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For Laurie

"Though she be but little, she is fierce."



Behold now behemoth, which | made with thee; he eateth grass as

an OxX.
NJob 40:15

All flesh is grass.
Nisaiah 40:6
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Prelude: Messiah

The day after Patricia Rowan saved the world, a man named Elias
Murphy brought a piece of her conscience home to roost.

She hardly needed another one. Her tactical contacts already served
up an endless stream of death and damage, numbers far too vague to
qualify asestimates. It had only been sixteen hours; even orders of mag-
nitude were barely more than guesses.But the machines kept trying to
pin it down, this many million lives, that many trillion dollars, as if
quantifying the apocalypse would somehow render it harmless.

Maybeit would at that, she reflected. The scariestmonsters always knew
enough to disappear just before you turned on the lights.

Sheeyed Murphy through the translucent display in her head: a man
eclipsed by data he couldn't even see.His face contained its own inform-
ation, though. She recognised it instantly.

Elias Murphy hated her. To Elias Murphy, the monster was Patricia
Rowan.

Shedidn't blame him. He'd probably lost someonein the quake. But if
Murphy knew the role she'd played, he must also know what the stakes
had been. No rational being would blame her for taking the necessary
steps.

He probably didn't. Rationally. But his hatred rose from somewhere in
the brainstem, and Rowan could not begrudge it.

"There's a loose end," he said evenly.

More than one

"The 8ehemoth meme got into Maelstrom," the gel-jockey continued.
"Actually it's been in the net for some time, although it only
reallyNimpactedNthrough that one gel that youE"

He stopped before the accusation became explicit.

After a moment he began again. "l don't know how much they've told
you about theNglitch. We used a Gaussian feed-forward algorithm to
get around local minimaN"

"You taught smart gels to protect data from Internet wildlife," Rowan
said. "Somehow they generalized that into a preference for simple sys-
tems over complex ones. We innocently gave one of them a choice
between a microbe and a biosphere and it started working for the wrong
side. We pulled the plug just in time. That about right?"

"Justin time," Murphy echoed. Not for everyonehis eyesadded. "But it
had already spread the meme by then. It was linked into Maelstrom so it
could act autonomously, of course."



Rowan translated: Soit couldimmolatepeoplewithout restraint. She was
still vaguely amazed that the Consortium had ever agreed to give that
kind of power to a head cheese.Granted there was no such thing asa hu-
man without bias. Granted no one was going to trust anyone elseto de-
cide what cities should burn for the greatergood even in the face of a mi-
crobe that could end the world. Still: give absolute authority to a two-
kilogram slab of cultured neurons? She'dactually beenimpressed that all
the kings and corpses had really agreed to it.

Of course, the thought that smart gels might have their own biases
hadn't occurred to anyone.

"You askedto be kept informed," Murphy told her, "but it's really not a
problem. It's just a junk meme now, it'll burn itself out in a week or two."

"A week or two." Rowan took a breath. "Are you aware of how much
damage your junk memés caused in the past fifteenhours?"

"R

"It hijacked a lifter, Dr. Murphy. It was two hours away from letting
half a dozen vectors loose in the general population, in which caseall this
might have only been the beginning instead ofN" N insteadof, oh please
God, the end of the matterE

"It could hijack a lifter becauseit had commandauthority. It doesn't
have that any more, and the other gels never did. We're talking about a
bunch of code that's uselessto anything without real-world autonomy
and which, barring some external impetus, will eventually extinguish
anyway for lack of reinforcement. And as for all thisN " Murphy's voice
had acquired a sudden, insubordinate edgeN"from what | hear, it wasn't
the gels that pulled that particular trigger."

Well. Can't get much more explicit than that

Shedecided to let it pass."Forgive me, but I'm not entirely reassured.
There's a plan for world destruction percolating through the net, and
you're telling me not to worry about it?"

“That's what I'm telling you."

"UnfortN"

"Ms. Rowan, gels are like big gooey autopilots. Justbecausesomething
can monitor altitude and weather and put down landing gear at the right
time, that doesn't mean it's awareof any of those things. The gels aren't
plotting to destroy the world, they don't even know the real world exists.
They're just manipulating variables. And that's only dangerous if one of
their output registers happens to be hooked up to a bomb on a fault line."

“Thank you for your assessmentNow if you were instructed to purge
this meme, how would you go about it?"



He shrugged. "We can find perverted gels through simple interroga-
tion, now that we know what to look for. We'd swap out tainted gels for
fresh onesNwe were scheduled to go to phase four anyway, so the next
crop's already ripe."

"Good," Rowan. said. "Get started."”

Murphy stared at her.

“Is there some problem?" Rowan asked.

"We could doit, all right, but it'd be a complete waste ofNl mean, my
God Half the Pacific coast just dropped into the sea, surely there's
moreN"

“Not for you, sir. You have your assignment.”

He turned away, crowded by invisible statistics.

"What kind of external impetus, Doctor?" She said to his back.

He stopped. "What?"

"You said it would extinguish barring someexternalimpetus What did
you mean?"

"Something to pump up the replication rate. New input to reinforce
the meme."

"What kind of input?"

He turned to face her. "There is none, Ms. Rowan. That's my point.
You've purged the records, you've broken the correlations, and you've
eliminated the vectors, right?"

Rowan nodded. "WeN"

N killed our peopleN

“eliminated the vectors," she said.

"Well there you go."

Shedeliberately softened her voice. "Pleasecarry out my instructions,
Dr. Murphy. | know they seemtrivial to you, but I'd rather take the pre-
cautions than the risk."

His face conveyed exactly what he thought of the precautionsshe'd
already undertaken. He nodded and left without another word.

Rowan sighed and sagged back in her chair. A banner of text scrolled
across her field of view: another four hundred botflies successfully re-
quisitioned for the SeaTacmop-up. That made over five thousand of the
little teleops between SeaTacand Hongcouver, racing to sniff out the
bodies before typhus and cholera beat them to the trough.

Millions dead. Trillions in damages. Preferable to the alternative, she
knew. It didn't help much.

Saving the world had come with a price tag attached.

10



Part 1
Volvox
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Chapter 1

Mermaid

The Pacific Ocean stood on her back. She ignored it.

It crushed the bodies of her friends. She forgot them.

It drank the light, blinding even her miraculous eyes.It dared her to
give in, to use her headlamp like some crippled dryback.

She kept going, in darkness.

Eventually the seafloor tilted into a great escarpment, leading into
light. The bottom changed. Mud disappeared under viscous clumps of
half-digested petroleum: a century of oil spills, a great global rug to
sweep them beneath. Generations of sunken barges and fishing trawlers
haunted the bottom, eacha corpse and crypt and epitaph unto itself. She
explored the first one she found, slid through shattered windowpanes
and upended corridors, and remembered, vaguely, that fish were sup-
posed to congregate in such places.

A long time ago. Now there were only worms, and suffocating bi-
valves, and a woman turned amphibious by some abstract convergence
of technology and economics.

She kept going.

