to run into another
narrow door — this one of smooth stedl. | fumbled with the knob, and it turned.

| opened the door to see apassage lit dimly by glow strips— ablue corridor less than ameter wide.
Behind me | heard the tool shed door open, and | jumped into the passage and shut the door behind me.
| saw thelocking lever below the knob and twisted it, glad to hear adull clunk.

The odor of fresh plastic welled up around me, and | sniffed, but | kept moving. I d gone about thirty
meters along the blue plastic lined way when there was adull rumble, and the passage shook. Vibrations
ran from the plastic underfoot up through my boots.

Although | hesitated for only amoment, there wasn't any doubt that Nyhal’ s refuge or safe house had
exploded. The only question was whaose doing it had been. The odor of plastic was even stronger at the
far end, where athird door blocked the way. | opened it gingerly, peering into asmal cubicle with asink
and mops, dimly lit by aminute glowsguare set in the celling. After | stepped through and shut it, the door
clicked locked, and | could not turn the knob. The side of the door in the closet looked merdly likea
gray metd ingtitutional door. | had to chuckle. Who would ever follow adoor set inthe sdewadll of a
janitorid sation?

| eased the janitoria door open just acrack, trying to see what lay beyond.

AsEldyn had sad, | wasin the maglift train station. | waited until there seemed to bealull in the foot
traffic before gepping out. Still, | dmost ran into ayoung woman carrying achild.

“I amsorry.” | bowed deeply.
Sheamiled, dmogt asif inmirth.

| flushed, knowing full well what she was thinking — dumb pre-select stranger who can't even find the
men' sfacilities. But | bowed again before walking down the next ramp to the platform.

Chapter 51

Once apoet wrote about the |etter C as acomedian, or perhapsit wasthe letter D as death, or it even
could have been theletter Pfor pilot ... or pool, and it rhymed with something else, and everyone
thought that it was a clever way to begin a poem or a song.

No onebut | and perhaps a handful of antiquarian scholars have read those words, just the words by
themsdves, in centuries, if not in millennia. No one writes poems any longer, not inink or stone, or even
in plain script or typeface upon a screen or a holo-field, and the songs peoplelistentto, if they listen at dll,
are composed with the use of linked arrays based on DNA resonance and the codified mathematical
rules of music discovered long before the new era.



Isthat why | went from being a pilot to a methodizer to an edartist? Because the only power perceived to
be remaining in wordsislinked to images, music, and resonant voices? In codified rules that no one even
examinesany longer?

Or isit adeeper reason?

Personal Notes

Chapter 52
Sub-Pecific

| found a pubcomm gtation in the corner of the maglift train station and put in acal to Mother. Thelast
thing | wanted to do was explain things, but she and Father needed to know. She didn’t answer. No one
did, except thesm. So | blurted out a quick message.

“Seeif you and Father and Gerrat and Rhedyaand their children can get to Kharl. Have him use the
trestment he did on mewhen | got sick at hisplace. HE |l understand.”

Then | tried to get Rhedya, but no one answered there. | 1eft asimilar message.
| also left onewith Mgora. Shewasn't in, or couldn’t answer.
Thelast call wasthedirect lineto Father’ s office — with the same result.

| could have waited for hoursto reach them, and | didn’t have hours. So | fumbled my way from the
maglift train to the local induction tube platform to the main Byjin station, where | had to find somewhere
to purchase a passage. It seemed to take forever, but it was only about thirty minutesto find the booth in
the corner and wait behind three others— just long enough to missthe first departure. And, then, to get
on the transcontinenta induction tube train in anything other than asingle sedt, | had to purchasethe
luxury compartment, the one that cost four timeswhat anything else did. | didn’t care about the price.

Taking the transcon wasfairly safe, as matters went. Security againgt energy weapons was good, and
there wasn't much of away the PST group or whoever could get amonoclone from wherever they kept
them to where | was. With the restrictions on clones, they couldn’t have an unlimited supply al over the
world. Besides, | was safer in Calfyawhere | could better note things that were strange than in the
Sinoplex where everything looked strange.

But | did haveto wait. | walked around on the platform under those high Sinoptic arches, and as|
walked, | realized that there were only ahandful of pre-selects on the platform, and al stayed well avay
from me — and from each other. In fact, al of the norms on the platform gave us space. I'd never
thought that much about pre-selects being different enough to stand out, but we did, not by any one
characterigtic, but by the cumulative effect, and yet, except for generally greater height, | wasn’t surel
could haveidentified a Single specific characteridtic.

As| paused beneath one of the Sinoptic arches, my hands touched the box Nyhal had given me. It was
warm, but that was dl. | could only hope that it functioned as he had designed it. It should, since
everything e se he had done had worked. That thought, in itself, bothered me. His wife had died under
mysterious circumstances, and I’ d meant to pursue that aswell, but ... our conversation had been cut
short. And within hours of her desth, OneCys had news commentaries running against the man.

Kharl had confirmed | did have strange nanitesin my system, and callswith my identification codesto
Eldyn had been rerouted. Elora’ sreferences to Eldyn hadn’t been coincidental, nor had her bequests of



the UniComm stock. The very epidemic Eldyn had claimed to have begun was occurring. And, aso
rather convincingly, two rather impressive physica specimens carrying unauthorized weaponry had
showed up and attempted, it appeared, to kill us both.

S0, insane as Eldyn had sounded, especidly with histak about diens sending octagonal nanites across
the Galaxy, therewas agreat dedl of something there, and | was getting more than alittle concerned that
he had been right about more than I’ d wanted to accept. After dl, Kharl had confirmed the octagonal
nanites.

| glanced around, but | till had amost thirty minutes before the train was dueto arrive. I’ d aso been
debating with mysdlf about whether to try to reech Mgoraagain. Intheend, | compromised. | waited
until just afew minutes before the train was due, and then went and found the pubcomm booth, trying to
convince myself that the positives outweighed the negatives.

Mg oraanswered immediately. She was wearing a deep blue singlesuit with a cream vest. Shelooked
wonderful.

“Y ou look wonderful,” | said. “Did you get my message?’
“Yes...” Shepaused. “1 can't reach him.”

“Keep trying. Otherwise, keep to yoursdf if you can.”
“You look terrible. Areyou dl right?’

“Besides being exhausted, pursued, and afew other details|’ [l mention later, | could be better. | met my
friend. Thingsareworse than | thought. What should | know?’ | decided against mentioning my travel
plans

“The Federal Union council will decide tonight whether to redtrict travel. The andlysts say that they won't
because the threat islargely to people with the resources to protect themselves by not traveling.”

“Somehow, that doesn't surprise me. | takeit that pre-seectsare still dying.”

“The deaths have dropped off in placeslike Ankorplex where they started, but people are starting to die
inWesti and e sewherein Noram.”

“Mgora... canyou just stay homefor afew days? Unlessyou can reach my cousin?’

Her lips quirked into a crooked smile. “1 can manage that — if you' re not gone too long. But what about
you?’

“According to my friend, when | got sick after the party months ago, | got an early version. So | should
beimmune”

Her eyes widened, understanding exactly what | meant.

“It’ sbeen along couple of days, and the next few weeks are going to be most interesting.”
“Y ou need to be careful.”

“Sodoyou. I'll certainly try. That'sbeen difficult lately.”

“Try harder,” she suggested.



“I'will ... foryou.”

She smiled, and | wondered how | could have forgotten the warmth that her generous mouth and large
eyes showed.

After thecall, | headed back to the waiting platform, watching to seeif anyone ese happened to be
following or monitoring me. If they were, | couldn’t tell. The only pattern that remained clear wasthat the
norms were staying well clear of the handful of uswho were pre-sdlects.

When thetrain did glide out of the tunnel and drop into the platform channe for boarding, | forced mysdf
to saunter toward it, rather than run, letting others scurry. Even so, | was among thefirst to step into the
second car. It was probably my imagination, but | could amost fed the scanner run over the shouldertab.

Compartment one is the last compartment to the left. | followed the resonating-nanite ingtructions,
eyes and systemstrying to watch everything. Everything fet asit should, and | hoped | wasn't deluding
mysdf.

The first compartment was indeed luxurious, and opened after a scan of my passagetab. It was empty,
and | quickly checked the bathroom/fresher to make sureit was aswell. Then | locked the compartment
door, and sank into the overstuffed armchair set beside a club table.

A smal replicator rested in arecess above the table, and on the far side was adoor into aanother
compartment — just big enough for atriple-width bed, and to turn around.

Thefaint scent of freesaor something smilar disguised the sanitary air that circulated through the other
compartments.

Thetrain is departing. Please be seated. Thetrain is departing. Please be seated.

| sat down and tapped in the codes on the replicator for acup of tea. Nothing happened. | shook my
head and extracted a cup from the a cove beside the replicator. The teawas a black tea, mild, and not
bad. | still missed my Grey tea, but | sipped dowly asthe train accelerated, dmost without vibration.

After finishing thetea, | rose and stepped into the bath-fresher. That was one of the luxuriesthat came
with paying multiple timeswhat anyone dse did. | looked a mysdf inthe mirror, and | looked
surprisngly good — if | discounted a smudge of grease or something on my right cheek forward of the
ear. Or the dark stains on the cuff of my jacket, blood, no doubt, but barely visible againgt the dark gray.
Or the dark circles under my hollow eyes.

Somewhere dong theline, I’ d left my bag — in Nyhal’ s exploded safe house, | thought, and that |eft me
without toiletries. | did shower. It helped. | didn’t fed so grimy when | stepped out onto the thin floor
mat — until | dressed in the same old singlesuit.

| dipped back into the main room of my cramped luxury compartments, and, after checking the
compartment door to ensure it was still locked, | took out the folder I’ d thrust into the inside vest pocket
and opened it dowly.

There were five names with, as Nyha had said, backgrounds and other information. The nameswere
Grant Escher, Mutumbe Dymke, Darwyn TanUy, Anya &. Cyril, and Imayl Deng. All that they had in
common, on the surface, was pre-sdlection, wealth, and membership on the board of the PST Trust.

Escher was from Audtrasia, where he was the operating director of hisfamily’ s engineering firm — EDQ,
and apparently very private. There were business addresses, and the locations of three dwellings, and
what looked to be a standard business resume.



Dymke and Deng were about the same — different locales, different enterprises, but both carrying on
long-established family concerns. Anya . Cyril was the only woman in the group, and had apparently
created her own multinational operation, something dealing with fasteners of dl classes.

My eyes started to close, and | started in the chair, but forced myself to keep thinking.

TanUy was another case; he was the descendent of afamous cultura psychologist. | remembered we'd
studied some of hiswork ... onthe PIAT ... a The College. It came back; the older TanUy had been
one of the pioneersin establishing methodol ogies for accurately quantifying PIAT results— in short, for
making the test useful and replicable, so to speak — and more than that, if Eldyn had been right.

I’d have to check, but | began to wonder how many years ago the PST Trust had been established. |
amiled to mysdlf. That history might prove useful ... if | could surviveto useit.

| st in the compartment, thinking about the whole Situation: specia nanitesin my system, norm
resentment, the PIAT issue that had been on the news, some group of pre-selects wanting control over
the main information nets and systems. A whole, up-to-now-near-slent, civil war was about to erupt
within the Federal Union. Maybe the public would only see scattered riots, but there was definitdly a
power struggle, and it seemed to revolve around UniComm.

The one thing that nagged at me was the aien connection. Eldyn had been brilliant. He' d been publicly
recognized as stopping the pre-saect plague. Could he have engineered it? | shook my head. There was
little to go on, but what I’ d heard, seen, and sensed told me that he hadn’t created it from scratch. His
resentment at the way he’ d been treated had been al too red. But ... if the octagond dien
nanites/pathogenswerered ... why? Why would an ancient race spread them across the Galaxy?

Werethey just pre-programmed and sdlf-replicating nanitic machines designed to act againgt certain
cdlular congtructions? There had been severd “plagues’ of unknown origin ... even before the pre-sdlect
plague. Had they been earlier manifestations? And the alien Gates ... they’ d been designed not to be
detected from planetary systems. Were the distant or long-gone diens just trying to keep competitors
down? Then why hadn’t they just devel oped redlly lethd nanites? | shook my head.

| didn’t have solid answers, and | was having trouble keeping my eyes open, and the only things | knew
were that someone had created octagona nanites, and that Eldyn had manipulated them into something
sHectivey lethd.

| jerked forward, redizing I’ d amost falen adegp in the chair — again.

With that, | put away the folder and went through the narrow dider into the bedchamber, or bed clost,
wherel lay down. | definitely did not fed like an eagle, but like an exhausted, bedraggled, and bedeviled
raven.

| hadn’t thought to use the time on the induction tube to deep, but my body wasn’t about to give me that
much choice.

Chapter 53

We are but dark shadows wrapped around the thin sticks of others' reputations and powers, physical
strength meaninglessin aworld where dl with power have equal strength and nanitesto protect them.
Being a shadow is not enough. Drifting through the yearsis not enough. Pretending to be important or
powerful or wiseisnat, either....

Asoneold poet said, the chronicles of history arefilled with cunning passages, winding waysthat deceive



all but the keenest of those who read them ... if anyonetruly can be said to read in these days. | have
seen fearfully ancient Gates beyond the night skies, lost to those who once opened them. Neither fear nor
courage saves anyone, nor any species ... not when the most enduring of creatures vanishin but a
fraction of thelife of the shortest-lived of stars. Mere surviva cannot be enough. Nor is power.

My brother, my father, with their thousand deliberations, large and smdll, provide the stlage on which al
theworld — actors dl, if they wish — can project their images, edit their voices, disguise their beliefs.
Through this stage they could control more weslth and power than most rulersin the devious lore of
history. Y et what could be their weapons are images projected with energy, merged with song, and
sound, and words that do not signify what they say. Hollow men ... men stuffed with images captured
forever, yet departed instantly from the minds and memories of those who watch.

Can | change what is and has been? Can anyone? Will anyone notice? Or listen. Or understand? Or is
any effort to do so mere vanity?

Doesit metter, given the aternatives?

Personal Notes

Chapter 54

Vadlura

From Westi, | purchased an advance tube fare to Valura, then walked down to the second platform and
took adifferent tube to Nypa. From there | took a public glider to the station at Valura The driver
probably thought | was crazy, but she didn’t say anything, even after she dropped me in the underground
parking areanext to my glider. | was risking something to get the glider, but | knew | needed it — and its
features. So | watched carefully.

The parking area at the Valura station was strangely empty for an afternoon in mid-week, and | could
hear voices echoing through the space — possibly from the square, adthough it was neither aweekend
nor aholiday.

| flicked on the belt repeater, used the distance systems check on the glider, despite the headache it
created, because | didn’t want to get closeto it without some assurance that things were norma. The
return readings were reassuring, dthough | felt like squinting from theinputs, and | quickly turned off the
power to the repeater.

A faint sheen of dust covered the glider, dust that had not been recently disturbed. That, and the security
system, reassured me somewhat as | looked over the glider.

When | opened the canopy and door, the small box a my waist, the one Eldyn had given me, began to
hum, and | could fed the heat building. | forced mysdf to wait until the humming subsided, using thetime
to fingerlink directly with the glider and recheck the systems. Maybe Eldyn’ s system had deactivated the
nanite-level trackers someone had dusted over the glider, and maybe they hadn’t, but they’ d certainly let
me know that someone was interested in where my glider might be.

Again, | had only agenerd idea. It might be one of the five names Eldyn had given me. It might be
Gerrat, wondering where | was ... but Gerrat wouldn't worry about that. He' d just call and ask meto be
somewhere. So would Father, and | couldn’t see Elysatracking me, and Eldyn ... hewas dead, and

tracking clearly wasn't his style, anyway.
With awry amile, | eased the glider out of the underground parking, dowly. Even through the closed



canopy, | could hear voices— amplified voices as | reached ground level, and, on the square opposite
the induction tube station was a crowd. The people gathered there spread from the open area near the
monument to Norris, thefirst secretary director of the Federal Union, and under the trees.

Sofar as| knew, it certainly wasn't aholiday, and the damp and gray spring westher were not exactly
conduciveto picnicking.

A few blood-red banners— without any writing — waved up and down in the ill air. Modtly, the
crowd looked quiet, but even insdethe glider | could sense afaint humming that lent an impression of
menace to the gathering. Then | heard ahigh and penetrating voice. | flicked on the external sensors—
hoping they worked, sincel couldn’t think of when I’ d last used them — so that | could hear the
speaker, ashort man, with a brush mustache, probably anorm, who stood on amakeshift platform.

“... Education and training are restricted to those who get high scores on tests. Pre-selection means high
scores on tests. Pre-selection costs creds ... and who has the creds?

“The pre-sdectd!

“If you want more creds than aminjob and aren’t a pre-sdlect, how can you get creds? You can't ...
unlessyou stedl it somehow. All the snoops set by the pre-salects mean most thieves get caught, and
what happensto them? They get brain-damped. Who doesn't get brain-damped?

“The pre-sdectd!
“Y ou want a house that’ s more than three closets? Y ou don’'t get one. Who does?
“The pre-sdlectd!

“Y ou want your kidsto have the advantages? Y ou can’t afford them, not unlessyouwant to live likea
pre-Collapse dave. Who can?

“Thepre-sdectd ...”

What he said was true and fase, both at the same time, but no one in the small square seemed to notice
the false side. Every time he used the phrase “ The pre-selects!” the crowd roared, and the red banners
went up and down.

Although most of the crowd happened to be watching the agitator on the wooden platform, three
broad-shouldered men — two of them with mauls— stood on the edge of the walk that surrounded the
sguare. They wore red armbands and scanned everything but the square.

The bading norm with amaul caught sight of the glider first. His eyes widened, and he murmured
something into his collar — or to the minicom probably clipped there. He must have had alink with the
agitator speaking because the speaker turned and pointed toward the induction tube station.

“There! You see... theré soneof them. A pre-sdect, right therein hisglider. Laughing hishead off at
yw.”

| wasn't laughing, but trying to turn the glider without making afussin order to dip awvay from therisng
sense of anger coming from the smal crowd. | supposeif I"d been redly courageous, | would have
confronted the agitator and his partid truths. Except to turnthem ... | would have had to lie worse than
he had. Gerrat could have done that, but | couldn’t, and it was far too late for my words to have made
any differencein that setting.



Also, | was exhausted, and had a throbbing headache.
The crowd surged in my direction.

“Get him! He thinks he’ sworth so many of us ... just how many is heworth?’ The agitator’ s voice
boomed over a speaker from somewhere. “He s so sure of himsdlf ... sofilled with himsdf. He doesn't
carewhat wethink. All hewantsis another dick way to take our creds, another bunch of unclued
norms....”

Thelogic was abysmal, but the number of normsit appeared to be gppealing to was considerable.

Asl turned the glider, | could seethat, on the far end of the square, severd glidersin the smal glider pad
adjoining the uniquery had been overturned, and the canopy of the most luxurious had been smashed in.
Theforceit had taken to break the armaglass was not inconsiderable. The armaglass of the uniquery
facing the square was a so cracked, but not shattered, and | had a very good idea of what the men with
the mauls had been doing.

“Seehimrun ... that' swhat they're afraid of. They don’t want us united. They don’'t want usto learn
how strong weredly are....”

Mob violence wasn't strength, just unfocused destruction, but that didn’t matter to angry and frustrated
people, and | was getting afar stronger conviction of just how many normswere both.

Assoon as| had the glider headed away from the square, | accelerated, hoping that the violence had
been limited to the center of town. | could have turned it into aflitter, effectively, by cutting out the
ground limiters, but the glider was't licensed as aflitter, and the taxes and pendlties for showing it was
one would have been horrendous. | had no doubts that the CAswere monitoring the raly, or whatever it
was, and | didn’t want to break any laws under those circumstances, not unless it became a question of
surviva, and it wasn't. Not thistime, anyway.

Once | was agood klick south, | turned westward and began to make my way back toward the lower
Hill and my house.

The gliderways and walks were deserted, and | didn’t see asingle person outside adwelling or a
structure for the entire three klicks of my roundabout route from the square to the bottom of the lower
Hill.

Even before | triggered the hangar door from the glider as | neared the house, | was checking the security
systems. The house was untouched, or at least the syslems were giving that impression.

A quick physica inspection indicated that no one had been inside, or that they had left no tracks. Nor
had anyone tampered with my comm systems and equipment, not in any obvious sense, but those who
seemed after me certainly had the creditsto hire those who wouldn't leave tracks. From the study
windows, | glanced past the empty bird feeder down into the valley toward the center of town, but |
couldn’t see the crowd.

Then| cadled Mgora

Her sm flicked on, only to be replaced immediately by Mgoraherself. She wore abrownish singlesuiit,
and her eyeswerered.

“Areyoudl right?’ | asked.

“I had alittle fever last night, but it broke thismorning. | never could get to Kharl.”



| took a deep breath with her first words, then let it out as shefinished. “Y ou didn’t get some sort of
formd invitation frommy friend ... theoneyou ...7’

“Daryn ... | haven't gotten aformd invitation in years....” She stopped, and her mouth opened.

“Don't say it. Yes. He sad he thought you' d be dl right, but he wasn't sure.” | looked at her. “1 worried
about you. Areyou sureyou're al right? How are things going here? Or there, | mean.” The words
rushed out.

“It'sawful, Daryn. They had ariot near the tube station in Helnyalast night. Helnya ...” She shook her
head, and | could seetears.

“Someonein your family ... the new plague?
She nodded. “Both Mdanyi and her daughter.”

“Your sster?” She’ d never mentioned Melanyi much, probably because the two weren't that close.
Melanyi would have gotten dong far better with Gerrat or Rhedya

“Syrah. Shewasonly ten ... only ten, Daryn. Just ten ... and she and Meanyi just burned up. The
medcenters ... they’re packed, and no one can do anything, and the norms are rioting, and there aren’t
enough CAs”

“I'll bethere assoon as | can get there.”
“Youcan't ... youmustn't. | don’t want to lose you, too.”

“Youwon't. I'll bethere.” Theredidn’t seem to be much ese | could do. The only person who'd
halfway believe what | knew would be Kharl, and telling him wouldn't take that long. But | had to do
that. “1 will.”

“Please be careful.”
“I will.” Thefact that she didn’t try to dissuade me again told me | should be going there.

Next, even though there were no messages in the gatekeeper from family, | needed to check on my
parents, but as soon as | routed the connection, my mother’s Ssm came on.

Hoping that someone wasthere, | spoke anyway. “ThisisDaryn. | just got back from atrip If anyone's
there...”

Rhedyatook the cal. Like Mgora, she was red-eyed. Unlike Mg ora, she was shaking, hollow-eyed
andflushed. “Daryn ... it'sterrible....”

| was afraid to ask. “What' s happened?’

“What has't? Gerrat ... your mother ... your father ... | took the childrento Kharl ... likeyousad ...
but the others ... it wastoo late.”

“Thepre-sdect ... plague?’ | findly sammered. My father ... mother ... Gerrat ... | had tried towarn
then, asl could ... but if they were dready infected, it had been too late even before | called and left
messages. “All ... of them?’

“Your ... mother ... she'sover theworst. She’ swesk, but talking. Gerrat ... your father ... it ...
was ... sofadt....” She broke off and nodded, and | could see the trace of tears on her cheeks, dried



tears, and | wondered if she had cried al she could.
“How arethe children?’ | blurted.

“They'll be... dl right, Kharl says.”

“And you?’

“... overtheworst, | think” She swallowed.
“Where smother?’

“She'sat the Yunvil center. It stheclosest ... but you can't go. They're closed to visitors ... people
everywhere ... dying ...” She shook her head hopelesdly.

“Areyou aone? Besides the children?’

“No.” | could see afigure in the background. “Haywar and Denyse and Frydrik are here. They’d come
tovisgt ... youknow ... Frydrik was ... isworking for UniComm. It scarcely bothered ... them.”

“Gerrat had told me they were coming.” | suppressed awince. | shouldn’t have mentioned his name.
“Why ... Garat ... why notme...?”

| didn’t answer that right away. How could I”? My brother and father were dead. Children were dead
and dying, bright intelligent children ... innocent children. If somehow ... if somehow | could have
learned more sooner. Or been able to get to Nyhal. Had Elora known about his plans? Somehow, |
didn’t think so, but how would | ever know? How could | ever know?

“I don’t know. | didn’t even know thiswas happening until | was leaving to come back ... and the news
| saw in Byjin ... it didn’'t show how severethingswere.” In away, that wastrue, but | felt guilty for
shading the truth even that much, even though | didn’t know what else | could have done.

“What about you ...7" she asked.

“They think ... whatever it was ... | got an early dose of it several months ago, that time | collapsed at
Kharl’s” | hoped she didn’t ask mewho “they” were. | was still exhausted, and stunned by learning of
my Father’ sand Gerrat’ s deeths— definitely not thinking well.

Rhedya s words washed over me, and | wasn't redlly grasping al of them.

“... frightening ... goneso quickly ... and ... afterwards ... youdon't seethem ... cremating them
al ... usngmonoclones... and you'redone ... and people asking for authentications ... al over the
medcenter ... doctorsquiet ... people sobbing ... wonder how ... how could it happen ...”

When | finaly broke the connection, feding that I’ d failed miserably at trying to console and ligen to
Rhedya, | tried to get the Y unvil medcenter. All | got was a screen message, not evenasim.

“The Y unvil medcenter is not accepting calls of apersona or business nature. Calls of amedical nature
are being taken through the emergency code channels. If thisisamedical emergency, and you need
transportation, enter red two. If you need advice, enter amber three.... ”

| broke the connection and sat there. I'd done what | could, and it had been too late when I'd started —
except maybefor Gerrat’s children.



By keeping my belt repester off for thetrip to the Sinoplex, I d been trying to minimize direct tracking by
those trying to kill me, and that meant I’ d missed even achanceto talk to my father. But the way the
disease struck, | might not have had that. Then ... | might have ... but I'd never know. Not for certain.

| could fed both rage and frugtration building. Rage, frustration, and sorrow ... just trying to find out
what was happening and trying to stay alive was costing me more and more.

Sowly, | checked the incomings stacked on the gatekeeper. Besides along message from Klevyl with dl
sorts of attachments, finaly, one from Elen Jerdyn, and one from the director of the EDA Trugt, Lyenne
DeVor, with an attachment, there were several from Kharl. | decided those from Kharl needed
returning— immediady.

Hissm came on, immaculate in agray snglesuit with ablue vest. “ThisisKharl. If you would leave a
messge ...”

“Kharl, thisisDaryn. | just got back from aquick trip to Byjin....”

The sm vanished. Kharl appeared, gaunt and sitting propped up in achair, hollow-eyed, ajolting
contrast to the picture of health presented by hissm.

“What happened to you?’ | blurted.

“Whatever happened to you from your friend Elysa— except different enough— and far more
virulent....” Hesamiled. “1 oweyou.”

1] WI,H?’

“I had aculture, if you can cdl it that, of those replicating nanitesin your syslem. When | heard about the
mortality and virulence of thisstrain, | used some clone tissue to get more of them replicated. | managed
to pump enough stuff into Rhedya and her kids and Grete and the kidsand me ... our systems are sort of
adjudting ... | think. Not very scientific, and based on hunches ...” He coughed, dmost doubling over.
“...if ... weweregoingtodie... we'd bedead....” Hefingered a miniature vyrtor control. “... wanted
to make sure you were there. I’'m sending you areport.” He gasped, then coughed again. “... too tired to
talk, not much. It's on what we found in your system.”

Even as hiswords croaked out the gatekeeper clinged.

“Go ahead, read it. I'll stay withyou aslong asl can....”

“Aslong asyou can?’

“I don’'t know, Daryn. Grete and the kids seem dl right. I’'m not sure about me....”
“Get yoursdlf to the medcenter.”

“Why? There s nothing there that can help, and damned few pre-selects who' d come near me.” He
coughed. Hisfacewasred. “Read it ... damniit!”

| opened the file and studied it, noting one thing immediately — the enlarged images beside the test, the
images of the nanitic pathogens ... that’ swhat they were cdled. | quickly studied those magnified images,
but | didn’t have to more than look to catch one thing. They were octagond, elongated octagons, but
octagondl.

“Kharl ... those nanites are octagons.” | knew that, in away, from Eldyn’ sravings, except that they



definitely weren't seeming like ravings. Not any more. The thought of Nyha and his alien octagons sent
another chill down my spine.

“Exactly ... saw the reports on the new nanitic pathogens ... octagond, too, like thefirst onesthat hit
you ... figured I'd try ... sent acultureto Union medical center ... they’re culturing, if that’ stheright
word, more ... but no way to create the hundreds of thousands ... needed ... notintime....”

“Arethey doing anything?’ | had to know that.

Hisface contorted into a caricature of agrin. “Oh, yes ... someone dready discovered the relation of
the new bug to the pre-select plague ... that was octagonal, too ... they were redlly happy to get the
cultures ... at least savetheir skins”

“Arethey doing more?’
“What?’
“Can't they do something?’

“What? 1 forced everything ... maybe ... maybe got enough of those elght-sided beasts to save one
family ... thisthing movestoo fast....” He doubled over, then dowly straightened. “Might help those who
can stay isolated long enough ... fed sohot ...”

“What do they do, the new bugs, | mean? Attack augnites? That'swhat they do ... isn't it?’

“... pretty much ... Don't worry Y ou should befine.... | had asample of what'sinyou.... They're
enough similar that ...” He doubled over coughing.

| swallowed, deciding | had to ask. “ Are you ready to tell me? And explain why?’

“No... | can't. Promised ..."

The connection blanked.

| tried to get back to Kharl, but all that appeared was hissm. When | tried Grete, that wasalso dl | got.
For amoment, al | did was St there.

Then, dmost mechanically, | caled up the message from the EDA Trugt. Lyenne DeVor had said dmost
nothing except that she was sending an attachment. So | opened the attachment, coded with another set
of persond references, and read through the short list of holdings. The largest single bloc of stock was
that of UniComm — roughly thirteen and a half percent. But there were also smdll blocs of severa other
multilaterds, including DGen, BGP, and AVida. From the bios |’ d gotten from Nyha | recognized
DGen — that was the multilateral holding company headed by the Dengs. AVidawasthe Dymke
vehicle. BGP was an acronym for Best Genetic Productions that had long since been transformed into its
less controverdd initids, but | had no ideawhy it wasin the EDA portfolio unless Elorahad some
concerns about clones. The portfolio offered no explanations of any of the holdings, even about the most
intriguing of al — the ten thousand shares of something caled Octagona Solutions.

| ran aquick netsearch, and found only athin sketch, but that was enough, sinceit listed only two
officers— the director generd and the managing director. The chairman was Eldyn Nyha, and the
managing director was one Meryssa Elysa D’ bou. | had avery good ideawho that was.

| hadn't redlly believed Nyhal, not totally, when he' d insisted that he' d created atailored bug that would



smultaneoudy kill off about twenty percent of the pre-selects of the world and protect the rest againgt his
mysterious forerunner aliens and their projected bugs. Did the diens ill even exist? The Gates existed,
but they were old, and there was no proof at al that they ill functioned. The one time someone had seen
agaspuff ... that could have been anything.

And Nyhd, brilliant and unstable, might have created octagond nanites, but he hadn’t. He only modified
what had been there. But | still didn’t understand. If he hated pre-selects so much ... why hadn’t hejust
let the firgt plague take its course?

Or hadn’t it been strong enough? And what had he done to make the latest one so virulent, and yet so
able to spread? Those characteristics shouldn’t have gone together, not from what | knew. But it al tied
together, just as Octagona Solutionstied in to everything— again, evenif | didn’t know how.

More important, what could | do? Could | do anything? Kharl had aready contacted those who could.
Andif | did tell anyone, who would believe that | hadn’t had something to do with it? Wdll ... whatever |
could do, | could do it aswell from Mgora s asfrom my empty dwelling, and | needed afriendly face.

| needed alot more.

Chapter 55
Helnya

| guided the glider northward aong the ridge trail — | wanted the least traveled way possible, and | was
wondering about everything. | had packed another bag, and hoped | didn’'t loseit aswell.

By thetimel’d left Vdlura, in the town itself, outside of the norm raly, which seemed to have shouted
itself out, nothing seemed that different. There were some people on the walks, but they were dl norms,
and they looked away from the glider. It wasthe first time |’ d seen that kind of behavior in Noram, but
Elysa had led meto bdieve it was common in the Sinoplex. Then, why hadn’t | seen it before?

Because it was | ess obvious? Or because | hadn’t wanted to seeit?

Whileit al made sensg, it didn’t. The pre-sel ects had been subject to plagues; the norms hadn’t, even
though many had nanitic hedlth protections. Bright or brilliant norms had every bit as much opportunity as
anyone else, as witness the success of Seglend Krindottir and Eldyn Nyhal and others. No one was
oppressing or endaving anyone, not that | could see, and brain-damping only occurred to people who
had been caught through physically verified evidence. The Federal Union compact was clear on thet.
Brain-damping could not be imposed without unassailable physica evidence. More than temporary
custody couldn’t even be impaosed without evidence.

Still, there was no doubt that people were angry at pre-selects, me among them, even as we were dying
al over the globe. | still was haf-numb over Gerrat' s desth and my father’ s desth, especialy coming on
top of Elora s death. Much as |’ d disagreed with them ... dead? So quickly? Erased, so swiftly that they
might never have been? Because of Eldyn’ s resentment and madness? Because he' d been angry and
brilliant enough to tweek an dien pathogen into something far more sdlectively deadly?

And | hadn’t even known, partly at least, because | had been trying to minimize the waysin which people
could track and find me.

As| watched the guideway, and tried to make sense of the chaos of the world around me, | listened to
the snippets of news. Distracted as | was, and with possibly more ns after me, | wasn't about to
useascreenintheglider.



... Federa Union forces have restored order in Ankorplex, and authorities have captured severa of
those thought to have incited theriots....

... Secretary director has a convened an investigatory pand....

... the number of deaths has peaked in Eastasia, but deaths continue to rise in Noram, Easteuro, and
Sudam....

... medical researchers at the High Plains Center in Noram have discovered acomplimentary organism
that confersimmunity to thelatest plague strain.... unconfirmed reportsindicate that it is effective againgt
al versions of the so-called pre-sdlect plagues....

... medcenters requesting that no one come to amedcenter except for treatment; visitorswill be turned
anay....

... contingents of Federal Union forces have arrived in Westi and Genevato ensure Union functions
continue uninterrupted in the adminigrative centers....

... off-planet travel has been temporarily suspended....

... one of the bodies uncovered in the rubble of ahouse in Tyanjin has been confirmed through DNA
testing asthat of Doctor Eldyn Nyha, the noted medica specidist whosework was critica in hdting the
first pre-select plague ... gpparently avictim of the violence which rocked Tyanjin late yesterday and into
thenight....

| shook my head. Just like that. First accused of complicity in the death of hiswife, then avictim of
violence, and now he was once again noted and respected.

The shadows were long, and the sun was amost ready to drop behind the trees by thetime | reached the
glider pad at Mgora s cottage. I’ d been ready to use all the specia features built into the glider, but the
ways were amost empty, and I’ d seen no one.

| decided to take one precaution.

| cut off the ground limiters and lifted the glider over the trees and set it down on the grass practically next
to Mgora sfront step.

She was standing by the door when | linklocked the glider and turned.
“| said I'd be here.”

For amoment, her face crinkled into awry smile. 1 should have guessed you had some tricks under your
snglesuit.”
“Theglider isalittle specid.”

She nodded somberly. “Have you eaten?’ After looking a my face, she shook her head. “Comeonin.
Y ou need to eat.”

Eating ... | hadn’t thought much abouit it. | was still dazed — or haf-numbed — by the near annihilation
of my family, and | had to wonder how Kharl was doing, but, again, there wasn’t much | could do
persondly. There didn’'t seem to be much | could do.

Magoraclosed the door. “1 probably should have cometo you, but | only have a magscooter — and the
way thingsarenow ...”



“That'sdl right.” | just stood there.
“What' sthe matter?’ she asked softly.

| realized | hadn’t told her. “The plague ... whatever itis... my father and Gerrat ... my mother ...
ghe ll recover ... Rhedyaand their children aredl right.”

“And you gtill came here?’ Her voice was soft.

“Where esewould | go?1 can't even VR Mother. Rhedya has her family and the children. Y ou don't
have anyone.”

Her arms went around me, and we just held each other for along time.
Findly, she eased awvay from me. “Y ou didn’t have to come.”
“Yes, | did.” Evenif | didn’t happen to know whether | needed her warmth more than she needed mine.

“Tell mewhat happened.” She gave my hand another squeeze before she turned and stepped into the
kitchen corner.

“I’'m 4till not sure.” | stood behind her shoulder as she programmed the replicator.
“I hope you don’t mind. I’m not in the mood for cooking.”

“Anything isfine. If you scanned it in there, it’ s better than fine.” | could understand thet, and | put my
hand on her shoulder. After amoment, | went on. | left messages with my parents, and with Gerrat, just
likel didwith you. But ... it was aready too late, | think, by then. | hadn’t talked to them for severd
daysor so before|’d left. | got Mother’s sim, and then Rhedya took over. She had ahard time talking. |
don’t know the details, except ... except ...” | shook my head. The words were hard. “ She said that
Gerrat and my father had died from the new plague, and that M other was recovering, but wasn't that
grong. She and Delyaand Daffyd are dl right. So are Haywar and hisfamily. They werevisiting.” My
voice sounded flat in my own ears. “1 didn’'t even know. | had the belt repeater off so that the PST types
couldn’t useit to track me. I’'m looking over my shoulder dl thetime. | didn’t even know” My eyeswere
blurry.

She gave me another hug, then turned me. “Daryn ... you really need to est. Please St down.”

| et her lead meto the table overl ooking the small garden and the golden daffodils. Theair was so ill
they looked like they’ d been captured in asingle frame VR. | sat down. | watched the daffodils. They
didn't move. Neither did I.

“Just eat.” Mgjoraset asteaming platter of something — a chicken pastain abasil sauce, | thought, in
front of me with aglass of verdyn and another glass of cold water. She sat across from me with some
other kind of pasta, with shdllfish, the scampi | didn’t much carefor, before her. We ate for atimein
slence as the shadows lengthened and finally dropped the entire garden into deep shadow.

| couldn’t finish the pasta, and | only had asip or two of the verdyn. It tasted bitter, but that was me, not
the verdyn. “Thank you.”

“Y ou're welcome. Thank you for coming.”
There was asilence, not quite avkward.

“Tell me about what happened in Tyanjin,” Mgora asked in the dimness of the room.



“You know & least some of it. First, you tell me what’ s been happening here. With your sister ... if you
want to.”

“I’vetold you about Rob, haven't I, how he just walked out on Mdanyi when Syrah wasthree?’
“Yes” That had been years earlier, but | remembered.

“He called thismorning. He was dmost grinning. Said | ought to know.” Her voice was hard, asif she
were trying to keep it from trembling.

| could have tried to read more of how she felt, but that wouldn’t have been right, somehow. So |
nodded and kept listening.

“Syrah had called him, and he' d taken them both to the medcenter. The doctors couldn’t do anything, or
not enough. He kept grinning.”

“Hysterical reaction,” | suggested. “I’'m sure he cared for Syrah. Y ou said he spent alot of timewith

Majora shook her head, then paused, asif thinking. “Y ou' re probably right. | detest him so much, but he
was good to Syrah.”

“But not to Mdanyi.”

“No. He was dways trying to manipulate her.” She shook her head again. “So many ... they're
cremating them al — and the mon-oclonesif they think they'recarriers....”

| remembered Rhedya saying something about that. People we' d loved or cared for or both ... gonein
days. Even their bodies. My hands shook as | thought of Eldyn Nyha, and hiswords about paying a
price. Who was he to decide what prices were to be paid? Or by whom?

“Areyou dl right?’ asked Mgora.

“No. I'mupset. I'mangry. I'm angry at mysdif. I'm angry at Eldyn. Hedid this. | guess|’m so mixed up
| didn’t tell you.” | forced along, deep breath. “I'm angry that | fee so stupid and helpless. People die,
people we carefor, and by thetime find out enough, it’ stoo late. There’ sabattle going on. People are
fighting, and | don’t know why, except in generd terms. People are dying, and those dying aren't the
oneswho areto blame.” | wanted to lash out, but lashing out at Mgorawouldn’t do anything. She was
aready hurt enough. “And I’'m angry at the Stuation. Eldyn ... when| takedtohim ... hewas stable
one minute and almost crazy the next. He kept telling me that the first plague had been caused by dien
pathogens from the forerunner Gate builders.”

“Isthat possible?’

“It could be. Maybe ... if welook ... there might be something ... somewhere. But about that, | could
sense he was telling the truth. Then he claimed that he created the current strain to prevent something
worseinthefuture ... and to make sure dl the pre-sdectsdidn’t carry augmentation and genetic
pre-seection too far.” | shook my head. “He said twenty percent of the pre-selectswould die....” |
forced mysdlf to dow down and to go over the entire conversation with Eldyn. Mg ora deserved to hear
it, and she might catch something I’d missed. “ ... &fter that, | just ran ... there was nothing to be gained
by staying in Eldyn’ sretreat. Good thing | did, because once | wasin the escape tunnd the house
exploded.” | shrugged.

“Thet's... horrible”



| nodded dowly, not quite sure what she meant. So many aspects of what I’ d discovered were horrible.
“What do you think about the diens?’ | findly asked.

“They are... or werered,” she said dowly. “From what you' ve said, and what | know, the origina
plague was probably their creation. After that ...”

“Blyn?

Mgoralifted her shoulders, dropping them asif helplesdy. “It' s hard to believe, even for me, that anyone
could bethat angry, angry enough to kill children like Syrah.”

“I think he was angry for along time.”
“But ... children ... people hedidn’'t even know?’

| didn’'t have an answer, not agood one. So | stood up and paced to the window, looking out into the
garden, dark under dark gray clouds, dark in the growing dusk.

“Theré smore,” | said dowly. “Eldyn gave me the names he thought were behind trying to kill meand
Elora. He thought they were after him, too, from the way he acted, but there’ s no proof, not that would
stand up before ajustice or even convince an advocate general to investigate. No pre-select would waive
privacy. | don't have the resources or the infrastructure to strike back the way they struck at us, and I’'m
S0 exposed that if | tried anything direct, the CAswould be a my door in hours.”

“Not today, or tomorrow,” Mg oraobserved, pausing before adding quickly, “I’m not suggesting you do
that. That just lowersyou to their level.”

“Theway | fed, that wouldn't bother me at al.”

“Theway you fed now. You haveto live for more than now. Y ou don’t want to end up like Eldyn, do
you?’

| didn’t, but, tired as| was, | was still shaking with rage— and frustration. The only man | knew with any
degree of certainty who was responsiblefor any of the carnage was Eldyn, and he was dead. Hiswife
was dead, and his daughter probably scared and hiding in fear. | could speculate about Eldyn, the diens,
the source of the octagona pathogens, the names Eldyn had given me, but | had no proof ... not of

anything, except attempts on my life and people dying.

| turned to Mgora. “There’ sanother question. Why didn’t Eldyn make sure my father had the protective
nanites?’ | could see why he didn’t want to give them to Gerrat, although | was't about to voice that

thought.

“Did he want your father to be protected?’ Mgjora s dark brown eyes looked shadowed in the dimness
of the room. “He had to have considered who would be affected because you said he thought I'd be all
right.”

“Apparently they’ re mobile. He actualy asked if I'd dept with you.” | flushed.
“Y ou obvioudy thought about it.” She was blushing, too, and | could sensethat, eveniif | couldn’t seeit.

| offered aamile. “I’ ve been thinking about it more often.”

“Dayn...”



“I know. It'sahorrible timeto say something likethat.” | turned back to the window and stared at the
grayness of the shadowed garden.

There was a soft sound behind me, not quite alaugh nor a sob.

After amoment, Mgoraspoke. “Daryn. We can't do anything tonight. Y ou redlly haven't dept in three
days. | didn’'t deep last night. Y our eyes are red and about to become holesin your head. Y ou're going
to stay here and get some deep and somerest, and then we' Il look at thingsin the morning.”

The thought of deep, | had to admit, even deeping aone, was welcome. The inadvertent yawn that
followed emphasized how exhausted | felt.

Exhausted and numb.

Chapter 56
Helnya

Although the degp had been welcome, | was up not that much after dawn, worried, and looking out on
the garden, where the morning sunlight had aready turned the golden daffodilsinto bright circles of light.

“Would you like some Grey tea?” Mg ora asked, dipping up behind me and resting her hands gently on
my shouldersfor just an ingtant.

| turned. She was wearing the loose gray exercise clothes and awarm smile. Her brown eyesweretired,
but warm aswell.

“Please”
“How did you deep?”’

“Wdl enough, until | woke up. What about you?’

“About the same. | kept thinking about Syrah. | have trouble when children or innocents die.”

“Sodol.” That was part of the problem. Most of the time, when someone wanted to control something,
everyone el se suffered. For al Eldyn’ sinsanity and faults— if he had done what he had said he had —
he had placed aprice on al of uswho were pre-sdects. Defining people only as members of groups
depersonalized each person, and that meant too many people suffered. And for what? Because we had
adopted asocid structure that rewarded ability imperfectly? It wasn't as though the pre-selects had gone
out to subjugate the norms.

| paused.

Or wasit? How far back did it go? Had the ancestor of TanUy actudly thought out the implications of
the PIAT?1 shivered. While it would have been easy to dismiss Eldyn as a grief-stricken and crazed
scientist, that felt wrong. Someone had been trying to kill me, Elora, and even Eldyn long before Eldyn’s
plague had been loosed. And no one had been trying to help Eldyn, except perhaps Elora, and shewas
dead.

Mg oradipped, gracefully for awoman so tall, to the replicator, and | just watched, enjoying looking at
her, seeing warmth and solidity in an uncertaintime.

“Theteaisready.” Mgoraset it on the table, along with a second steaming mug.



| sat down across the table from her.
“What are you going to do about UniComm?’ she asked after I’ d taken thefirst sip.

The question took me with the force of a punch, and, had | been standing, | probably would have
staggered. What was | going to do about UniComm? Gerrat and Father were dead, and | was the largest
living stakeholder. Now, | not only had to worry about whoever wastrying to kill me, and dedl with
Father’ sand Gerrat’ s deaths ... but UniComm, and UniComm might make me an even bigger target —
when | till had but a genera idea of what was going on. Eldyn had suggested that | would take over
UniComm — and what he had meant hadn’t even registered at the time, certainly not in the way he had
meant it.

After amoment, | said. “I really hadn’t thought about it, not that way. | should have, | suppose, bt ...
with everything that' s happened ... | didn't.”

“Y ou mean, after four attempts on your life, the death of your brother and your father, armed thugstrying
to destroy you, and afifth of the pre-sdectsin the world dying or likely to die ... you didn’t think about
what might happen to the family ingtitution?” Mg ora s tone was somewhere between gently ironic and
sympathetic. She stood. “We need something to eat before you make any decisons.”

“Would you mind if I used your system to accessmine?’ Technicaly, | wouldn't actualy be going into
hersfor that, but | didn’t want to do anything without asking. I d imposed far too much aready.

The smilethat came beforethe“Not &t dl” was more than worth my effort, and while she fiddled with the
replicator, | accessed my gatekeeper using Mgora s system, rather than my belt repeater. Sure enough,
there was a message from Brin Drejcha, the managing director of UniComm. He didn’t say much, but
suggested it might be best if | contacted him at my earliest convenience.

There was aso one from my mother. Her eyes were sunken and hollow, and her hair, usualy shining and
brown, looked more like straw. Her face was ashen. But her voice wasfirm. “I'm back at home, Daryn.
They say I'll recover. We need to talk, and if you can get here today, it would be agood idea.”

Those were the only messages.
Majoralooked at me as she set down aplate that held some sort of omelet.

| sniffed, catching the scents of cheese and mushrooms and spices. “ Thank you. She' svery strong ...
and very strong-minded.”

“Doesn't run in the family, doesit?’

“Notat dl.”

“Y ou ought to eat before you return those calls,” Mg ora suggested.

| didn’'t need much urging. | did stop after the first few mouthfuls. “ Thisis good. Thank you.”
“You' rewelcome.”

“How areyou feding?’

Mg oralooked up from amouthful of omelet and swallowed. “ Better. But | dill fed like everything is
amog dream+like.”

“Nightmare-like.” | took asip of tea. “ That's because we live such isolated lives.”



“You ve wanted it that way, Daryn.”

“I know. | know. Then, something like this makes you think. | was off-planet when the last plague hit,
and | didn’t think it was as bad. No onein my family even got sick.”

“Both my parentsdied init.”
| winced. She’'d told me, and I’ d forgotten. | shouldn’t have.

“It'sdl right.” She reached across the table and touched my hand. “I felt detached then, for alongtime. |
suppose that’ swhy it hurts so much to lose Mdanyi and Syrah.”

“There sno oneleft?’
She nodded.

| felt worse than ever. | still had my mother, and probably would for years. | had — hopefully — Kharl
and other people in the family, and Rhedya s and Gerrat’ s children. Mgjora had no one.

After stlanding, | stepped around the table and put my hands on her shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

For just amoment, she leaned her head back against me. Then she put on asmile. “ Thank you. Y ou
need to cal some people. I'll clean up the dishes, such asthey are.”

“I canhelp.”

Shewas dready on her feet. “Just make your calls, and then get yoursalf cleaned up. Y ou need to deal
withthings”

So did she, but | didn’t argue. | took her hands. “I’m so glad you are who you are.”
She squeezed my fingers before disengaging her hands from mine.

| was't quite sure what elseto say.

She picked up the platters and moved to the kitchen area.

Beforetalking to Mother, | decided to call my own solicitor — AnnaMayo — she of the fine old Cdtic
name, if young and ambitious. Her office sm appeared, looking just like her. Slender, blonde,
fine-featured, with eyeslike blue agate, and the impression that her entire frame was some form of lithe,
but indestructible, composite. “Please leave your coordinates and a brief message. I’ [l get back to you as
soonas| can.”

“Anna. Thisis Daryn Alwyn. | think we need to talk. | hope you're dl right. If you are and you can,
contact me at my place.” | looked at Mgora

She nodded.

“Or at thisplace.” | gave the codesfor Mgora s system.

| had barely showered and cleaned up when Mgjoracalled me.
“It' sthe solicitor.”

Anna sblond hair, cut shorter than that portrayed by the sm, was askew, and there was a smudge of
black on her usudly immeaculate chin. “ Daryn, you contacted me. I'm sorry, but it's been abusy time. It's



likely to get busier.”

“I understand. | may need your servicesaswall. | just discovered that I’ m one of thelast survivorsin the
family business, and one of the largest single stakeholders. | have afew concerns about what the
management may do....”

“Y ou may bethe largest stakeholder, Daryn, but you don't have any officid pogtion in UniComm. That
means you have no authority, not until you can call a specid meeting, and usualy, under Federal Union
law, you need twenty percent of the outstanding stock, and the company is alowed up to forty-five days
to comply.”

“What if | can get someoneto give me aposition — say acting senior director? Then what?’

“Then you can do whatever that position, and Federal Union law, will let you.” She glanced past me, asif
someone had comeinto her office. “Isthere anything e se?’

“Therewill be, but I need to think, and you have other clients.”
She gmiled, dmost warmly. “ Thank you.”

After her image faded, | looked out at the sunlit garden, then turned toward the replicator, wherel
punched the codes for another cup of Grey tea. | probably needed more than that, but the teawas sofer.

“How areyou going to do that, Daryn?’ asked Mgjora. “Get apostion.”
“AK.” | amiled.
She nodded. “No one' slikely to refuse you, are they?’

“They might. | wouldn’t, not in their snglesuits, snce I’ m the only living Alwyn of mgority age besides
my mother, and the largest single stockholder, dthough I’ll try not to pressthat one. | doubt anyone
knows that, not with &l the chaos.”

| wondered. Should | return Drejchalscall ... or my mother’s? | opted for the UniComm director. He
wasin.

The round-faced and dark-haired director leaned forward asif to study me— or my rather unkempt
image. “| appreciate your getting back to me.”

“| gpologize for my appearance, but I’ vejust returned from along trip, and ... well ... mattershave
been rather unsettled.”

“I can understand that.” Drejcha said carefully. “1 wish it had not been necessary to contact you under
such trying crcumstances.”

| wondered why he had. Certainly, UniComm could continue for quite some time without an Alwynin
immediate control. “Obvioudy, there are some urgencies to be considered.”

“Not necessarily urgent, but mattersthat need settling.... | would not wish to intrude in thistime of grief.”

“I understand. Father would have, dso.” | pursed my lips, tilted my head, asif thinking, athough | knew
exactly what | needed to do, asfar as UniComm happened to be concerned. “ Perhaps | should comein
and talk with you.”

“With the plague, | had thought ...”



“I'vedready survived it,” | said. “ So that’s not aconcern. | do believe we should talk in person, and
despite the unhappy circumstances, sooner is probably better.”

“Y ou have not taken an activerolein UniComm....” Helet the words die away.

“There wasn't much need to, with Gerrat and my father so involved. | have been quite active in thefield,
though, but I’'m sure we can discuss the detailswhen we meet.” | offered abroad and winning smile.

Dregjchaactudly moistened hislips. “I had hoped that we could continue with aminimum of
disruption....”

“I agree, and | think how that’ s done is something that’ s best discussed in person ... don’t you?’
“Tomorrow?’ he suggested.

“Teninthemorning?’ | countered.

“That ... would be agreeable.”

“I'll sseyouthen,” | said with asmile.

Once the connection was clear, | turned to Mg ora, who had stayed out of the pick-up range and
watched and listened. “What do you think?’

“He sunder pressure. He also wanted your gpprova to run things.”
“But why? He sthe managing director.”

“He' suneasy. That's clear. He probably wanted to tell people that you' d agreed that he should stay in
charge”

“I jJust wish | knew more.”
“That' swhy you' re going to meet him,” Mg ora pointed out in a matter-of-fact tone.

Not for thefirst time, nor the last, | suspected, | again wished | knew far more about what was going on
with UniComm.

| tried my parents house. Mother’ s Sm appeared, then vani shed without speaking. She appeared,
propped in an easy chair in her study. Her eyeswere red and sunken.

“How areyou?’ | asked immediatedly.

“Tired, worn-out, but I'll survive. Lecia s here, and she' srooting around to make sure everything’'sin
maﬁ.”

| laughed. Knowing my Aunt Lecia, far more abrupt than Mother, | could understand that. “1 just got
your message.”

“Daryn ... thisisalessthan opportunetime, but | do think that we should talk over afew things.”
“So do I. When would be agood time?’
“If it would not inconvenience you too much, this morning would be better.”

“I'll be there shortly.”



“Good.” Mother broke the connection before | could.

For amoment, | sat there. Mother was usually far less direct. That meant she wastired or worried or
both. Weren't we dl, though?

| turned to Mgora. “How would you like ajob as specid assistant to the about-to-be-acting senior
director of UniComm?’

“Y ou seem rather sure of that.”

“I’'mtrying to be positive. If it doesn’t work, and we have to try an outside takeover, then I'll think about
dl thedifficultiesthat we'll face”

“For someone who wanted nothing to do with the family trade ...” Mgora shook her head.

“Part of it isthat I'm one of thefew left. Part of it isthat usng UniComm is about the only way | can see
to stop the attacks and find out how everything goes together.”

“And part of itisthat you don't liketo fed helpless” she added with afaint smile.
| shrugged. Shewasright. Very right. | hated it. “ Do you want to come with me? To Mother’ s?°

She shook her head. “I havework to do, and I’d like to get alittle exercise. If | take apogtion as
someon€e s specia assistant, | won't have much time for that. Besides, your mother doesn’t want me
around. Not now.”

Mother would have liked Mg oraaround me alot more, and | was beginning to see why, and wondering
why | hadn’t seen that before. Because | automatically had regjected so much planned by my parents?

“You'll becareful?’ | asked Mgjora.

“I'll be careful, but you need to be even more careful.” She smiled. “You'reready. Go ... and let this
woman have sometimeto hersdf.”

| returned the smile, and | made sure to hug her before | headed out to the glider.

Chapter 57
Yurwil
The gliderways were far less crowded than normal, but that might also have been because | took aroute

that kept me away from the centers of both Helnyaand Y unvil. | also listened to the audio of AlINews. |
didn’t want to turn the glider on autometic to watch the glider’ ssmall holo display.

... the number of demonstrations and violent incidents has dropped sharply ... analyss ... uncertain as
to whether the use of Federa Union troops ... or the redization that the latest pre-select plague appears
to have peaked ...

... greatest number of fatalities ... in Eastasaand West Noram ...
... epidemiologists studying the pattern ...

... use of nanite-based antigens devel oped by the High Plains Research Center ... whiletoo latefor full
effect ... will reducefutureincidences ...



Kharl’s effort had borne some fruit — or looked to do so.
... clamed isolation of pre-select populations reduced impact ...
Reduced or merely delayed and strung out the deaths so that the impact didn’t seem so great?

| eased the glider practically to the front door of my parents' dwelling, setting it on the grass there, rather
than in the lower gliderpark.

Lecia, the broad-shouldered and squarish younger sister of my mother, had the door open beforel
reached it.

“Comein, Daryn. She' s been expecting you. She' sfretting more than alittle, and she' snot in shapeto
fret that much.”

“l know. | cameassoon as| could, but ...”

“It' snot asthough you live aklick away, like your brother. She'sin her sudy.” Leciamotioned for meto
enter.

Mother’ s study was more like alibrary, asmall room behind the lower front parlor. The armaglass door
between the parlor and the study was open, and she still was sitting in the armchair. | eased the door shut
behind me.

“I'msorry ... about Father.... | triedtowarnyou ... assoon as| knew,” | said quietly.
“I' know, and it hel ped the children, Rhedya said.”
“l justwigh...”

“There wasn't anything else you could have done, dear. He was one of thefirst herein Cafya— heand
Gerrat. The doctors and the medcenter didn’t even know what was the matter, just the symptoms.”

“I'm gtill sorry. | leave, and Father and Gerrat are healthy and well, and three days later, they’ re dead
... gone”

Mother nodded. “It was ... adifficult time. It may get more difficult.”
“How areyou doing?’ | turned the desk chair and sat down facing her.
“I’'m aswell as can be expected, but I’ll befine. Other matters ... may not.”
“With thefamily? Kharl ishaving ahard time.”

A flat smile crossed her face.

“Then you' rereferring to UniComm?’

“How much stock do you control?” she asked.

“Twenty-three percent.” There was no point in beating around on that.

“Thetrust your father established has twenty-one percent. Gerrat had nine percent, and Rhedya has
voting control of that.”

“| thought as much, but | also thought | should talk to you first.”



“What do you intend to do?’

“That dependsonyou. If ... if you'll support me, I'll take over asdirector generd. Then I [l rebuild
UniComm....”

Sheraised her eyebrows. “ And you think Gerrat and your father didn’t try?’
“I'm surethey did. | have severa advantages.”
“Such asthe complete programming schedules and strategy of OneCys?’

“And some of the comparative analyses of three of the smdler netsaswell, and an understanding of their
genera approach.”

“Gerrat dways underestimated you,” Mother said dowly. “Y our father wanted you in UniComm very

“I know. It wouldn't have worked.”

“Your father and | talked about that, and he came to understand that, but it was hard for him.” She took
asmdl sip from the glass of water on the round cherry Sidetable at her elbow, replacing it on the crystal
and slver coaster.

“I had thought so, but Gerrat never listened to me, and my being in UniComm wouldn't have changed
that.”

She nodded again. “What about ... Elorawas murdered, you know?’

“They dl died because of the same people.” That was certainly true.

“Do you know who they are?’

“I know who some of them are. Oneisaready dead.” | let my words come ouit flat.
“Can you handle what needs to be done?’

My smilewaslopsided. “1 don’t know. | do know that no one else has achance, and | do haveaplan.” |
paused. “Don’'t ask me, and | won't tell you, except that it’ stotaly legal and totally amord.”

“Y ou had a plan to become wealthy and independent. It worked well, Daryn. Let us both hope thisone
isassuccessful. | dready signed over voting control to you for the next year. You'll haveto talk to

Rhedya”

“I know.”

“I told her that, hard asiit was, you would haveto talk to her. She wasn't pleased.”
“She' shere?”

“For now.” Mother raised her eyebrows.

“How did you get her to stay here?’

“Let usjust say that | played upon her wishesfor the best for her children.” Mother took along and dow
deep breath. “| told her she could ask you anything, but that you were the only hope she had for some
sort of justice.”



“Y ou mean revenge.”
“Justiceisamuch more ... gppropriate term, Daryn.”

| dmost smiled. Mother was definitely on the mend. | stood. “1 presumeit would be best if | talked to
Rhedya before she decidesto leave?’

“Shewon't, but it would be best if you did not make her wait.”
“Areyou sureyou'redl right?’

“There snothing wrong with me that time and deep won't mend. Now ... don’t you think you should go
ded with Rhedya?’

| sood and bowed. “I' [l see you before | leave.”

“That would be nice, dear.”

After another bow, | turned. In leaving the study, | made sure the door was gar.
Rhedyawas waiting in the parlor. She sat on the burgundy sofa, her face blank.

| made amotion for her to stay seated, athough she had shown no inclination to stand when | stepped
into the room.

“I wish | didn’t haveto be here, Rhedya,” | said dowly.
“Gerrat’ s hardly dead, and you' re ready to take over.”

| shook my head. “ L ess than three hours after | found out about Gerrat’ s degth, Brin Drejchawas after
me to suggest that he take over as director genera of UniComm. | have to meet with him tomorrow.
There are rumorsthat OneCys has aready approached him to suggest atakeover — with himto remain
asdirector generd.”

“Letthem.... | don't care. Do what you want. Y ou Alwyns do anyway.”

“I need your help, Rhedya.” | sat down on the edge of the side chair, leaning forward to meet her eyes
directly.

“You want Gerrat’ s stock, and he' s been gone three days.”

“No. | don't want the stock. | don’t need the stock. | do need your votes to keep control of UniComm,
and | need control of UniComm to go after the people whose actions caused Gerrat’s and Father’s
death.”

“How could someone cause a plague?’

| decided to be honest, if somewhat careful. “ The plague was created by a man named Eldyn Nyhal. He
wasabrilliant norm, and Gerrat and | knew him growing up. Hiswife waskilled in mysterious
circumstances, and he blamed a pre-select conspiracy. He thought the conspiracy wastrying to kill off al
of us— thewall that fell on me was part of their work, and so was the tunnel train explosion that killed
Elora. | don't know al the details, but | got a message from Elora— recorded before she was killed and
sent by her solicitor after her death, on her instructions, that told me to contact Eldyn for detailsin case
anything happened to her. That' swhy | wasin the Sinoplex. | wastaking to him, trying to get answers
when two men in FS camouflage suits burgt in with restricted dug-throwers. He threw himsalf in front of



them to save me, and triggered some kind of explosion. | was wearing abody screen, and that saved
rm . .’l

“Too bad there aren’t body suits againgt plagues.”

| nodded, then continued. * Before we were interrupted, he was telling me that he’ d engineered the plague
because it was the only thing he could do to stop this congpiracy from taking over the Union —"

“But Gerrat ... your father?” For thefirgt time, the hardness | eft her voice.

“According to Eldyn, the people behind it are backing OneCysin an effort to take over UniComm. They
wanted to kill Gerrat and Father like they’ d tried with Eloraand me. Eldyn was afraid, after Elora's
degth, that no one would stop them. | don’t know if he'd tried to talk to Gerrat....” | paused and waited.

Rhedya s fingertips went to her mouth. Then she swallowed. Findly, she began to speak. “I1t was maybe
two months ago. Gerrat said something about an old acquaintance. He never mentioned the name. He
sad that hewas brilliant, but not very stable, imagining conspiracies everywhere. Gerrat said that this ...
norm ... dmos threatened him ... if he didn’t use hisinfluence againg these imaginary conspirators.”

| took a deep breath. “Eldyn was brilliant, and he wasn't very stable. But he was dso right. One of the
groups that filed the request for the stakeholder meeting isafront for some very wedthy pre-selectswho
are large stakeholdersin OneCys and who are trying to make perceptud intelligence testing a
requirement for education and jobs.” | hoped | was reading Rhedyaright, but she seemed closeto her
nephew Frydrik.

“...dlthis... it'smonstrous ... conspiracies and plagues ... people, children ... dying ... and you're
playingtoit.”

“I could do nothing. I could let Brin Drejchamanage UniComm, and watch it be bought by OneCys. |
could see your children get afraction of what their stock isworth. | could stand back and watch as
people like Frydrik are pushed away from any red future.” | paused. “Istha what you want?’

Rhedyalooked at mefor along time. | met her gaze.
“What do you want?’ shefindly asked.

“All I want isyour support for me to become director generd of UniComm. With the stock you hold in
trust for the children, and with what | can vote, we contral fifty-three percent.”

“S0... you haveto listen to me?’

| smiled. “I have dwayslistened to you, haven't 1?7’

She nodded.

“I might be able to keep contral in the family without your votes. I’ d certainly rather not haveto try.”

“Y ou were the only one who was honest with Frydrik. He told me that, years ago. He was angry with
you then, but he still respectsyou.”

“| tried to be ashonest as | could, but also to be helpful. | told him that if he had abetter ideg, I'd listen. |
try toligen.”

“What are you going to do with UniComm .... if | support you?’



“Make sureit remains strong and profitable, and ensure that the people who created this messthat led to
Gerrat’s and Father’ s death pay for it.”

Rhedya seyesglittered ... just for amoment. Then she nodded, and the facade of the sweet loving
woman dropped back across her. “It would have taken something like thisto bring you back into
UniComm, wouldn’t it?”

“So long as Gerrat was aive, UniComm was his, Rhedya.” That was certainly true.

“I’ve never quite understood the relationship between you and Gerrat, Daryn, but Gerrat respected and
trusted you, and he didn’t trust many people.”

| wasn't aware that Gerrat had trusted anyone, including me. “Gerrat was very good at making people
like him. I’'m probably not that good, but | don’t want to see what Father and Grandfather and Gerrat
built just traded away.”

“You'll tell mewhat you' redoing and why?’

“Yes. Fird, | need to ensure | have control of UniComm. If you support me, | do. The next stepisto
investigate the names I’ ve discovered. Then, I'll need to take action.”

“How long?’

| frowned. “There sthe specid stakeholders meeting in about three weeks. That’s where your votes
comein. Afterthat ... if | candowhat | haveinmind ... lessthan three months, perhaps much less, but
| won't know for aweek or so, until | can pin down the legalities.”

“Legdities?’

“Rhedya. Everything that was done againgt Elora, Father, Gerrat, me, and you wastotaly illegal. But
there' s not enough evidenceto proveit. | know. I’ ve aready worked some of thiswith the CAs. The
people who did it have snoops and taps on everything we do. My dwelling has been snooped twice.
There have been four attempts on my life, but al set up so cleverly ...” | went on to explain how both the
laseflash and the wall had been set up so that everything under skytors surveillance looked perfectly
norma. “... and I'll probably get adamage claim from the city of Helnya.” | laughed. “ So we can add
fraud to murder charges— if | can proveit.”

Rhedya s face was somber. “ Are you going to be constrained by legdities?’

“I think I can ensure justice for Father and Gerrat and Elora, and what | havein mind istotaly legd. But
it doesn't rely onthe CAsor the Union.”

For asecond time, | saw the briefest glitter in her eyes. “Good. | won't ask more.”
| dso understood that. She wouldn't ask more unless | failed to deiver.
So | would have to make surethat | did.

“I'll have the papersto you this afternoon.” | paused. “ That’ sfor al of our protection. You'll be giving
me voting control for one year, but you can revokeit at any time, and control will revert to you

immediatdy if anything happensto me”
Rhedya nodded.
The next step, besides getting ready to take on Drejcha, would be to beef up the security at Mgjora's



place ... if sheagreed ... but that would protect us both, and | didn’t like the idea.of moving in with
Mother — for lots of reasons.

Chapter 58

Excdlenceisthe manifestation of superiority in someform of endeavor, and, by definition, therearefar
fewer creations or endeavorsthat are superior than there are those which are merely competent or less
than competent....

Each individua values salf more than others, except perhaps parents who behold their children. Yetin
revering their children, they seek another form of self-affirmation. Even those who adopt nationdistic or
patriotic idedls and offer their livesfor the culture are seeking self-affirmation through a greater

The presence of excellence reminds the mgjority of humansthat they are not superior. If that
demondtration of excellenceis great enough, it can be humbling, and humans didike being humbled.
Excdlenceistherefore established by some form of dlite, initialy by those who can cresteit, then hailed
by those who can recognizeit, and finaly used as atool by those who can do neither.

Excedlenceis generdly ignored by the mgority of any society, except when it can be used for other ends.
Great poetry is seldom read, because there are few such usesfor it, while the excelently smple design of
the paper clip dominated paper-pushing cultures for more than a century, itsinventor immediately
forgotten. Great dramawas written or revived only when it could be used to part human beingsfrom a
portion of their wealth. Great works of physical art [paintings, sculpture] have been historically the most
vauable after the degth of their creators, when their excellence could be separated from the superiority of
their crestors.

Excellence and popularity are seldom manifested in the same work, because popularity derivesfrom the
ability of humansto identify with the endeavor or the crestor, and few identify comfortably with genius....

The*“dead whitemale’ syndrome of the late Noram Commonacracy was highly instrumental in cresting
the decline of excdlence which, in turn, exaggerated the effect of the Collapse. What was conveniently
overlooked by the revolutionaries, never accepted by the masses, and never confronted effectively by the
declining pre-Collgpse establishment was one smple corollary to excellence. It takes training, education,
discipline, and intelligenceto create and/or recognize excellence. In generd, most of the individuasin any
society capablein practical terms of creating excellence must come from the privileged or near-privileged
dtrata of society. There are exceptions, often distinguished and notable ones, but satigticaly, they are
inggnificant. Thishas meant that, for most of history, most endeavors of artistic excellence were crested,
funded, and supported by white males. In those few places and cultures where equa or near equa
resources went to others, others also created works of excellence. Resource dlocation was the key, but
the revolutionaries of the pre-Collapse cleverly established the position that excellence was merely a
code for values supporting the white mae status quo, rather than a reflection of the alocation of
resources necessary for the creation of excellence.

By debunking the entire concept of excellence as status quo propaganda, and by ingsting that al artistic
vaues and creations were equal, and that true beauty did not exist, but was only an ephemeral phantom
inthe mind of each beholder, or atool of the white male lite, the revolutionaries undermined the very
basis of excellence ... and thus contributed to the Collapse, and, in the end, to their own demise,
because once they had destroyed the concept of objective and not theol ogical ly-based values and
excedlence, they aso destroyed the social restraints that had shackled the commercia and palitica dlites,
to the point that the only value was power



“Musingson Excdlence’
Exton Land
[induded in Personal Notes]

Chapter 59

Kewood

Mg orasat beside mein the glider on the trip from Helnyato the UniComm glider park. The subtle scent
of flowers, not too swest, not overpowering, but somehow appropriate to her — made meredlize just
how long it had been that anyone I’ d cared about had been in the glider.

“It looks and fedslikeanormal glider,” she said aswe walked toward the gray stone steps.
“Itisanormd glider. It just has afew additions.”

“A few?Isthat how you brought it over thetrees at my house?’ Her thick eyebrows lifted.

“It does have additiond fud cells, double the number of solar cells, flitter gyros, and delimiter cutouts.”

“Soit'sredly aflitter posng asaglider? Like you re an orcaposing as aporpoise? A generaly friendly
orca, but ...”

“I think of myself more like araven, actudly, having to ded with eagles.”
She laughed. “How about ablack eagle?’
“Largeraven ... if I'mlucky.”

We moved through the three-meter-high black marble arch to the security station, where the guard in the
green-trimmed gray of UniComm Security waited.

“Daryn Alwyn. | have ameseting with Brin Drejcha”

“Yes, ser. He' sexpecting you.” The guard looked at Mgjora.

“ThisisMgoraHyriss. She'smy specid assstant.” | smiled pleasantly.

“Director Dregjchadid not mention any others.”

“Y ou can contact him, but | am most certain my specid assstant will be welcome.”