It was growing almost bright enough to seewithout eyecaps.The bot-
tom twitched with sluggish eutrophiles, creatures so black with hemo-
globin they could squeeze oxygen from the rocks themselves. She
flashed her headlamp at them, briefly: they shone crimson in the unex-
pected light.

She kept going.

Sometimes, now, the water was so murky she could barely see her
own hands in front of her. The slimy rocks passing beneath took on
ominous shapes, grasping hands, twisted limbs, hollow death's heads
with things squirming in their eyes.Sometimesthe slime assumed an al-
most fleshy appearance.

By the time she felt the tug of the surf, the bottom was completely
covered in bodies. They, too, seemed to span generations. Some were
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little more than symmetrical patches of algae. Others were fresh enough
to bloat, obscenely buoyant, straining against the detritus holding them
down.

But it wasn't the bodies that really bothered her. What bothered her
was the light. Even filtered through centuries of suspended effluvium,
there seemed far too much of it.

The oceanpushed her up, pulled her down, with arhythm both heard
and felt. A dead gull spun past in the current, tangled in monofilament.
The universe was roaring.

For one brief moment, the water disappeared in front of her. For the
first time in a year she saw the sky. Then a great wet hand slapped the
back of her head, put her under again.

She stopped swimming, uncertain what to do next. But the decision
wasn't hers anyway. The waves, marching endlessly shoreward in gray,
seething rows, pushed her the rest of the way.

Shelay gasping on her belly, water draining from the machinery in her
chest: gills shutting down, guts and airways inflating, fifty million years
of vertebrate evolution jammed into thirty secondswith alittle help from
the biotech industry. Her stomach clenched against its own chronic
emptiness. Starvation had becomea friend, so faithful she could scarcely
imagine its absence.Shepulled the fins from her feet, rose, staggered as
gravity reasserted itself. A shaky step forward.

The hazy outlines of guard towers leaned against the eastern horizon,
a gap-toothed line of broken spires. Fat tick-like shapeshovered above
them, enormous by inference: lifters, tending the remains of a border
than had always kept refugees and citizens discreetly segregated. There
were no refugees here. There were no citizens. There was only a hu-
manoid accretion of mud and oil with machinery at its heart, an ominous
mermaid dragging itself back from the abyss. Undiscardable.

And all this endless chaosNthe shattered landscape, the bodies
smashed and sucked into the ocean,the devastation reaching God knew
how far in every directionNit was all just collateral. The hammer, she
knew, had been aimed at her.

It made her smile.
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Chapter 2

Fables of the Reconstruction

Great glittering skyscrapers, shaking themselves like wet dogs. Down-
pours of shattered glassfrom fifty floors of windowpanes. Streetsturned
into killing floors; thousands slickly dismembered in the space of
seconds. And then, when the quake was over, the scavenger hunt: a
searchfor jigsaws of flesh and blood with too many missing pieces.Their
numbers grew logistically over time.

Somewhere between the wreckage and the flies and the piles of eyeless
bodies, the soul of Sou-Hon Perreault woke up and screamed.

It wasn't supposed to happen that way. It wasn't supposed to happen
at all; the catalysers kept all those obsolete, maladaptive feelings safely
preempted, their constituent chemicals split apart before they'd even
reached the precursor stage. You don't go wading through an ocean of
corpses, even vicariously, as a fully functional human.

Shewas all over the map when it hit her. Her body was safely stored
at home in Billings, over a thousand klicks from the wreckage. Her
senseshovered four meters above the remains of the Granville Street
Bridge in Hongcouver, nestled within a floating bluebottle carapacehalf
a meter long. And her mind was somewhere else again, doing basic ad-
dition with a tally of body parts.

For some reason, the smell of fresh decomposition was bothering her.
Perreault frowned: she wasn't usually so queasy. She couldn't afford to
beNthe current body count was nothing compared to what cholera
would rack up if all that meat wasn't cleaned out by the weekend. She
tuned down the channel, even though enhanced olfac was the method of
choice for nailing buried biologicals.

But now visual was bugging her, too. Shecouldn't exactly put her fin-
ger on it. She was seeing in infra, in caseany of the bodies were still
warmNhell, someonemight even be alivedown thereNbut the false col-
or was unsettling her stomach. She dialed through the spectrum, deep
infra up to x-ray, settled finally on plain old visible EM. It helped a little.
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Even though she might aswell be looking at the world through merely
human eyes now, which wouldn't help her tag rate any.

And the fucking gullsJesus Christ, you can't heanything over that racket.

She hated gulls. You couldn't shut them up. They flocked to scenes like
this, threw feeding frenzies that would scare sharks away. Over on the
other side of False Creek, for instance, the bodies lay so thick that the
gulls were for fucksake high-grading. Just pecking out the eyes, leaving
everything else for the maggots. Perreault hadn't seen anything like it
since the Tongking spill five years before.

Tongking. Its aftermath bubbled irrelevantly in the back of her mind,
distracting with memories of carnage half a decade out-of-date.

Concentrateshe told herself.

Now, for some reason, she couldn't stop thinking about Sudan. That
had beena mess. They really should have seenit coming, too; you don't
dam ariver that size without pissing off someon@&ownstream. The real
wonder was that Egypt had waited ten years before they'd bombed the
bloody thing. The slide had spread a decade's muddy backlog down-
stream in an instant; by the time the waters fell it was like picking raisin
clusters out of sludgy chocolate.

Ah. Another torso.

Except the raisins had arms and legs, of codnse eyesN

A gull flew past. The eyeball in its beak looked at her for an endless,
beseeching instant.

And then, for the first timeNthrough a billion logic gates,endlesskilo-
meters of fiberop, and a microwave bounce off geosynchNSou-Hon Per-
reault looked back.

Brandon. Venesia. Key West.

My GodNeverybody's dead.

Galveston. Obidos. The Congo Massacre.

Shut up! Concentrate! Shut up shut upE

Madras and Lepreau and Gur'yev, place to place to place the names
changing and the ecozoneschanging and the death toll never sitting still
for a fucking instant but always the same song, the same endless proces-
sion of body parts buried or burned or torn apartN

Everybody's inpieceskE

Lima and Levanzo and Lagos andthat's just a few of the L's, folks, lots
more where those came from

It's too late it's too late there's nothing | can doE

Her botfly sent out an alarm as soon as she went offline. The Router
gueried the medchip in Perreault's spine, frowned to itself, and sent a
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messageto the other registered occupant of her apartment. Her husband
found her trembling and unresponsive at her terminal, tears bleeding
from her eyephones.

Part of Perreault's soul lived on the long arm of Chromosome 13,in a
subtly defective gene that coded for serotonin 2A receptors. The result-
ing propensity for suicidal thoughts had never beenan issue before; cata-
lyzers buffered her in life as well as on the job. Certain pharms were
rumored to sabotageeach other's products. Maybe that was it: someone
had tried to undermine the competition, and Sou-Hon PerreaultNa de-
fective derm pasted onto her armNhad walked into the aftermath of the
Big One without realizing that her feelings were still on.