“One moment, ser.” The guard retreated behind a transparent nanite sound-screen. | watched hislips.
“... pecid assgtant ... Hyriss ... woman ... ser ..."

There was a pause.

“Yes s

The screen came down. “If you would both step through the scanner ... ser, lady.”

| let Mg orago through firgt, then followed. Drejcha s office was up the ramp to the I eft, on the same side
of the courtyard garden as Gerrat’ s was, and past the orchid gardens.

“Thisisrather impressive, and dmost adl hidden away,” Mgoramurmured.



“Father never believed in visible ogtentation. We weren't allowed magscooters, and when we learned to
play tennis, it was at the local club.”

Magjoralaughed. “ Showing you and Gerrat off was aform of ostentation.”

| frowned, but only for amoment. She wasright, athough I’ d never thought of it in quite that way.
“Maybe hedidn’t believe in tasteless ogtentation.” Except that wasn't it, ether.

We passed one of the windows overlooking the inner courtyard, and, for amoment, | caught sight of our
reflections— two tal muscular figures, mein dark blue with ashort gray vest, and Mgorain maroon and

gay.

A young man in security gray also waited outside Drgjcha s office. “Ser ... heisexpecting you.” He
opened the door for us.

Drgcha s office, nearly aslarge as Gerrat’ s, was furnished in the same style as Father’ s, with asmple
cherry desk, around conference table with cherry armchairs upholstered in green, and one four-shelf
cherry bookcasg, filled with leastherbound volumes | would have bet that the man had never read.

Dregjchawas standing as we entered.

“It’ sgood to see you, Daryn, and good to learn that you arewell.” Brin Dregjchabowed dightly more
than perfunctorily. He was dightly round-faced, perhapsfive centimeters shorter than |, and dightly
shorter than Mgjora. For some reason, that gratified me. He had smooth black hair, piercing blue eyes,
and awarm professond smile of the type Gerrat had perfected and which | distrusted instantly.

“It'sgood to see you.”
Majoraclosed the door behind us.

Drejchagestured to the circular conference table, around which were four chairs. Mgjoraand | took the
chairswith the view of the door.

“Y ou suggested that we should talk,” 1 began.

“Ah ... asyou know ... UniComm findsitsdf in arather difficult position ... losing the director generd
and the senior director....”

“It certainly was unexpected,” | said dowly. “And very upsetting. But UniComm was most important to
Father, and he anticipated that it would always be directed by one of the family.” | looked directly at the
managing director.

Drejchadidn’'t quite meet my eyes. “I’ ve talked to several of the board members, and they have
expressed some concern that anyone not familiar with the existing situation might find mattersrather ...

chdlenging....”
“I would agree wholeheartedly,” | replied evenly.

“I had thought ...” He paused, dmost asif redizing that what | had said was somehow not what he had
expected. “Perhagps | should ask if you would clarify what you mean.”

“It' srelatively ample, | should think. UniComm has been losing market share in the neighborhood of one
percent per year for the last decade. The decline has been dmost unnoticed, except when viewed over a
longer perspective. The drop-off isactually greater than that, in practica terms, because AlINews has



actualy increased marketshare by about five percent, and with the weight behind itsexposure ... |
smiled, coldly. “OneCys hastotdly revamped its programming, and has analyzed in great detall the
wesknesses of every high-revenue UniComm dot. The changes have not had that great animpact ... yet

... but UniComm has done very little to address the OneCys changes. Probably more important, the
fringe networks have aso picked up on those changes, and UniComm islosing share on the edges, with
the porndraggies and the high-end dramas.” | looked at Drejcha. “ Do you want meto go on? If you'd
like, I can give you the OneCys anadlyses of every segment.” | smiled. “After dl, I’m the onewho did
them.”

Drejchaglanced from meto Maora. Her eyeswere colder than mine. He looked back at me. “I see. |
appear to have misunderstood. Indeed, you are an Alwyn. But ... you gtill have no status within the
organization.”

| shrugged. “Asl seeit, there are two ways this can play out. Y ou and | can work together, and you can
gppoint me acting director generd until the specid stakeholders' meeting, when amotion will be put forth
toingal measdirector generd ... or you caningst on running UniComm without me ... until the
mesting. | think you understand the implications of either scenario.”

A rueful smile crossed Drejcha sface.
| didn’t trust it any more than I’ d trusted the warm and welcoming one.
“| see agreat resemblance to your father. When would you like to begin as acting director generd?’

“Now’sasgood atimeasany.” | nodded at Mgora. “Mgoraisthe only staff person I’ [l be bringing with
me. She'll be acting as my specid assstant. Sheisa very good andyst and communicator.”

“What sort of announcement did you plan, Director Drejcha?” Mg oraasked quietly.
“Oh ... | suppose we should make an announcement.”
“Just within UniComm, | would suggest, for now,” she said politely. “And offices...?”

“For now, I'll use Father’s,” | said. “I’d like onefor Mgorathat’ s closeto his, but don’t move anyone
or talk to them until we discussthe possbilities.”

Drgchanodded politely, his politeness covering anger ... or gpprehension.

“And you'll ensure we' re both in the databases with full access.” | didn’t word that as aquestion.
“Of course. Assoon aswe'refinished.” Drgchaoffered hiswinning smile.

“Why don’'t wewalk over to Father’ s office?’ | suggested.

The managing director nodded, but let me lead the way along the cross corridor.

“WE Il need to reset the access and security codes for you, Director Alwyn,” Drejcha said as we neared
the unmarked closed door. Father hadn’t believed in titles on doors. He' d dways fdt that if you needed
to beidentified, you didn’t belong in UniComm.

Maybe that was why Gerrat had adopted hisfancy mist-desk, asaway of identification.

Dregjchatouched the access plate, and the security door irised into its recesses. | opened the plain
wooden door behind it and stepped inside. Father’ s office hadn’t changed sincethelast timel’d beenin
it, and the only difference was a short stack of papers on the corner of the polished cherry wood desk.



“Yousee... just asheleftit,” offered Drecha
| had doubts about that, but merely nodded. “It’ s very much the way he kept it. Not much clutter.”
| picked up the heavy vellum card from the cherry wood desk.

Although the card looked like vellum, its surface was dightly sticky, and my fingers left the faintest set of
prints. | read the wording.

ELDYN E. NYHAL
ISPLEASED TO ANNOUNCE
THE FORMATION OF
OCTAGONAL SOLUTIONS,
A NEW APPROACH
FOR A NEW FUTURE.
There was an address and acall code below.

| studied the card for amoment, noting severd other sets of fingerprints on the surface of the card. Then,
the reason for the stickiness hit me, and | swallowed, forcing myself to set the card on the polished
wood, asif | had logt interest. Mgjord s eyesflicked to the card, then to me, then away.

She understood what | was doing — or was refraining from doing— and said nothing.
Drgjchajust stood there.

“Brin ... why don't you get someone to take care of the details of access and security, and al that, and
then rgoin us here. While | know the technical sdefairly well, | don’'t know al the people, and I'm sure
you know dl the key people well enough to brief usonthem.” | offered asmile at least asfdseasall
those he'd been giving us.

“I can do that, Director Alwyn.”
“Well bewaiting for you.”

Once Drejcha had l€eft, | walked back to the desk where | noted the codes on Eldyn’ straitorous card
and tapped them out, using the bypass and my own persona codes and charges, sincel was certain it
would be awhile before Drejcha got around to getting al the authori zations set up.

Instead of asim appearing on the holo image that appeared in midair before the cherry bookcase nearest
the desk, there was merely anotice, set in red against a beige background.

Asaresult of recent developments, the programs and assets of Octagona Solutions have been
transferred to the EDA Trust.

| swalowed. While I’ d known from the EDA portfolio that Eldyn had operated Octagonal Solutions, |
certainly hadn’t anticipated inheriting the operation, even indirectly.

My eyeswent to Mgora. “1 didn’t know.”

“That' s obvious from the stunned look.” She touched my hand. “Y ou’ re going to be very busy.”



I’d never followed up on the EDA Trust asmuch as| should have, either, except to ensure | controlled
the Trust, but it appeared, from what little I d researched about Eldyn, that the trust was going to play a
far bigger rolethan | had ever thought.

Then ... everything waslooking bigger than I" d ever thought.

Chapter 60

Vadlura

After | checked the security to my house, Mgoraand | walked up the steps from the glider hangar into
thefront foyer. So far as| could tell, no one had been inside, but that only meant that either experts had
been there or no one.

Mg orastudied the empty foyer, then stepped through the archway into the front sitting room. “Y our
house ismore like an office, Daryn. Do you ever usethisroom?’

| had to think. The last time had been when the CAs had showed up at the front door. | couldn’t
remember the time before that. “Not for awhile. | didn't entertain much, not in the last few years,
anyway.” | followed her.

“Thiskitchen isbig enough for asmdl hotel, and you even have gas piped in here.”
“The architect suggested it.” | grinned at her. “It does heat up the kettle quickly.”
“I'mglad it getssome use”

We went down to the study.

Mg oraglanced out at the view of the East Mountainsin the late afternoon sun, then at the singlefinch
pecking to didodge a seed from the base of the empty bird feeder. | missed the juncaos, but they were
grictly winter birdsin Valura

Findly, sheglanced & me. “Y ou spend most of your time here, don’t you?’

“Except whenI’'mdeeping ... wdl ... it wasthat way until severd months ago.”

“| supposeyou'll go back to that.”

| wasn't quite sure how to read that, but | jumped in with both feet. “I’d much rather not.”

“Oh?

“I"'m asking you to give me another chance.” | smiled wryly. “Without my mother’ s prompting.”

My words brought a headshake. “ Y ou’ re dmost astactlessas | am, dear man.”

“Y ou bring out the best — or the most honest — part of me.”

Her gesture was not quiteadismissa. “I'll explore, if you'll let me, while you do whatever you haveto.”

| laughed. “There' snot much to explore. Go ahead.” That was't redly true. The dwelling wasfar larger
than I’ d ever need by mysdlf, but I’ d never accumulated that much in the way of persond items— the
result of two decades of traveling light, | supposed, in my formative adult years.



AsMaoradipped toward the storeroom that was almost empty, | checked the messages— redlizing
that | hadn’t started work on Klevyl’slatest. | putinacall tohim ... and actualy found him.

“Dayn... areyoudl right?Y ou don't take thislong, normaly.”
“I was out of touch. It's been a hard week and then some. I'm sorry ... but thistime, | can't do it.”
“It must be something,” Klevyl said dowly.

“Itis. My father and my brother died from thislatest plague, and my sister waskilled in that tube crash in
Westeuro.”

The leonine-maned engineer shook hishead, then said, “1 am sorry. | redly am.”

“Thereisone other thing, Klevyl. Y ou might get something out of it in the future, because | respect your
work.”

“Y ou don’t owe me anything, Daryn. Y our work has been the best | could get.”

“The other thing isthat I'm the acting director genera of UniComm.” | offered arueful smile. “1t only
took enough tragediesto wipe out dmost al my family.”

“I sad | wassorry ... and | am, but UniComm will be better for it.”

| gppreciated his confidence. | wasn't sure he wasright. “ Thank you. If we build anything, you'll be on
thebidlig.”

“Youdon't haveto ...”

“It'snot having to; it sgetting the best.” | took adeep breath. “I’m sorry | didn’t let you know sooner,
but | hope you can understand.”

“I understand. Take care, Daryn.”
“Thank you.” I'd always liked and respected Klevyl, and | ill did.
After clearing my throat, | put in another cal to Mertyn. | didn’t have to bother. | only got thesm.

There wasn't much else on the gatekeeper, and | went to find Mg ora. She wasin the unfinished bay
under the great room.

“Y ou have enough space herefor three families” Sheturned. “Y ou have that thoughtful 1ook.”

“| caled Mertyn. Hissm gtill answers. Would you mind if we stopped there on the way to take you
home?’

“No. | know you' ve been worried about him.”

Aswe headed for the glider hangar, | reset dl the security systems, recoding them, for dl the good it
might do.

“After you, lady.” | beckoned for her to enter the glider, and got asmile for my over-courtly attitude.

Again, | left my belt repeater unpowered, and the canopy closed as | guided the glider northward once
more.



Both Mgoraand | were uncharacteristicaly slent, perhaps because we both were considering al that
had happened so quickly. | was aso trying to figure out how to broach the idea of my staying with her on
amuch more permanent bas's, and not just for security.

When we got to Mertyn's, it was clear that no one was there, and that no one had been, possbly since
he had | eft for hiswilderness excursion.

| was appalled. The grass was matted, and the tulips and daffodils were struggling to get out from under
the mulch blanket Mertyn had applied. Leaves, dust, and dirt covered the front veranda, enough that |
could see bird tracks on the stones.

| rang the bell. Nothing happened. | aso pounded on the door. No one answered.
“ Something happened to him.” That was astupidly true Statement, | redized, immediately after uttering it.
“Wouldn’t someone notice?’ asked Mgora.

“Probably not. Hewasn't married long ... no children. Teaching was hislife, but | was probably as close
to him asanyone.” | shook my head. “We need to notify the CAsthat he seemsto be missng.”

“Let’'sdoit from my place,” she suggested.
“Y our place?
“We need to stay together.”

“I hoped you'd say that.” | couldn’t help smiling alittle. “Would you mind if | spend some of my fundsto
improve security?’

She shook her head. “Y ou were waiting for that.”
“| wastrying to figure out how to say it.”

“ Separate bedrooms, Daryn. And for now, it’s because of the situation. Besides, my garden needs
atention. Y ou don’t even have one. And fewer people know where | am, and no one has seen us
together.”

“They could trace....”

“Y ou’ ve used my access codes, remember.” She smiled faintly. “Also, I’'m closer to Kewood.”
| shook my head. “ Y ou are persuasive.”

“Opportunistic.”

“I don’t think s0.” She wasn't opportunistic. I’ d never met anyone less so, and in aworld where
everyone wanted everything, | was coming to value her more and more. “But | will bow to your common
sense” And her warmth and support, and everything elsethat | should have seen years earlier.

Chapter 61

The old Gadl wrote about asimpler time, and even then he said that everywhere the ceremony of
innocence was drowned. He didn’t say in what, but | imagine he meant blood. Today, innocence drowns
beforeit emergesin the oceansthat are the comments, linking and displaying, until dl vaduessink inthe
gormsof information.



He aso wrote that al the things people esteem endure but amoment or aday. He didn't foresee the time
when nothing was esteemed, only valued for its contribution to commercial or socia power. Morethan a
handful of socid critics have claimed that vaues or excellence are merdly the tools of the dlite, used to
reinforce the existing structure — or in the case of revolutionaries, to overthrow it.

Isthere such athing as objective excellence?

It'shard for meto believe that there could not be such, not when | have seen an endless objective
universe, governed by unaterablelaw....

Personal Notes

Chapter 62
Kewood

Standing at the corner of the cherry wood desk that had been my father’s, in the office I’ d never even
consdered holding, | handed Mgorathelist of five names Nyhal had given me, and the information
included with them. “That’ sthelist of people Eldyn said were behind the attacks on Eloraand me. If you
could seewhat' s available in the UniComm archives and anywhereelseonthem ....”

“There s probably something. | assume you want anything that would shed light on their actionsand
motivations.” Mgorawas in adeep blue singlesuit that somehow enhanced her figure and her color.

“And anything that can be truthfully used to cast somelight on their ambitionsto rule the world indirectly.”
I’d meant the words to come out sardonically or ironicaly, but | could hear more bitternessthan irony.
Then, they were responsible for al too many deeaths, and | had this feding that Mertyn’s might be among
them. He should have returned long ago. “ Oh ... when you get amoment, can you check with the CAs
and s=eif they have any information on Mertyn?’

“I did, just alittlewhile ago.” Her voice was hestant.
“Y ou don't sound like you have good news.”

“His body was found in the Brys Canyon Wilderness four weeks ago. There was no one to notify, except
the Society of Dynae.”

“Do they know what happened?’
“They say hefdl off asteeptrall.”

| had no doubts that Mertyn was shoved, and by the agents of thoseillustrious souls|’d just asked
Majorato research.

“Y ou think he was murdered, too, don't you?" she asked.

“I know he was murdered. | just don’t know why. He wasn't a stakeholder — or if he had been, he
couldn’t have had that many shares. He wasn't a public spokesman for the Dynae.”

“But he advised you. Maybe they’ re trying to isolate you.”

| laughed, hdf-bitterly. “Except for you, I'm aready isolated, and whileit' s necessary, even the security
services a your place are another form of isolation, in away, even if most people don’t notice them.”



“They’'re necessary, and I’ m glad you didn’t wait.” She offered afaint smile.
“You'reworth al the security,” | said.
“Y ou' re getting more gallant.”

“Even as| become moreisolated? Most of my previous clients can’t hire me now, and wouldn’t talk to
me, except socidly. Haf my family isdead, and I ve never been that outgoing, anyway.”

“That' s an advantage, Daryn. Now.”

“Because there snobody eft for them to kill or pressure?’

“They should have more difficulty determining what you might do.”

“I imaginethey will, consdering I’'m having trouble figuring it out.”

“Areyou?’ she asked softly. “Or are you having trouble accepting what may be necessary?’
“You dready know metoo well.” | didn't haveto force the grin. “Maybe because we re dike.”
Her deep brown eyes smiled, and for amoment, | just looked at her.

“What do we know about the stakeholders meeting?’ | finally asked.

“The PST Trust has been contacting every ingtitutiona holder of UniComm stock, and sending advocates
and consultantsto visit them.” Mgora slipstwisted for amoment. “Y ou didn’t expect any other
approach, did you?’

“No.” | nodded. “That doesn't surprise me.”

“They’ re misrepresenting the Situation. Are you going to fight? Send out more truthful information?’
| smiled. “Not until after the meeting.”

Sheraised her thick but finely drawn dark eyebrows.

“WEll just keep track ... both of who votes what and how.”

Her eyes met mine. Then shelooked away.

“Onectherthing ...”

She looked up.

“The dien connection? Have you found anything that would ...” | let the words drift into silence.

“That would show anything about whether the first plague was dien or contrived?’ Her mouth twisted.
“There are several FU reports. What I’ ve read so far indicates Eldyn didn't create it. He wasn't even
involved with thefirst teams, and until then he wouldn’t have had access to the laboratories and
equipment.” She shrugged. “ There doesn’t seem to be much after that, though.”

“Somehow, that doesn't surprise you, doesit?’

“No.”



| winced at the flatness of her tone.
“I'll keep looking, Daryn, but | don’t think we'll find more.”
Neither did I.

After along moment of silence, she smiled, a sad smile, but with warmth beneath, and so did |, just
because she had.

Chapter 63

Kewood

The stakeholders meeting had been arranged to be held in the large conference center on the lowest
leve of the UniComm headquarters structure, just above the induction tube station. Father had thought
that was the best location both for the conference center and for most meetingsinvolving outsiders
because UniComm retained control. The conference center was not that large, holding perhapsfive
hundred fixed seats, and the ability to add another two hundred portable chairs. There was astage, with
acovered orchestra pit, that had never been used, to my knowledge, and with wing and fly space— all
because Grandmother had insgsted that there ought to be some place in Kewood where live theatre and
operacould be performed. | wasn't aware that any had been since her degth.

The stage was where the advisory board and the directors of UniComm would be seated, with the senior
directorsin the middle, flanked by the six advisors. In effect, that meant Brin Drejchawas on my left, and
Tomas Gdlo, the UniComm solicitor genera, was on my right, with three members of the advisory board
stting on each end of the long table covered with agray cloth trimmed in green.

Both Dregjcha and Gallo had recommended a closed meeting with stakehol ders either being present or
represented by a representative physically present. I’ d agreed with the requirement for physical presence
or representation, as opposed to VR presence, but suggested that the meeting be open. | didn’t have
anything to hide, and even if | had, closing ameeting was certain to suggest that | did.

From the wing of the stage | glanced out at the audience. There were less than ahundred people present,
and | suspected haf were mediatypes who held as few shares as they could purchase just to be present.
“Wemight aswell go on out,” | said, and then walked out.

Drejchaand thetdl and dender Gallo followed him. After the two UniComm officers came the Six
independent advisors, two of whom were actua representatives of the Federa Union. | didn’'t know any
of them persondly.

| dipped into the center seet, behind the small authenticator console that was mine. One wasissued to
each stakeholder as he or she entered, and each was coded to the holder’ s handprint only. Not
foolproof, but farly closetoit.

After we sat, another figure walked to the podium to the right and forward of the table.

“Thismeeting is called pursuant to Federd Union law one-forty-seven, section C, dedling with
stakeholder rights.” Feron Nasaki, the UniComm associate generd counsel, made the forma opening
announcement. He looked very nervous. “ Under the multilateral rules of procedure for organizations
established under modified restricted ligbility, the organization may establish rulesfor the conduct of such
amesting, provided they meet the guidelines of Federa Union law. Therefore, dl votes madein this
meeting must be cast in person, either by the stakeholder of record, or by an authorized representative.
At any time prior to the announcement of the results of avote, however, the actua stakeholder, if



present, may disavow avote cast by arepresentative. Moreover, the proceedings of this meeting are
being recorded and made available in redtime upon the auxiliary corporate UniComm netband....”

| glanced sideways at Brin Drejcha. Although hisface bore a pleasant haf-amile, | could sensethat he
Was Nervous.

“... According to the petitionsfiled by the PST Trust and the EDA Trust, both have requested avote on
the leadership of UniComm,” Nasaki continued. “Asmost of the stakeholders should know, the largest
plurdity interest in UniComm was held by the former director genera, Henson Gerrat Alwyn. With his
untimely degath, and that of Senior Director Gerrat Myrs Alwyn, the shareholder with the remaining
largest plurality has been Daryn Henson Alwyn. Although he has not been directly associated with
UniComm in theimmediate past, he hasintimate and working knowledge of thefidd, and in theinterests
of maintaining continuity, he has been the acting director generd. This congtitutes achange in leadership,
snce Director Alwyn has not been previoudy associated with the company. Therefore, if any of the
petitioners are present, | would like to ask if they wish to pursue avote on afurther changein
leadership.”

A dender man rose. “We do, counsd.”
“Would you pleaseidentify yoursdf?’
“Simion deBecque, solicitor for the PST Trugt.”

“What do we know about him?’ | murmured acrossthe link to Mgora, who was observing from the
office | hoped would be mine officidly after the meeting. “ Any tiesto anyone specific?’

“He swith deBecque, A’ Ahanar, and Simones. There' sno direct tie. They’re afirm of public interest
advocates, but dl of them are younger advocates, and they usudly join one of the three firmsthat service
the multilaterals of the PST Trust pre-sdect conspirators. Very legitimate, very legd.”

“Isthereaquestion | can ask that will put himiill at ease?’ | replied to Mgora.
“Not without reveding more than | think you want at this stage.”
So | waited.

“Arethere any other stakeholders who wish to be heard on this matter?’ asked Nasaki, scanning the
smal crowd.

“Yes, counsel. We object to continuing this proceeding.” The speaker was an older, dark-skinned
advocate. “ Aloys Nyere, counsel of the Society of Dynae. The objective of leadership change has
aready been effectively handled by the unfortunate degths of the director general and the senior director
of UniComm.”

Nyere was telling me and the world that they wanted mein charge of UniComm. A nice, if belated,
confirmation of Mertyn’searlier call, and perhaps areason for his murder, another of those that would
never be noted as such.

“We offer a privileged motion to dismissthe petition for achangein leadership,” Nyerefinished.

That wasn't abad idea, but privileged motions required a two-thirds absol ute mgjority of outstanding
shares, and | doubted | had such.

“A privileged motion has been offered. Isthere a second?”’



“Second,” offered awoman | didn’t know.
“DieraD’ Ahoud,” Mg ora supplied through the link.
| wondered if she wererelated to Ibaran, who had attended The College with me so many years before.

“The question is on the motion to dismiss the petition for avote on the leadership of UniComm. A ‘yes
voteisavoteto dismiss and to retain the current leadership. A ‘no’ voteisavote to consider the motion
for achangein leadership. Y ou have five minutesto record your votes on your consoles.” Nasaki took a
step back from the podium. Since the motion was privileged, there was no debate. Although individua
votes would be recorded, the specific votes cast did not have to be made public until after the meeting.

A Federa Union auditor stepped from the wings to stand by the tally console and beside Nasaki.

| cast my fifty-two point eight percent in favor of dismissal, and waited until the five minutes had passed
and Nasaki stepped up to the podium once more.

“Fifty-eight percent of the outstanding shares arein favor of dismissal, forty percent againgt, and two
percent abstain on the question. The motion to dismissisreected,” Nasaki announced.

| could see the blank expressions on the faces of deBecque and those surrounding him, the blankness
subgtituting for puzzlement. That meant they till thought the EDA Trust was on their Sde, and that was
finewith me.

“The question is on the motion to change the leadership of UniComm),” Nasaki continued. “Thisisa
general motion, and debate is permitted. Under the rules of the Federal Union, those speaking in favor of
the motion have aminimum of an hour to present their case. They may request an extension of additiona
time, provided they are supported by twenty percent of those present and voting. The sameistrue of
those opposing the motion.”

Simion deBecque was on hisfeet. “Counsel, we would like to open debate on the motion.”
“Y ou may have ten minutesto begin.”

“I am certain we al share the same common goal,” deBecque began. “Wedl wish UniComm to be as
prosperous and profitable as possble. We al wish that UniComm retain its pre-eminent position among
the true world netsystems, and for that we need a proven leader. In the past, that leadership hasindeed
been provided ably and well by the Alwyn family. Wewould al like to see that kind of leadership
continued.

“Unhappily, that does not appear to be the case. The current acting director genera has never held an
executive post in any organization. While he has acertain renown as an edartist, his contributionsin the
field of net management are nonexistent.

“From what we can tell, the only reason for picking him was because heisthe heir of the founding family,
and because he prevailed upon the operating management....”

| could sense thefaint stiffening by Brin Drejcha and amost nodded. We d been adonein that meeting,
and that meant that he' d either conveyed it directly, told someone else, or that his office was snooped. |
didn't like any of the possihilities, but | thought the first was most likely. The fact that deBecque
mentioned it meant he hadn’t counted the votes very well.

“... it might be noted that this meeting was called before he was sl ected because of the declinein
UniComm market share, dmost ten percent in the last decade, and a continued decrease in earnings. The



current acting director genera isnot as qudified as either the former senior director nor the former
director genera, and this meeting was caled to replace them....”

“Do you want any of our peopleto speak yet?’ asked Mgjoraover thelink.
“Let’ sseewhat esethey haveto offer.”

Aloys Nyere stood. “We will be brief and to the point, Counsel. The honored advocate, and | say
honored rather than honorable advisedly,” said Nyere dryly, “ has a pleasing and soothing manner. He
speakswell, confidently, and he acts as though he would have your best interestsin mind. He does not.
There are two issues at stake here. Oneisthe future of UniComm as an independent entity. The second
isthe leadership of UniComm. His position is not in the interests of the stakeholders on ether issue,
athough he would have you believe otherwise.

“Firgt, al stakeholders should be aware that advocate deBecque represents the PST Trust, as he has
noted, and that the PST Trust isafront for atakeover effort to merge UniComm with OneCys— under
the operating management of OneCys. For the past two years, OneCys has been attempting to make
inrcadsinto UniComm’s market share. They have hired the best consultants available. They have more
than doubled their research budget, and added twenty percent to their production budget, and they have
garnered about one percent additional broad market share. Since they failed to gather market sharein
direct competition, they are now attempting a back door method to gain greater marketshare.

“What we have noted, however, isthat in certain areas they have been more successful than in others,
and our inquiries determined that in those areas where greater success had been achieved, it waswhere
OneCysfollowed the recommendations of a particular consultant. Not surprisingly, that consultant was
Daryn Alwyn, the current acting director genera of UniComm. Obvioudly, Director Alwyn poses athreat
to both the PST takeover and to the operating management of OneCys, and they havejoined forcesto
seeif they can removethisthreat. Ther efforts highlight exactly why Director Alwyn should not be
removed, but confirmed as permanent director general of UniComm. The advocate and his clients fear
Director Alwyn’ s abilities. Otherwise, why would they be stampeding to remove someone who has
established solid credentidsin thefield so quickly? Because they do not want Director Alwyn's ahilities
to become more widely known. If Director Alwyn isremoved, the share price will tumble, and OneCys
will attempt to pick up UniComm at abargain price. That is clearly the agenda of the advocate. Itisan
agendawhich should be opposed. All stakeholders with an interest in preserving the value of their
investment should oppose any changein leadership.” Nyere smiled politely and seated himself.

“The counsd for the Dynaeis most persuasive,” returned de-Becque. “ But he, too, has an agenda. The
Dynee have dways opposed efficiency in multilaterds....”

After deBecquefinished, abalding norm stood. “1 would like to say that I’ d rather see UniComm under
OneCys, whatever it takes....”

| wondered who' d bought him, or if he were just misguided.

DieraD’ Ahoud stood. “1 would like to ask the counsel for the PST Trust to explain why he believes such
haste in removing Director Alwyn is necessary.”

“Y ou do not have to answer that,” Nasaki said from the podium.

“I do not mind answering theinquiry of the graciouslady. The answer issimple. We have seen a steedy
declinein the market share and value of UniComm holdings. We do not believe that UniComm can
withgtand yet another Alwyn.”



Another figure— atall pre-select stood from near the back row. “For what it may beworth, I’d liketo
support the advocate who wants change in management. There' s been enough autocracy in UniComm.”

Unfortunately, that was something | couldn’t deny, but | didn’'t have to addressit.
People began to pop up here and there.

“... trying to ruin aperfectly good multilaterd ...”

“... enough of family dynadties....”

“... tenyearsof declining market shareisenough ...”

| just sat and smiled, and listened. It was obvious enough to me to see who had been coached by the
PST team and who were those speaking their own thoughts. The coached ones were smooth, and each
brought up adifferent point, and al came back and hammered on the declining market share.

As| sensed the debate was winding down, | went back on thelink to Mgjora “1’d like to meet with
Nyere after the meeting, if someone could arrangeit.”

“I"ll seewhat we can do.”
“Thank you.”

Nasaki stepped back up to the podium. “ Are there any other points of discusson?’ He paused and
surveyed the audience. “ Seeing none, the question is on the motion to remove the existing acting director
generd. A ‘yes voteisavoteto remove. A ‘no’ voteisavoteto confirm acting Director Genera Alwyn
asdirector generd until the next general meseting of stakeholders. Y ou have five minutesto record your
vote”

The Federa Union auditor joined Nasaki and took possession of the console as the votes began to
register.

For amoment or so, | watched everyone. Diera D’ Ahoud smiled at me, and | wondered how many
shares she was voting.

Then | voted my bloc and waited until the voting was over.

Nasaki looked over the results, and his eyes widened. “ The results are asfollows. In favor of the motion
to remove present management, forty-four point three percent. Those opposed, fifty-five point seven
percent. “The motion is defeated, and Director Generd Alwyn is confirmed.”

“Congratulations, Director General,” offered Dreichaquietly.

Nasaki surveyed the hal once more. “ The business of the specid meeting having been concluded, the
mesting isadjourned.”

| turned to Tomas Galo. “Thank you, counsd.” Then | addressed Brin. “ Thank you, Brin. | havea
meeting now, but we should get together later this afternoon.”

1] Y&, w.”
| couldn’t help but overhear some of the comments from the seats bel ow the stage.

“...howdidhedoit?



“... EDA Trus soldouttohim ...”

| just smiled and nodded to those remaining before making my way back to the office that was mine—
a least until the next generd meeting in November.

Magorawaswaiting in the office with Aloys Nyere.

I inclined my head dightly to the dark-skinned counsel of the Society of Dynae. “| appreciate your
comments, and your willingnessto take the lead in the debate againgt the PST group.”

Nyere studied mefor along time. “ They say you were an interstellar pilot, and agood one. | can see
why. Y ou had the votes from the beginning, didn’t you?’

“Yes, but | needed to see what was out there.”

“Didyou?’

“I saw enough.”

“I'm certain you did. Will you tell mewhat you plan with UniComm?” Hisdark eyestwinkled.

“I could tell you that we re a hardworking team, and that we' |l reclaim market share.” | laughed. “We
won't, not immediately, because | haveto fix afew things, but I’d be very surprised if we didn’t makea
sharp turn-around by about ayear from now.”

The advocate for the Dynae raised his eyebrows.

“If you' re asking about our approach to various matters, dl | can say isthat Mertyn Rosenn was my
teacher, and | learned agreat deal from him, and | intend to repay that debt.”

“Y ou knew?’

“I found out about two weeks ago. | might have discovered it earlier, but it happened while | wasin the
medcenter. A wall fel on me, ingteed fdling off adliff. | wasluckier.” Not wanting to spell it out, knowing
that even within UniComm the walls had ears and not dl the earswere friendly, | hoped he understood.

Nyere nodded. “I fear interesting times lie ahead for usal.”
“They do, but | intend to dowhat | can.”

He bowed. “I won't impose on you more, Director Alwyn, but | do appreciate your taking the timeto
gpeak with me. If | can do anything for you or for your assistant, please do not hesitate to let me know.”
Hissmilewasgenuine.

“Wewill beworking on aproject where perhaps your knowledge and expertise might be valuable” |
returned the smile. “It may be afew days beforewe |l know.”

“As| said, we would be happy to work on efforts of mutual benefit.”

| understood the parameters. “1 would not ask otherwise.”

He bowed, and | bowed again, and then he departed, like asilent shadow.
“You haveafriend,” Mgorasad.

“Not exactly. He' safriend because Mertyn was my friend.”



“They’ re not going to be happy,” Mgorasaid.

“Deng, TanUy, and the rest of the PST group?No ... not a al. We' |l need to get moving, first thing
tomorrow.” | needed word to get around UniComm.

Chapter 64

Thewords of poets ditill truth, though their lines may beterse or florid, short or long, and those lines | eft
in dusty tomes, few of which have ever been converted to eectrons and bright screen images. For, after
al, dl they offer isthe truth of the past, and the future differs from the past. It must, must it not?

Andyet ...

Isagreat disorder an order? One poet claimed such, but few read hiswords a generation beyond his
desth.

Another claimed that old violence was not too aged to lead to anew order.

Y et another claimed that men are hollow, and proved he was more so than most, whilefretting about the
intolerable wrestling of words and meaning.

A soldier poet ingsted that deeth made foreign fields a corner of home ... forever Anglian ... forever
revered.

Then there werethelines of aridiculed poet, for he was amilitarist, who pointed out dl too accurately
that our end comes not from staves nor swords, but through the power of small corroding words.

Y et another claimed that time wasindifferent to all physical achievements, but worshipslanguage....

For dl their truths, truths that continue to apply, observationsthat will outlast dusty tomes, forgotten on
archive shelves, why are dl the great poets forgotten, unread, unheard?

Because words done offer truth, atruth betrayed by images flashed upon amillion eyes amoment?
Because truth takes more than an image and amoment?

Personal Notes

Chapter 65

Kewood

| found mysdf pacing back and forth in front of the cherry wood desk, glancing through the open
nanite-screened barrier to theindoor courtyard, brightly lit by amorning sun set in acloudliess sky.

Reacting ... that wasdl | wasdoing ... reacting to everyone e s smoves. Reacting to the Situation
Elorahad set up ... and to what Eldyn had done ... even to what my parents had done years before.
And to Elysa sefforts at Kharl’ s party.

| smiled, not at the thought of Elysa, but because I’ d findlly reached Kharl, and learned he, at least, was
on theway to afull recovery. | hoped I’d fare aswell, but | needed to start acting and stop reacting.
Even my handling of the stakeholders' meeting had been areaction. Then, was everything?

What did | want? | laughed, softly. Even that was areaction, because | would be acting based on what
I’ d been and seen, and the people I’ d known and who had influenced me, from my parentsto Mertyn,



and now because of Mgjoraand Eldyn.
Perhaps a better question might be to ask what | didn’t want.

| didn’t want aworld ruled by amob, nor one ruled by ahandful of people who embodied my father’s
worst characteristics and none of hisbest. | half-wondered if Gerrat had been tacitly involved in one of
the plots. From what | could see, he certainly fit the mold of those identified by Eldyn, but | supposed I'd
never know. Thefact that Elorahadn’t trusted him wasn't exactly in hisfavor.

First off, | needed to make sure that what Elorahad done didn’t get undone. So ... there wasthe
obligatory cdl to AnnaMayo.

Shewasin.
“Anna... | need you to revise somelegd papers....”

My solicitor looked dightly less harried, perhaps because the latest pre-select plague had died out
reaivey quickly, asit should have with such virulence. “What did you havein mind?’

“I want atrust and atrustee, set up in the event of my death. Half my estate— and that’ s half of
everything — to the trustee, the rest split evenly among Gerrat’ s children and the children of Rhedya's
brother Haywar, but voting control of al my stocks to remain with the trustee for the next forty years. If
anything happensto the trustee, the secondary trustee will be the genera counsdl of the Society of
Dynae”

“The Society of Dynae?’ Her mouth opened.

“You'vegot it. | want someinsurance for me and the trustee.”

“I candoit Areyousure...?’

“I'mvery sure” | paused. “ The primary trustee will be MgoraHyriss”

Annanodded, asif that were one of the few points she found agreeable. “ She would be agood choice.
What took you so long?’

“I’'m not sure she knows. That’ s another thing | need to unscramble, and that’ s also why the Society of
Dynee”

“She'snot ...”

“No, but most people would rather have her than the Society, and probably me morethan her.” That's
what | was hoping, anyway. “How long will it take? Thisisurgent.”

“If it surgent ... how about four o’ clock?’
“I'll bethere.”
“I'd better get onit.” After aquick and professiond smile, shewas gone.

Then there were afew more itemsto take care of, from reviewing personnel in UniComm to checking
out marketshares and the offnets I’ d need to use before long.

Then | had to get back to outlining the “ new” strategy for UniComm.



| didn’t want to think about what €lse | was forgetting.

Chapter 66

Kewood

Even before Mgoraarrived in my office at three-thirty, | was ready to go.

Her eyebrows lifted as she saw the leather portfolio in my hand.

“I'll be back. Would you mind walking out to the glider with me?’

She amiled. “Since I’m your specid assistant, on company time, | walk where you want.”

| returned the smile, wishing | could find away to say what | redlly wanted to say. “Let’sgo.”

Wewalked out of the office and down the ramp, without saying aword. I’ d been doing that too much,
far too much.

Once we were at the end of the stone steps, | stopped and looked at Mgjora. “1 have afavor to ask of
you. Another one.”

“Ask ... and you shall receive. Ian't that the way the words go?’ That haf-impish smile crossed her face,
the expression that seemed 0 at odds with her statuesque appearance.

| shook my head. “It'shardto ask ... for me.” | swallowed. “Bear withme ... please. | was going to ask
you to bethetrustee of al that | have, but then | redlized that was because | love you and trust you, and
that I’ve never told you that. So ...” | moistened my lips. “I have to ask another question first. Will you
marry me?’

“Yes. | will.” Her deep brown eyes met my eyes, and after along moment | bent forward and kissed her.
Then | put my armsaround her.

Her armswere around me, amost as quickly.

After avery long embrace, we eased back, gill holding each other.

“You're not the type to ask, either, areyou?’ | said quietly.

Her lipstwisted into alopsded smile. “Why do you say that?”’

“It takes one to know one.”

Shelaughed, and then our arms were around each other once more, if briefly.
“Doesthismean | can't be your specia assstant?”’

“You'll dwaysbe.... No ... you're more than any assstant, but till very specid.”
“Sweet words.”

“For avery sweet lady with acynicd surface.”

“Why now?”

| understood. “Because ... well ... you awayslook for the right moment, and the right words, and life



sometimes doesn't provide either. Or, | guess, because I’'m not good at creating specid momentslike
that, and | redlized that if | waited around, al I'd do would beloseyou ... again, and | wasn't about to
gamble on getting athird chance.”

“I'mglad you didn’'t wait.”

Red uctantly, we waked, hand in hand, to my glider, its shimmering surface dusty in the afternoon sun of
ealy summer.

“We'll talk about the time when | get back. | didn’t tell you, but | need to see Anna about some legd
things. I’'m trying to set up matters so that people have a certain incentive to keep me around.”

“I"d likethat very much.”
“Sowould1.”

“Be careful. Please be very careful,” Mgoraurged meas| dipped into the glider. She squeezed my hand
beforerdeasing it.

“I will be”

Theway matterswere going, especialy after Mgora swarning, | made sure dl the glider systems
checked, and | aso made sure the restraint harness was snug and that the canopy was locked closed.

| hoped | didn’t have to use the glider to take advantage of the special waysin which I'd rebuilt it, but |
liked the thought that | could. Most people didn’t redlize that aglider wasasmplified and limited orbital
lifter, linked and heavily limited, for the Smple reason that, as |’ d discovered in pilot training, most people
couldn’t handleit. Even for me, it had taken work — aswell as some very specid microtronic boards
and afull gyro system.

As| eased the glider out from between the last of the redwood trees and onto the main guideway, |
realized that I’ d never asked Magjora about being trustee. Somehow | doubted that she' d object.

I’d scarcely gone aklick when asilver-gray glider gppeared behind me, moving closer, far too closeto
be on automeatic guideway control.

Therewas acrackling sound, and | could fed heat on my neck. Another laser?

| glanced back, but could see nothing, except the darkening of the rear of the canopy. | eased the
inductors up. Momentarily, the distance between the two gliders widened, and the heat dacked off.

| kept accelerating, but dmost immediately the automatic speed overrides cut in and the dert wailed. So
did another darm, the onethat sgnaled | waslosing solar cdlls.

Sometimes, safety precautionswere area danger.

| reached down to the hidden panel on the side of the seat and flipped off dl the overrides, and
accelerated again, noting | was gaining ground al too quickly on ablue glider up ahead.

Monoclones— even duoclones— didn't have the ability to guide gliders, except perhaps on automated
guideways. Nor to carry FS-type lasers. So my pursuers were real people, and there were probably
two — one to operate the glider and one to range and discharge the laser. Why alaser? Smple. Tuned
to theright frequencies, the skytorswould pick up nothing of interest, except the growing temperature of
my glider — not until my glider piled into something or exploded in flame.



Asthe gray glider moved toward me again, and another line of energy focused on the rear of the glider, |
checked the opposing guideway, then banked the glider into areverse turn, one far sharper than a
standard glider could manage, hoping that the maneuver would gain me some distance.

It did, but not too much.

| eased the glider farther above the guideway, not al that much but so that | had more ground clearance.
Then | clicked the last stud, and forced the whedl, now agtick controller, dmost into my lap,
concentrating on maintaining heading absolutely.

Looping an orbitd lifter isfrowned on ... but there weren’t any prohibitions against looping aglider,
because as ddivered they couldn’t be looped. | didn’t liketheidea, but | liked being cooked less, and
whilel could have lifted my glider like aflitter, and taken off over rougher terrain, the result would have
been the escape of those trying to kill me ... or embarrassme ... and acitation for use of an unlicensed
flitter.

In lessthan seconds | was screaming down behind the gray glider.

| dewed my glider-flitter Sdeways, scrambling both the ground effect and the magfields of my pursuers,
and using the magfields and the ground cushion to drive the gray glider sideways, right off the guideway
and toward the bordering redwoods.

Then | applied full power and squirted out from under the branches. Something might have scraped, but |
was Clear.

Behind me, the out-of-control glider careened toward a heavy tree trunk, one that should have crumpled
it thoroughly, athough most of my attention was on the task of lifting my own glider away, turning to set
back down on the opposite guideway, heading in the direction I’ d originaly chosen. Although | wasn't
sure what might happen, | wasn't prepared for the violence of the explosion after the gray glider dammed
into the redwood.

My glider was buffeted, but that was dl.
| shook my head. Someone certainly didn’t want any witnesses|eft. Again.
And | still needed to get to Kewood proper and Anna.

| kept studying the readouts and the guideway, but no one appeared, not a CA glider or another pursuer.
My breething was dtill abit ragged.

Once more, the pattern was al too clear. Put me in a position where there was no obvious danger, as
seen by an outside observer and where | well might have to break some law to survive. Whilel was
licensed to fly or drive anything, the glider wasn't, and in my current position, the news coverage would
have been brutd — led by OneCys. And, of course, no one would ever have found the pair with the
laser, and there would have been absol utely no evidence to support my story.

| forced mysdlf to take a deep breath, and to look over my shoulder and at oncoming gliders more
caefully.

There were no other incidents on the way.

As| eased the glider to astop on the grass of the park opposite Anna s office, | remembered to
reengage al the cutouts, and to arm full security. The glider seemed al right, but | hoped | had achance
to ingpect it thoroughly before | tried any other stunts.



Anna s office was on the first floor, and she was waiting.
“Foramaninahurry, you'realittle late, Daryn.”

“I ran into some delays. There was an accident on the guideway.” Both were true enough. “What do |
have to sign, authenticate, whatever?’

“There are three sets. your property alocation, establishment of a primary trustee, and establishment of a
secondary trustee.” She pointed.

| went through the procedure of signing them and affixing aholo print before| turned to her. “These are
legd now?’

“They’'relegd now, but they need to be recorded officidly.”

“By hand?’

Annanodded. “That hasn't changed.”

“Fine. I'll take you wherever that is, and I'll pay for thetime.”

She amiled. “I take back my statement about your not being in ahurry. | can’'t say I’ m surprised.”
“Wadll ... it did occur to me that the family needed to be taken care of .”

“Family?’

“Mgoraand | are going to get married, and, no, we haven't set adate yet.”

“Impetuous, aren’'t you?’

Hardly impetuous, when I’ d known her for more than ten years and hadn’t seen what she redlly was until
thelast few weeks. “Y ou could say that. | don’t know asit would be accurate.”

| gestured toward the door and the glider that rested in the glider park. “ Shall we go?’
Chapter 67

Canit besaid that | saw the sun,
setting before the day has yet begun?
Canit be sung that | heard winter’ s cold,
howling through green summer’sfold....

I”’m not apoet, not even aversfier. My lines proveit. | wish that | could put down inversewhat | fed ...
the anger and the frugtration involved in trying to open others' eyes. | have spent most of my lifeinthe
insulated arrogance of privilege. | fill do, but unlike the otherswho share that privilege, I’ d liketo think
that 1 look beyond it. A brief touch of being outside, not even fully outside, has opened perhaps one eye
to the subtleties of control. An earlier generation might have caled it oppresson. | could berationdizing,
but | don't seeit asthat kind of oppression. It's more of atrangparent ceiling. Most people can do more
than any generation previoudy, and in lessfear and greater freedom.

The unseen celling bars most of those few normswho are brilliant from entering the upper reaches of the
power structure, and even some pre-selects. Frydrik wasright, and wrong. Most pre-selects barred
from the power structure have no businessthere. If one cannot penetrate the celling with al the



advantages of birth and wedlth, then there’ susualy agood reason why.

The norms brilliant and fortunate enough to succeed ... | wonder how many end up like Eldyn, twisted
into near insanity by the ravages of the struggle. Or quietly dead like Mertyn, because he raised too many
embarrassing questions.

Yet for al the questions, | have no answers, not onesthat are suitable for a society. Mgorawould make
better choices about who should decide than would I, but no one will sdlect or support aMagjora. By
accident of birth, by twists of fate, it may bethat | can change our world, and | can hopethat it will be for
the better. But it will be far from perfect, and the resistance to change and the anger of those who dimly
perceive that some of what they believe to be their birthright has been denied will ensure that change will
not be easy.

Birthright — what asirange word. Do any of us have birthrights really? We are born with varying
degrees of assorted abilitiesinto families with varying degrees of power and possibilities. If our abilities
are great, does that mean our birthright isto achieve great things or amass much wedth? If our abilities
are meager, does that mean we are doomed to misery or to be looked down upon? Who decides? And
upon what bases?

| am taking power in an attempt to make decisions, knowing that my decisionswill be wrong for many,
hoping that they will benefit more than they harm, but aso knowing that what has seemed to be an
inevitable progression toward atyranny of the self-proclaimed diteis both right and wrong — and a path
to destruction. The vast mgjority of the pre-selects are indeed more gifted and able, and never hasthere
been such great prosperity and freedom of individual action and expression for al of the peoples of the
world a dl levels. Y et not since the yearsimmediately preceding the Collapse has there been such anger
and resentment.

People want to control their own destiny. We never control that destiny by oursalves, but we must retain
theillusion that we have such control, and over time an dlite perceived to govern by pure ability shatters
thetilluson

Personal Notes
Chapter 68
Yurwil
Although the sky was clouding over heavily, thetrip to Y unvil was uneventful. So was the conversation,
and so was the procedure of recording the documents in the regiona advocate generad’ s office.

Wewalked out of the recording and transfer office, back toward the underground, multilevel covered
permacrete structure for parking magscooters and gliders.

“Areyou happier now?’ asked Anna.

“Somewhat.” | was't totaly happy with the heavy clouds and the light rain that had begun and
threatened to get far heavier. “1’ [l be happier in afew months.” Happier or dead.

“Looking forward to getting married? | never would have bet on that.”
“Neither would I, but times can changeaman.”

| frowned as we started down the ramp to the second leve, for | heard voices. Although they wereloud,



they didn’'t sound angry.

“Peoplearemad....”

“...bemad, too ... friggin’ pre-selects ... think they run everything ... getting theirs now.”
“Bagtard ... bitch ... right there ...”

Two pre-sdectsjumped from behind an abutment, and they hadn’t been pre-selected for brains. A third
lagged dightly behind.

| saw the glitter of ablade — and blades were the obvious choice in a covered area— and | swore at
myself for not wearing a nanite-screen, uncomfortable and hot and cumbersome asthey were. Rather, |
began the thought, but my nanite-boosted defense system — and all theroutines I’ d learned in FS
training — kicked in, and | scarcely remembered much of anything that followed.

Severa moments|ater, | was standing in the open space between gliders, panting, with ashalow dash
across one a'm and adamp fedling on the left sde of my skull that | suspected was blood from the
gtinging of acut or dash above my ear.

Three bodieslay sprawled on the permacrete.

“Lord...” Annaglanced from meto the bodies, and then back to me. “I ... never saw anything like
thet.”

| kept scanning the area, but couldn’t sense anyone el se. Another attempt by my dear friends— set up
where the skytors couldn’t see.

“They’ re dead. There were three of them.”

“They were out to kill usboth.” My first reaction was to leave the bodies. My second was to avoid
committing another crime and to capitalize onit as| could. The problem was unfortunately smple. If | left
| was committing acrime; if | remained I’ d be charged with murder or something, initidly, evenif it were
later dismissed. Asafictiona heroine |’ d read somewhere had said, | was faced with two doors, and
both of them were labelled “ damned.”

| glanced toward my stunned solicitor. “1f the CAslook into this ... what' sthe probability that I’ [l get
off?’

“The garage ismonitored, and you waive privacy and let them run truth nanites through you, and you' |l be
out of the building in acouple of hours.” She paused. “I don’t know how you fed about waiving

privecy.”

“Let’'sdoit. But ... | want you to make sure they ask some questions ... about why this might be
happening ... and who might be behindit....”

“I cantry.” She sounded dubious.

| had been looking around, searching for an darm, and finally located one, on the wall, past a battered
glider that was so old that half the solar cells were the dull black that meant they were fused into
uselessness. | walked over and pulled the darm lever.

Wedidn't haveto wait long.

A building guard and a CA appeared within two minutes. They both looked at me, and at the bodies and



the filament knives on the permacrete, and then back a me. The way they did dmost made mefed guilty
for defending Annaand mysdif.

The CA went into alink even before he addressed me. “ Ser ... what happened?’

“I'm Daryn Alwyn. Thisis AnnaMayo. Sheismy solicitor. We were here to register some documents
with the regiond advocate genera” | described what had happened asfactualy as| could.

Before | had finished, another CA and amuch larger glider had arrived. The second CA was harder
looking and more senior, and he gave the bodies, and me, the same kind of look. | wasn't sure why,
sncedl three men were a least my size— or maybe that was the problem, but they should have known
what a pre-sdlect with FStraining and a nanite-boosted system could do. | wasn't about to explain.

“... andthen | found the darm and pulled it and waited.”
“Ser, do you have alegal representative?’ asked the senior CA.
| nodded to Anna. “ She' smy representative.”

Heturned to Anna. “Y ou understand, counsd, even in self-defense, with three men deed, your client will
haveto behdd until ... "

| cleared my throat. Loudly.

Annaand the CA looked a me.

“I'll waive privacy. I'd just as soon get thisover.”

The two looked at each other. “ Areyou sure, ser?’

“Absolutdy. Thislady ismy solicitor, and she has advised me of my rights.”

Things moved quickly after that, and in lessthan ahdf hour | wasin thelocal CA dtation, my cuts
spray-sealed, the blood wiped away, with asenior CA reading a statement at me.

“Y ou understand that under the laws of the Federal Union, until authorized by judicid authority, you
cannot be required to submit to a nanite-based verification of the accuracy of your statements, and that
you are under no compulsion and no obligation to testify about the events which occurred?’

“l do.”
“And you gill wishto waive privacy?’
1] I do.”

With that, they moved Annato the side of the room, and aforensic medica tech arrived with his mask,
and | inhaled al sorts of sprays, and then we waited until he looked at his screen and nodded.

Then | got basdinetests, from colors and deliberate lies, and everything el se.

It wasagood haf hour later before | got to repeat my story.

No one said anything, not even the medtech, while | talked. Then, the CAs began to question me.
“Could you have avoided killing the attackers?’



“I don't see how. There were three of them, and they had us cornered. | was worried about Anna.”
“Why did you kill the attackers?’

“| didn’t have any choice, if | wanted to live.”

“Could you explain that, ser?’

“I have FS survivad training, and | have an implanted augnite defense reaction system. My only choiceis
whether the Situation is dangerous enough to trigger that. I am not someone who uses those systems daily
or weekly. The system reacts according to my degree of fear and concern. | was scared blue.”

“Why were you scared, ser?’

“All three men were clearly pre-selected for physicd attributes. They were larger and more muscular than
|, and younger, and al were carrying wegpons.”

“But you knew you had a nanite system.”

“They didn’'t give me achanceto explain that, and if we tried to run, Annamight have been killed, and |
wouldn’t have had ared chance to defend mysdlf.”

“Areyou certain of that?’

“I'’'m not absolutely certain. | couldn’t bein that Situation, but | had to decide quickly. They had wegpons.
Wedidn't”

The CA must have asked forty minutes of questions about the location, about the attackers, about
anything that might have indicated that | had other options. | till didn’'t seeany, and | wastrying not to
get angry, but that was very hard. Whoever had set up the attack had clearly, | realized in hindsight,
expected meto kill the three. It would come out that | was a madman, or at least a dangerous man, and if
I’ d been foolish enough to leave the Site, would have put me under legd attack asapossble felon. Either
way | was damned, because no one would believe I’ d been set up.

“Y ou seem to be angry, ser. Why are you angry?’

“| was attacked by men | don’t know, and | fed like I’m being considered the criminal. | till don’t see
that | had any choice but to defend mysdlf.”

Annasad something, and one of the CAsturned and glared & her.

The other asked, “Have there been other attempts on your life?’

“yYes”

Both CA’s eyes widened when the tech nodded that | wastelling the truth.
“Would you please describe them?”

“Earlier this afternoon, on my way to Lady Mayo’ sto authorize the papers we filed this afternoon, two
men in aglider van attempted to force me off the guideway. They had a high-powered laser, FSissue.” |
had to be very careful in phrasing the next sentence. “When they discovered that they couldn’t disable my
glider with the laser, they tried to get close enough to ram me— or so that the laser would be
effective— I’'m not sure which — | tried to avoid them. | turned at high speed onto the opposite
guideway. They followed me, and when | tried to accelerate they lost control, and their van exploded. |



think if you or the Y unvil CAsinvestigate the accident, you would find traces of explosivesin the
resdue”

“Why weren't they successful in forcing you off the road?’

“I wasapilot, once, and | used that training to take evasive action. Also, my glider has heavier shields
and inductors than most passenger gliders.” All of that was absolutely true. “ There was an earlier attempt
that ison the records. Several months ago, someone used alaseflash on mewhen | wasleaving my
house. And ...” | went on to explain that.

“Ser? Isthere something else?’

“About two weeks ago, there was aman who looked like amonoclone following me after | visited a
sonesmith in Helnya. | was walking to the induction tube station, and he jumped at me. | pushed him
away, and ran, and there was an explosion.” | shrugged. “I probably should have reported it, but it was
under the oaks where the skytors could not have seen anything except the energy, and sincethe CAs
hadn’t been able to uncover anything about the laseflash effort, and since there was no evidence there, |
didn’t. The CAsdid contact me, and | did report seeing the man. | didn’t report the explosion.” That
could get meintrouble, but not so much aslying where | was standing — or sitting.

The CA glanced at the medtech, who made agesture | couldn’t see.
“I don't believethat isthe entire story, ser. Could you tell us more?’

| hoped not to, but that had always been arisk. “You'll find on the record in the Helnya CA records that
| wasinjured in what was classfied as an accident in Helnya. | did not believe it was an accident, but a
clever trap set for me. The evidence only proved that the cemetery wall had deteriorated, and that there
was ground erosion. | thought | heard and saw a child about to fall, and | ran to help her and thewall fell
onme. | redized that the child was aone-dimensiona holo projection when my hand went through the
image. By then, it wastoo late.” | looked at the two CAs.

They werelooking at the screens.
“He stdling thetruth....” the medtech murmured.

“While wasin the medcenter, another CA questioned me about the cemetery wall. The skytors showed
nothing except the wall falling on me. Then, when | got out of the medcenter, | found anumber of snoops
inmy comm systems. With al that, | didn’t see the point in reporting yet another incident where there
was absolutely no evidence. There was dways the possibility that someone was trying to set things up o
that, if | did report theincidents, after atime, it would appear that | was somehow deluded or
unbaanced. Either that, or they’ d eventualy succeed, and I’ d be reported dead in some unfortunate
accident.”

“Do you have any ideawhy thisis hgppening?’
“Yes.” | had hoped to get them to ask for it, and now they had.
“Would you liketo explan?’

“I have very mixed fedings about thet, officers. Let me explain. Asthe only surviving Alwynin two
generations, except for my mother, | hold the controlling interestsin UniComm. My sister held the largest
interest. She waskilled in the only induction tube explosion in ageneration. There have been anumber of
attemptson my life, the last two following the death of my brother and father in the latest pre-select
plague. | have no proof of anything, but | have no reason to think that anyone has a purely persond



motive. | have no spouse. | have no children. So far as| know, | have no one who would wish me
enough harm to kill me for persond reasons. That only leaves as areason my interestsin UniComm.”

“Green clear, ser,” murmured the shorter CA. They clearly weren't used to pre-sdectswho were
augmented waiving privacy, or they would have known about augmented hearing.

The questions about motivation only lasted five minutes, and then they went back over the incident, detail
by detail. | wastired and sweating by the time they told me | could go.

“... theevidenceindicates that you behaved gtrictly in self-defense, ser. The advocate generd will review
those findings, and you could be called back for additiona questions, but the record seems clear enough
for usto release you on persona bond. If the advocate generd agreeswith our findings, you will receive
aforma notification that you have been cleared of dl chargesin thisincident....”

| inclined my head. “Thank you, officers”

“Thank you, ser. Wish more people would deal asdirectly asyou have.” The CA paused. “Wedid have
alittle trouble with the skytors download, ser. We managed to verify that the accident was pretty much
the way you described it, but there was one part that didn’t transfer right, just before your attackers
crashed. Doesn't happen often, ser, but sometimes the data gets scrambled. I’ m sure no one will need
that little part, ser.”

I inclined my head in thanks. “1 wouldn’t think so, officer, but | certainly respect your judgment, and
thank you.”

“Not a problem, ser. We appreciate honesty.”

With that, we got an escorted ride back to my glider, accompanied by apair of CAs.

“What was that about?’ Annaasked after | closed and locked the canopy.

“My evasive drivingwasa... little unconventiond. They were thanking me for waiving privacy, | think.”
She nodded somberly. “They didn’t tell you one other thing.”

“What?'

“Someone had disabled the viewersin that section of the garage, with enough carethat it was planned.”
That scarcely surprised me, not So much asanorm covering my illegal loop.

“Daryn ...” began Annaas| guided the glider through the darkness back toward her office. It was
amaost midnight.

“YS?’
“Canyoutdl mewhat thisisdl about?’

“I cantell youwhat | know, but you aready heard that.” My smile felt lopsided, perhapstheresult of a
post-reaction to the truth-nanites. “What I’ m guessing is that thereisapolitica moveto take over
UniComm asthefirgt step in somehow changing the Federa Union system.”

Therewas aslence. “ That makes sense.” She nodded. “What are you going to do?’

“Hohtit.”



“Why?

| grinned, again fedling the expression off-center. “1 didn’t like the world my father liked, but he wasfair.
| havethe feding I’ d like the world these people want to create even less.”

“What do you want from me?’

“A good securities and multilaw specidist | cantrust. Plus, I’ll probably send Mgorato you for a
property alocation bequest aswell.”

“Y ou're not going to fight their way, are you?’

| laughed. “How could 1?1 don’t know anything about fighting that way. I'll haveto fight my way.” If |
could make it work.

| dropped her off &t her office.

If what | were doing were scripted into aVR, then I’ d be chasing al over the globe, quietly or noisily
nating or killing one and then another of the evil pre-sdects ... or commandeering a spaceship and
traveling to 31 Pavo and Gamma Recluci to blow up dien Gates ... or something along thoselines.

Oh ... and I'd have had it al solved before the first board meeting, and persuaded Mgorato have
married me by then.

The only problem was that those kinds of actions wouldn’t stop or solve anything, however much they
might please those who loved bodiesand blood ... and nothing moved quite that fast in the real world.

Then, of course, there was the problem that | didn’t know how to stalk people, and the CAs and skytors
were probably watching everything | did. | didn’t have accessto clones, or to thugs who' d been carefully
removed from the world database. Nor did | even know those who were after me with enough certainty
evento useillegd tactics, and conventiona legd remedieswereimpossibleto employ.

| did have some brains, some talent, some friends, and, if | could keep it, the largest comm net in the
world.

And Mgora

Chapter 69
Heyna

On theway back from Kewood, | connected mysdlf to the AlINews desk at UniComm and offered a
statement. It wasn't perfect, but this was atime when agood statement in atimely fashion wasfar better
than a perfect stlatement when everyone had forgotten what had happened.

Then | caled Mother.
“... Dayn ... it'slate. Why don’'t you have an image?’

“I'mintheglider. | just cdled to tell you that I'm al right. Some thugs came after me this afternoon, and
there are going to be news stories, I'm sure.”

“Y ou might consider an armored glider and a chauffeur for atime, dear.”

“I"ve thought about it, though my glider isamost that. It was after | |eft the glider....”



When I’d briefed her, | called Mgjora.

“Where areyou? | saw the stories. Areyou dl right?’
“On theway back from Kewood. I'm al right.”

“I'll bewaiting.”

And shewas, right at the front door. Her full-body hug felt good — warm and reassuring ... and loving.
We hung on to each other for atime before we disengaged and closed the door.

“| saved everything that ran on the news,” Mgorasaid aswe moved toward her great room. “Y our
mother aso called.”

| frowned. “I cdled her.”
“Shewas cdling to reassure me, in case you hadn’t.”

| laughed. “ She likesyou.” Then | frowned. “But | hadn’t had achanceto tell her, about our getting
married, or about my staying here.”

“She knew you' d called from here before. She’ svery sharp.”
That, | dready knew.
“I haveteaready, and aplate for you. I'll run the news clipswhileyou eat.”

So | sat and ate avery good goulash with noodles that were perfectly al dente, Sipping teaand watching
and ligening.

Thefirst image wasthat of a CA office, dthough not the Kewood one, and then ashot of me presiding
over the stakeholders meeting asthe narrative voiced over the image.

... Civil Authoritiestook the director generd of UniComm into custody today in connection with the
desths of three un-identified men Alwyn, aformer FS officer with extensve military training, apparently
killed dl three men. The Civil Authorities have made no comment, but released Alwyn after perfunctory
questioning. Alwyn recently inherited the controlling interestsin UniComm, theworld' slargest
communications network after the mysterious bombing death of his Sster and the sudden illness-related
deaths of hisfather and brother.

That was the OneCys InstaNews version.
“I'm definitdly scum.” | laughed, athough it was hard. “What did AlINewsrun?’
“It' sbetter,” she sad, flicking acontral.

Thisimage showed stock footage of the black marble archway into UniComm, and aso followed it with
footage of me a the stakeholders' mesting.

... Latethis afternoon in Kewood, Noram, three men attacked the director generd of UniComm. Daryn
Alwyn, accompanied by hissolicitor, had just left the recording office after registering a property
dlocation agreement. All three men werekilled in the attack, and Alwyn immediately summoned the Civil
Authorities. Because Alwyn waived privacy, both the events of the afternoon and the contents of the
document were availableto Civil Authorities, who immediately released the director asinnocent of any
wrong-doing. Thelega document Alwyn had filed establishes atrust in the event of his death, the



majority to go to membersof hisfamily. According to hissolicitor, Alwyn felt haste was necessary in
setting up the trust because al family members who might survive him are underage and because he was
concerned by the number of attemptson hislife aready.

... According to the Civil Authorities, thisisthe third confirmed attempt on Alwyn’slife, andin al cases,
the attackers were either never discovered or have no records in the world database.... Unconfirmed
reports suggest that Alwyn’s resolve to oppose perceptud testing may be afactor in motivating his
attackers.

Alwyn had thisto say. “It isasorry timewhen influentid pre-selects have to hide behind anonymous
hired thugs, and because they don't like what a net organization hasto offer. | believein accuracy and
efficiency in operating network systems, and above dl honesty in reporting events. So did my brother and
my father. So did my sister and her superior. They’re dl dead. That’ sthe most frightening aspect of it al.
Whoisit that doesn’t want that honesty to continue? And why don’t they? UniComm and | intend to get
to the bottom of this”

Daryn Alwyn, the director generd of UniComm, commenting on the latest attempt on hislife.
“Where do the other systems come down?’ | asked.

“NEN is halfway between InstaNews and AlINews. Someone thereis running scared. Most of the
amaler sysems are gpplauding you, and saying things like UniComm is big and they’ ve dways used their
muscle, but they’ ve never been deceptive, if there hasto be amgor netsys, then better UniComm than
those who would tear it down to replaceit with something just asbig and far less ethica.”

“Oh ... | think we' re definitely going to need to double the around-the-clock security here” | took alast
sp of the Grey tea

“Ah ... asyour pecid assgtant ... | dready took the liberty. | hope you don’t mind.”

| laughed.

Majoraraised her eyebrows.

“We make agood team.”

“Wedo.” Sheamiled a me, then stood and refilled my cup. After that, she massaged my shoulders.
| closed my eyes and leaned back.

Chapter 70

Kewood

The most interesting thing about the attack was that by the morning two days afterwards, there was
nothing in the nets about it, even from InstaNews, and | thought | knew why. OneCys or the PST group
had taken ashot, and both my response and the evidence put them in abad light. Since UniComm had
more market share, if they continued to emphasizeit, so could UniComm. If they stopped, and
UniComm continued, then it would look as though we had trumped up theissue. And | was again
particularly grateful to the CA whose name | didn’t know for erasing aten-second record.

Even o, it didn’t mean | was anywhere near out of the redwoods.

That was emphasized by acal arriving at amost precisdy ten o’ clock on fourday morning. Theimage



wasthat of aperfectly groomed black-haired pre-select, wearing agray singlesuit with a
maroon-trimmed, black short jacket. | began to record as soon as the image appeared.

“Director Alwyn, thisis Darius Fynbek. Asyou may know, | am the regional advocate generd. My staff
has brought to my attention a statement you made ... severd daysago.” He smiled warmly, the same
sort of smilethat Gerrat had used — the onethat | detested.

“Y ou mean, the one | made after three thugs tried to kill me and my solicitor?” My tone was pleasant, not
quite humorous. “I think that’ s the only public statement I’ ve made recently.”

“Director Alwyn, much as | understand your frustration, according to the Civil Authorities, thereisno
physica evidence, nor any financia evidence, to link the attempts on your life to any person or
organization. Or to any classof individuds.”

“Such as pre-salects?’

“Precisdly. | am so glad you understand the Situation. | would hate to suggest that a restraining order
might be necessary.”

“What about my suggesting that an investigation by your office might bein order? Just asuggestion, you
understand?’

“Asl said, | can certainly appreciate your concerns, Director Alwyn. The Office of the Advocate
Generd cannot dig into the private affairs of individuaswilly-nilly, just because another citizen believes
they have an interest in something. We cannot question people merely because they might have amotive
for such an action. In theinterest of the civil rights of dl people, we must have hard evidence.”

“Youdo,” | pointed out. “ Y ou have hard evidence of an exploded glider, disabled scanners, thugs who
have no record of existence on the Federal Union’ s database. Y ou aso have DNA evidence of an
exploded monoclonein Helnya, which is a class-one Federal Union offense, and adocumented case of a
Federa Service laser being used to attack me. None of those are subject to doubt. They congtitute very
hard evidence.”

“Ah ... that they do. Asyou point out, very hard evidence. But thereis one substantial difficulty with that
evidence”

| waited.

“Thereisdosolutely no evidentiary link between that evidence and any individua or multilaterd. It ismost
regrettable, but we cannot question people, not under the law, if thereisnothing to point in their direction.
That, asyou may recall, is one of the key principles underlying our justiciary system, for very good
reasons, given the abuses of the Chaos Y ears and numerous pre-Collapse legal systems.”

“I understand, and | do appreciate your making matters clear to me. | can assure you that | will work to
make certain that UniComm will netcast nothing in this matter which is not absolutdly factually accurate,
and | will make surethat dl UniComm managers know this.”

“I thought that an informa gpproach might yidd aless ... confrontationd result, and | thank you for your
undergtanding.”

“| appreciate your guidance, Advocate. | do indeed.”

We were both smiling when he broke the connection, and my smile was doubtlessasfdse as his.



My next step was to summon the UniComm general counsd.

While | waited for himto arrive, | linked with Mgora. “How’ smy very specid assstant?’
“Hard at work on researching those delightful soulsfingered by our departed acquaintance.”
“How'sit going?’

“ About the way we thought. Lots of hints, not much dse”

“I just got awarning from the regiond advocate generd. He didn’t like my words of the other night.
Apparently, my suggestion that UniComm and | are targets of nasty pre-sdlects violates some law or
another. Tomaswill tell me which one. So we need lots of factsthat are absolutely accurate, but the kind
that will let people draw theright conclusion.”

“You haveadeviousmind....” | got the sense of that impish smile.
“That’ sthe beginning.” Just the beginning. “What about the CA medtech and the privacy waiver thing?’

“They’ ve never heard of it being done. | gave them Nasaki’ slegd opinion, and they’re sudyingit. | think
theloca advocate generd will agreeif she can find areason to; she' d love to set a precedent, any
precedent, that hints that waiving privacy is not an absolute right. Are you sure you want to do this?’

“If I hadn't been through it before, 1 wouldn't be, but | have to have everyone who will be on the project
convinced that I’'m absolutely honest about this, and | think al of them are norms. I’ m on their Side, but
they haveto believethat it' sdl up front.”

“What if it lesks out?’

| laughed. “Do you think that InstaNews would dare to netcast that the director genera of UniComm
alowed his news staff to question him under truth nanites? And if they did, how would they react to my
charge that they offer the same opportunity to their staff?”

Majoralaughed softly. “For someone so direct, you do come up with devious dants.”

| looked up to see Tomas Gallo standing in my open door. “Talk to you later. Tomasis here.”
“Take care, dear man.”

“You, too.”

At my gesture, Gdlo entered the office, and closed the door.

“Y ou sounded like you needed something fairly quickly. Not that speed isunusud in UniComm.” He
gmiled, ironicaly, but his expresson was far more honest than that of Advocate Fynbek.

“| do. Her€ sthe recording of acommunication | just received.” After Galo sat in one of the green
leather armchairs, | called up the record and projected it just before the bookcases, where we both
could watch Fynbek.

| liked Fynbek even lessthe second time through, but | just nodded to Tomas after the images faded.