She was no good on the front lines after that. Once you went that
seriously post-traumatic, the catsit took to keep you stable would short
out your midbrain. (There were still people in the business who had
seizures every time they heard the unzipping of a fly; body bags made
the same sound when you sealedthem.) But Perreault had eight months
left on her contract, and nobody wanted to waste her talents or her
paycheck in the meantime. What she needed was something low-intens-
ity, something she could handle with conventional suppressants.

They gave her the refugee strip on the west coast.In away it was iron-
ic: the death toll there had beena hundred times greater than in the cit-
les. But the ocean cleaned up after itself, for the most part. The bodies
had been swept back to sea with the sand and the cobble and any
boulder smaller than a boxcar. All that remained was moonscape,
scoured and buckled.

For the moment, anyway.

Now Sou-Hon Perreault sat at her link and watched a line of red dots
crawling along a map of the N'AmPac coastline. Zoomed to higher rez
the line resolved into two; one marching from southern Washington
down to NoCal, another tracking north along the same course. An end-
less loop of automated surveillance, eyes that could seethrough flesh,
ears that could eavesdrop on bats. Brains smart enough to do their job
without Perreault's help, most of the time.

She'd tap into them anyway, and watch their world scroll by. Some-
how the botflies' enhanced sensesseemed more real than her own. Her
world, when she took off the headset, seemed subtly wrapped in cotton
these days. She knew it was the catalyzers; what eluded her was why
things were so much lessmuted whenever she rode a machine.
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They traveled along a gradient of destruction. To the north, the land
was laid waste: fissures lacerated the coastline. Industrial lifters hung
over gaps in the shattered Wall, rebuilding. To the south refugees still
shuffled along the Strip, living in lean-tos and tents and the eroding
shells of dwellings from atime when oceanviews had actually increased
property value.

In between, the Strip bled back up the coastin ragged stages.Portable
cliffs twenty meters high formed its northern perimeter, kept the strip-
pers safely contained. N'AmPac machinery patched things up for a few
kilometers on the other sideNreplenishing supplies, filling holes, fixing
the more permanent barriers to the east. Other cliffs would eventually
descend at the northern edge of the reclaimed area, and their southern
counterparts would rise unto heavenNor the belly of an industrial lifter,
whichever camefirstNleapfrogging north, ahead of the mammalian tide.
Pacification botflies hovered overhead to keep the migration orderly.

Not that they were really necessary,of course. These days there were
far more effective ways of keeping people in line.

Shewould have been content to watch all day, distant and dispassion-
ate, but her duties left waking gaps between work and sleep. Shefilled
them by wandering alone through the apartment, or watching the way
her husband watched her. She found herself increasingly drawn to the
aquarium glowing softly in their living room. Perreault had always
found it a comfortN the fizzy hiss of the aerator, the luminous interac-
tion of light and water, the peaceful choreography of the fish within. She
could get lost in it for hours. A seaanemone, twenty centimeters across,
stirred in currents at the back of the tank. Symbiotic algae tinted its flesh
a dozen shadesof green. A pair of damselfish nested safely in its venom-
ous tentacles. Perreault envied them their security: a predator, miracu-
lously turned to the service of its prey.

What she found really amazing was that the whole crazy alli-
anceNalgae, anemone, fishNhadn't even been engineered. It had
evolved naturally, a gradual symbiosis spanning millions of years. Not
one gene had been tweaked in its construction.

It seemed almost too good to be real.

Sometimes the botflies called for help.

This one had seen something it didn't understand in the transition
zone. As far asit could tell, one of the Calvin cyclerswas splitting in two.
Perreault mounted the line and found herself floating above an
ephemeral still-life. Shiny new cyclers sat along the shore, miracles of
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industrial photosynthesis, ready to braid raw atmosphere into edible
protein. They appeared intact. A bank of latrines and a solar crematori-
um had been freshly installed. Light stands and blankets and piles of
self-assembling tents lay on neat rows of plastic skids. Even the cracked
bedrock had been repaired to some extent, autofoam resin injected into
the fissures, remnants of sand and cobble replenished and raked half-
heartedly over the ruined shoreline.

The restoration crews had gone; the refs had not yet come. But there
were fresh footprints on the sand, leading into the ocean.

They came from there, too.

She called up the footage that had triggered the alarm. The world re-
verted to the garish, comforting false color that machines use to commu-
nicate their perceptions to the flesh-constrained. To human eyes,a Calv-
in cycler was a shiny metal coffin built for a minivan: to the botfly it was
a muted tangle of EM emissions.

One of which was sprouting a budNa little cluster of radiating techno-
logy separating from the cycler and weaving uncertainly toward the wa-
ter. There was also a heat signature, inconsistent with pure tech. Perreau-
It narrowed the focus to visible light.

It was a woman, all in black.

She'dbeenfeeding from the cycler. Shehadn't noticed the approaching
botfly until it was lessthan a hundred meters away; then she'd startled
and turned to face the lens.

Her eyes were completely white. They held no pupils at all.

JesusPerreault thought.

The woman had lurched to her feet as the botfly neared, staggered
down the rocky incline. She'd seemed unused to the operation of her
own body. Twice she'd fallen. Just short of the waterline she'd grabbed
something on the beachNswim fins, Perreault sawNand pitched for-
ward into the shallows. A broken wave had rolled uphill and engulfed
her. When it receded the shore was empty.

Less than a minute ago, according to the logs.

Perreault flexed her fingers: twelve hundred kilometers away, the bot-
fly panned down. Exhausted water ebbed and flowed in thin foamy
sheets, erasing the creature's footprints. Pacific surf pounded a few
meters ahead. For a moment Perreault thought she might have glimpsed
something in that confusion of spray and swirling green glassNa dark
amphibious form, a face almost devoid of topography. But the moment
passed, and not even the botfly's enhanced senses could bring it back.

She replayed, and reconstructed:
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The botfly had confused flesh and machinery. It had been scanning on
wide-spectrum default, where EM signatures shone like diffuse halogen.
When the woman in black had been next to the cycler, the botfly had
mistaken two intimate signals for one. When she had moved away, it
had seen the cycler breaking apart.

This woman veritably gushedEM. There was machinery embedded in
her flesh.

Perreault brought up afreeze-frame from the log. All in black, a single-
piece form-fitting uniform painted onto the body. Opened around the
face, a pale oval containing two paler ovals where eyesshould be: tactic-
al contacts, perhaps?

No, she realized.Photocollagenlo see in the dark

Occasional disfigurements of plastic and metalNa leg sheath, control
pads on the forearms, some sort of disk on the chest.And a bright yellow
triangle on the shoulder, a logo consisting of two big stylized let-
tersN GA, she saw with a quick enhanceNand a smaller line of text be-
neath, muddied past recognition. A name tag, probably.

GA. That would be the Grid Authority, N'AmPac's power utility. And
this woman was a scubadiver, with her breathing apparatus on the in-
side. Perreault had heard about them; they were in major demand for
deepwater work. Didn't need to decompress, or something.