“He sgoing by the law, Director. He could be more accommodating, but he certainly doesn't haveto be.
No mediaoutlet, nor any employee or owner, can make or suggest ajudgment that would preempt a
finding by aregulatory or judicid organ. A private citizen can, but you don’t qudify asone. Nor does any



member of your family.”

“All right.” | nodded. “ Take this and try to get something from his superior ... the secretary advocate
generd of the Federd Union.”

“He |l say the samething. If he saysanything at dl.”

“Recordit. Or get it in writing. Get some documentation. Even if it says nothing. Particularly if it says
nothing.”

“What good will that do?’ Gallo’s expression was somewhere between interest and disapproval.

“It'll save uswhen thetime comes. Especialy if you can get them to expound on the part about not acting
to investigate even when amotiveis obvious.”

He stood. “I'll seewhat | can do.”
“That'sdl | ask.”

After heleft, | just sat there for atime. My choices were limited, and getting more so every day. What
else could | do? Then | nodded and placed another call.

| was lucky. Rynold Tondrol wasin. He was the director generd of TD Reclamation, and he had been at
Kharl’ s party where everything had begun.

“Rynald, thisis Daryn Alwyn....” Which was a stupid thing to say because his gatekeeper and system
knew who it was already.

“Daryn | was so sorry to hear about your family.” Hisround face was somber.

“Thank you, Rynold. | appreciateit.” | did, Snce he wasthe first pre-select who' d even mentioned them.
“Did you hear that Kharl’ s going to be fine?’

“| did. | was glad that Grete and the children will be fine, too.” He smiled for amoment. “What can | do
for you?| assumethisisn't just acatch-up cal.”

“Unfortunately not. Y our busness depends pretty heavily on monoclones, | understand. Or its
profitability does, | suspect.”

“It does play apart, Daryn. Everyone knowsthat.” He shrugged. “1 wish we could do without them, but
the Collgpse culturesleft suchamess....”

| nodded before continuing. “Y ou know that popular opinion is, shall we say, ambivaent about
monoclones. And that benign ambivaenceis supported by lack of publicity on their uses?’

“That'salso agiven.” He paused. “Y ou must have a point, Daryn, but it’ stoo subtle for me.”

“Lately ... someone has been using monoclones as walking bombs, targeted &t variousindividuas. It's
taken me alittle while to come up with documentation, but it gppears as though they al come from BGP,
and if I’'m not mistaken, that’ sthe outfit that suppliesyou.”

Tondrol looked honestly appdled, and dthough | was watching through a scanned screen, | had the
feeling hewasn't acting, or not much.

“It wouldn’t take much of an outcry to require far greater restrictions— or perhapsaban....” | said



gertly.
“Y ou're not suggesting that UniComm ....”

“Right now, I’'m not planning anything. | don’t like things being banned, because then they go
underground and no one has any control. | am suggesting thet if this misuse of monoclones continues, life
will get alot harder for both BGP and you, and probably more than afew others. Thiswill lead to more
restrictions and more rules and won't solve any problems. Or it won't, and more people will get theidea
that the only solution to their problemsisto ignore the system and take the law into their own hands.
Either way, it'snot good.”

“And you'd like meto contact Emyl at BGP and see what we can do?’ Tondrol’s eyebrows lifted.
“Wadl ... if somethingisn’t done quickly, I’m not sure you' Il have any red options,” | pointed ot.
The round-faced Tondrol fingered hischin. “I won't promise anything, except that I'll look into it.”
“Y ou remember the induction tube explosion in Mancha severd weeks ago?’

“Oh ... that wastheone ... your Sister ... I'm so sorry.”

“That was thefirgt public use of explosive monoclones. If BGP doesn't put astoptoit ... well ... can
you imagine how the secretary director might fed if someone pointed out that a monoclone could be used
againgt anyone, including him, and that body-shields don’t provide adequate protection?’ | paused. “Or
how it might come out that BGP was creating people, not to do dirty jobs, but to blow up other people?’

“Daryn, you do have away of making apoint. | will look intoit, and, if matters appear asyou say, then
I"ll talk to Emyl.”

“| gppreciateit, Rynold. But you'll benefit as much as anyone, if not more.”

“I'm afraid you'reright.” He offered atwisted smile, that faded. “And | am sorry about your family.”
“Thank you.”

Again, | just looked at the cherry bookcase for afew moments.

Tondrol understood my point, but he was vulnerable. | had my doubts asto whether Deng, Escher,
Dymke, . Cyril, and TanUy had any interest in sdlf-restraint ... or the public interest.

| wasfighting people who had skill and resources and patience and experience. If | tried to retaliate in
kind, I’ d either be dead or incarcerated, and then released as a brain-damped imbecile.

Sitting behind the cherry wood desk from which my father had enjoyed exercisng power so much, |
couldn’t help but wonder if the average normsfelt theway | did at the moment — except | had the
feding that some hed fdlt that way al their lives.

Chapter 71
Kewood

| moistened my lips and stepped into the large UniComm conference room — the one on the lower level
just below the office that had been Gerrat’s. | looked at the nearly two dozen or so skeptical faces, and
then at the three CAs standing just inside the door.



The CA truth tesm in their off-white and gray uniformslooked very disconcerted and nervous. | probably
did aswell.

| looked at the presenters and researchers, then toward Feron Nasaki. | offered asmile. “I’m sure all of
you are wondering what on earth you' re doing with a CA truth team here, and what awful deedsthe new
director general suspectsyou of.” | shook my head. It s nothing like that. Y ou’ re not suspected of
anything. All I'll be asking of you today isto use your brainsand your skepticism. As some of you know,
there have been severa attempts on my life, and my older sster waskilled in amysterioustubetrain
explosion. These have been verified with hard evidence by the CAs.”

Severd people exchanged glances, ranging from “so what?’ to straight confusion.

“I have evidence and anumber of leads on what may be the biggest news story of the century. I’'m going
to assign you to look into this story and to develop storiesthat flesh it out.” | looked around the room
once more. “1 don’t want anyone bdieving that thisisa cynical, management-serving ploy. Theissueis
too important.” |1 nodded to Feron.

He began to pass out the handouts Mgjoraand | had prepared.

“Asyou will see, much of theinformation hererestsat least in part on my credibility. BecauseI’'m asking
you to undertake aunique project, | believe you have the right to ask any questions of me about this, and
to be assured of my knowledge and motivations.” | nodded to the truth team. “1 am the one who will be
subject to truth verification, and you will do the questioning. The reason why the CAsaredoing thisis
that it isknown that they are unbiased. We had to get alegd opinion and an gpproval from theloca
advocate general.” | walked toward the chair at the end of the long table and seated myself, nodding to
the medtech.

“Y ou redlize you don't have to do this, ser?’ asked thetaller CA behind the tech.

| did, evenif not legdly. “1 undergtand.”

“Oh,” | added. “I am making one tipulation, and | will fire anyone who doesn’t honor it.”
Thefacesturned hostile.

“Everything | say hereiswhat | believe, and based on my persona experience. Y ou may not present or
broadcast anything that you cannot back up with outsde research. Thatisal.” | smiled, lopsidedly. “I'm
sureyou' Il have no trouble with that. Even though | believe that our entire society isunder athrest ...
UniComm cannot present that unless we can prove each eement factualy.”

There were afew murmurs, and some of the facesrelaxed ... dightly.

“I’'m also making generd request of dl of you,” | said, emphasizing the word “request.” 1’ d hope that
your questionswill bear on the UniComm gSituation in one way or another, and that your questions be
devoted to bringing out the truth. That'sdl.”

“... that onefar enough ...”
“... what' sthe hook?’

| waited for the inhaer mask, then took a deep breath, as the tech studied the portable screen. After
severd minutes, the tech nodded. First came the baseline questions from the CAs. Findly, one turned to
Feron and nodded.



“Y ou may begin to offer your questions,” Feron announced, pointing to a gray-haired norm hafway
down thetable.

“Director Alwyn, why are you doing this, effectively waiving privacy in apublic forum?’

| had to think, not about the answer, but about making sure | was being totally honest, because | couldn’t
afford to convey any doubts. “Firdt, the truth is my best defense againgt agroup of pre-selectswho wish
to remove me, take over UniComm, and use its power to change the Federal Union. They have already
murdered my sigter, and | believe that their effortsled to the plague that killed my brother and father. Any
other way than what | propose might involve some form of illegality, and | don’t wish to stoop to the
tactics of my enemies. That's because I’ vetried to spend my life not being like that or that kind of

person, and a so, practicaly speaking, because they’re far better at it. Second, if | made a statement like
that without your understanding that | am telling thetruth as| seeit, | doubt that any of you would believe
it. Third, I am betting that after hearing me you will at least be motivated to look into the issueswe cover
here. Fourth, | want you to understand the Situation and the stakes, and | hope that | can convince you
how important your roleisin andlyzing and reporting it.”

The questioner glanced at the CA tech.
“He stotdly inthe green,” the CA murmured.
“Areyou under any form of drugs that would block the monitoring?’ asked abalding and stout norm.

“No ... and | hopethere aren’t any anywhere. | certainly don’'t know of any.” The question was stupid,
yet dangerous, because if there were then the whole thing was afarce, and | wasin hugetrouble, but |
didn’t know of anything.

“Hisphysologica reectionsarenormd,” thetaler CA replied. “The Union hasn't ever found ablocking
drug that works without abnormal physiologica reactions.”

| amost could have hugged thetaler CA for that.

“Y ou claim that this shadow group is atempting to change the Federal Union, and that they aretrying to
take over UniComm, and that their efforts have killed off most of your family. Do you redly expect
anyoneto believe that?’

“Not unless | did something thisdradtic. I’ ve felt dmost helpless for months. Y ou may recall that
someone attempted to kill me with alaser several months ago. | took the incident to the CAs. They found
the laser unit — and that’ sal they found. Someone else arranged for awal to fal on me. Believe me, |
don’t go around pulling heavy stone walls down on mysdlf, but the CAs couldn’t find any evidence.” |
paused as afaint whisper of laughter went around the room. “They sill have no ideawho blew up the
tubetrain that killed my sister. After three months, there have been four attemptson my life, my siger is
dead, and so are both my father and my brother. The norm scientist who claimed he was responsible for
the plagueis dead, and so ishiswife. | may not have hard proof of everything, but no onein thisroom
can deny the physicd evidence and the dead bodies.”

There was amoment of silence.
“How could anyone redlly change the Federd Union, Director?’

“It' sample, very indirect, and very effective. You al know about perceptud testing. There sbeena
controversy about it for sometime. Unlike other forms of testing, it requires avery controlled Stuation
and elaborate preparations. Also, unlike other forms of testing, pre-selects have an even greater



advantage. And, most important, the literature indicates that improper background situations can actudly
be used to modify the test subjects’ attitudes. Even without modification, the test can outline the subjects
predilections and point out ways to manipulate their attitudes. Now ... can you imagine what would
happen if al sudentswere perceptually tested and if al the magjor netswith over seventy percent of
population exposure hours were in the control of the pre-selects who already controlled and monitored
the attitude of —”

“Wait aminute Why has't anyone mentioned this?’

“They have. | wastaught about it in college. It'sin theliterature. Oh ... and by the way, you might want
to check the connections between a certain Darwyn TanUy and his grandfather ... or great-grandfather.
Theyounger TanUy has been most active in this movement to take over the media outlets and push for
perceptua testing. The elder TanUy was one of those who established the current form of the test.”

By now, fingers were inputting notes, and the whispers had died away.

“Did the stakeholders meeting have anything to do with this aleged conspiracy?’
“| believeit did.”

“How?

“I don't know dl of thoseinvolved in the effort. Mot of the ones I’ ve identified have been associated
with the so-called PST group ... or the PST Trust. The PST Trust organized many of the stakeholders
to call the meseting, and the purpose was to replace the leadership of UniComm in order to facilitate a
takeover, probably by OneCys.”

“S0 ... you'reusing usto stop atakeover?’

“No. | control more than half the stock absolutely. I’'m trying to persuade you to look at how control of
closeto seventy percent of the media market catering to norms could be misused to dlow changesin the
Federa Union that would not bein your interests. In the short term, | could agreeto al of thisand
probably al attacks on mewould stop. That wouldn't beright, but | could do it.”

“How can you St there and expect usto believe this crap?’

“That why I’'m under truth nanites” | pointed out. “Most pre-selects wouldn't waive privecy if their lives
depended on it — or unlessthey did.”

“Just what isthisthreat?’

I’d aready answered that one, but | guessed | had to again. “If perceptua testing ismandated in all
schoals, dl those students who get the best education will not only be open to attitude manipulation, but
the best education will become amost closed to dl norms, no matter how brilliant, because perceptua
tests can be skewed to get such aresult with amost no easy way to determine that such manipulationis
taking place. With the media effectively in the hands of the group mandating the tests, and with the
majority of advocates general being pre-sdects, the chances of any practica chalenge to educationa
changeswould be very low.”

“Why do you want usto pursuethis?’
“Because, except through the media, my hands are tied as effectively asany norm’'s.”

“Do you think you' re better than norms?’



“I have more ability than many, but norms like Seglend Krindottir and Eldyn Nyhd are probably more
capablethan | am.”

“Just who are these pre-sdlects you think are conspiring against norms and you?’

“The names of which I'm fairly certain are Darwin TanUy, Grant Escher, Mutumbe Dymke, Anya St.
Cyril, and Imayl Deng. There may be others; there may not be. | don’t know.”

“Y ou don't have any hesitation naming people?’

“As| noted before, | reserve the right to fire any of you who broadcast those names unless you have
documentary backup beyond what I’ ve told you. This meeting is not to give you carte blanche to attack
people, but to give you the background and understanding of the Situation. Y ou gtill have to find the story
and go through the proper procedures.”

Thistime, there were head nods around the room.
“Aren’'t you sending us out to do your dirty work?’

“I wouldn't call it dirty work. If I'm right, our system is threatened with an indirect takeover by a handful
of pre-sdects. That' styranny. If I’'m wrong, then you get paid to proveit, and the advisory board will
doubtless meet to discuss my removal, and | chak up a half-dozen deaths within two monthsto a series
of miraculous coincidences and bad luck.”

“Why didn’'t you just assign afew people?’

“Becausetimeis short, and because al of you would probably get the ideathat | was trying to manipulate
you.” | smiled. “1 have to admit that | do want you to look into this, but it s not just because my own
family has been hurt so badly. | do believe that our future society isat stake....”

“Don’'t dl peoplewith power rationdize their actionsthe way you are?’

“It' svery possible. That'swhy I’ veingsted you be able to prove anything independently. Y ou havea
great opportunity. Y ou can ether prove that your bossiswrong, with my blessing, or you can save our
society.” | smiled. “How often do you get achance like that?”

That did bring around of laughter, for which | was grateful.
“Director Alwyn ... you're making serious charges....”

“They’revery serious. So are explosionsin tubetrainsthat kill dozens of innocent bystanders, and a
series of atempted murders.”

“But why don't you leavethisto the Civil Authorities?’

“I have— for the last three months. In the meantime, we' ve had more degths, a pre-salect plague, and
they have no ideawho or what isinvolved. That's one of the great strengths and weaknesses of our
current system. The CA’s can't act without hard evidence. That protects our civil rights. But those with
greet resources have the ability to remove hard evidence without the CAsfinding out. The only remaining
bulwarks against that abuse of power arethe nets. Well ... if al the nets are controlled by the same men
and women ... what happensto the protection provided by the media?’

“Youaren'tsaying ...”

“I'll put it adifferent way. At the stakeholders meeting, the PST Trust and several teams of advocates



for various pre-sdlects al opposed my becoming director general. The Society of Dynae, the NeoL udds,
and OpenWay all supported me. Can you recall thelast time any of those organi zations supported a
pre-select? Any time all of them agreed?”’

That dso got afew nods.
“Director Alwyn ... why hasn't anyone brought these issues up before?’

“They have. | haven't seen dl the protests and the rallies— but you carried them. So did InstaNews.
The Society of Dynae hasissued statement after statement, most of them backed with good scholarly
research....”

“How could thishappen ...7’

“An old friend of mine pointed out some time ago that the unsolved crimes today only require resources,
skill, and patience. A repairman works on awall; the skytors note it. Three weeks passand theloop is
recorded over. A week later, thelaser unit firesat my glider. Every part in the unit is standard, and they
track to equipment that was scrapped, or lost, or theoretically destroyed months earlier. A monoclone€'s
self-destruct unit is enhanced. The cloneis recorded as being destroyed for excessve cdllular
degeneration. Instead it is removed and reprogrammed, and it explodes on atunnd train. Which of two
hundred units being recorded as destroyed last year isit?’

“Y ou are talking as though these incidents actudly occurred.”

“They did. All theincidents I’ ve mentioned are on the CAS records. They just can't figure out who
measterminded them or why.”

“Y ou were released by OneCys. Isn't thisjust away to get back at OneCys?’

“No. | have no complaints with the people a OneCys. My own inquiries led meto beieve that the
managing compositor was ordered to release me from contract. Outside of thetime | wasin regrowthin
the medcenter, | never missed adeadlinein ten years and always got high praisefor what | did.” | offered
acrooked smile. 1 probably had something to do with UniComm’ sloss of marketshare.”

“So ... why didn’t they keep you?’

“I don’'t know. | can guessthat someone was getting increasingly nervousthat | might end up wherel
now am, and didn’t want me to know any more about OneCys operations. Since | was released before
thelast set of deaths ... it does make one wonder, but | can’t say | know for certain, only that the head
compositor ingsted it wasn't the quality of my work.” After that the questions tended to be variationson
the earlier queries, in one form or another, but | kept answering until they findly stopped asking ... or
actudly until thelast question.

“Director Alwyn ... why have you kept answering questionstheat are clearly repetitive?’

“Because| don't want it said or intimated that management cut off questions becauseit got
uncomfortable or wanted to hide anything.”

Most of the room laughed.

Devit Td, the senior correspondent, stood. “I think we can safely say that, if management hid anything,

it' scertainly given us every opportunity to find it. The director generd’ sfact sheet and his opennessto
answering questions have been unparalded.” With that, | dowly stood. My kneeswere alittle rubbery.
“Thank you dl very much.” | kept asmileon my faceas| left, Straining to pick up any comments| could.



“...gotguts...”

“... meanswegot trouble ...”

“... he'sright, and we got ared story ...”

“...wrong, wedill got one....”

| continued to smile dl the way back to the office where Mg orawaited.

“Y ou recorded everything?’ | asked Mgjoraas| sat down behind the cherry wood desk.
“You weretoo honest ... far too honest. What if your words get out?’

“I'm sure that they will. That' swhy we |l use the monitoring systemsto follow everything, including style.
With alittle luck and your andytica skills, we'll follow those wordsright into InstaNews ... and
anywheredse”

“Then what?’ asked Mgora

“If it getsthat far, I’ll issue achallenge to those five namesto dowhat | did.... | haven't doneanillega
act — except cut out the delimiters on the glider to put it next to your door. They can’t passthat te<t,
because requesting or ordering anillegd actisanillegd act. Then ... dl of asudden, the news storieswill
dieout, and I'll be viewed as crazy, but they’ | have ahard timein pushing it because they know we'll
push back. They’ll give more orders, and someone else will try to kill me.” | shrugged. “Let’sjust hopel
can surviveit. Or we can.”

“I think I’'m glad you have security patrols around our houses.”

“That won't stop everything. | just hope it will delay matters until we can complete our plan. Inthe
meantime, most of my peoplewill begin to redize that they’ re on to something. The smaller netswill
follow — inther ownway....” | smiled, evilly. “And then, we ddliver the coup de grace.”

“What' sthet?’
“Thefactud truth.”
“Andif you can’'t find it? Or proveit?

“Then we ask questions, the kinds they can’'t answer. And we point out the implications— in smple
terms”

“Y ou have avery nasty mind, Daryn.”

“It'sdl I'vegot. | don't have the power to arrange murders with disposable monoclones, or unfindable
lasers, or drategicdly placed walls.”

| just hoped | could orchestrate what | had in mind — and complete it before my opponents removed
me. And that it would raise the issues enough to bring things into the open. That was about dl | could
hope for — if that.

Chapter 72

Kewood



The next morning Mgoraand | were going over the outlines of the assgnment areas when my UniComm
gatekeeper informed methat one Regiona Advocate General Fynbek wished to speak with me. | set it
up to record whatever might transpire— on high quality.

Darius Fynbek was leaning forward from behind hiswide officia replicated mahogany desk. Eveninthe
holo image, hiseyes glittered.

“Good morning, Advocate,” | said pleasantly.

“Director Alwyn ... | havejust been informed that you ... employed a CA truth team at aprivate
meeting.... | cannot believe that you would ... undertake such a perverson of duties of the Civil
Authorities....”

| frowned. “Let me understand this. Y ou are offended that | asked a CA truth team to ensure that every
word | spoke to my employees was factua and truthful? And you are contacting me about it?’

“I have no objection to your telling the truth. | awaysfavor the truth. | would hope you would not need
to use such drastic measures to prove such to your own staff, but obvioudy, you did, and I’'m not sure
that spesksat all well of you. Furthermore, the procedureis highly irregular and without precedent.”

“I had alegal opinion. | presented it to the loca advocate general. She agreed that it was proper. Now

... you are suggesting that seeking and verifying the truth is something that the advocate genera
opposes? Or that you are concerned that | set a precedent of suggesting that waiving privacy isnot al
that unusud for pre-sdects?’

“Ah ... certainly not. But procedures ... they were established to ensure that the mediaand legd systems
did not coopt each other’ sintegrity.”

“Yes... | understand that, Advocate. That’s why we sought alegd opinion first, and we offered the
opinion to theloca advocate generd.”

“She... | may haveto request that she reconsider her actions.”

“That would make amogt interesting story, | would think,” | mused. “ Advocate General opposes use of
CA truth team. Considers censure and reversal.”

“Director Alwyn ...” Fynbek’ s voice hardened. “1 am sure | could find anumber of interesting lega
precedents....”

| grinned. “I’m mogt certain that you could. However, thereisonethat | recall, and that is that
conversations between Federd Union officids and citizens are privileged only if the citizen requests
privilege, and thisisonewhere| certainly don’t need privacy. This conversation would be most
interesting to many people ... say, most of the world, and the secretary director of the Federal Union.”

Fynbek dtiffened. “I see. | trust that you understand the implications of your course, Director Alwyn.”

“| fear | do, Advocate. | fear | do. The only problem isthat any other courseis either unethicd or illegd
or both.”

| found mysdlf looking at my own bookcase.
“Youredly upset him, Daryn.”
“I noticed.” | shrugged wearily. “Might aswell get on with theassgnments.” | forced agrin| didn’t fed.



“ After that you might consider how we tie Advocate Fynbek’ s displeasure to whatever other disaster is
likely to befdl me”

“After you get the planrolling. Shdl | cal Brin?’
“Go ahead.”

| looked at the twenty or so stacks of assignments — hard copy. None of the assignments werein the
UniComm system. They’ d come off Mgora s system — amore secured and upgraded system.

Brin stepped into the office, gingerly, dmost asif he expected someoneto train alaser or something on
him. “Ser?’

“Haveaseat.”
He sat on the front edge of one of the green leather armchairs.

| looked at him. “I want aseries of commentaries ... thedant isthis. UniComm hasrevealed the
possibility that OneCys programming policies are being directed by asmall group of pre-sdects. OneCys
continues to attack UniComm, including persond attacks on UniComm directors. OneCysis not
answering the charges. What — or who — does OneCys have to hide?’

“Y ou do this, and most of the mgjor multilatera sponsorswill bail,” Brin predicted. “We Il lose massive
amounts of revenue.”

“Perhapsthey won't.” | fingered my chin. “Especidly if word got out about those multis headed by
pre-sdlects close to the PST Trust group — that they cut sponsorship because they’ re tacitly supporting
what amountsto a politica coup. That would make another good news story.”

“Then, they’ Il cut back and give OneCys and the smaller nets more, claiming they’ re merely diversifying,
andwell il loserevenue.”

“Of coursewewill,” | agreed. “ Advertisers and sponsors don't like controversy. How' s our market
shae?

“Ah ... up about two points.”

“And what will happen if we start attacking multis and pre-selects?’
“Market share will climb, probably,” he conceded. “For awhile”
“What would that trandate into if we got back those sponsors?’
Brin swallowed.

“They’'ll come back,” | asserted. All those except the handful owned or controlled by the families behind
the PST Trust.

After Brinleft, Nasaki and Gallo arrived.

“Feron, Tomeas, | need you to find the best solicitors in the world on communications, open speech, and
media representations who aren’t under contract or tied to any mgor netsys. Offer what you have to, but
We re going to be putting out a series of news and information specias, and | need the entire content of
every one reviewed to make sure that we are not liable for damages or misrepresentation. That' s after
you review them. | want insgde and outside review.”



Thetwo exchanged glances. Then Galo spoke. “ That could run to the millions.”

“It could. Not having that review could run to the hundreds of millions.”

“Yes, ser.” Gallo nodded.

Nasaki swallowed.

Then thetwo left, and | looked a Mgora.

She shook her head almost imperceptibly. “They’re not happy.”

“I'm not sure anyone will be” Including me.

“Doyou redly want to do this, Daryn?’ Maora asked while we waited for the senior correspondent.

“I don’t have much choice, not that | see. The PST types are using the law asashield, but trying to deny
its use to me and to most norms.”

“Youdidn't fed that way before.”

My laugh wasrueful. “1t's called walking in someone e se' s boots. The way the law isbeing used dlows
them to attack me, and if | do anything to react dong the samelines, I’ ll end up incarcerated and
brain-damped.”

“Why haven't you gone to Seglend Krindottir?’

“Because I'll need her to put things back together, and because | doubt she can do anything. The last
thing | want to do is compromise atruly honest official in the advocates generd structure.”

“Y ou redlize what you' re doing?’

| nodded, sadly.

“People are going to get hurt.”

“But they’ll say free”

“They don’'t dwayswant freedom.”

| knew that, too.

We both turned as Devit Td stepped into the office.

“You said you had aproject?’ At my gesture, he took the chair beside Mgora.

“| did, Devit. Ther€ sonein particular I’ d like you to take. If you fed uncomfortable withiit, | can offer
you another.”

“Let’'sseewhatitis, ser.”
Majorahanded him the outline shest.

| waited for him to scan it before | began. “ Here' swhat we had in mind — a series of factua articleson
brain-damping. The numbers should show, if | recall them, correctly, that afar higher percentage of
norms and particularly low-income norms who are convicted of crimes or antisocia actsare



brain-damped. We need to show those in human interest terms. Get shots of lifestyles and dwellings for
comparative victims. | dso want the background on who represents them, and who represents any
pre-selects.”

“I likeit.” Td offered adow amile. “But we'll lose market dots.”

“It could be,” 1 conceded. “But it's part of an overall program. This part is short-term. Y ou and your
researcher get the facts together, and work with the presentation folks to provide it with the background
emphasiswe need.”

Wetaked for awhile about possibilities and approaches before he left, assgnment in hand.
Next was Mustafa.

“I want ashort serieson dwellings and residentia communities— life-styles— who liveswhere, and in
what gyle”

Then Recardo ...

“A series of factua and style pieces on transportation, who has gliders, and their operational and tax
costs, magscooters ... how trangport limits or influences lifestyles and residence choice and location ...”

Cyhal followed Recardo.

“I’d like some pieces on private schoals, like Blue Oak Academy ... what their student compositionis,
where their graduates go for higher education, where older grads are now, and what they’ re doing — at
least some emphasis on whether pre-select background makes any difference, or whether it'sjust
creds...”

Mahmad was next, and I’ d checked his background and decided he was the one to handle another
specia project, except | didn’t tell him how specid.

“... need some anaytica and mood pieces on the movement to make multilaterals more profitable and
accountable to stakeholders ... isthisafad ... asymptom of something deeper ... who'sbehindit ...
who benefits ... what doesit mean for the people who work for the affected multis ... doesit resultina
change in leadership and how does the new leadership compareto theold ... are there more pre-selects
inthe new structure, or fewer ... more centralized decison-making, or less...”

In the end, we handed out twenty assignments.
The tough background pieces were mine and Mgora’'s, not so much tougher as more sensitive,

Her deep brown eyesfixed on me. “How are you going to get numbers on perceptua testing? Under
privacy, the more dite universitieswon't let out those figures.”

“We ask, and then note that they refused to supply figures. Then we set up some surveys. Students
awayswant credits. Pay them to do the survey. Weload the survey results with disclaimers, and note
that some inaccuracies may exi<t, and invite anyone who has better datato provideit.”

“Then we do the tie-ins— like reports that the mgority of high-paying positions go to perceptudly tested
pre-selects?” Mg oralooked at me.

| nodded.
“What if the figures don’t match?’



“We try something else, but I'll bet they do. It may be that the key positions go to pre-sdlects, the
decison-making ones.”

“You're playing with fire, Daryn. Y ou know that, don’t you?’ Mg ora shifted her weight in the green
leather chair. | hadn’t seen her that tense ever.

“No. I'mtrying to light abackfire and clear out the tinder so that our children won't get roasted in the
conflagration that’ s dready building.”

“Our children ... 7’
| flushed.
“Why ... Daryn ...” Her eyes sparkled. “Y ou actudly look embarrassed.”

Welaughed, and | stepped around the desk and hugged her, awkwardly, because she was il Sitting.
Then she stood and returned the hug.

It was the best moment of the day.

Chapter 73
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Maoraand | werein my office, reviewing one of the latest InstaNews stories.

Rumors have surfaced that the regional advocate generd of West Noram is considering bringing legal
action againg the director genera of UniComm for violations of the laws designed to insul ate the Federa
Union judticiary from pressure fromthe media..... Alwyn wasrecently involved in an incident in which
three men werekilled.... While Civil Authorities released Alwyn without charges, questions remain about
the way in which theincident was handled....

“That’ sthe same sort of gpproach they used with Eldyn.” | shook my head. “ About hiswife' sdeath.”

“What can you expect?’ she said with asmile, reaching out and touching my hand. *'Y ou haven't done
anything wrong. They want to set it up sothat if youdo ...”

“I’mincarcerated and brain-damped. | know.”
The gatekeeper informed me that Mother was caling, and | took it.
“How are you doing, dear?’ asked Mother.

From what | could see, she wastotdly recovered from her bout with Eldyn’s plague. “It’ s been rather
busy here”

“How isyour bride-to-be?’
“She' sworking hard, too. She' sright here.” | widened the scope so that Mother could take us bothin.

“Sol see. I'm sending you alittletrifle. It might help with some of your research.” She smiled blandly,
then more brightly as she asked, “Have you two set adate?”’

| looked at Mgjora.



“WEe d thought sometime before the end of the year.”

“Wadll ... don't wait to enjoy being with each other, not that you have, | suspect.” Her smile was palite,
but her eyestwinkled. Then shewas gone.

Magoraand | exchanged glances, then laughed.

| checked the attachment that the gatekeeper had announced in the middle of the conversation.
“What isit?’ asked Mgora

| swallowed. “It'samanud ... from Sante, Limited. Operating procedures.”

“That'sS. Cyril’smultilatera.”

| began to page through it. Most of it was pretty standard boilerplate although some of the sections
offered hints of amore sinister aspect.

... while not required, it is suggested that candidates for upper management positions consider perceptual
integrative training of the type provided by Uy Associates....

Uy Associateswas asubsidiary of TanSen, the TanUy multilateral.
“Hintsagain,” Mg oraobserved over my shoulder.

“Not exactly hard proof, but we can work it in somewhere.” | glanced at her. “Could you look through
to see what € se there might be?’

“| can do that.”

The gatekeeper clinged quietly, and | checked the InstaNews holo display that appeared, showing an
image of abuilding | did not recognize.

... another demongtration in Ankorplex ... protesting the planned implementation of perceptua testing
asavoluntary additiona admisson criteriafor the dite Sinouk University ...

Proctor General Diem ... “Thisisnot arequirement, in any sense of the word, but merely ameans by
which students can offer the admissions board another proof of their capabilities....”

The image switched to agroup of adults brandishing signsand long poles.

Because parents opposing the voluntary criteria have threetened violence againgt the adminigtration,
Proctor Genera Diem has reluctantly requested Federal Union support to keep the university open. “We
will not giveinto violence ... or thethreat of violence....”

| shook my head. The locales varied, but the gpproach was the same — set up the ground rules so that
the opposition’ sonly red options appeared unreasonable, illegd, or futile. For years, if not generations, it
had worked well. But there were signs that the tactic was getting old, and creating more and more
frustration — leading to asocid exploson?

Could | put dl the piecestogether in time?

| wondered.
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As| looked at the solid cherry wood desk, | smiled, if faintly. I'd dways hated the mist desk Gerrat
used, appropriate asit might have been for him. I’d never cared much for smoke and mirrors.

The gatekeegper announced a Lester Liery from MagTron. Even | as accepted, | was on thelink, asking
Majorato check out who he was.

“Yes?' | said politely to the holo image in front of the bookcase.

“Legter Liery from MagTron, Director Alwyn.” Liery was another perfectly featured, straight-nosed,
dark-haired pre-salect — more like me than my brother had been. Somehow that bothered me.

“What can | do for you?’ | asked.

“The word has gotten out that you' re rather interested inthe use of ... mobile artificia organics, Director
Alwyn.”

“That'snot quite correct.” | forced asmile, waiting for Mgorato fill mein.

“Daryn,” shereported, “from what | can find out quickly, Liery works for someone at MagTron.
MagTronisasubsdiary of DGen, and that’ s the Deng holding multi.”

“Thanks,” | linked back, returning my full attention to young Liery.

“I must have been mistaken....” Liery didn’t look asthough he were ever mistaken about anything.
“Don’'t MagTron and DGen both use monoclones for specialized testing and other purposes?’

“I wouldn't know about DGen, ser.” The“ser” was clearly condescending.

“But you'rethe onein charge of their useat MagTron?’ | pressed.

“I'm aspecid assgtant. | wasjust following up—"

“That’ sarather vague term, specia assistant. Whose specia assistant are you, Director Deng's?’
“I report directly to Director Generd Rustau.”

“Good. That'svery good. I'd like to meet with him the day after tomorrow. That doesfal under the
duties of specid assgtant, does't it?”’

“Director Rustau is rather occupied these days.”

“I am certain heis, Liery. | imagine he hasagrest ded of explaining to do. He may have moreif he puts
off seeingme.” | amiled palitely. “That's his choice, of course, but ... he should be the one to makeit. If
anything untoward isgoing on, and I’'m certain it’ snot, but if it were, and it came out that my request
werenot givento him ... well, hewould have to find someoneto blame.” | smiled again.

“I'll be sure to convey your request, Director Alwyn.”

“Thank you. I'll look forward to hearing from him.” | didn’t let him respond before breaking the
connection.



Then | walked down the ramp to the officewhereI’d installed Mg ora. | could have linked, but | wanted
to see her face— in person.

Shelooked up from asmal squarish table as| closed the door behind me. “That cdl from Lester
Liery ... heworksfor Tyler Rustau, and he’ sthe head of MagTron. That’ sthe biggest operating
subsidiary of Deng'souitfit.” | nodded.

“I twisted hisarm allittle, suggested that he set up an gppointment with Rustau for me.”
“You aren't going out to meet him? After dl this....”

“It'snot that far. MagTron’sin Porlan. Deng’ sin the southern Sinoplex, but Deng will avoid meeting me.
I’m sure that’ swhy the follow-up came from MagTron. Someone' sworried, or at least concerned about
my cloneinquiries. If they weren’t, they’ d ignore me. Liery was set up to fed me out for aded — same
old good old pre-select stuff | heard about but never believed happened. The problem Liery hasisthat |
don't have any special assistants, except you, and they don’'t know about you yet ... or they do.” |
grinned.

“So what will happen? Nothing?”

“Absolutely. Not athing. Liery will convey my request, and it will beignored. Thenif | pressfor an
appointment, they’ [| sonewall everything, and then see me and plead total ignorance, and say that, of
course, they’ re happy to meet with the head of UniComm, but they have no idea of the reason for my
request.”

“What can we do?”

“Can you find out what divisions and sections of MagTron have clone permits? Those have to be public
records. And, if he'sinnocent, | bet Emyl Astol will be more than happy to let us know how many he
shipped to each section. If we have trouble there, we know who eseisinvolved. And I'll bet that if we
push hard enough, there are going to be some missing clonesthat can’t be explained.” | frowned. “Unless
they’reusing Emyl for cover, and areillegdly cloning their own, but that would take ...”

Mg oranodded. “I see what you mean. We can check suppliers, and anyone who is shipping stuff will
probably tell us”

“If they won't, | might be able to interest the advocate genera of Noram.”
“Seglend would love something like that.”

“Can you check it out?’

Mg oranodded. “What are you going to do?’

“Formul ate a news series on startling information ... perhaps beginning with a piece on how widespread
monoclones are, and al the big multiswho are using them, and for what. I’ ll haveto come up witha
better name.” | looked into her eyes, and wished | could just look.

Instead, | took a deep breath. “How are we coming? Can we start al those series as planned?’

“We' re dtill scheduled for the third oneday of July — that’ sgives usten days.” She called up another
display and studied it. “ Devit Td hasfive blocsin, and they’ re in production for the music and effects you
dtipulated. He says he can have five more by the end of the week. Recardo just linked in awhile ago —
he' sgot six blocs, he says, on trangport, and he' sin Westeuro to get the right scenes for geographic



spread. He clams he' |l have three more by the end of the week. Cyha says he has all the piecesfor ten
spreads, but he' sjust started working with production to board them....”

“I need the stuff from Mahmad ... and Mustafa swould help.”
“I'll follow up on those.”

With my hand on the door as | opened it, | smiled at Mgora, wishing we had more time, just the two of
us, but if wedidn't get dl the specid projects on line— and quickly, there might not be any time at al.
My gutsweretight al the time, far more than when I’ d been apilot.

Back in my office, | walked into the adjoining acove, where I’ d ingtalled my own equipment and called
up one of those I’ d been working on.

Theinitid title that filled theimage screen was just two words— Hard Choices. Theword “Hard” was
deep black. “Choices’ flashed between white and silver.

My voice rolled over the montage that began with aquick glimpse of Blue Oak Academy, then a shot of
The College, the Centurium a Southern University, and various other locaesingtantly recognizable, if not
by name, as educationd indtitutions.

Thisweek Hard Choiceslooks at perceptua intelligence testing — ability assessment or socid
Sructuring? That’ sthe question....

Perceptud integrative testing — there have been demongtrations about it, and clamsfor it and againgt it.
Isasuccessful PIAT test an auto-entry to the best schools? To acareer with the strongest multis? Or isit
atool for discriminating against norms? Or against pre-saects who don't belong to the right clique?

The next montage was one of building facades that belonged to multis, although no logos or names were
displayed.

Doesagood PIAT score vault ayoung man or woman over others of equa or greater intelligence and
ability? Or doesit show a deeper type of intellectud ability? Do the abilities supposedly measured by a
PIAT trandate into greater capabilities? Or are they, as some charge, merely away to screen out those
without absolute loyalty to the present power structure? Why do ninety percent of al normstested fdl in
the lower sixty percent, when ninety percent of al pre-seects arein the top fifteen percent? The
pre-salects get the schools and the top jobs. The norms don't, and much of this choiceis based on the
PIAT. But how accurate redly isthistest? Isthere areason based in ability?

Then came aquick flash over testing consoles, old-fashioned written-style tests, and afocus on afigurein
ashimmering white singlesuit whose face was obscured by ablaze of light.

Can the psycho-physiologists explain this? All thisweek, we' |l belooking at perceptud testing.... What
isit, and doesit redly measure intelligence and intellectud abilities? This serieswill look into the
rumors — and the dark side of the PIAT and other perceptua tests....

| stopped the image. There needed to be another blockbuster, dam-to-the-gut fact in theintro ... maybe
two, if | could find them. | began to search through dl theraw facts.

| dso hoped it wouldn't be too long before the quick and dirty survey dataarrived.

Chapter 75
Kewood



From Magjora sreports, it appeared as though most of the assignments would be done on schedule. | had
aso decided againgt any advance publicity before my massive programming change flooded the
UniComm channdls. So far | hadn’t gotten any rumors through third parties, but those would come. With
any luck, they’d comein afew more days.

| frowned. | hadn’'t heard from Brin Drejcha about the commentaries. | pulsed the link.
All | got washissm.
“Brin, thisis Daryn. Get back to me when you can.”

Then | started to review some of the boards that Mgjora had set up, looking to see what was missing—
or more important, what felt missing. | didn’t get far before the gatekeeper chimed.

“Director Alwyn ... thisisMudafa...”

Mustafa— what was his assgnment? Residential and lifestyles— anot-so-subtle way of highlighting the
vast gap between pre-selects and even well-off norms.

“Yes, Mudafa?’

“| was getting some footage of the Mancha Polo Club. Let’s say we had sometrouble....” Hisdark face
beamed. “But we'redl right.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Yes, ser. Got some good footage, too. Already sent it back. Hadn't thought this was going to be that
much of agtory ... but, you know, ser ... redly isone.”

“I'm glad you'refinding it so. Make sure you' ve got plenty of facts and numbersto go with the footage.”
His amile broadened. “We got that, ser. Wier' saready boarding it.”
“Good!”

“But someone might be calling you. Security here wasn't too happy. They were less happy when |
pointed out that we were shooting from a public thoroughfare, and that we weren't shooting people.
Buildings aren’t protected by privacy.”

“Becareful.”

“That wewill, ser.”

From Mugtafa s amiles, | had the feding he' d found something more than I’ d thought.
The gatekeeper clinged. It was Brin. | put on asmile as hisimage appeared.

“Y ou werelooking for me, sr?’

“I was. | wanted to look at those commentaries.”

“Ser?’

“The ones about pre-salect programming being dictated by the pre-select cabal ...”

“Oh ... yes, ser, what about them?”’



“Why don’t you come on up to my office and let’ slook at them.”
“Thingsare pretty rough.”
“That'sdl right.” | brokethelink.

Brin gppeared within five minutes, and | motioned him to one of the green leether chairs on the other side
of the desk.

“What do you have?’
“Just thisso far.” Hiswords wereflat as the projection appeared before the bookcase.

The opening montage showed the word “ Commentary” in red in ahard-to-read script, followed by a
scan of the marble arch leading into UniComm, then by a glittered stone pyramid before ablack building.
Someone svoicerolled over the montage. The sonorous voice wasn't Brin's, but the effect was merdly
dull.

OneCys programming policies are being directed by asmall group of pre-sdects. OneCys continuesto
attack UniComm, including persond attacks on UniComm directors. OneCysis not answering the
charges. What — or who — does OneCys have to hide?

| recognized the words. | should have since they were mine, word for word. Unfortunately, they got
worse.

Persond attacks are not good. They are scarcely something of which anyone should be proud, let donea
magor netsys such as OneCys....

“That'senough.” My words were quiet, but Brin cut theimages. My first ingtinct wasto yell — or to
throw Brin right through the nanite screen and into the courtyard. | didn’t. | smiled. “Tel you whét, Brin.
Y our team’ s efforts have shown me that perhaps these commentaries weren't such agood idea after all.
Just scrap them.”

“Y ou mean that, ser?’

“Absolutely. Scrap everything— all of the commentaries| assigned to your team, | mean. We're
probably alot better just staying with afar more factual format.” 1 smiled more broadly. “Infact, I'd like
you to spend some time looking at the factual materia OneCysis using on their reports on education and
multilateral developments. Look into it in some depth, and we' |l talk about it, in say, two weeks. Usethe
sameteam.”

| could fed his confusion. He d clearly expected meto dress him down. I’ d sensed the defiance. “I
goppreciate your efforts more than you' Il know, Brin.” And | did, if not precisdy in theway in which he
would understand.

For onething, it was clear that the system personnel and | were thinking on adifferent level than Brin,
and possibly some of the other senior managers. And second, it was dl too clear where Brin's
sympathies lay. For now, it was best to do nothing with him, except try to keep him out of the program
devel opment and presentation loop.

“Actudly ... whodo you know at NEN?’ | asked him.

“Severd of themanagers ... Piet DuGroot, Georg Sammis....”



“Could you set up some meetings — face-to-face, next week — with them? Feel them out on how
they’ re handling both the OneCys program changes and the personal attack approach that OneCys
seems to be adopting. Y ou know these people. | don’t, and | think they’ d be far more open to you.
Maybe you could set it up for me to meet them later, but I'll leave that up to you.” | smiled. “Do you
think you could do that? We ve got to address this continuing attack style, and maybe you could get
someingghts”

Brin didn’t know whether to beam or to be skeptical. “I suppose | could. | don’t know how much they'd
say. You redly want meto go there?’

“People don’'t say as much on the net, and it’s harder to read their body posture, and you' re closer than
anyone but me to the problem.”

That got agmile, if tentative.
“See what you can do. If you have to take aweek, then do it, but I’ d like you to see everyone you can.”
Brin nodded, abit more enthusiagtically.

“When you get back, we' |l talk about how to integrate what you discover with the late fall specids|’ve
got people working on.”

“Latefd!?’
| shrugged. “ That' sthe way it looks. Y ou can’t create new products overnight.”
“That' s good, then. We' Il have plenty of timeto do it right.”

“I want it doneright,” | affirmed. “1 need to get onto to some other things, but keep me posted on the
arrangements and who you' re going to meet.”

“Oh ... | cartainly will.” Hewas aready itching to get out of my office, and | thought | knew why.

After heleft, | found mysalf smiling sadly, wondering why Father and Gerrat had et Drejcha stay.
Because he was s0 trangparent? Because anyone who replaced him would be more dangerous?

| didn’t know, and that bothered me, too, because | hated to think my father had been losing his
sharpness. Asfor Gerrat, for al hiswinning personality, he’ d had never had that kind of perception.

| looked down at the polished cherry surface. My reflection was murky, like everything at the moment.

Chapter 76

Kewood

| was leafing through the assignment sheets, the ones Mg oraand | had put together and never inputted to
the UniComm system, when there was arap on the side of my open office door. | looked up. The senior
correspondent — Devit Tal — stood there.

“Comeonin. Sit down,” | offered.

Ta closed theinner door as he entered. He sat in the green leather chair across the corner of the cherry
desk from me. Hisgray eyesfixed on me, cool, penetrating. “Mahmad' smissng.”

| winced.



“Y ou gave him atough assgnment, didn’t you?’

“One of the toughest. HE' s away's been covering the multis, but | asked him to look into the movement
to make multilaterals more profitable and accountabl e to stakeholders and to find out what was behind
it”

“The PST Trust stuff?’ | nodded.

“I warned him, and | told him to do as much as he could through more distant research.”

“Do you have the assignment sheet? It’ snot in the system.”

“None of them are.”

Heraised hiseyebrows.

“None of the pre-selects would ask any of you, or think that anything important wouldn't be there.”
“Do you want to tell me what’s going on, ser, or do you want me to guess?’

“A war, of sorts,” | offered. “It al started when someone tried to kill me, and then someone elsetried,
and then someone dse’ | gave him aquick and dirty summary because he' d heard it, but not where it
led, exactly. “Likealot of people, | went to the CAs. They couldn’t find anything. They aso indsted that
they couldn’t investigate people just because they had amoative.” My smilewas|opsided as | looked at
Td. “Doesthis sound familiar?’

“I've heard it before.”

“So | gtarted looking into it more, and my sister waskilled. So was anorm helping her, or maybe she
was helping him. That was Eldyn Nyhal.”

Td offered alow whistle,

“Y ou know about the latest events. The CAs can't find anything, and the regiona advocate genera has
contacted me twice aready, warning me that he doesn't like my approach to things ... dl very indirect
and mogt legdl, but what it amountsto isthat he' slooking for any legd ground he canto stop us. Then, in
the middle of dl this, | began to follow the perceptud testing uproar, and | sarted to look a who
controlled what.”

“It sawonder you'rediill dive.” Td laughed. “Isthat why the managing director isin Westeuro?”

“You surely don't believe that I’ d send a noted pre-select who wanted to take over UniComm after my
father’ s death to Westeuro?’ | snorted. “ Anyway, for better or worse, | began to seethat what | was
facing wasjust atiny piece of what gifted normsfacetheir wholelives.”

“What about norma norms?’

“I haveto admit that I'm an dlitist, Devit. People who like porn-draggies and shows like Challenge of
the Wild or Modern Gladiators aren’t going to change. | just want any children with talent, wherever
they come from, to have the opportunities, and | don’t want the children of pre-sdectsto get the
guidewaystilted even morein their favor. Y ou can inspire people, but you can't forcethem. So ... |
thought I’d try to tir thingsup ... to shine some very bright lightsinto some very dark corners— al at
once, and into lots of corners, so that the insects and parasites can't scuttle from one corner to another.”

“I"m about finished with what you gave me. Can | take over Mahmad' s assgnment?’



“If you'd like, I’d be more than pleased. Here' sthe outline.” | pulled out the assgnment sheet and
extended it to him. “Do you want some extra hel p?’

Td shook hishead. “1 think what you' re doing, ser, isgoing to create uprisngs dl over theworld. You're
dangerous, because you're the first Alwyn who redlly understands how to use UniComm fully. That's
why OneCys and the pre-selects are after you.” He offered acold smile. “I’m not even sure | like you.
But you' re the only ship on course. If they stop you, they can stop anyone.”

“| gppreciate your ringing vote of confidence, Devit.”
“Likeadl your folk, ser, you' re arrogant. Like none I’ ve seen, you' re honest, and you judge on ability.”
| wanted to wince, but he was probably right. So | nodded. “I try.”

“Director ... I'mgoing to do this. I'll do it better than even Mahmad. And your project will work. It's
too late to do anything else, now, and | hope we' re not too late. But after they count the bodies, | want
you to remember that you used people just like every other pre-select before you. The only differenceis
that you put your life ontheline. Y ou choseto. A lot of people are going to diewho didn’t get achoice.”

“I hope there won’t be many. If we don’t do something likethis, | don't think many people, norms or
pre-selects, are going to have many good choices.”

“That' sarrogance, Director.” Td actudly sighed. “Maybe truthful arrogance, but arrogance.”

Could anyone with ability not have atouch of what others called arrogance?“Y ou could beright. Do you
have a better idea?’

Hislaugh was amost abark. He lifted the assgnment sheet. “If | did, | wouldn’t be taking this. Y ou were
right about who to trust. We told everyone to keep the assignments among us. I’ d suggest you move up
your start date to next sixday, before week-end.”

“Can we have enough ready?’

“Wewill. Thosethat aren’t, cover with reruns of the oneswe have. Y ou’ll need overlap anyway. And
don't tell anyone.”

“I haven't, and | won't.” That wasfor certain. | hadn’'t even told Mother, athough she definitely knew |
was up to something.

| stood and looked out over the inner courtyard for along time after Tal |eft.

Oncemore, | wasfeding like avery black raven trying to find sunlight in the cracks and crannies of atal
dark cliff guarded by sharp-eyed eagles with long and grasping claws.

Chapter 77

Kewood

Two days had passed since my disturbing meeting with Devit Td, and | was till thinking about his charge
that | was no different from the other pre-selectsin using people. That was bad enough, but his absolute
honesty in saying he would do the job — because, in effect, dl other dternatives were worse — that was
in some ways even more disturbing. From what | could tell, he wastdling the truth, and that meant | was
either reading people wrong and he was lying, or that he was honestly mistaken about the potentia

impact of my massive programming shift. | was just hoping thet | could get afew key peopleto look into



dark corners and undo the subtle shiftsin Federal Union policy — and, of course, get the PST group to
back off me and UniComm. Scarcely revolutionary, and I’ d figured it would take concentrated
information and programming shifts even to accomplish those modest godls, for al my high-flown
rhetoric.

From what I’ d seen, people didn’t change easily, and they certainly didn’t trust the media even asthey
consumed what we provided.

The gatekeeper clinged. | had to smile, sincethe ID wasthat of Klevyl. | took it.
“Klewvyl ... it'sgood to hear from you.”

The leonine-maned engineer smiled in return, but only briefly. “What did you do to Emyl Asol?He's
been contacting everyone, looking for anything he could pin onyou.”

“That’stoo bad.”

“It’ slike he amost wants you so embarrassed no one will never talk to you or listen to you again. And
you just say it' stoo bad.” Klevyl shook his head. “ Sometimes, | don’t understand you.”

“It' sactudly fairly ample. After acouple of monoclones blew up, ether killing people or nearly killing
them, | started looking into it. | haven't heard anything until you caled. That suggeststo my suspicious
mind that he has something to hide.”

“I can't believe Emyl would allow the misuse of clones. That would destroy BGP,” Klevyl pointed out.

“He doesn't control their use after delivery — or their misuse— but it would still come back to haunt
him ... no matter what.”

“It could be. He took abig hit when OS got into the microgene market.”

“OS?’ | hadn’t heard that acronym.

“Octagond Solutions. Eldyn Nyhal. They say sometrust isholding it, letting the management continue.”
| hoped my face didn’t show too much shock. “I didn’t know he was doing that. Eldyn, | mean.”

“The man was brilliant, Daryn. Y ou know he stopped the pre-salect plague amost single-handedly. Too
bad he wasn't around thislast time.”

“I heard that hewaskilled in the violence in the Sinoplex.”

Klevyl snorted. “ Someone used that as cover. Just like they used your accident as cover.” He smiled, a
smilethat lifted only one corner of hismouth. “1 don’t see much change in UniComm, not so much asl
would have expected.”

“One-man operations can be more flexible than organizations. | suspect you know that aready.” |
laughed, dthough it sounded hollow.

“That' strue, but don't wait too long.” There was another quick smile. “1 need to go. Bidding
conference— VR — on anew justiciary complex in Sudam.”

OnceKlevyl’simaged vanished, | linked with Mgora. “ Everything' s so busy. | forgot to check on the
clone busness— BGP. Did you have any luck?’



“They referred meto the public records section of the Genetics Regulation Bureau of the Federa Union
Secretariat. The records break down shipments by industry sector, but no more, and there' s an asterisk
that indicates further data breakdown would result in revedling trade data.”

| took adeep breath. “Our friend Emyl Astol isin with them, | think. He' s been checking with everyone
he knowsto try to find dirt on me. Can you set up the datawe have to show arather strange pattern ...
you know ... only these sectors use monoclones, and only these firms have permits, and monoclones
have beenusedillegdly ... therefore...”

“Actudly ...” Theimpish smile crossed Mgora sface. “Yes... | wasdready working on that. The only
multisthat have permits are headed by old pre-select families, and most of them are controlled by those
on Eldyn'slis.”

“Good. WE |l haveto get that ready for presentation sooner than I’ d thought.”

“I’ve got the data ready. Whenever you' re ready to produceit....”

“Tonight or tomorrow morning.... it'll haveto be.” Too many thingswere piling up. “Tak to you later.”
Before we broke, she favored me with awarm smile. Maybe tomorrow morning.

Who ese might shed any light on things, who wouldn’t spread it everywhere? | frowned. | hadn’t talked
to Kharl for awhile.

He answered, or his gatekeeper transferred it, because hisimage, till somewhat haggard, but in an
oversized medica singlesuit, appeared dmost immediately.

“How areyou doing?’

Heamiled, wryly. “I’'mfine, but | have abit more sympathy for patients. It' sbeen along climb.”
“What about Grete and the kids?’

“They werefinein days. | told you that.”

“I just wondered ... something likethat ... long-term ...”

Kharl shook hishead. “1 think, if you survive, you' re probably healthier than you were before.”

“Did you ever get any credit for your work on that? | saw some stories ... but your name was never
mentioned.” | grinned. “ Right then | couldn’t do anything. But we could do afollow-up story.”

“I'll passon that.” He frowned. “ There have been alot of Sories... rumors ... nasty stuff ... that the
plague was created....”

“Liketheverson | got? How did you ever meet Eldyn? What did he offer?’

Kharl’ sface went blank. Then, he laughed. “ Knowing you, you won't give up. | supposeit’sobvious. To
you. Technica assistance and insight. Y ou weren't supposed to get hit that hard. He helped with the
treatment.”

“So you knew Elysa?’

“I’d never met her before the reception. She did want to meet you, and not just for that.”



“Did you know about the plague — that Eldyn was developing it?’

“Not as an epidemic. What he told me was that it was targeted at afew individuals. He wanted to make
surethat it wasn't widespread. Eloratold me the same thing. After what she told me about what was
happening, and how UniComm wasto be used ... I'm sure you know.”

Repressing ashiver at theimplications, | shook my head, then nodded acknowledgment. No onewas
telling the whole truth. “ Then you got taken, too?’

Kharl nodded. “If | hadn’t had those samplesfromyou ... | could havelost Grete and the kids.” He
offered awry smile. “No tracksat al. | couldn’t say more, obvioudy. There still aren't redlly. No
evidence, at least.”

Had Eldyn hated pre-sdlects that much?

“Don’'t look so gppdled, Daryn. In hiseyes, we' redl guilty, and if he hadn’t overdone the virulence on
thefirst strain he tested on you, we' d al be dead.”

“I'velooked into dl of it, but you' reright. There' sredly no evidencefor any of this”

“Eldyn followed the pre-sdect pattern. * Leave no fingerprints,’” Kharl pointed out. “How about
something more cheerful?’

“Chearful? With dl this?’ | forced alaugh, then nodded “ Thereis one thing positive. More than postive.
| don't think | told you. Mgora—"

“Congratulations! | heard from Grete, and she heard from Rhedya. Y ou know how those things go.
When Grete and | decided, my cousins knew within minutes of our parents. That’ swhat happenswith a
worldwide net system.”

“Y ou heard anything eseinteresting ... about UniComm ... or your favorite cousin?’

“Not directly. One of my techsismarried to a CA inthe Y unvil office. The CAslike you. They think
someon€ strying to bump you off because you' re actualy human. Wordsto that effect, anyway.”

“Glad to hear it. That I'm actudly human, | mean.”

Kharl’ssmile dropped. “Be careful, Daryn. | haven't got athing to go on, but when people at the club
mention your name.... well ... it getsvery chilly.”

“I'm not surprised. I’ d gppreciateit if you hear anything that’ s at al definite. Or indefinite. Y ou owe me.”
“I do, and | certainly will.” He glanced to one side. “I’ ve got to go.”

“Tdk toyou later.” Even before my last words were out of my mouth, the projection holo vanished, and
| waslooking at the cherry bookcase. | missed looking at the East Mountains, and the inner courtyard
garden didn’t help that much.

| stood and paced around in front of the desk to stretch for amoment, noting that the shadows faling
across the courtyard were getting long. | hadn't realized it wasthéat | ate.

The gatekeeper clinged again, and it was Devit Td.

“I’m on the move, Director, but there’ s more here than you ever imagined. Here comes the first package.
| know you can put the facts together if | don’t get more or get back.” The gatekeeper clinged, indicating



an attachment, and the screen blanked. Tal had sent both as atime delay, somehow.

| copied the attachment into my portable belt gatekeeper even before | opened it and read it. Thefirst
section was an authenticated copy of the stakeholders of the PST Trust. Not only did it have the names|
knew — Escher, Dimke, St. Cyril, Deng, and TanUy — but there were another dozen names. Thetwo |
recognized most easily were Emyl Agtol and Gerrat Alwyn.

Unhappily, Gerrat’ s name explained afew other items, such as Td’ squick transmission. The
correspondent had to be leery of sending that through. Gerrat’ s name also went a good ways toward
explaining the Elora-Kharl-Eldyn aliance. Not totaly, but | doubted Kharl knew much more than hetold
me, and the other two were dead. It was a0 clear that Elora hadn’t been exactly lily-white. She couldn’'t
have called the stakeholders: meeting without either some rather involuted maneuvering or the
cooperation of the PST Trugt, but there was no evidence of either.

| put acal through to Rhedya.

She had an gpron on, and | realized it was probably close to the time she was feeding the children, “How
areyour effortsgoing, Daryn?’

“Full speed ahead, but you won't see anything until they hit. I think we're getting close. I' ve dready hed
somewarning shotsfired. | promiseyou. I’ [l make thetimetable | gave you.”

“You’ve never broken your word.” Her eyes hardened, almost glittering, but just for an instant.

“I need to know something, though. Can you look into the portfolio you' re the trustee for, and seeiif
Gerrat had any holdingsin something caled PST or the PST Trust?”’

“|sthis connected?’

“I think 0. | don’t need to know shares or anything, but if there are any minutes or thingslikethat ...
they’d be helpful.”

Sheraised her eyebrows.

“Some of those who were after Elorawerein that group, and that’ s part of what led to Gerrat’ s death.
There are more of them than I"d first thought.” All of that was perfectly true.

“Whatever it is, you don't want any escapees?’

“I"d rather not. Would you?’

“No. | don't have many of thoseI’d call friends|eft.”
“I'msorry. | hope—"

She waved me off. “Friends like that are worse than enemies, and it’ stold me, again, how valuable those
arewho stick by me. | need to get dinner for the children, and knowing you, you need whatever it is
yesterday.”

“Not yesterday ...” | demurred.

“Daryn. You don't lieaswell asyou think. I'll get what thereis.” With that, the projection screen
vanished, even before | could shake my head.

| just sat there for amoment, then flicked to OneCys and InstaNews, listening to the opposition while



waiting to seeif what Rhedya had would arrive.

... regiona advocate genera denied access to school records on the grounds that the right to know did
not outweigh theright to privacy of theindividuds ... ance PIAT testing, even in private schools, wasa
matter of voluntary choice and not a standard mandated by either local education agencies or by the
Federa Union. Fynbek aso noted in hisdenid that Parentsfor Equal Accesshad no lega standing
snce...

The gatekeeper clinged. There was ascan shot of Rhedya and an enclosure.

“Here swhat therewas. It seems harmless enough, but | supposeit would if it had to be filed with the
Securities Office.”

Rhedyawas no dummy, and that bothered metoo as| copied and then opened what she had sent. She
had to have had some inkling of what Gerrat had been up to. Was she merely supporting meinto afall?
Or did shethink | was the only one who could preserve what Gerrat had 1ft?

| looked over the annua reports. There wasn't much there— except for the ten million creds spent for
research on the management on information systems and networks. The description was gpparently
draightforward.

... funds spend on determining the most profitable information networks, their most profitable aspects,
and the most effective managing directors and director generds and their strategies....

Like everything esewe' d found, it was highly suggestive, but hardly proof of anything. | took adeep
breath and kept reading, but that wasit.

| also needed to cdl Lyenne Devor, the director of the EDA Trugt, and | did. With thetime differentid, |
wasn't surprised to get her sm. | just left amessage.

Then | went into the dcove off theingdewal of the office and caled up the rough outlines of the clone
documentaries, scanning what was dready there, and listening to the introduction.

... Since even before the Chaos Y ears, the idea of cloning has been controversid ... technology and law
alow those with creditsto clone replacement organs, but that usage has been limited effectively by better
medica trestment....

... other use of so-called monoclones has been in locating and repairing leaking toxic and radioactive
wagte stes ... questioned often on ethical grounds ...

... thenew question is: where else are clones employed, especialy in usesthat are either dangerous or
controversial — or both. Who — if anyone — regulates those uses, and what about the suggestions that
those uses are being kept from Union regulators?

What | had was too wordy, and needed to be pared down and beefed up simultaneoudy, and more
directly aimed at various pre-select multis.

Still ... after an hour, | closed things down and massaged my forehead. There was still too much to do,
far too much, but my head was splitting, and | wasn't thinking dl that well.

| picked up the small scanner, recorder — the highest quality type, the same one used by UniComm
teams. I’d made sure | knew how to useit, athough | hadn’t, but | carried it with me now al thetime. It
fit on abelt loop, even if it happened to be atrace bulky for that. Probably vanity, but if there happened
to be something worth scanning for UniComm, and | were there, thelast thing | wanted to tell my staff



wasthat | hadn’t had any way to captureit.
Definitely vanity. With alaugh, | closed the door and went to find Mgora.

Chapter 78

Kewood

I’d dready reviewed and asked for changesin Recardo’ s series on transport. | wanted a harder
emphasis on how the glider tax actualy didn’t fully pay for the guideways, and how the tax was
structured effectively to keep it easy for the well-off, but prohibitively high for most others. | also wanted
more on the obsolete maglift trains and their cramped and worn confines — and the fact that they didn’t
exid in areasthat served pre-sdlects, another subtle emphasis on “out of sight, out of mind.”

Recardo had just grinned and said, “ Those kinds of changes | can make, Director. No problem.”

| didn’t have to do much with Cyhd’ s series on education. The visuas and the numbers were striking
enough. Ninety-five percent of pre-selects went on to higher education, and ninety percent of those went
to indtitutes and universities that ranked in the top ten in their field on any scae. I'd known that, intuitively,
but to have the numbers besat intuition — at least for an information and propaganda barrage.

| had barely finished with Cyha when the gatekeeper clinged, and the square face of Lyenne DeVor
appeared. “ Y ou cdled, Director Alwyn?’

“I did.” I used the remote to close the office door, then sat back at the conferencetable. | still didn’t
awaysfed dl that comfortable behind the cherry desk that had been Father’s. “I’ d called about holdings
and management. I’ d found out from severd other sourcesthat EDA is one of the holders of Octagonal
Solutions, or perhaps the only holder now.”

“We— or perhapsit would be better sated that the sole trustee of EDA holds roughly eighty percent of
Octagona Solutions.” A faint smile crossed her lips.

‘| see”

“The dtipulation requiresthat EDA Trust make no changesin top management, except with the consent of
thoseinvolved, for thefirst year after thetransfer.”

“Can you tdl mewho the current director general is?’ | asked.

“That position isvacant. The senior director isMeryssa Elysa D’ bou.”

“So the current trustee really has limited influence for the next eeven months or so.”
“That' sthe way we seeit.”

“Isthere anything ese | should know about this arrangement?’

“If anything happensto the current trustee, haf goesto histrusteg, if he has one, and the other half to the
Society of Dynee.”

“The Society of Dynaeislikely to get quite abit more power and wedth.”
“It has quite abit aready, Director. I'd prefer mattersremain asthey are.”
“Sodol.”



“Isthere anything else?’ she asked.

“ Arethere any communicationsin thefiles concerning the request for the UniComm stakeholders
meeting? Besdes those you sent?”’

“No, sar. Thosewere dl that the Trust has ever had.” She smiled. “1 can confirm that.”

| trusted her smile and words ... somehow, athough the facts were troublesome. “ Thank you. I'd
gppreciateit if youwould let me know if there are any other devel opments of this magnitude —
Octagond Solutions, thet is”

Lyenne Devor offered atight smile, the first indication from her that she wasn't exactly easy with the way
things were going, and then broke the connection.

| was back looking at program-script drafts, when Mgoradipped into the office. | didn’t like the look
on her face.

“What isit?’

“Y our friend Darius Fynbek requested the results of your privacy waiver before the CAs about the
attack on you and your solicitor.”

“That s privileged to the case a hand,” | said. “ That' swhat Annatold me.”
“It may be, but he'sgppedling it to Supreme Judticiary.”

“How long will thet take?’

“Threeto five weeks”

“I think we need to do a specid piece on the honorable Darius Fynbek — hisrecord, his support of his
friends, and histhreats against me.”

“It' saready begun.” Mgoraoffered theimpish amile.
“Oh ... andif wecan find it, hisresidence, and agood picture of it.”
“That’ sbresking privacy.”

“Not if we poseit asaquestion. Isthisthe dwelling you expect for an advocate for dl the people? Do
you expect an advocateto livein posh ... wherever he does....”

“You could get in red trouble there,” she said dowly.

“| dready am,” | pointed out. “Or ... we dready are.”

“Thisisoneyou need to run by thelegd folk.”

“After it’ sfinished. | don't want them suggesting words from the beginning.”
Mg oranodded dowly.

| could sense the doubt, the kind | wasfedling dl thetime. After amoment, | asked, “Any luck with
anything more about the aliens— beyond the first plague?’

“There snot atrace of anything.” She frowned. “ There' s not even atrace of something missing.”



“That would seemto mean ...” | began.
“Hediditdl himsdf.”

“Or through his Octagona Solutions,” | added. | stood up and dipped around the coffee table, easing my
armsaround her and holding her tightly.

We just hugged each other for several minutes.

After she went back to her office, | looked at the sheaf of assgnment sheets on the polished cherry
surface of the conferencetable. Paper ... andwords ... and music ... and | thought | could change the
world with them?

Maybe we' d be more successful than Eldyn ... hopefully, with far fewer casudties.

Chapter 79

Kewood

With only two days | eft before | uprooted the entire programming structure of UniComm, both Mgora
and | were pushing franticaly, and yet trying not to seem so, since I’ d conveyed to those working directly
for Brin Drgjcha— who was till in Mancha— that the programming changes would not be
implemented, at the very earliest, until the beginning of fal. The production staff — al norms— assured
me that the changeover would go smoothly. | had more than afew doubts, since nothing had gone easily
inthe past sx months.

| till only had the first three stories based on Devit Ta’ s materia about the multis, and hoped the rest
would come, but we' d run the first ones and hope we could keep ahead. If not, some would get rerun.
Some changes would still have to be phased in, and we were still having trouble with dl the small
“pointer” factoids and cross-leads. And | wastrying to create another several dozen, reaching even into
the depths of the porndraggies and raw sports challenge games.

The gatekeeper clinged and an image appeared on the screen — one of ours— from AlINews.

... powerful explosion rocked the outskirts of Tyanjin, in the Etsino, in the early morning hoursthis
morning. The Site was the research facility of Octagond Solutions. First reportsindicate that the three
large structures have been totally demolished. Workers and researchers were sent home early yesterday
after reports of difficultiesin the power grid. Because of these precautions, it gppears that there are no
known casudties....

Octagond Solutionsis an applied genetic research multilateral with more than adozen speciaized
facilities across the globe. Reputedly, it was originally owned totaly by Eldyn Nyhal. Nyhal headed the
nanitic research team that stopped the first series of pre-select plague ... died in an explosion severd
weeks ago ... control of Octagonal Solutions passed to a private trust.. ..

The gatekeeper clinged again, and | switched to the InstaNews story, which was essentially the same
except for the last few words.

... the private trust holding control of Octagona Solutionsis reportedly the same trust that blocked the
change in management a UniComm. Someindustry andysts speculate that Nyhal’ s deeth may yet be
linked to Daryn Alwyn. Alwyn isthe director genera of UniComm and was known to have been seeking
Nyhd at thetime of Nyhd’sdesath....



Devit Td was definitdy right. | didn’t have much time,
| walked out of the office and down the ramp to Mgora s office.

“I heard,” were her first words. A shock of her thick brown hair, short as it was, drooped onto her
forehead, and there were dark smudges on her |eft cheek. She looked even more frazzled than | felt.

“Can we move things up another day?’ The question was stupid, and | wished | hadn’t asked it, but that
wastheway | fdt.

“We repushing asit is, Daryn.”
“| thought so, but | hoped.”

The bt gatekeeper clinged again. In fact, it was now receiving thingsdl thetime, and I’ d had to reset it
to limit those that got my immediate attention to roughly twenty names.

Thisonewas Devit Ta — but again, merely an enclosure, with avoice-over, not even hisimage. The
enclosure was a OneCys strategy paper for merging OneCys and UniComm. Gerrat would have
remained as senior director, and Brin as managing director. Father would have been made an emeritus
member of the advisory board.

How much of it | could use was another question — and how.

| gave Mgoraaquick hug and started back to my office and all the cross-leads and back-promos.
One of the production staffers passed me on the ramp and grinned. “We'll be ready, director.”
“Good. WE re counting on you.”

How much ... hehad no idea

Chapter 80
Henya

After atoo-late dinner, Mgoraand | sat sprawled, side by side, on the settee in the great room that
faced her garden. Twilight had long since faded into night, yet it had been one of the earlier eveningswe
had gotten away from UniComm, smply because there wasn't that much more we could do — not that
was meaningful. Also, | thought we would need a good night’ s deep, since | had adefinite feding we
might not in nightsto come,

| was sipping verdyn, she adol cettalike desert wine.
“Areyouworried?’ she asked gently, leaning her head againgt mine.

| laughed softly, ironicaly. “1 don’t think there' s been an hour since the morning | showed up in your
garden where | haven't been worried. | worry that I'm wrong, and | worry morethat I'mright. | fret
about whether this plan will work, even to get the minor shiftsin Federal Union policies and outlooks and
to get them to look at the PST group, and | fret that it won't be enough.”