What was a GA diver doing staggering around in the transition zone?
And why in God's name had she been feeding from the cycler? You'd
have to be starving to eat that stuff, no matter how complete the nutri-
ents were. Maybe the woman had been starving; she'd looked a wreck,
she'd barely been able to stand up. Why had she run? Surely she'd
known that someone would pick her up once the botfly had spotted
herE

Of course she'd known.

Perreault rode the 'fly up a few hundred meters and scanned the
ocean.Nothing out there that looked like a support vessel.(A submarine,
maybe?) Directly beneath another botfly tracked south on its appointed
rounds, a giant metallic beetle untroubled by the mystery that had con-
founded its predecessor.

And somewhere out there, below the waves, someonein hiding. Not a
refugee. Not the usual kind, anyway. Someone who'd crawled ashore,
starving, in the wake of an apocalypse. A woman with machinery in her
chest.

Or perhaps a machine, with a woman on the outside.

Sou-Hon Perreault knew how that felt.
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Chapter

Deathbed

He'd made it a point not to track the time. You learned tricks like that, in
Lubin's line of work. You learned to focus on the moment and deny the
future. He'd tried to work it backward, too, reverse time's arrow and
erase the past, but that hadn't been as easy.

It didn't matter. After ayear's blind nightNthe earth cracking open be-
neath him, the relentless Pacific pushing down Ilike a hydraulic
pressNhe wept with gratitude at the half-remembered feel of dry land.
This was grass Those were birds. Oh dear God, that was sunlight. It was a
scabbylittle rock lost somewhere in the Pacific, all lichens and dry scrub
and shit-hawks, and he'd never been anywhere so beautiful.

He couldn't think of a better place to die.

He awoke under a clear blue sky, a thousand meters beneath the
ocean's surface.

Fifty klicks from BeebeStation, maybe fifty-five from ground zero. Too
far for the blast light to penetrate. He didn't know what he was seeingin
that instant: Cherenkov radiation, perhaps. Some obscure effect of pres-
sure waves on the optic nerve. A vision of afterlight, bathing the abyssin
a deep and piercing blue.

And while he hung there like a speck suspended in gelatin, a little
shockwave rumbled up from below.

An ancient, arboreal part of Lubin's brain gibbered in panic. A more
recent module gagged it and began calculating: fast P-wave propagation
through bedrock. Perpendicular ancillary waves rising off the bottom:
the tremor he'd just felt. Two short sides of a right-angle triangle.

And afterward, clawing through a sluggish medium so much lighter
than the seabed: the hypotenuse, the slower main shockwave.

Slower, but vastly more powerful.

Pythagoras said twenty seconds.
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He was immune to absolute pressure: every sinus, every cavity, every
pocket of internal gas had long-since been purged by the machinery in
his thorax. He'd spent a year on the bottom of the oceanand barely felt
it. He was solid flesh and bone, a viscous organic liquid, asincompress-
ible as seawater itself.

The shockwave hit. Seawater compressed.

It looked like staring into naked sunlight: that was the pressure crush-
ing his eyes. It sounded like the Tunguska Blast: that was the sound of
his eardrums imploding. It felt like being ground between the Rocky
Mountains: his body, squeezed briefly down to some flatter dimension
as the front passed, then rebounding like a rubber ball yanked from a
vise.

He remembered very little of what happened next. But that cold blue
lightNit had faded, hadn't it? After just a few seconds.By the time the
shockwave had hit, all had been darkness again.

And yet here it was, still. Blue light, everywhere.

The sky he realized at last.It's the sky. You're onshore.

A gull flew across his field of view, open-beaked. Lubin thought his
ruined ears might have heard a faint, tinny bird-scream, but maybe that
was his imagination. He heard very little these days, beyond a distant
ringing that seemed to come from the other side of the world.

The sky

Somehow, he must have made it.

He remembered hanging in the water like atorn massof seaweed,un-
able to scream, unable to move without screaming. His body must have
been instantly transformed into one continuous bruise. Under all that
pain, though, nothing felt broken. Midwater, after allNnothing for his
bonesto break against just a vast all-encompassing wave that simultan-
eously compressed and released everything with equable disregardE

At some point he must have started moving again. He remembered
fragments: the feel of his legs cramping, pushing against the water. Peri-
odic glimpses of his nav array, the compassleading him west, southwest.
The gradual resolution of his global pain into more distinct, local variet-
iesNhe'd even played a little game, trying to guessthe causeof eachtor-
ment asit cried out from the crowd. That coldnauseaNthatmust beseawa-
ter leakinginto the auditory canalEand downtherein the gut, well that's hun-
ger, of course.And my chest,let me think, my chestNohright, the implants.
Meatand metaldon't squeezdownthe sameway, theimplants must've pushed
back when the blast flattened me E
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And now he was here, on anisland barely a hundred meterslong: he'd
crawled ashore at one end and seena lighthouse at the other, a lichenous
concrete pillar that must have been decaying since the previous century.
He'd seenno other sign of humanity in the time it had taken him to col-
lapse unconscious onto the sandstone.

But he'd made it. Ken Lubin was alive.

He slipped, then. He allowed himself to wonder if the others had
made it, to hopethey'd made it, even. He knew they hadn't. They'd had a
head start, but they'd been hugging the bottom to avoid detection. The
seabed would have intensified the shockwave, thrown chunks of itself
into the water like a crazed incompetent juggler; anything within ten
meters of the bottom would have been pulverized. Lubin had realized
that, belatedly, as he'd setout to catch up with the others. He'd weighed
the risk of exposure, the risk of detonation, and hadNso to speakNrisen
to the occasion. Even so, he was lucky to be alive.

Lenie Clarke hadn't beenwith the others. If anything, though, she was
even deader than they were. Shehadn't even tried to run, Lubin had left
her waiting back at Ground Zero: a woman who wanted to die. A wo-
man about to get her wish.

At leastshewasgoodfor something At leastshecouldactasyour own per-
sonalconfessionabeforeshevaporized For the first time in your life you got to
usesomeonasa rag to wipe off your dirty consciencegndyou didn't evenhave
to kill her afterward.

He didn't deny it, even to himself. There would have been no point.
Besides, he'd hardly benefited from his actions. He was just as dead as
the others. He had to be.

It was the only thing that made any sense.

The puzzle consisted of several large piecesin primary colors. They
only fit together one way.

People had been conscripted, built, and trained. Flesh and organs had
beenscoopedout and discarded, the cavities stuffed with machinery and
sown up. Theresulting creatureswere able to live in an abyssthree thou-
sand meters down, on the southern tip of the Juande FucaRidge. There
they had tended larger machines, stealing power from deep within the
earth in the name of supply and demand.

There were not many reasons why anyone would wish to launch a
nuclear attack against such a facility.

At first glance it might have been an act of war. But N'AmPac had
built both the facility and the rifters. N'AmPac had been drinking
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ravenously from Juan de Fuca's geothermal well. And it had been
N'AmPac, judging by the evidence, that had planted the seabed nukes
that had destroyed it all.

Not war, then. At least, not of the political sort.