“If it' snot enough ... 7’

“Then ... | suppose that people will get what they deserve.”



“That'scynicd, Daryn.”

“Itis... very cynica. But people have been trying to kill me, and my family, for thelast Sx months,
mostly because, arrogant as everyone clamswe are, we' ve tried to oppose the growth of ahidden

tyranny —"

“A greater hidden tyranny.” She straightened up and patted my shoulder. “Control of the less able by the
more ableisill atyranny.”

“I"d agree, but things didn’t exactly work out well for anyone when the less able were controlling society.
| just want society to be fluid enough so that anyone who is able can rise to the top.”

“My husband-to-be, the noble ditist.” She smiled.

“Y ou forgot arrogant. The noble arrogant ditist.” 1 shook my head. “That hurts, in away. Devit Ta sad
something before he took over Mahmad' s assgnment —”

“The bit about your being arrogant, and yet the last chance?’

“He ssending me stuff from dl over, and it al fitswith everything else, but it salwaysonadday link. It's
asthough he doesn't trust me.”

“In hisboots, would you?’

“No,” | had to admit. “He' s supposed to supervise the switch-over, and | don’t even know if he'll be
back.”

“Hewill be,” Mg orapredicted.
“What do you think will happen? A few demondrations? A fizzle? Massve revolts?’

“I don’'t know. | get angry when | look at what we' ve produced,” she said dowly. “Isthat because | was
aready angry? Are people so apathetic and into themsalvesthat they’ Il just nod and say it's more of the
same, and of course you can't trust those pre-selects?’

“There sanger out there. I'm just trying to get it focused on the redl problems.”

She shook her head sadly. “No. We can’t focus on the real problem. Therea problem isthe same one
that’ s dways been there. Some people have more ability than others, and people with greater ability like
to use and often abuse their abilities, and too many of those with less ability refuse to accept their
limitations. Nothing we do will changethat.”

“Moretargeted violence ...? | don’'t know. | hope that there' s at least enough of an outcry that the PST
idiotsretreat into the background and that the secretary director does something besides attacking
UniComm. It doesn’'t help that we have very little hard evidence, only suggestion after suggestion.”

“Inthiskind of Stuation, Daryn, redlly hard evidence doesn't arrive until you lose everything, and until
you start seeing norms and pre-sel ects brain-damped on trumped up charges, and the less-able children
of the able taking power that they can’t handle, and then it stoo late.”

In the end, what else could | say? What else could we do? We had little enough that would qualify as
hard evidence or proof, not under evidentiary standards.

So | just held Mgoraand hoped, looking out into adark garden toward an uncertain morning. Hoped,
knowing that we had but aday or perhaps ahandful of days before we would find out how right — or



how wrong — we had been.
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Switchover was set for noon loca time, and Mgoraand | arrived at seven. | kissed her outside her
office, and headed for mine. There, Devit Ta waswaiting by the door.

“Security said you were on theway up, ser.” Hiseyeswere red and sunken, and he' d clearly lost weight.
| hadn’t been sure he' d get back, but he was there and had been waiting for atime. “I said I'd be here,
s

“Youdid. You're acting managing director for programming, and if anyone givesyou trouble, don’'t
argue. Just tell them to seeme. | don’t want you handling politicsright now. | suspect the technical
aspects are going to be enough in the way of headaches.”

“May be, ser.” He handed me acase. “There stherest of what you need. I'm sorry it'sahit late, but it's
worthit.” He gave me a crooked smile. “Wanted to do something like thisfor years. Let's seeif it makes
any difference”

“It'll make adifference,” | suggested. “How much is another question.”
“I’ d better get on with it.” He nodded and was gone, and | took the case into my office.

Onceingde, | sat the case on the conference table and looked &t the documentsfirst. There was actually
abudget laid out for the PST group, handwritten, with a signature comparison to that of Grant Escher,
which dlocated two million credit for “technica support/BGP.” Again, not exactly conclusive, but why
would the PST Trust need genetic technica support, except for reprogramming monocl ones?

| hadn’t been in my office more than thirty minutes, and | was il Stting at the conference table going
over Devit’ swork, and with more intriguing suggestions and pointers, yet probably not enough factsto
set before an advocate general, when atal and youngish pre-select appeared at my door. | recognized
him — Roberto Paras, Brin Dregjcha s deputy. His face was flushed.

“Why don’'t you come on in and have a seat, Roberto.”

Paras |ooked from one side to the other, then sat on the front edge of the green armchair by the corner of
the desk closest to the door. He clearly didn’t want to Sit across the conference table from me.

“What' sthe problem?’

“Devit Td ... hejust gppeared ... said he was acting managing director for programming. He' s changing
everything. There' s nothing on the schedule boards about it. There' s nothing in the technical notes.
Director Drgjchadidn’t say anything about it.”

“Haveyou tried to reach him?’
“Ah ... no, ser. Ta said | was supposed to see you before | did anything.”

“That’ sright. We re making the program switchover early. Ther€ sno point in waiting until everyone
knowswhat you' |l do and can counter it.”

“But ... he'spulled everything!”



“Not everything. The suds and porndraggies are pretty much the same as they were, except for some
infospotsin place of the sponsor spots. So are the sports and outdoor reports.”

“But dl thenews ... the backdrops ...” Paras shook hishead. “No onetold me.”
“That was my decison.”

“But word' s going around that every pre-sdect in UniComm has been superseded....”
| nodded. “Except me. And | ordered it.”

“Ser...but ... why?

“To savemy ass and your future, Roberto, while we ill can— if we can.”

His mouth opened wordlesdy.

“Watch the programming, and wetch it closdy before you say anything to anyone outside UniComm.
Then, if you have any questions, comeseeme.” | smiled. “All right?’

“Ah ... yes ser.” Still shaking his head on the way down the ramp, Paras |ooked like a stunned puppy
when helleft.

Eliasar Bezzawas next, not fifteen minutes later. He was the pre-select Gerrat had put in charge of
gponsor dots. “ Ser ... what am | going to do? This programming change ... we have programs without
sponsors, and sponsors without programs.”

That was the most expensive part of my project, and one that might take yearsto recover from. I’d tried
not to think too much about the financia implications. “ Assign them to the closest fit, then wait two or
three days, and then contact each sponsor with the viewer data. If their ratings are up or within the past
margins, give them the choice of kegping the dat, or sdlecting what’ savailable. If they’ re down, readjust
the billing, and offer them the same kind of choice.”

“Ser ... why didn’'t you tell me?’

“Becauseit wasn't possible. After you see the program changes, you' Il see why. And try not to worry
too much. A good seventy percent of our program content isn’t changing, except for the promos and
cross-leads” Those were changing drastically.

After heleft, | looked at the small pile of documents and at the small casesthat held even more
information. It al seemed real enough to me, but most was e ectronic, mere energy arrangementsin
magnetic lattices or thelike. In away, lifewaslike that, looked at from the structural level. But after
weeks and months of effort, as Mg ora had pointed out, the only time we got hard evidence, and it was
the kind that couldn’t be tracked back, was when someone was meant to die— or when some sort of
power play or takeover was aready in progress.

We had to act on inadequate evidence— or it would betoo lateto act at al.

And that evidence — or our interpretation of it — could be wrong. Very wrong.
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Magoraand | sat and watched the noon edition of AllNews, the lead-off program under the *“ new”
regime.

... the earthquake that rocked the eastern Sinoplexes on five-day may be only the precursor to another
series of quakes like those of five centuries ago that submerged large portions of old Japan....

... information recently disclosed to Civil Authoritiesin Noram indicates that clones previoudy registered
as destroyed could have been used as waking bombs.... BGP multilateral deniesthe charge, but cannot
account for the clone DNA found near the Sites of two explosions....

... more hytripe on the sengecircuit ... not according to ultrasensie hypster Begas Lazo, who bringsin a
flashfire hit ontheloway ...

Theimage of awoman’ sform barely conceded by flames gave way to aline of shadowy figures sitting
around a conference table, their faces edited into blank ovals.

... Isthe hidden caba of investorswho tried to take over UniComm &t it again ... or are they merely
after the man who thwarted them? ... Seethe comm news at three.

The openers, buried behind the headline news, seemed innocuous enough to me, beginning with a
shimmering image of the latest Droguet glider.

A new glider ... could it redly bein your budget? Not unless you' re up there with the top pre-select
multilateral directors. Not at two hundred and fifty thousand credits. Even on aten-year lease, you' d pay
over two thousand creds a month, and that doesn’t count going anywhere ... ausefee of two creditsa
klick on any guideway ... the taxes add up. According to statistics compiled by the Economic Buresau of
the Federal Union — the average glider owner pays over twenty thousand creditsayear just in use
taxes. S0 ... if you want aglider, you need a cool fifty thousand creds ayear — just about what the
average mid-level family makes ... but clearly pocket change to glider owners. Next time around, we'll
show you theredlly upscale gliders ... and who usesthem....

Then came adightly disguised image of Blue Oak Academy.

Thinking about private schoals ... and what they provide to students? Perhaps to your child? Do you
have the fortune of a pre-select? It'sagood idea, but an expensive one beyond the means of most
families. Watch for our series on education, and how the educated make sure their children get dl the
advantages from atop-level education, dmast from birth ... and how they use the controversia
perceptua testing program to make sure their credits remain in the family. Every day at six, morning and
night on the eduspur.

| looked at Mgjora. “ Seemstameto me.”

“Seemsisthe right word. The way we ve set them up will take time to work.”
“Will we havetime?’

She shrugged.

Welooked at each other, then smiled, and she went back to her office, and | went back to working on
the outlinesfor the last stories from the materials Devit Ta had brought back. | got dmost an hour of
work done, in surprising quiet, before thefirgt call camein— from Mother.

“Have you hired additiona security forces, dear”?” There wasn't asign on her unmarked face of the
tiredness that had followed her bout with the second pre-select plague.



“| did that for the houses weeks ago.”

“Y ou might consider it an investment for the UniComm offices.” Her eyeswere amused or coldly ironic. |
wasn't surewhich. “That is, if thisrepresents along-term programming outlook.”

“Y ou think it will have an effect?”’

“It already has, dear, but not necessarily the one you intended. A number of my acquaintances have
aready contacted me. With their condolences.”

The next cdl wasfrom Klevyl.

“I’d avoid any private clubs for awhile, Daryn. Maybefor the rest of your short life.” Hefollowed the
somber words with agrin and a headshake. * Y ou redlly don’t want many friends, do you?’

“For just offering afew observations on lifestyles?’ | asked.

“Let’'ssee... inthree hours, you' ve managed to suggest on the world' slargest net that pre-selects have
rigged the systemn so that only they can have gliders, arranged the school system so that only their children
have the best choices, and are using explosive clones as ns againgt those who crossthem. Oh ...
and that they want to remove or kill the man who's out to expose them. 1sn't that alittle heavy on the
paranoia?’

| laughed. “ Could be. Also could bethat evenif | am paranoid, they’ re still out to get me.”
“How much of that’ strue? Be honest, now.”
“Morethan | could possibly put on the nets,” | answered.

Hisimage looked at mefor atime. “Y ou' ve never steered mewrong. | think it’stime for avacation. Talk
toyouinafew weeks ... if there' sgill anet system.”

| waslooking at the cherry bookcase again.

Then | looked at the raw infeeds from correspondents. Nothing. The world beyond UniComm
headquarters |ooked the same asit always had.
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Sixday came ... and went, and sevenday, and oneday, and as they did, so did sponsor commitments and
revenues. Not by huge amounts, but by enough that I’ d have plenty of explaining to do at the next
stakeholders mesting. If | survived until then.

Eliasar Bezzahad kept coming into my office, with close to the same set of commentsthat he was
delivering across the conference table thistime. “ ComProds ... they'll keep the show, but only if we give
them aten percent cut.”

“Can you gtal them for aweek? Our market share is starting to go back up. In some dots, it'shigher.”
“l cantry, ser.”

“Point out to them that they’ re getting a break for greater exposure, and suggest that dumping greater
exposure would look very bad at their next stakeholders meeting.”



“Ser?’ Bezzalooked scanddized. | must have broken some unspoken convention.

“Look. They pay for exposure. In the eight o’ clock spot, watchers are up nine percent. Isn't that
normally a cause for athree percent risein charges?’

“YS, w.u

“If they dump achance for anine percent increase a no cost ... intheir target market, that might be construed as agair
colluson with DGen and BGP. Now ... you've been around alot longer than I” ve been, Bezza, but I’ m sure you can ¢

“Ah ... yes s
He understood. He just didn’t want to.
| got abit more worried when Tomas Gallo showed up.

“Director Alwyn, there have been five ordersfiled with the Federal Union Justiciary” Heinclined his head
withawry amile

“What do they want us to stop broadcasting? Besides the truth, of course.” | motioned to the chair across the conferen
Hedipped intoit. “ Truth isarelative matter, as you know, ser.”
How well | knew that.

“The complaints dlege that athough UniComm has not broadcast any fact that is untrue, the presentation
of facts and questions creates an impression that isinaccurate, and that such inaccuracy amountsto
libdl.... They dso suggest that the Federa Union evidentiary standard be applied to potentially damaging
materid. ..

“S0 ... unlesswe can prove that they’ ve done something wrong, hard enough to stand up before agood
old pre-sdlect advocate justicer, we can’'t say it?’

“That’ swhet they want.”

“Can you counterfile, and suggest that their standard is absolutely correct, but that it should be applied to
them? That is, anews and information system’ sjob isto question, and that we have every right to raise
such questions until they meet the hard evidence standard in rebuttal 7’

“I cantry.”
“In the meantime, we Il write some stories on that.”
“Itisgenerdly not agood ideato comment on pending judicid issues, ser.”

“I am sure you're generdly right, Tomas, but in this specific case, | want the whole world to know that the PST typesar
motives. If someone has the resources to suppress or avoid evidence, and you can’t even question their motives withot
in effect, those who have the resources to suppress the evidence are outside the law, and can do anything they want so |
or produced.”

The generd counsd winced. “I wouldn't put it that way, Director Alwyn.”

“Youwouldn't, but I would,” | said with alaugh that was clearly forced-sounding, evento me. “And
much as| hateit, you' d better consult with al those retained advocates we' re paying. Seeif one of them
can come up with the kind of argument we want. Also, can you send me copies of the complaints against



us? |’ m sure those are public.”
“Yes s

“Good.” | might be able to do something with those complaints. Their very existence would suggest that
the PST-related multishad alot to hide. “I’ll be writing some things based on them, and we' |l need the
outside counsd to vet them quickly.”

Gdlo nodded, but with the expression of an advocate whose client was losing his mind — or hisfunds.
Hegot up dowly. “I’ll see what we can do, ser.”

“Thank you.”

In the meantime, | needed to come up with theideas for more stories. | hadn’t seen any public reaction yet, but | truste
quickly, there was something there, and they felt they couldn’t wait it out.

“Mgora...” | pulsed over thelink. “Can you come up here? We need to figure out some more Storiesin
each of the target series, and maybe yet another investigative angle.”

“I've dready started work on some outlines. I'll bring them.”
About half thetime, if not more, she was ahead of me. We made agood team, and would make a better one, if we cou

If...
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The next fourday rolled around, and | was gill watching the news stories, usualy on UniComm’'s
AlINews, because NEN and InstaNews were avoiding all the stories and issues we' d broken. One or
two of the smaller nets had followed our lead, but only if they had space. It was as though al the comm
netswere just waiting to see what would happen.

And not much was.
Majoraand | were egting lunch on my conference table, watching the latest stories.

Emyl Astal, the head of BGP, the sole licensed supplier of clonesto the toxic and hazardous waste
clean-up industry, has thus far refused to comment on the alegations that clones supplied by BGP have
been used in away that violates genetic materid uselaws....

The video image was that of a sour-faced pre-select, followed by an outside shot of the entrance to BGP
headquarters.

In areated matter, MagTron, DGen, AVida, TanSen, Sante Limited ... have dl filed complaints with
theregional Advocate Generd of West Noram. The multilaterds are contesting materia aired by
UniComm and demanding that the net system not air any materia that could not be used asevidencein a
court of law. “That’s because they’ re guilty of suppressing evidence of wrong-doing,” retorted Director
Genera Alwyn of UniComm. “They hide evidence. When we suggest they hid it, they say that we can’t
say that. Not unlesswe can find the evidence they hid. And they want it so that the Civil Authorities can’t
even look for evidence without the evidence. What are they hiding and why? Are they behind the
exploding clones? Or the murder of the top directors of NEN? Or the degath of the brilliant norm biologist
Eldyn Nyha? They say they’re not. They ask you to trust them. Just don'’t trust anyone who questions



their benevolence....”

| wondered about my use of the word “benevolence.” I’ d tried to keep it Smple, but the issues were far
fromample,

“And why do such notable pre-sdlects as Darwyn TanUy and Imayl Deng support the use of perceptual
intelligence testing? Why do they use afront organization like PST ...7" That was UniComm Director
Generd Alwyn. UniComm has received no comment from those mentioned by Director Alwyn.”

No comment except lega complaints asking that theissue beburied ... but I’ d asked that AlINewswait
aday or so before adding that as another angle. That way | could push the story longer, and that was one
story where no one was going to rush to beat AlINewsto report. Besides, each legal story took about
three times aslong, because the legal types were so touchy ... but that was what UniComm was paying
them for, and hopefully, my audacity and blunt statements and their expertise would prove effective.

Hopefully ...
“Heavy-handed,” | murmured.

“People don’t notice the light or subtle touch these days,” Mg oraobserved from the chair to the left of
mine

| wondered if they ever had.

... Student and parent demongtrations resumed in Ankorplex over the issue of perceptua testing.
Theimage shifted to aseries of buildings set in a park-like environment.

Herein Vhat, codition leader Rysaat urged that hisfollowers never givein.

The next image was that of a dark-skinned norm with silver hair and deep-set piercing eyesthat stabbed
even from the holo screen.

“... canyou not see? Only one netsys has the nerve to show how we are being controlled. The others—
they ignoreit. If we givein, then our children will have no hope. Our children’s children will have no
hope. Nor their children ... wemust ingst that this evil testing be stopped now. Stopped forever.”

“Someone sligening,” offered Mgora.

“Onefanaticin Sudasia...” | leaned forward as the cross-lead chaser appeared, and the image switched
to ashot of the facades of Blue Oak Academy.

For arelated story on how most positionsin prestigious universities and the top entry positionsin large
multilaterals go to pre-selects, check out The PIAT — Admission for just the Privileged? on UniComm’s
Eduspur....

Then another news story followed.
... aftershocks of the earthquake in the Anatolian region ...
“With dl thosetie-ins, there will be others.” she predicted.

Again, | had to wonder. | looked down at the sesame beef salad | hadn'’t finished, then at the news
screen that seemed to have so little effect.

“Therewill be,” Mgorainssted.



| took another tasteless mouthful of salad. If something didn’t happen soon, | wasn't sureit would matter.
The Federa Union wanted UniComm and me to go away, and most people didn’'t seem to care.
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On the next twoday, | was still watching news stories ... and finding my food more and more tasteless,
my trousers|ooser and looser, and my deep less and less restful. We were getting on to nearly two
weeks, and | could see nothing happening — except declining revenues and greater legd bills, and more
and more complaints piling up with the regiond advocate generd.

Tomas Gallo had dready informed me that the regional advocate generd’ s saffers happened to be
working on away to come up with a“cease-and-desst” order, but were having trouble finding the lega
basisfor doing so.

“They’ll find away,” he'd said in leaving my office. “It may take afew more days, but they will.”

The way things were going, it appeared that the only question was whether the nsor the advocates
got to mefirgt. Thiswas definitely atime when | wished | were the one with access to exploding
monoclones or unfindable thugs — except | wouldn't have even known how to use them. My only talent
was using multimediato get peopleto think, and | wasn't doing al that well there, either.

Then, I'd only been ahundred-rated edartist, and a hundred rating was like everything else I’ d been
doing — not quite good enough.

| looked at Maora “Things could be looking much better.”

“They could beworse.” From the green |leather chair by the conference table, she offered a cheerful
amile

“I could be dead, or incarcerated and on my way to trial and brain-damping, which iswherel’m likely to
be beforelong.” | paced back and forth in front of the cherry desk, glancing toward the inner courtyard.
A migty rain wasfdling, giving agloomy cast to both courtyard and office — appropriately symboalic.

| glanced toward the bookcase, then called up AlINews, which displayed an image of lava creeting steam
asit oozed into avery blue sea.

... eruption continues here, lessthan fifteen klicksfrom Hylo ...
Devit Td appeared at the door. “Did you hear?’
| turned. “Hear what?’

“There have been aseries of riotsin Ankorplex ... the mob leveled the regiond office of DGen— and in
the Kievplex. The CA officesin both places have appealed to the Federal Union for backup. How do
you want it handled?’

| didn’t even haveto think about that. “ Straight reporting, except with alittle emphasis on the cause of the
riots, if we have anything to back it.”

“One group issued amanifesto ... claiming that it was time to end the pre-salect cover-ups and
haf-truths.”



“Makeit the lead story on the half-hour headlines, and run cross-leads.” | shook my head. “Y ou know
how to handle that better than | do.”

“Probably. Do you want afull push?’

“Not yet. If wejump inwith both feet ... right off ... it won't fed right. Can we offer more questions?
You know ... isthisjust another indication of the dissatisfaction with perceptua testing in Ankorplex or a
sign of something deeper?’

Td nodded. “That' s better. We'll doit.”

Hewas gone, and | looked toward Mgora

“Y ou thought nothing would happen.”

“Ankorplex ismore volatile than anywheredse,” | pointed out. “ And Kievplex isamost that ungtable.”
“That meansit happensfirgt there, not that it won't happen e sewhere.”

| still had to wonder about what | had set up. If it worked ... if ... was| any better than Deng and
TanUy and the others? Y et what else could | have done?

The CAswouldn't look into anything and hadn’t been able to track anything. Eldyn was dead, and so
were Elora, Gerrat, and Father. Was| just supposed to stand and wait until another monoclone findly
succeeded in blowing me up? Or go begging to the PST types?

| shook my head and tightened my lips and waited.

It was't until late afternoon that InstaNews even acknowledged the Ankorplex riots, and they
downplayed those in the Kievplex. They didn’t mention that the CAs had refused to protect the AVida
operations center or the Sante research facility.

By then, there were afew other developments coming in— mostly on AlINews, but one appeared on
InstaNews.

... AnyaSt. Cyril denounced the failure of the Loire region Civil Authoritiesto protect designersat the
multilatera’ s health template center outside Orleans....

“Taented designers had to run for their lives, and the Civil Authorities did nothing. Theseriotswere
crested by one man, and that man is Daryn Alwyn. Every person who isinjured, every credit of property
destroyed should belaid on him....”

The image flicked to one of me, taken at the stakeholders' meeting.

Dayn Alwyn isthe director genera of UniComm, and has been charged with usng netsys materid inan
inflammatory and mideading matter. His actions have been brought to the atention of the advocate

generd....

“Oncemore, I'mthevillain.” | snorted. “I can’'t mention al the desthsin my family. Or the attempts on
my life. They don’'t count.”

Majoranodded. | could tell she wasworried, and sowas|.

That didn’t change on the next haf-hour’ s InstaNews headline stories.



... Herein Chendu the people are bewildered by the series of explosions that rocked through the
TanSen headquarters complex in the middle of the night. Even more surprising isthe revelaion that
Darwyn TanUy, the multilateral’ s director general, and most of the senior directors, appeared to be
among the casudties. Unconfirmed reports indicate that the directors were engaged in alate-night
meeting in an attempt to develop astrategy to counter the spate of recent news and netsys stories
adverseto TanSen ... soriesmadicioudy planted by Daryn Alwyn's UniComm net system....

“Once morethe evil Daryn Alwyn strikes”
“That redlly bothersyou, doesn't it?’

“These people aretrying to ingtd| atyranny — an even greater tyranny. They’ ve used the current system

to strangle any opposition. They' re responsible for the deaths of hadf my family, and no one can or will do

anything, and I'm avillainfor trying to exposethem.” | laughed, bitterly. “And what' sworseis ...

they’ reright. I’'m using people, inciting them to strike where | can't. Manipulating them, and somewill die
... because | couldn’t find any other legd or practical way to stop them.”

“Youadmitit.”

“Great! | know what avillain | am, and I’'m using the power | can muster to try to bring about change,
andit’'salousy way to doiit. It sjust that there aren’t any others.”

My tirade got interrupted by the next story the gatekeeper flagged — back on AllINews.

Nabul ... private security guards using banned Federa Service rapid-fire dug throwers killed more than
two hundred protesters who marched on the AVida product testing center herein Nabul. The protest
leader — Hasad Alami — was among the first killed. Alami had charged that Mutumbe Dymke, the
director generd of AVida, had refused to promote qualified norms and insisted on perceptual -test-based
loydty screeningsfor al management postionsin AVida....

A stock image of Dymke, doubtless taken from some public archive, appeared on the holo image.

Dymke has refused to comment, and is believed to have fled the Nabul area after the massacre. Civil
Authorities have announced that Dymke iswanted for questioning....

Now Dymke was wanted for something. Before it wasal over, al of uswould probably be ready for
incarceration — and worse.

“Dayn ...” Mgorasaid softly.
“Yes...?

“There’ snothing you can do now. Why don't we go to my place and get something to est. Y ou need to
get out of UniComm for abit. Devit can aways reach you, and there salmost as much security a home.”

Shewasright, asusudl.
So | amiled. “That’ sabetter ideathan any I’ ve had lately. Shall we go?’

“Please.” The smile she offered was far warmer than mine, and | stepped away from the desk and
hugged her as she stood, then held on for atime.



Chapter 86
Henya

Majoraand | sat on the opposite sides of the table in her great room, looking out on adarkened garden.
| looked down at my plate, and then at Mgjora’s. Her plate was asfull of uneaten chicken, portobello
mushrooms, and pastaas mine il was.

“Worried?’ | asked.

“I'masworried asyou are.”

“We have double security tonight, and the glider isright by the door.” | pointed out. “1’m the only real danger.” | tried t
She offered awan smile. “That’s not why I’m worried, and it' s not why you are.”

“I know.” | took asip of the lukewarm Grey tea. “| have the feding that things are getting out of hand.”

“What did you think would happen?’ Mgoraasked. “ Redly?’

“A handful of demondtrations. Some legd scholarslooking into things. The Federd Union council
backing off the perceptua testing, and OneCysworking to destroy me, bit by dow bit while most of the
world yawned. I’ d thought that the handful of riots and counteractions would run their course and be
forgotten, if there were any demondtrations at al.”

Shetilted her head. “Then why did you invest dl thiseffort ... put your entire career, and dl that you
inherited on theline for thisprogram push ... if you didn’t think it would change things much?’

“Wadll ... | could bewrong. But | didn't.... | don't know.... Eldyn put everything out there, and he put
together aplague that killed close to aquarter of amillion pre-selects. | wastrying to get enough
exposure of the problems and theissues all a once. If | tried educating people dowly, it just would have
been forgotten. Another darmist story about how society isdeteriorating. Ho ... hum ... yes, indeed.

“I thought at least a blitz campaign would pull out enough issues that the secretary director would haveto
look at things and so that the PST types would back off UniComm. | hoped for more, but | didn’t think
that much more would happen. Asfor why ... that’s ssmpler. What happens next if things don’t change?
Do we build higher and higher walls? Hire private armies to guard our homes and families? That’ swhere
it sheading....”

Magora caught my eyeswith hers. “Daryn ... don't lectureme ... please. | think | knew that before you
did”

“I’'msorry. It'sjust ... you'rethe only onewho listens. | eventry to tell that to anyone else, and they’d
laugh — or try to find some undetectable way to kill me. Well ... they tried that even before |
understood.” | leaned back in the chair, not quite meeting her eyes, not really wanting to face the honesty
there, afraid of the judgment | might find. “It'slike...” | couldn’t find an apt comparison. “Between
privacy rules and hard evidentiary rules, between the PST types' ability to get around the system, and my
having the entire system watching me, between their having dl thetimein theworld to set me up, to
changethe entire way theworldisrun ...” My wordstrailed off.

Magorawaited.

“That'snot it, either,” | findly said. “ Everything would look the same, and appear to work the same, but
it wouldn’t be. More and more of the bright pre-selects would be not only perceptudly tested, but the



tests would be used to influence and guide them. Then the bright normswould find, when they were
offered upper levd jabs, that perceptua testing was required, and the same thing would happen to them.”

“Canyou be sure of that?’

“The systems and the technology exist, and these people haven’t seemed too bothered about blowing up
tube trains with innocents aboard, pushing people off dliffs, or evading the laws on monoclones. They've
quietly pushed to implement perceptud testing as a requirement — oh, it would be voluntary at firgt, but
when only those who volunteer get the university dots or the jobs or the promotions, it wouldn't be
voluntary a dl....”

“Y ou make a convincing case, Daryn.” Mgoragave me asmilethat was dightly lopsided. “Why are you
trying to convince yoursdf?’

“Becausewhat I’'m doing —"

The gatekeepers— Mgora s and the one on my belt — blared with the dlarm signal.
“Security, ser! There sawhole convoy of black gliders—"

There was a harsh crackling sound, and the transmission ended.

| grabbed the portable scanner off the side table, then Mg ora’ sarm, and we ran for the door, then down
the steps. | was dready remote-unlocking the glider, glad that I d at least had enough foresight to leave it
by the door.

| handed the scanner to Mgjora. “Once you get inside and strapped in, focusit on the house.”
“Right.”

| flicked off dl the cutouts asthe glider powered up, and secured the full restraint harness, then eased the
glider northway, away from the guideway, and the attackers. We were |ess than ahundred metersfrom
the cottage when lines of fire converged on it, and awall of flame skyrocketed into the sky.

“I’'vegot dl that,” Mgorasaid.

The glider shuddered and shuddered, and | had to work to keep it level and just below the tree tops.
“Canyou seeif you can use your bdt unit to send that back to UniComm?’

“Y ou want me to report that the house was torched?’

“Just say that the place where | was having dinner was attacked and torched by unknown parties.”

| finally settled the glider, till holding it just below tree-top level, and began to edge circuitoudy around
and back toward the guideway, if dmost aklick eastward of where the flames blazed into the night sky.

“... isMgoraHyriss reporting. UniComm Director Alwyn was atacked again this evening as he ate
dinner with afriend. Y ou can see the destruction created by the attack. Theidentity of the attackersis
unknown ... morelater.”

“Good,” | murmured. Not perfect, but good and timely was best.
“What are you doing?’ hissed Mgjora.



“Going to look and see.”
“After tha?’

| wastired of running and scheming, but | didn’t say 0, just concentrated on following the scanners and
My OWN Senses.

There wasn't much |eft near the cottage — the armed gliders had aready dipped back away, and they
weren't on the guideway either, but running at close to ten meters above ground over theflatter vineyards
to the south of Mgora's, and that meant they were redly flitters of some sort.

Using enhanced night vison | studied the line, then smiled. “Lock that harness. Thelittle lever onthe
boss. Pushit once ... down.”

Mg oraclicked the lever, and | fed full power into the magfields. A dight energy nimbus surrounded the
glider.

What | had in mind was smple. Tricky to execute but Smplein concept.

At thefar end of the vineyards was alow berm. | was betting that rather than lift their modified
flitter-gliders much higher, and possibly trigger darm sensorsin the skytors, that the four glider-type
vehicleswould maintain their low atitude, with bare clearance over the berm.

| kicked in long-unused range ca culations, persond systems | eft from piloting years, then maxed my
modified glider into asteep climb. At athousand meters, AGL, we went into ashalow dive— right
toward the point where the trailing attack glider would cross the berm.

My flare was perfect, and sowasmy am.

Thetrailing gray glider pancaked into the berm in ashower of sparks, but | was dready streaking
eastward and behind the low hill from which the berm extended. A singleline of flame flashed toward us
and sprayed off the rear shield just before we dropped out of the line of sight. | had to hope that they
weren't carrying some sort of seeker missiles, but | had to believe there was some limit on what could be
used to evade FU limits.

“| got thelaser....” Mgorasaid.
“Good. Don't sendit ... yet.” Then | dropped the glider onto the grass.

We waited for dmost fifteen minutes before | eased the glider back toward the forced crash Site,
stopping where | could just barely see the berm.

There were two gliders— the ruined one, and one hovering next to it. Two men were struggling to
remove something from the downed glider.

The scanners showed no other gliders nearby — not in direct range.
“Canyou get that?’ | asked. “With the scanner?’

“I cantry ... hard through the canopy at thisangle.”

| waited amoment. “Do you haveit?’

“Much as| could get.”



“Fine. Hang on!” | snapped as| went to full power.

“How —

Mgord s question waslogt in the rush of air aswe climbed again.
Theideawas smple. Use the ground cushion and flare as a concussive.

A singleline of flame flashed toward us, deflecting off the front shield as| flared.
One figure went down like atree snapped at its base.

| wasn't quite as precise, but even with enhanced night vision, low-level stuff inthe dark isscary. The
rear shields bounced dightly on something, but the system indicators remained solid, and | backed off.

The second glider had nosed into the berm, and no one was moving. There were no EDI or energy
traces.

| could see three figures sprawled on the ground.

“Arethey unconscious?’ asked Mgjora.

“They should be.” They might be dead.

“I'll get one”

“You? That's dangerous.”

“I’'m amost as strong asyou, and | can’t operate your glider, and we need some proof.”
She was right about that.

| studied the areaagain — quickly. No sign of anything. While the attackers could be booby-trapped
clones, the odds were againgt it. Even Emyl Astol would have had trouble coming up with that many
cloneswith that kind of training without the Federa Union knowing.

“Bequick ...” | began, but the canopy was dready back, and Mgorawas moving, swiftly and far more
gracefully than | would have. | was ready to use the glider asaram if anything moved, but nothing did.

In what seemed seconds, she was staggering back toward me, afigure over her shoulder, and something
in her other hand.

The figure went into the rear with adull thump.

“Therewerethree,” Mgorapanted. “... other two ... dead. Grabbed the casesthey had.” Mgora
hefted three casesinto rear seats of the glider next to the trussed figure in ablack camouflage suit. “1 took
their belts and used them to tie thisone up.”

Sheclimbed in, and | closed the canopy.
Magoradready had the scanner back out, sweeping the crashed gliders, and transmitting.

“... MgoraHyrisshere ... scanning two of the ruined gliders believed to be part of the group that
attacked UniComm Director Alwyn just afew minutes ago.... The gliders gpparently crashed in going
cross-country to escape possible pursuit on the guideways ... more later.”



Now, all we needed to do was get to UniComm.

| decided on gtraight, high-speed, low-levd flight. While | was gambling that no one was going to bother
with alone unlicensed flitter in the midst of chaos, it was a better choice than risking getting attacked on a
predictable guideway.

The other problem was that it was night, and without the recharging impact of the solar cells, | wasgoing
through power | wasn't coming closeto replacing. The glider wouldn't have much of areserve left when
we reached UniComm ... if wereached UniComm.

Chapter 87

Kewood

| didn’t bother with the glider park at UniComm headquarters. | dropped the glider practically on the
stone steps leading up into the buried building. | half-wondered if Grandfather had envisoned asiege
when he and Father had moved everything to the headquarters a generation earlier. Once the glider
settled, Mg ora grabbed the cases and the scanner, and | hoisted the inert commando type over my
shoulder, and we struggled up the steps.

“Director Alwyn.” The gray-clad security type behind the podium actualy smiled. “We' re glad to seeyou
and thelady aredl right.” Her smile was broader as she looked a Mgjora. “ They’ ve been beaming your
reportsout on al the spurs.” Her eyes settled on the unconscious man in the black camouflage uniform
dung across my shoulder.

“Oh ... he'sone of those who wasin the party doing the attacking. Y ou might want to inform the CAs
that he'shere” | suggested. “WE Il kegp himin my office.”

“They like hard evidence,” Mg oraadded wryly.
| paused. “Can you find another security officer to watch over our friend until the CAs arrive?’

“I'll' et them know, if | can get through,” the guard said. She pressed a stud, and two othersin the gray of
security gppeared and hoisted the limp figure of the commando.