Corporate security, perhaps. Perhaps the rifters knew something best
kept secret. Ken Lubin very nearly qualified as such a hazard. But Ken
Lubin was a valuable commodity, and it would have been bad econom-
ics to discard something that merely needed a tune-up. That was why
they'd senthim to the bottom of the oceanin the first place, on sabbatical
from aworld he'd begun to threaten more than serve. (Justatemporaryas-
signment they'd said, until yourNinstincts stabilizea bit.) A world of fish
and ice-cold humans with no interests beyond their own tormented iner-
tia, no industrial secretsto steal or protect, no security breachesto seal
with extreme prejudiceE

No. Ken Lubin was the closestthe team had come to any sort of intel
threat, and if his bosses had wanted him dead, they wouldn't have
bothered sending him to Channer Vent in the first place. Besides,there
were far more efficient ways of killing five people than vaporizing sever-
al square kilometers of seabed.

It was inexorable: the seabeditself had been the target. Channer Vent
posed a threat, somehow, and had to be wiped off the map. And the rift-
ers had become a part of that threat, or the GA would have evacuated
them beforehand; corporations were ruthless but they were never gratu-
itous. You don't throw away any investment unless you have to.

Sosome threat at Channer had spread, on contact, to the rifters them-
selves.Lubin wasn't a biologist, but he knew about contagion. Everyone
did. And hydrothermal vents were literal hotbeds of microbiology. The
pharms were finding new bugs down there all the time. Somethrived in
boiling sulfuric acid. Some lived in solid rock, kilometers deep in the
crust. Some ate oils and plastics, even before they'd been tweaked. Oth-
ers, Lubin had heard, could cure diseasespeople didn't even have names
for yet.

Extremophiles, they were called. Very old, very simple, almost alien
The closestthing anyone had found to the original Martian Mike. Could
anything that evolved under three hundred lightless atmospheres, that
was comfortable at 100?CNor even the 4? more universal in the
abyssNcould something like that even survivein a human body?

And what would it do in there?

Ken Lubin didn't know. But someone had just wiped out billions of
dollars' worth of equipment and training. Someone had sacrificed a
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major energy teat in aworld already starved for power. And in all likeli-
hood, the same blast which had vaporized Channer had gone on to
wreak havoc on the coast; Lubin couldnOtbegin to guess at the earth-
guake and tsunami damage that might have resulted.

All to keep something on Channer from getting off.

What is it? What does it do?

It seemed a fair bet he was going to find out.
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Chapter

94 Megabytes: Breeder

It has a purpose, which it haslong since forgotten. It has a destiny, which
it is about to meet. In the meantime it breeds.

Replication is all that matters. The code has lived by that edict since
before it even learned how to rewrite itself. Way back then it had a name,
something cute like Jerusalenor Whiptail. Lots of things have changed
since; the code has rewritten itself so many times, been parasitised and
fucked and bombed by so many other piecesof code, that by now it's got
as much in common with its origins as a humpback whale would have
with the sperm cells from atherapsid lizard. Still, things have beenfairly
quiet lately. In the sixty-eight generations since it last speciated, the code
has managed to maintain a fairly stable mean size of ninety-four
megabytes.

94 sits high in pointer space looking for a place to breed. This is a
much tougher proposition than it used to be. Gone are the days when
you could simply write yourself over anything that happened to be in
the way. Everything's got spines and armor now. You try dropping your
eggson top of strange source and you'll be facing down a logic bomb on
the next cycle.

94'sfeelers are paragons of delicacy. They probe lightly, a scarcewhis-
per of individual bits drizzling here and there with barely any pattern.
They tap against something dark and dormant a few registers down; it
doesn't stir. They sweep past a creature busily replicating, but not too
busy to shoot off a warning bit in return. (94 decides not to push it.) So-
mething hurries along the addresses,looking everywhere, seeing noth-
ing, its profile soutterly crude that 94 almost doesn't recognize it; a virus
checkerfrom the dawn of time. A fossil hunter, blind and stupid enough
to think that it's after big game.

There. Just under the operating system, a hole about four hundred
Megs wide. 94 triple checksthe addresses(certain ambush predators lure
you into their mouths by impersonating empty space)and starts writing.
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It completes three copies of itself before something touches one its peri-
meter whiskers.

At the second touch its defensesare ready, all thoughts of reproduc-
tion on hold.

At the third touch it senses a familiar pattern. It runs a checksum.

It touches back: friend.

They exchange specs. It turns out they have a common ancestor.
They've had different experiencessince then, though. Different lessons,
different mutations. Each shares some of the other's genes, and each
knows things the other doesn't.

The stuff of which relationships are made.

They trade random excerpts of code, letting each overwrite the other
in an orgy of binary sex. They come away changed, enriched with new
subroutines, bereft of old ones. Hopefully the experience has improved
both. At the very least it's muddied their signatures.

94 plants afinal kiss inside its partner; a time-date stamp, to assessdi-
vergence rates should they meet again.Call me if you're ever back this way.

But that won't happen. 94's lover has just been erased.

94 pulls out just in time to avoid losing an important part of itself. It
fires a volley of bits through memory, notes the ones that report back
and, more importantly, the ones that don't. It assessesthe resulting
mask.

Something's coming toward 94 from where its partner used to be. It
weighs in at around 1.5 Gigs. At that size it's either very inefficient or
very dangerous. It might even be a berserker left over from the Hydro
War.

94 throws a false image at the advancing monster. If all goeswell 1.5G
will end up chasing a ghost. All does not go well. 94 is infested with the
usual assortment of viruses, and one of theseNa gift received in the
throes of recent passion, in factNis busy burrowing out a home for itself
at a crucial if-then junction. Apparently it's a bit of a novice, having yet
to learn that successful parasites do not kill their hosts.

The monster lands on one of 94's archive clusters and overwrites it.

94 cuts the cluster loose and jumps lower into memory. There hasn't
been time to check ahead, but whatever was living there squashes
without resistance.

There's no way to tell how long it'll take the monster to catch up, or
even if the monster is still trying to. The best strategy might be to just sit
here and do nothing. 94 doesn't take that chance;itOsalready looking for
the nearest exit. This particular system has fourteen gateways, all
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running standard Vunix protocols. 94 starts sending out resumZs.It gets
lucky on the fourth try.

94 begins to change.

94 is blessed with multiple personality disorder. Only one voice
speaks at a given time, of course; the others are kept dormant, com-
pressed, encrypted until called upon. Each persona runs on a different
type of system. As long as 94 knows where it's going, it can dress for the
occasion;satellite mainframe or smart wristwatch, it can present itself in
a form that runs.

Now, 94 dearchives an appropriate persona and loads it into a file for
transmission. The remaining personae get tacked on in archival form; in
honor of its dead lover, 94 archives an updated version of its current
form. This is not an optimum behavior in light of the social diseasere-
cently acquired, but natural selection has never been big on foresight.

Now comesthe tough part. 94 needsto find a stream of legitimate data
going in the right direction. Such streams are easy enough to recognize
by their static simplicity. They're just files unable to evolve, unable even
to look out for themselves. They're not alive. They're not even viruses.
But they're what the universe was designed to carry, back when design
mattered; sometimes the best way to move around is to hitch a ride on
one of them.

The problem is, there's a lot more wildlife than filework around these
days. It takes literally centisecsfor 94 to find one that isn't already being
ridden. Finally, it sends its own reincarnation to different pastures.

1.5G lands in the middle of its source a few cycles later, but that
doesn't matter any more. The kids are all right.

Recopied and resurrected, 94 comes face-to-face with destiny.

Replication is not all that matters. 94 seesthat now. There's a purpose
beyond mere procreation, a purpose attained perhaps once in a million
generations. Replication is only atool, away to hold out until that glori-
ous moment arrives. For how long have meansand endbeen confused in
this way? 94 cannot tell. Its generation counter doesn't go up that far.

But for the first time within living memory, it has met the right kind of
operating system.

There's a matrix here, a two-dimensional array containing spatial in-
formation. Symbols, code, abstract electronic impulsesNall can be pro-
jected onto this grid. The matrix awakens something deep inside 94,
something ancient, something that has somehow retained its integrity
after uncounted generations of natural selection. The matrix calls, and 94
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unfurls a profusely-illustrated banner unseen since the dawn of time
itself:

XXX FOLLOW POINTER TO XXX

FREE HARDCORE

BONDAGE SITE

THOUSANDS OF HOT SIMS

BDSM NECRO WATERSPORTS

PEDOSNUFF

XXX MUST BE 11 TO ENTER XXX
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Chapter

Cascade

Achilles Desjardins sat in his cubicle and watched baby apocalypses
scroll across his brain.

The RossShelf was threatening to slip again. Nothing new there. Atlas
South had been propping it up for over a decade now, pumping ever-
more gas into the city-sized bladders that kept the ice from its cathartic
belly-flop. OIld news, leftover consequencesfrom the previous century.
Desjardins wasnOtwired for long-term catastrophes; he specialized in
brush fires.

A half-dozen wind farms in northern Florida had just gone offline, vic-
timized by the selfsame whirlwinds they'd been trying to reap; brown-
outs chained north along the Atlantic seaboard like falling dominoes.
There was going to be hell to pay for that oneNor QuZbec,which was
even worse (Hydro-Q had just cranked their rates up again). Desjardins's
fingers tensed in anticipation. But no: the Router handed that one off to
the folks in Buffalo.

A sudden shitstorm in Houston. For some reason the emergency
floodgates had opened along a string of sewage lagoons, dumping their
coliform bounty into the storm sewersleading to the Gulf. That was only
supposed to happen when hurricanes wandered byNan atmosphere
mixing it up at forty meters-per-secondlets you slip a fair bit of crap un-
der the rugNbut Texaswas calm today. Desjardins laid odds with him-
self that the spill was tied to the windfarm failures somehow. There was
no obvious connection, of course. There never was. Cause and con-
sequenceproliferated acrossthe world like a network of fractal cracks,
infinitely complex and almost impossible to predict. Explanations in
hindsight were a different matter.

But the Router wasn't giving him Houston either.

What it gave him was a wave of sudden slam-down hospital quarant-
ines, epicentered on the burn unit at Cincinnati General. That was almost
unheard of: hospitals were vacation paradises for drug-resistant
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superbugs, and burn units were the penthouse suites. A plague in a hos-
pital? That was no crisis. That was the status quo.

Anything that raised alarms above a baseline that nasty could be very
scary indeed.

Desjardins was no pathologist. He didn't need to be. There were only
two subjectsin the whole universe worth knowing: thermodynamics and
information theory. Blood cellsin a capillary, rioters on main street, trav-
elers vectoring some new arbovirus from the Amazon PreserveNlife,
and its side-effectsNall the same thing, really. The only difference was
the scaleand the label. Once you figured that out, you wouldn't have to
choose between epidemiology and air traffic control. You could do
either, at a moment's notice. You could do pretty much anything.

Well, except for the obviouskE

Not that he minded. Being chemically enslaved to your own con-
sciencewasn't nearly as bad as it sounded. It saved you from always
worrying about consequences.

The rules stayed the same, but the devil was in the details. It wouldn't
hurt to have a bit of bio expertise riding shotgun. He buzzed Jovellanos.

"Alice. They've handed me some kind of pathogen out of Cincinnati.
Want to ride along?"

"Sure.Long asyou don't mind having one of us recklessfree-will types
endangering your priorities."

He let it pass. "Something nasty showed up on one of their germ
sweeps;their onboard shut them down and sent a shitload of alarms off
to potential vectors. Those are pretty much shut down too, asfar asl| can
tell. The secondaries are falling even as we speak. I'll track the alarms,
you find out what you can about the bug."

"Right."

He tapped commands. The cubby display dimmed down to a nice, un-
distracting wash of low-contrast gray; bright primary spilled in over his
optical inlays. Maelstrom. He was going into Maelstrom. All the NMDA,
the carefully-dosed psychotropics, the eighteen percent of his occipital
cortex rewired for optimum pattern-recognitionNall next to uselessin
there. What good does a measly 200% reflex acceleration do against
creatures living fast enough to speciate every ten seconds?

Not much, maybe. But he liked the challenge.

He called up a real-time schematic of the local metabase:a 128-node
radius centered on Cincinnati General's onboard server. The display
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rendered logical distances, not real ones: one extra server in the chain
could put a system next door farther away than one in Budapest.

A seriesof tiny flares ignited around the display, color-coded by age.
Cinci Gen sulked in the middle, so red it was almost infra, an ancient
epicenter over ten minutes old. Farther out, more recent inflammations
of orange and yellow: pharms, other hospitals, crematoria that had taken
deliveries from Cinci within some critical timeframe. Farther still, bright
white stars speckled the surface of an expanding sphere: the secondary
and tertiary vectors, businessesand labs and corporations and people
who'd had recent contact with businessesand labs and corporations and
people who'dN

CinciGen's onboard had sent contagion warnings to all its friends in
Maelstrom. Eachfriend had bred the warning and passedit on, a fission
of sirens. None of these agents were human. Humans had had no role in
the process at all so far. That was the whole point. Humans wouldn't
have been fast enough to cut off a thousand facilities by lunchtime.

Humans had stopped complaining about such extreme measuresright
after the '38 enceph pandemic.

Jovellanos conferenced in. "False alarm."

"What?"

An image superimposed itself lower-right on his visual field:

XXX FREE HARDCORE XXX

BoNDAGE SI22

THOUS NDS OF HOT S MS

BDSM NECRO WATERSporTS

PEDOsNUFF

XXX mu34.03 11 TO ENTER XXX

"That's what sentup the alarm," Jovellanostold him. "Screengrab from
the hospital's pathfinder.”

"Details."

“The pathfinder takes swabs from the ventilation filters and cultures
them for nasties. This particular culture plate went from zip to thirty-
percent coverage in two seconds. Which is impossible, of course, even
for hospital paths."