“Thank you.”
“Our plessure, ser.” Thefirst security guard smiled. “1’ [l see about the CAS.”

We walked up the ramp toward my office. There| had the two security guards— both women — prop
the unconscious commando on the couch.

“Stun him if he looks like he’ s going to move anywhere.”
“We d be most happy to, ser,” replied the taller woman.
The man in black groaned, asif he were about to regain consciousness.

Then Devit Td hurried through the door. He looked at Mgora. “ Good reports. Adds area sense of
urgency to dl this.” Hiseyeswent to me. “ They firebombed your house, t0o.”

“I can't say I'm surprised.”

Devit looked at the man in black who was moaning softly. “Where did he come from?’



“Hewas with the crew that attacked Mgjora s place.”
“How did you capture him?’
“I stunned him. Mg ora captured him and tied him up.”

Devit looked at me, a Mgjora, at the security types, and then at the commando. “I’ll beright back.” He
hurried out.

“Do we have any gloves?’ | gestured at the three black cases on the conference table.
“I haveapair in my office,” Mgorasad. “I'll get them.”

| watched the captive while Mgora hurried out and back, scanning the cases. | couldn’t detect anything
in them, and the office security sysem didn’t elther.

Mg orawas back in less than ahandful of minutes, gloves on, looking at the cases.
“They seem clean. No energy. No emissions,” | said.

Sheflipped open the end case gingerly.

“What'sthere?’ | asked.

“Printed maps, atimetable, photos of you and me and of the cottage. Some credit chips, probably large
and untracegble ... that'sit.”

“Leaveit on the table. Put the other two under my desk.”

Mg oranodded and did so, barely straightening as Devit Ta hurried back into the officewith alarge
portascanner.

“Youwant usinit?’ | inquired.

Devit shook his head. “Not for this.” He leveled the scanner at the figure in the camouflage suit. “We're
ganding in the office of UniComm Director Genera Alwyn. Y ou may recall that Alwyn hasbeen
attacked a number of times over the last few weeks, and tonight there was another attempt by aforce of
gliders. Thosein the gliderswere dressed in Federd Services commando-style uniforms....”

Td panned the scanner across the groggy prisoner. “ This man was captured by the director and his
assstant after two of the attacking gliders collided and crashed following the attack.”

The eyes of the dark-haired man in the camouflage suit popped open. He' d been pretending to be
unconscious. “Bastard crashed us ...” he mumbled.

“So you admit you attacked the director?’ asked Tal smoothly.

“Damnedright ...” Abruptly, the captive shook his head as his eyestook in the scanner and he
recognized fully what it was. He shut his mouth.

“There you haveit, from the mouth of one of the men hired to attack and kill Director Alwyn.” Ta smiled
as he cut off the scanner. “Y ou don’t mind if we run that, do you, Director?’

“Bemy guest.” The captive squirmed asif to lunge at one of us, even with arms, hands, and feet bound.

“I wouldn't try it,” suggested Mgora. “Thelast time someonetried to assault the director, they ended up



dead, and there were three of them.”

“... badtards...”

“Rather unimaginative,” | commented.

The gatekeeper clinged. “ Security, ser. There are two Civil Authority officers here to speak with you.”
“Tell them they can come on up. Tl them that my door isopen.”

“Yes s’

| looked at Mg ora. She shrugged. We waited.

The two CAs appeared outside the door in less than two minutes. One of them — thetaller, hard-faced
one— seemed familiar, but | couldn’t recal if he had been one of those brought in when Annaand | had
been attacked, or if | were just imagining that I’ d seen him before. The shorter red-haired woman | knew
I"d never seen.

“Director Alwyn?’ asked the hard-faced and brown-haired CA. “Officers Krag and Shannd.”

“That'sme. ThisisMgoraHyriss, my specid assstant.” | gestured toward the bound figure on the
couch. “Thisgentleman isasurvivor of the team that attacked Mg ora s house. We were having dinner. |
think they killed the security guards, and flamed the house, then fled. The security guards gave us enough
warning to get out.”

“How didyou ... find thisman?’ asked the woman.

“There was some sort of explosion or crash, and it looked like one of their glider-flitters had crashed into
another one, and this man wasthe only one left alive. At least, we thought so. We picked him up and
came here”

The bound man glared a me, but said nothing.

“At the very leadt, | think you can find a certain amount of hard evidence, officer. The burned ruins of this
lady’ s dwelling, the evidence of off-guideway travel, acrash site, and possibly even awrecked vehicle—
or the burned remains....”

“Burned remains. Sdlf-destruct charges. We' ve dready looped into the skytors,” thetdler onesaidina
strained and clipped tone. “We're stretched too thin ... wouldn't be here, except ...”

“Y ou were detailed by the regiona advocate generd to deal with me?’ | suggested.

“Ah ... not quite that clearly, ser. We thought it might be best to ensure that we could verify some hard
evidence. If you wouldn't mind dlowing usto takethisman ... 7

“Beour guest.” | gestured to the case on the table. “He was carrying that. Y ou probably ought to keep it
aswdl. It might have something interesting in it.”

Thetdler CA dipped out atransparent film bag and dipped it around the case, then tucked it under his
arm. “Would you consder waiving privacy on this, Director?’

“I would, but not at this moment. In thiscase, I’'m clearly the victim. My house has been firebombed. So
has my assstant’s. Oh, she' saso my fiancee. Our familiesknow, but itisn’t public yet.” 1 smiled politely.
“With dl the unrest going on around the world, it would be inopportune to go through another truth nanite



test. | have anetsystem to run, but once matters settle down, I'll be happy to discussit.”

The two CAs exchanged glances. Then the older and taller one nodded. “ Given that you' ve waived
privacy twice, | think your assurance of future cooperation will suffice.” Helooked at the commando
type. “Wedo like witnesses and hard evidence.” He pulled something from the kit on his belt, and
dapped it on the back of the prisoner’ s neck. Then helooked at the dark-haired man. “That’ san
immobilizer. Y ou move one centimeter out of line, and you' Il find yourself falling forward and unableto
move amuscle.” The CA nodded to the redhead, who loosened the belt strap around the man’ s ankles,
then stepped back. He glanced at me. “ Same sort of belt as he' swearing. Where did you get it?’

“There were two otherswho were killed,” Mg oraanswered. “1 took their beltsto tie him up. After what
they did to my house, | wasn't feding charitable.”

“I wouldn't have been either.” The older CA nodded to us. “WE€ Il bein touch.”
The redheaded CA looked at the survivor. “On your feet.”
The chill in the prisoner’ s eyes was enough to drop the temperature in the office agood five degrees.

Neither of us said aword until the CAswere out of sight and until the two UniComm security guards had
dsoleft my office.

“Do you think they’ Il discover anything?’ asked Mgora.
“Wadl ... they do have a crash site, two burned-out houses, and a commando typein custody.”

“And no evidenceto link any of it to the PST group,” she pointed out. “I’ Il bet that there€ snot oneitemin
the other cases that can be traced.” She moved toward the desk, then bent and retrieved the cases.

One of the other cases wasidentical to the first. The second contained six prepacked Federa Service
medls. That bothered mealot.

“Evenif we do acommentary or afactua update on that,” Mg ora pointed out, “it doesn’t prove
anything.”

No ... itwasonly highly suggestive of the fact that someone, or anumber of someones, in the Federa
Service had been corrupted. At the very least, someone was using ex-FS commandos, and equipment
most smilar. That was chilling inits own way. But like everything € se more suggestions, but not hard
evidence, and grester pressure on the secretary director or the regiona advocate genera to shut us
down.

| paged Devit Ta through the gatekeeper.
It was severa minutes before hisimage appeared. “I’ ve only got afew minutes, Director.”

“I understand, Devit. The way things are going, we may haveto sedl the Sructure at any time. Isthere
anyone or anything that’ svital?”

“No, ser. We've got secure landlinksit would take days to get to.”

“Fine. Just thought you should know.” | paused. “ Can we send delay linksto the smaller nets ... the stuff
we ve dready run?’

Td smiled. “We gtarted doing that this afternoon, ser.”



“Good and thank you.”
He nodded and was gone.

Then came the calsto the security stations. “ Security, thisis Director Alwyn. Prepareto sedl the
sructure. Report when ready to sedl. Y ou will have one minute when notified. Notification could come at
any timein the next twenty-four hours.”

Again, | wasglad for Father’s prescience. Had he foreseen this? Or just worried about a Federal Union
takeover?

The security stations began to report back in.

| made agenerd announcement. “Thisisthe director general. Because of the unsettled nature of the area,
as evidenced by attacks on UniComm personnel and their homes, we have prepared to sedl the Structure
a any time. We will remain on system power for now.”

| flicked on InstaNews ... dl that was running was afollow-up on the Hylo eruption, and aquick cut on
theworld korfbal championships.

AllINews was better.

... the firebombing of Alwyn’s home was accomplished with Federd Service type incendiary rockets
and fine-focuslasers ....trangportation was by heavy-duty rough terrain flitter-gliders,available only by
permit or to Federa Service agencies ... dlthisindicates ahigh degree of sophistication....

... rioting has broken out here in Quecity ... and the Santeretail distribution outlets are among those
ravaged....

... Secretary Director Alfonso has mobilized Federa Service troopsin Noram and in Ankorplex ...
congderation isheing given to additiona mobilizations....

“And you didn’t think much would happen?’ asked Mgora.

“It hasn't yet,” | pointed out. “We have no evidence. We have no links. All we haveisviolence and riots
that we' ve generated, and | could be looking at along incarceration and maybe even brain-damping.” |
took along and deep bresth. “Why don’t you lie down on the couch?It’ sgoing to be along night.”

“Why don't you?’

“Because I’m wound up like an overstressed gyro.” The metaphor wasn't correct. My mind was spinning
like an overstressed gyro, and even my words didn’t follow.

“Soaml.”

So we sat behind the conference table, next to each other, and watched the disaster dowly spread —
gtill without any evidence gppearing that would link the PST group to the attacks or the subtle coup |
knew was being implemented.

Chapter 838
Kewood

By thetime dawn arrived, Mgoraand | had both tried the couch and the floor and dozed some. She was



napping on the couch, fitfully, and | was dumped over the cherry wood desk; its surface smudged and far
from polished perfection.

The gatekeeper clinged, and, noting the Civil Authority 1D, | wearily acknowledged, “Daryn Alwyn.”

Theimage wasthat of the hard-faced Civil Authority officer. He was amiling, but not particularly
malicioudy. “Thisis Officer Krag. | thought you' d like to know, Director. We followed up on those
glidersthat attacked your assstant’ s dwelling. They were Federd Service units, and apparently the
self-destruct mechanism didn’t work fully on one. WEe ve been able to trace that to a commando unit
commanded by a Subcommander TanUy. He s the second son of a Darwyn TanUy. We have a
discovery order in, but | thought you should know.”

Now what could | do?“Thank you, officer. | appreciate that. Given the current Situation, unlessthereis
some sort of documentary backup ...”

Krag nodded. “'Y ou should have our report in an hour or 0. It could be sooner. It's aso been filed with
the Noram advocate general and the secretary director’ s office. While thisis not materid of an absolute

evidentiary standard that would prove any connection, it isasmple and verified fact, and there are some
of uswho fed it should be public knowledge, since you asthe injured party could request it in any case.”

| understood. If UniComm didn’t broadcast the findings, the CA would be ordered to cover it up, or at
least a strong suggestion would be made. “ As soon as we have the materia, we will be more than happy
to act to ensure any and al information in the public interest is reveded to the public.”

Krag nodded. “1 thought you would like to know, ser.”

| thought he appeared relieved as he broke the connection.

Magoralooked a me. “They' re cracking. TanSen isreally worried about you and UniComm.”

“It won’t be long before the Federa Union weighsin, and it’snot likely to be on our side,” | said dryly.
“Why? Because Federd Service commandos were used against us?’

“And because we're having an effect, and there' s till not much evidence. They’ll want to close us down
beforeit turnsup.” | gestured toward the holo display carrying the latest AlINews stories.

... Thepre-sdect enclavein Tyanjin was destroyed early this morning when mobs commandeered heavy
construction equipment

... The secretary director of the Federa Union has appedled for calm and restraint.... “The Federa
Union isbased on the ability of dl to achievether potentia and upon sdf-restraint and discipline.... The
Council will investigate fully theissuesraised....”

“Heisn't mentioning what the issueswere and who raised them,” Mgorasaid.

“Y ou think that the good friend of Darwyn TanUy and Imayl Deng and dl the othersis going to mention
that they’reinvolved in aquiet restructuring of world government? Surely, you jest.”

We both laughed, if hollowly.

Magora, Sitting on the couch, stretched and then stood. “I’ m going down to the cafeteriaand seeif
there’ s something half-decent programmed into the replicators. Do you want anything?”

“Anything that' s half-decent.”



“I cando that.”
| got asmile before sheleft.

| began to check the systems, just in case | needed to do something specia. Then, | sat back down
behind the desk. Worried wasn't the word for how | felt. I’ d researched, designed, implemented, and
had broadcast a set of programming developed to make people think and stop subtle but critical changes
in the way the world governed itsdf. First, nothing had happened, and then everything had happened.
Andwhileit was clear that | had more than afew enemies, there sill was't much, if anything, in the way
of hard evidenceto link the scheme to change government into more of a pre-select tyranny to those
people who were trying to accomplish it. Nor was there much more evidence to link themto al the
attacks on me— or to Eldyn Nyhal’ s death. There was certainly no way to show that the latest
pre-salect plague had been caused by Eldyn’s efforts— not that | knew.

That could get even gtickier if | opened that VR, because I’ d effectively become the holder of Octagond
Solutions, without even my own consent. But who would believe that? In essence, I’ d been blackmailed
into slence. | could just imaginetelling anyonethat story.

| shook my head, then held it in both hands and closed my eyes.

The gatekeeper clinged.

“Security, ser. We have apackage from the Civil Authorities. A CA would liketo deliver it persondly.”
“AsK the officer to come up, or do they want me to come down?”’

“She'll comeup, ser.”

| stood and walked out to the open door to wait.

The CA was the short redhead who' d been on the team from the night before. She gave me a crooked
smile as she stepped forward and extended a package. “ They’re al authenticated and sealed, ser.”

“Thank you very much.”
“Thank you, ser.” Sheinclined her head in aminute bow. “I need to get back. Things are fill amess.”

“Good luck.” | felt hypocritical in saying it. | wasthe one who' d sparked the mess. | hadn’t created the
conditions, but | had certainly put the flame to them, eveniif | hadn’t realized how explosive the Situation
had been.

“Thank you, ser.” She turned and was gone back down the corridor ramp.

| had barely set the package on the desk when the gatekeeper clinged again. | checked the ID —
Federal Union secretariat.

“Daryn Alwyn,” | said warily, making sure the return image showed just me and the desk.

The holo image that appeared facing me before the bookcase was that of Secretary Director Alfonso
himsdlf.

“Good morning, Secretary Director,” | said politely, immediately recording the incoming holo image, and
shunting it down toward master control and Devit Ta, hoping he wasthere.

“It'snot the best of mornings, Alwyn, thanksto your irresponsihility.” Alfonso’swordswerelikeice.



“Oh?WE ve been very careful, ser, only to broadcast facts and inquiries based on those facts. | think
we' ve behaved very responsibly under the circumstances. | doubt many directors would be as restrained
as | have been after something like five attempts on my life, thelast by some sort of Federd Service
commandos...”

“You'rejust trying to cause trouble and raise arebdlion, Alwyn. That's hardly responsible.”

“| fail to see how creating VR programming based on the truth is causing trouble ... unless someone
wants the truth suppressed.”

“Y ou don’'t seem to understand, Alwyn, or you don’'t want to. I'll make it very smple and very clear.
Y ou don't stop that programming, Alwyn, and I’ll have Federa Servicetroopsin your building in three
hours.

| smiled, checking to make sure the incoming was still being fed to master control. “I’m not sure |l
understand, ser. Everything we' re broadcasting is absolutely factually accurate, and it has been reviewed
by insde and outside advocates....” | was stretching a point there because Gallo and his consulting
advocates hadn’t been able to review the materia of the last few hours.

“You'reinciting rebdllion ... and don't think we don't know it.” Alfonso’s face was Smultaneoudy
flushed and hard.

“By broadcasting the facts, Secretary Director, we re inciting rebellion? |'s there something wrong with
the Union? Isthat why someonein the Federa Service sent FS commandos against me and my housein
the dead of night? Were you aware that the Civil Authorities have hard evidence that the attacks were
carried out by your commandos, and that one isaready in custody?’

Alfonso was slent for amoment before dmost hissing. “Y ou haven't heard the last of this, Alwyn.”

“Have you anything eseyou'd liketo tell the people of the world, Secretary Director Alfonso?
Everything you said has been recorded for immediate rebroadcast across our entire system.”

The connection broke.
| could hear Devit Td’ svoiceover through the net.. ..

Now you can hear the secretary director of the Federa Union threatening Director Alwyn with Federa
Servicetroops....

When he redlized his words were reaching the world, Secretary Director Alfonso broke off histhreats....

| linked to al the security gtations. “ Close the structure, and close off the tube train station. Seal the
gructureimmediately. All blocksin place.”

| could fedl the office shiver asthe heavily armored shutters covered the courtyard, and the light from the
courtyard dimmed. One by one, the Sations reported in, and | went through the interna links and
cross-checked them dl, taking a deep breath when it gppeared the structure was sealed.

Last night armed gliders attacked the dwelling where Alwyn was staying ... and you can hear the
secretary director of the Federal Union threatening an independent netsys for broadcasting thefacts....
threatening to use armed force to suppress the news and the truth.. ..

| sent amessage to both Ta and his acting assistant, telling them to cut the delay and feed the secretary
director’ sthreat to any smaller net that would take the feed — and anything else. | also left anote for



someone to come up and VR the evidence package the CAs had delivered.

I’d just finished that when Mgoraburgt into the office. “1 go out for twenty minutes, and everything
happens.” Shelooked at me. “Did heredly say dl that? How could he have been that stupid?’

| shrugged. “Smple. Everything has been handled indirectly and quietly for years. Everyone has been part
of the game — everyone with power. Gerrat was even part of it, not that I’ [l ever tell Mother, although
she'll probably find out if she doesn’t know aready. It wasdl scripted. That way Gerrat could claim he
had no choice, and given hislack of talent, it was probably the only way he could hold UniComm.

“Somehow, Elorafound out, and wanted to use the stakeholder meeting to Stop it, or at least dow it. I'm
guessing, but she didn’t have the finances to buy the shares she needed. So she somehow mided the PST
group into supporting her. That's also where Eldyn came in. But he saw the even bigger danger, and used
his alien bugsto create the last pre-select plague, and he sent specia cardsto Father and Gerrat,
probably impregnated with the octagonal pathogens, or whatever, and he had to use those, I’'m guessing,
because time was short.”

“And the pathogens weren't nearly as virulent as he made them to be?’
“No, they were more virulent — that’ swhy he had to use the cards.”
Majora nodded. “Now what do we do?’

“We wait. We keep broadcasting, and we wait, and hope that someone comesto their senses.” And |
hoped that it wouldn’t be too long, because UniComm was the only weapon | — or the norms— had at
the moment, and | couldn’t afford not to keep pounding away. The headquarters was sdlf-contained, and
the multi-satdllite feeds from other sites meant it would take the secretary director daysto shut us

down — unless he used weapons of mass destruction, and | doubted he was indebted enough or insane
enough to go thet far.

But ... theway he'd threatened ... | wasfar from sure.

Chapter 89
Kewood

It was past midday when the next interesting call came in— again from the Federal Union secretariat. |
didn’t recogni ze the haggard-looking man’ sface, but | shifted the signal into record and fed it to master
control once more.

Mg oraeased from the chair next to me to the couch, where she wouldn’t be caught by the scanner
feeding my image back.

“Director Alwyn? 1’ m Federico Pynia, the acting secretary generd.”
Acting? That was mogt intriguing. “Yes?’

“The secretariat hasjust finished ameseting in emergency session, and Secretary Director Alfonso
tendered hisresignation. The strain of the position, after the past few years, and especially the past few
days, you understand?’

“That certainly might be possible” Definitdy wary, | waited.

“The secretariat has suspended and incarcerated Subcommander TanUy and hisimmediate superior,



Commander D’s 0, pending an investigation of the attacks against UniComm personnel and dwellings.
The commander of the Federd Service has been suspended, pending that investigation. The secretariat
a0 passed unanimoudly an emergency resolution suspending any and al use of perceptud integrative
ability testing, except for persona use by individuas or by parents of underage children. Such test results
may not be divulged, under any circumstances, to anyone except the individuad and/or hisimmediate
family. Further, the Union’s chief advocate generd has been charged with investigating the misuse and
misrecording of controlled genetic products. The secretariat is aso drafting proposed legidation which
will require the publication of the gatistical congtruction of dl studentsin al universtiesand colleges....”

| frowned. “Y ou mean the distribution of norms and pre-saects?’
“Effectively, yes”

| nodded dowly, wondering how best to handle the apparent capitulation of the pre-select power
sructure, not that it was redly giving up anything so much as retreating back to the system that should
have been. “1 will be happy to disseminate the results of the secretariat meeting, but you understand that
UniComm will aso continue to monitor the actua implementation of these measures?’

“From you, Director Alwyn, | would expect no less.” He nodded gravely.

“And UniComm will remain sealed under current emergency conditions until it is clear that the secretariat
hasthe Stuation in hand.”

“That is certainly reasonable under the circumstances.”

Mg oracamethrough thelink. “ Ask him for adetailed study of the underlying political and economic
conditionsthat created the unrest, and ask to be on the commission reviewing the study findings.” | could
see her beyond Pynia simage, leaning forward intently.

“| do have an additiona suggestion,” | said.
“Yes, Director?’ Thistime Pyniahad thewary tone.

“The current unrest could not have occurred without agreat dedl of dissatisfaction with current political,
economic, and socid structures. | would strongly suggest that the secretariat implement immediatey a
study of those structures, and | would suggest that the study experts include awide range of norms and
pre-salects. The study should be mandated to be completed in three months or less, and once
completed, it should be reviewed by aboard empowered to make public recommendationsto the
Secretariat and council.”

Some of the wariness|eft Pynid sface. “ That is something that has actually been discussed. It should not
be difficult to obtain secretariat gpprovd. Althoughthetime...”

“Timeisof the essence, Secretary Director. If results are not obvious quickly, you cannot defuse
decades of resentment.”

“Ah ... there may be something to that.”

“And | would like to be on the review and recommendation board. | would also suggest that a
representative of the Society of Dynae be on the board.”

“You are not suggesting ....”

“No ... | think it would be better to have someone viewed as thoroughly dispassionate as the director



genera of the board. | would certainly not be considered dispassionate. But with al the public outcry,
your board would be viewed as more likely to address the problemswere | onit.”

From over the link came Mg ora’ swhispered, “Good.”

After amoment, Pynianodded. “1 will bring these matters up with the board. And | would hope that you
would fed comfortablein informing those following your news of what has transpired.”

“We will report on what has happened, and what the secretariat has promised.”
“Thank you, Director. Wewill bein touch.” After alonglook at me, the holo imaged winked ot.
Devit Td wasonthelink immediatdly. “Y ou were cautious.”

“We |l broadcast the part about the resignation of the secretary director, and the emergency steps, and
the actions and promises. Nothing about the recommendation board, except that it has been suggested
and isunder consideration. Then add something to the effect of ‘the world iswaiting.””

“I likethat,” Ta sad. “Don't let them dip away.”

That wasthe last thing | wanted.

| put my head in my hands. The days had been long, and they’ d be longer.

Majorawaked behind me. Her long strong fingers massaged my back and neck. “Y ou' retight.”
“Aren'tyou?’ | asked with alaugh.

“Not so tight asyou.”

We watched the AlINews updates for agood hour, and the repetition of secretariat’ s decisions seemed
to be having some effect.

... with the resignation of Secretary Director Alfonso, and the announcement of emergency action by the
Federal Union secretariat, the mob violence appears to be subsiding in most areas, dthough the
Ankorplex is till rocked with demonstrations and devastation ... violence continues to rage over some
aress of Kievplex....

“There' saways some place,” Mgorasaid.
“The people there started it, and it will take longer —”

The gatekeeper clinged, but the ID was blank. | took it, waiting. | didn’t recognize the narrow face, with
the dark eyes and smooth olive complexion.

“Imayl Deng. | just wanted to see the man who destroyed four hundred years of progress.”

“Then look inamirror,” | suggested. “And don’t worry about progress. It'sdoing fine. If it hadn't have
been for anorm by the name of Eldyn Nyhal, you would have died dmost twenty years ago. So would
your cohortsin conspiracy.”

Dengwasdlent.
Being me, | had to get in the last word.

“If we'redl that good, Deng, then we don't need to rig the system. And if we' re not, then we won't stay



wherewe are. If | hadn’t done this now, then instead of riots and an FU secretariat scared into doing the
right thing, in another decade or two, there’ d be millions of bodies everywhere, instead of hundreds, and
most of them would be ours.”

Again ... | waslooking a ablank holo projection, and then the bookcase.
“Hedidn’'t likewhat you sad ... obvioudy.”

“Obvioudy.” | redly didn’t care what Deng felt. What bothered me was the thought that I’ d have to look
over my shoulder every day for therest of my life.

Y et what ese could | have done?

| shook my head, and turned to the second projection when the gatekeeper signaled, indicating a
commentary from one of the small netsystems— NetStrait.

Justice should not be imposed by amob, nor restricted to those with the credits to purchase the best
advocates or the best expertise and witnesses. In a sense, the outrages encouraged and perhaps even
ingtigated by the director general of UniComm, Daryn Alwyn, are an example of what can happen when
judtice isdenied.

Alwyn was attacked severd times; his death was clearly intended; his sister waskilled by a planned
explosion; hisfather and brother died during the second pre-select plague, and more than one
commentator has speculated on whether the pathogens involved were deliberately introduced into the
Alwyn family. Outsiders attempted to use the deeths and confusion to gain control of UniComm, and
evidence Alwyn has made public to the world indicates that thiswas dl part of apre-sdect plot to givea
small group of pre-sdect families either undue influence over public policy or out-and-out control of the
Federd Union. This plot wasin effect confirmed by the confinement of and charges against anumber of
high-ranking Federal Service officers, some of whom were closdly related to the dleged plotters....

Alwyn brought al these matters before the Civil Authorities. He brought the issuesto severa advocate
generds of the Federal Union. No one acted. Were Daryn Alwyn anorm, the matter would have
stopped there. Were he less powerful and less talented a pre-sel ect, the matter would have stopped
there also. Thisiswhat has been occurring more and more to the less affluent people of our world. Most
know thisdl too well.

What happened to Alwyn and hisfamily is scarcely strange or new. Everyone has astory about how
multilaterals or wealth have blocked justice. Alwyn merdly had the ability to light the match to atinderbox
of frudration.

Alwyn inherited power, but he was a pre-sdlect outside the club, because as events have made clear,
Alwyn never wanted to play the old games. The insders and the rest of the world are paying the price for
those games.

It would be easy to condemn this man of power. Many have done so, and more will doubtless so. We
will not. Perhaps for persona or selfish reasons, perhaps for nobler motives, the man acted. He acted in
away that showed the entire world the subtle and pervasive corruption that had begun to eat away at the
trust that supports and must support every prosperous society.

The question now is ... what will we do with the chances and choices that have been handed back to
us...

| blanked the screen.



For every thoughtful news story or commentary, there were probably twenty that were castigating me —
for every reason under the sun.

| laughed, harshly. Here | was, using the protections of the law that had frustrated me to keep mysdlf and
UniComm from being destroyed. And was | any better or more noble than Deng or TanUy or the
others?

After dl, they had used their power to avoid being tied to their transgressions. And so had |. What
influence and power | had used was aso excessve. I d killed thousands with the power of the word, a
handful with the glider and some with my own hands, and because | was areluctant champion of sorts,
sofar, at least, the CAs had covered for me, even destroying evidence.

Could | justify it for the causes | pursued?

Partly, but part of it was Smply because | wanted to preserve UniComm, for me, for Mgora, and for
any children we might have ... if they had the ability to hold it. I would not follow Father’ s steps. One
example of a Gerrat was enough.

Yet... dlof that ... didit redly justify my actions?

Half the PST Trust group was either dead, in hiding, or their resources damaged or destroyed, and | ill
had mainly circumstantial evidence. My brother had been involved, and | till had no idea exactly what
Elorahad actudly done ... because she couldn’t have gotten the stakeholders meeting without the
cooperation of the PST group. Had she double-crossed them, and been killed when they found out? |
didn’t know, and | was certainly not likely to find out. The EDA Trust records were silent on that point.

Everything I’ d done had been based on incomplete evidence, hints, and no one, not even me, least of all
me, was exactly who or what it seemed to be.

How | envied — in away — the ancients, with their absolute sureties about an uncertain world. With the
effort it took to create records, back then there was greater certainty of their existence and accuracy.
Anything in any culture could be changed, dtered, misrepresented — but the difference wasthat in our
culture there were fewer certainties, fewer footprints left by the misrepresenters, and far lesshard
evidence.

Or ... was| merely glorifying an aspect of the past, creating a certainty that did not exist and never did?
Weasthat because, like al beings, whether norms, pre-saects, or octagona ravens, that | wanted
certainty in aworld that seemed to promise lesswith every passng year?

For the moment, | let those thoughts go, athough they would never leave me, and enjoyed Mgora's
massage of my tight shoulders, as we waited — arrogant ravens waiting for the storm to bring down even
more arrogant eagles.

Epilogue

More than aweek had passed before Kewood, UniComm, and the world returned to a semblance of
what once might have been consdered normd. There were till demongtrationsin Ankorplex; the Civil
Authorities had sent me anomind finefor operating an unlicensed flitter, and I’ d paid the fine and the
exorbitant licensing fee; and | hadn’t quite caught up on deep. But | no longer looked like arefugee from
theriots.

Majoraand | were deeping at Mother’s— together. At our ages, and after what we' d been through,
nothing else made any sense, and we both needed each other’ s comfort.



| was sitting behind the cherry desk a UniComm, waiting for her, so that we could stroll down to the
UniComm cafeteriatogether and partake of rather bland replicated fare, when the gatekeeper chimed,
indicating that caller was Seglend Krindottir. What other legal trouble was | now involved in?

“Director Alwyn ... the acting secretary director has requested that | make contact with you.” The wide
gray eyeswere cam, and her voicewas levd.

“I"'m sure he has, Seglend. Which branch of the Federd Unionisinggting that | violated something? Or
has regiona Advocate Fynbek come up with another problem?’ | took a deep breath as| saw the
irritation on her face. “1I’m sorry. | shouldn’t have jumped on you. Y ou had nothing to do with al of this”

“Y ou’ ve been under agreat strain, | imagine.” Shewas il irritated, but less so.

“Y ou might say that,” | admitted. “ People have been trying to kill me for months. My house has been
destroyed. So has my fiancee's. About haf the world thinks I’ m the greatest villain since the Chaos

Y ears, and the other half thinks’m ahero of sorts, but not the kind they’ d want to inviteto dinner.” |
laughed, gently.

Her eyebrowslifted. “Y ou expected otherwise?’

| understood why Mg oraliked her; they were very similar in outlook.

“Not rationally, but one hopes.” | paused. “1 never let you say why you caled.”

“I"ve been appointed review director of the board you recommended. I' m contacting the members.”
“I’'m sorry.” That was a condolence and another apology. “ Thank you.”

“The acting secretary director is putting before the Federal Union Council a permanent proposed statute
to implement the emergency order to outlaw the use of perceptud testing for any use but diagnosticsfor
private individuas and the parents of underage minors. There sno doubt it will pass overwhemingly.
That should address one of the problems.”

“One” | conceded. “What about the use of monoclones?’

“Their misuse hasdwaysbeenillegd,” she pointed out. “\We may need to look into the oversight
mechanism, but the law issound.”

“Then there sthe underlying question ... the use of the PIAT was only a symptom. Do we addressthe
issue that most pre-selects actually are superior, a least in terms of the structure of our current culture?’

“How?’ Seglend svoicewaswryly dry.

| laughed once. “I thought you might have someidess. I' ve thought alot, and | don'’t, except for
sdf-restraint, and that hasn't worked wonderfully for more than afew generations.”

“I’ve thought about it for years. | don't, either.” She nodded. “Except self-restraint, and | agree with your
conclusion. Thereisno workablelegd solution, certainly.”

| waited.

“By theway, Daryn, Darius Fynbek waskilled in the Y unvil riots. He wasn't that bad aman, just a
norma pre-sdect.”

| managed not to wince. “I didn’t know.” | could have guessed — certainly hoped — that Darius might



have suffered from my edited broadcast of his severa threats against me.
“Y ou were pretty brutal to him.”

| offered a crooked smile. “ Corruption has its own reward.”

“Areyou that pure, Daryn?’

“No. | know what I’ ve done. Fynbek, TanUy, Deng, . Cyril, Dymke, Escher — | doubt that a one of
them understands what they were doing. Deng called me. He till doesn’t understand. What | did was
legd. It waswrong, but | didn’t see any dternative, and | fill don’t. That may be my weakness, but
doing something beforeit’ stoo late is better than doing nothing because it’ s not perfectly pure.” My smile
got morelopsided. “And I’ ve just given you the rationae used by tyrants and reformers through the
centuries. But | understand that.”

Seglend nodded dowly. “Best | inform the other board members. Y ou will receive monthly progress
reports, and we will meet, probably in VR session to begin with, after each report. Our last mestings, to
devel op recommendations, should be in person.”

“I agree.”

Then her image was gone.

“Who wasthat?’

| looked up to see Mg ora standing in the office doorway .

“Seglend Krindottir. Secretary Director Pynia appointed her asthe chief of the survey review board, and
shewas cdling to confirm my gppointment.”

“She s perfect for that.”

“A brilliant norm with areputation for fairness and hard work.”
“The secretary director seemsto be keeping hisword.”
“Sofar,” | said.

The gatekeeper blipped, and again, therewasno ID.

“Don’'t takeit. W€ Il never egt. Everyone scalling you.” Mgora svoice wasfilled with humor, and | saw
theimpish grin. “Oh ... go ahead.”

Stll, | hesitated, then accepted.
Theimage wasthat of Elysa— the Elysal’d met in Tyanjin.

“Hello.” My voice was more than wary. | looked at the holo image closdly. For thefirst time, | could see
the agein the eyes set in ayouthful face. “ Eldyn made you young, didn’'t he?’

“| wasadways vain, Daryn. He appealed to my vanity. | didn’t know how long it would take, or how
panful it would be.”

“Y ou're going back to Hezira, aren’t you?’

She nodded. “ As my own granddaughter. He arranged that, too.”



“Ishisdaughter going with you?’
“Yes. Heziradoesn't have pre-salect technology. She'll be happier there.”

“I imagine s0.” | paused. “I have afew questions. That laboratory building of Eldyn’sthat exploded. Y ou
wouldn't know anything about that, would you?’

“It was where he did his most important research.”
“All hisrecords were there?’
“Daryn ... any answer on my part would be aguess.”

Not that much of aguess, since she had to have engineered the explosion. “So ... no onewill ever be
ableto prove just how much of the last plague was aien and how much was created by Eldyn?’ |
emphasized the word “ prove’ just abit.

“Proof isvery dusive, Daryn, asyou have discovered.” After abrief pause, she added, “Brilliant as he
was, Daryn, | doubt that Eldyn could have created octagona pathogens. Not from scratch.”

“But why you?’
“Me?’ she asked softly.
“I don't understand where you comein.”

“I left Hezirawhen Amad died. | came back to Earth. Check out the name Meryssa ElysaD’bou.” Her
fingerstouched her lips, and she blew akiss. “1 like you, Daryn. | would have liked you even more sixty
years ago. Try to hold on to the goodness.” She was gone, as suddenly as she had entered my life,
changingitinways| never would have expected.

“Themystery lady,” Mgorasad.
“I'm grateful for her. Without her, | never would have discovered you.”

She offered her incongruoudy impish smile, then laughed. “ That kind of other woman | can dedl with.
Let’sget something to eat.”

So wedid.