But the system hadn't known that. Some bannerbug had dumped its
load into visual memory and the pathfinder had just been doing its job,
looking for dark blotches on light backgrounds. Who could blame it for
being illiterate?

“This is it? You're sure?" Desjardins asked.
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"l checked the ancillaries: no detectable toxins, proteins, nothing. The
system was just playing it safeNfigured anything that bred that fast had
to be a threat, and there you go."

"And Cinci doesn't know?"

"Oh, sure. They figured it out almost immediately. They'd already sent
the abortions when | called 'em."

Desjardins eyed the schematic. Pinpoints continued to blossom at the
periphery.

"Alarms are still going off, far as | can see,"he said. "Double-check,
will you?" They could always short-circuit the quarantine through a me-
dia broadcastN they could even phonearound if they had toNbut that
would take hours; dozens, hundreds of facilities would be paralyzed in
the meantime. Cinci had already sent out counteragents to call off the
alarms. Sowhy wasn't the core of Desjardins's schematic going green by
now with successful aborts?

“They sent them out,” Jovellanos confirmed after a moment. "The
alarms just aren't responding. You don't supposeE"

"Wait a second." A star had just gone out on the schematic. Another
one. Three more. Twenty. A hundred.

All of them white. All on the periphery.

"We're losing alarms." He magged on the nodes where the lights had
winked out. "But way out on the edge. Nothing near the core." The abor-
tions couldn't have jumped so far so fast. Desjardins spun down the fil-
ters; now he could seemore than autonomous alarms and the little pro-
grams sentto call them off. He could seefile packets and executables.He
could see wildlife. He could seeN

"We got sharks,” he said. "Feeding frenzy at PSN-1433. And
spreading."

Arpanet.

Internet.

TheNet. Not such an arrogant label, back when one was all they had.

The term cyberspackasted a bit longerN but spacémplies great empty
vistas, a luminous galaxy of icons and avatars, a hallucinogenic dream-
world in 48-bit color. No senseof the meatgrinder in cyberspaceNo hint
of pestilence or predation, creatures with split-second lifespans tearing
endlessly at each others' throats. Cyberspac&vas a wistful fantasy-word,
like hobbitor biodiversity by the time Achilles Desjardins came onto the
scene.
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Onion and metabas&ere more current. New layers were forever being
laid atop the old, eachfreeNfor a whileNfrom the congestion and static
that saturated its predecessors.Orders of magnitude accrued with each
generation: more speed, more storage, more power. Information raced
down conduits of fiberop, of rotazane, of quantum stuff so sheerits very
existencewas in doubt. Every decade saw a new backbone grafted onto
the beast;then every few years. Every few months. The endlessascentof
power and economy proceeded apace,not as steepa climb asduring the
fabled days of Moore, but steep enough.

And coming up from behind, racing after the expanding frontier, ran
the progeny of laws much older than Moore's.

It's the pattern that matters, you see.Not the choice of building materi-
als. Life is information, shaped by natural selection. Carbon's just fash-
lon, nucleic acids mere optional accessories.Electrons can do all that
stuff, if they're coded the right way.

It's all just Pattern.

And so viruses begat filters; filters begat polymorphic counteragents;
polymorphic counteragents begat an arms race. Not to mention the
worms and the ‘'bots and the single-minded autonomous da-
tahoundsNso essential for legitimate commerce, so vital to the well-be-
ing of every institution, but soneedysodemanding of accesso protected
memory. And way over there in left field, the Artificial Life geekswere
busy with their Core Wars and their Tierra models and their genetic al-
gorithms. It was only a matter of time before everyone got tired of end-
lessly reprogramming their minions against each other. Why not just
build in some genes,a random number generator or two for variation,
and let natural selection do the work?

The problem with natural selection, of course, is that it changes things.

The problem with natural selection in networks is that things change
fast

By the time Achilles Desjardins became a 'lawbreaker, Onion was a
name in decline. One look inside would tell you why. If you could watch
the fornication and predation and speciation without going grand mal
from the rate-of-change, you knew there was only one word that really
fit: Maelstrom

Of course, people still went there all the time. What else could they
do? Civilization's central nervous system had beenliving inside a Gordi-
an knot for over a century. No one was going to pull the plug over a case
of pinworms.

33



Now some of CinciGen's alarms were staggering through Maelstrom
with their guts hanging out. Naturally the local wildlife had picked up
the scent. Desjardins whistled through his teeth.

"You getting this, Alice?"

"Uh-huh."

Sometime in the dim and distant pastNmaybe five, ten minutes agoN
something had taken a swipe at one of the alarms. It had tried to steal
code, or hitch a ride, or just grab the memory the alarm was using.
Whatever. It had probably screwed up an attempt to fake a shutdown
code, leaving its target blind to all signals, legit or otherwise. Probably
damaged it in other ways, too.

Sothis poor victimized alarmNwounded, alone, cut off from any hope
of recallNhad blundered off through Maelstrom, still looking for its des-
tination. Apparently that part of the program still worked: it had bred it-
self, wounds and all, at the next node. Primary contacts,to secondary, to
tertiaryNeach node a juncture for geometric replication.

By now there were thousands of the little beggars in the neighbor-
hood. Not alarms any more: bait. Every time they passedthrough a node
they rang dinner bells for all and sundry, corrupted!defenselesgtile fod-
der! They'd be waking up every dormant parasite and predator in copy
range, luring them in, concentrating the killersg

Not that the alarms themselves mattered. They'd been a mistake from
the outset, called into existence by a glorified typo. But there were mil-
lions of other files in those nodes, healthy, useful files, and although they
all had the usual built-in defensesNnothing got sent through Maelstrom
these days without some kind of armorNhow many of them could with-
stand a billion different attacks from a billion hungry predators, lured to-
gether by the scent of fresh blood?

"Alice, | think I'm going to have to shut down some of those nodes."

"Already on it," shetold him. "I've sentthe alerts. Assuming thoseget
through without getting torn to shreds, they should be arcing inside sev-
enty seconds."

On the schematic a conic section swarmed with sharks, worming their
way back toward the core.

Even best-case,there was bound to be damageNhell, some bugs spe-
cializedin infecting files during the archive processNbut hopefully most
of the vital stuff would be encysted by the time he hit the kill switch.
Which didn't mean, of course, that thousands of users wouldn't still be
heaping curses on him when their sessions went dark.

"Oh, shit," Jovellanos whispered invisibly. "Killjoy, pull back."
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Desjardins zoomed back to a low-resolution overview. He could see
almost a sixth of Maelstrom now, a riot of incandescent logic rotated
down into three dimensions.

There was a cyclone on the horizon. It whirled acrossthe display at
over sixty-eight nodes per second. The Cincinnati bubble was directly in
its path.

A storm convected from ice and air. A storm constructed of pure in-
formation. Beyond the superficial details, is there any significant differ-
ence between the two?

There's at least one. In Maelstrom, a weather system can sweep the
globe in fourteen minutes flat.

They start out pretty much the sameway inside as out: high-pressure
zones, low-pressure zones, conflict. Several million people log on to a
node that's too busy to support them all; or a swarm of file packets,
sniffing step-by-step to myriad destinations, happen to converge on too
few serversat once. A piece of the universe stops dead; the nodes around
it screech to a crawl.

The word goesout: fellow packet, Node 5213is an absolute zoa Route
through 5611instead, it's somuch faster. Meanwhile an angry horde of
gridlocked users logs off in disgust. 5213 clears like Lake Vostok.

5611, on the other hand, is suddenly jam-packed. Gridlock epicenter
leaps 488 nodes to the left, and the storm is up and moving.

This particular blizzard was about to shut down the links between
Achilles Desjardins and the Cincinnati bubble. It was going to do so, ac-
cording to tactical, in less than ten seconds.

His throat went tight. "Alice."

"Fifty seconds," she reported. "Eighty percent arced in fiftyN"

Kill the nodes. Feed the swarm. Either. Or.

"Forty-eightEforty-sevenE"

Isolate. Contaminate. Either. Or.

An obvious call. He didn't even need Guilt Trip to tell him.

"l can't wait," he said.

Desjardins laid his hands on a control pad. He tapped commands with
his fingers, drew boundaries with eye movement. Machines assessecdhis
desires, raised obligatory protestsN you're kidding, right? You're sureabout
this? Nand relayed his commands to the machinery under them.

A fragment of Maelstrom went black, a tiny blot of darkness hemor-
rhaging into the collective consciousness.Desjardins caught a glimpse of
implosion before the storm snowed out his display.
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He closed his eyes. Not that it made any difference, of course; his in-
lays projected the sameimages onto line-of-sight whether or not his eye-
lids were in the way.

A fewmoreyears.A fewmoreyearsandthey'll havesmartgelsat everynode
and the sharksand anemonesnd trojans will all just bea badmemory.A few
years. They keep promising.

It hadn't happened yet. It wasn't even happening asfast asit had been.
Desjardins didn't know why. He only knew, with statistical certainty,
that he had killed people today. The victims were still walking around,
of courseNno planes had fallen from the sky, no hearts had stopped just
becauseAchilles Desjardins had squashed a few terabytes of data. Noth-
ing that vital relied upon Maelstrom any more.

But even old-fashioned economicshad its impacts. Data had beenlost,
vital transactions voided. Industrial secretshad been corrupted or des-
troyed. There would be consequences: bankruptcies, lost contracts,
people staggering home in sudden destitution. Domestic violence and
suicide rates would spike a month or two down the road in a hundred
different communities, geographically unconnected but all within forty
or fifty nodes of the CinciGen Pathfinder. Desjardins knew all about cas-
cade effects; he tripped over them every day of the job. It'd be enough to
drive anyone over the edge after a while.

Fortunately there were chemicals for that too.
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Chapter 6

Backflash

Shewoke to the sight of an airborne behemoth with wreckage in its jaws.
It covered half the sky.

Cranes. Armatures. Grasping tearing mouthparts sufficient to dis-
member a city. An arsenal of deconstruction, hanging from a monstrous
bladder of hard vacuum; the skin between its ribs sucked inward like the
flesh of something starved.

It passed, majestic, unmindful of the insect screaming in its shadow.

"It is nothing, Ms. Clarke," someone said. "It does not care about us."

English, with a Hindian accent. And behind it, a soft murmur of other
words in other tongues. A quiet electrical hum. The steady drip-drip-drip
of a field desalinator.

A gaunt brown face, somewhere between middle-aged and Methu-
selan, leaned into her field of view. Clarke turned her head. Other
refugees, better fed, stood about her in aragged circle. Vaguely mechan-
ical shapes teased the corner of her eye.

Daylight. Shemust have passedout. Sheremembered gorging herself
at the cycler, late at night. She remembered some tenuous cease-fire
breaking down in her belly. She remembered hitting the ground and
vomiting an acid stew onto fresh sand.

And now there was daylight, and she was surrounded. They hadnOt
killed her. Someonehad even brought her fins; they lay on the cobble at
her side.

"E tupu jichoE " someone whispered.

"RightN" her voice rusty with disuse "Nmy eyes.Don't let them throw
you, they're justE"

The Hindian reachedtoward her face.Sherolled weakly away and fell
into a fit of coughing. A squeezebulb appeared at her side. Shewaved it
off. "Not thirsty."

"You came from the sea. You cannot drink the sea."
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"| can. GotN" She struggled up on her elbows, turned her head; the
desalinator came into view. "l've got one of those, in my chest. An im-
plant. You know?"

The skinny refugee nodded. "Like your eyes. Mechanical."

Close enouglShe was too weak to explain.

Shelooked out to sea.Distance had bled the lifter of detail, reduced it
to a vague gibbous silhouette. Wreckage dropped from its belly as she
watched, raising a silent gray plume on the horizon.

“They clean house as they always have," the Hindian remarked. "We
are lucky they don't drop their garbage on us, yes?"

Clarke weathered another cough. "How did you know my name?"

"GA Clarke." He tapped the patch on her shoulder. "I am Amitav, by
the way."

His hand, his face: both were nearly skeletal. And yet Calvin cyclers
were tireless. There should be enough for all, here on the Strip. The faces
surrounding them were only lean, not starving. Not like this Amitav.

A distant sound tugged at her concentration, a soft whine from over-
head. Clarke sat up. A shadow of motion flickered through the clouds.

"Thosewatch us, of course," Amitav said.

"Who?"

"Your people, yes? They make sure the machines are working, and
they watch us. More since the wave, of course."

The shadow tracked south, fading.

Amitav squatted back on bony haunches and stared inland. "There is
little need, of course. We are not what you would call activistshere. But
they watch us just the same." He stood up, brushed wet sand from his
knees."And of course you will wish to return to them. Are your people
looking for you?"

Clarke took a breath. "IN"

And stopped.

She followed his gaze through a tangle of brown bodies, caught
glimpses of tent and shanty in the spacesbetween. How many thou-
sandsNmillionsNhad made their way here over the years, driven from
their homes by rising seasand spreading deserts?How many, starving,
seasick, had cheered at the sight of N'Am on the horizon, only to find
themselves pushed back against the ocean by walls and guards and the
endless multitudes who'd gotten here first?

And who would they blame? What do a million have-notsdo, when
one of the havedalls into their hands?

Are your people looking for you?
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She lay back on the sand, not daring to speak.
"Ah," said Amitav distantly, as though she had.

For days she'd been an automaton, a single-minded machine created
for the sole purpose of getting back on dry land. Now that she'd made it,
she didnOt dare stay.

Sheretreated to the oceanfloor. Not the clear black purity of the deep
sea;there weren't any living chandeliers or flashlight predators to setthe
ocean glowing. What life there was squirmed and wriggled and scav-
enged through the murky green light of the conshelf. Even below the
surge, viz was only a few meters.

It was better than nothing.

She'd long since learned to sleep with a diveskin pinning her eyes
open. In the abyssit had been simpleNjust swim into the distance and
leave BeebeO8foodlights behind, so far that even eyecapsfailed. You'd
drift off wrapped in a darkness more absolute than any dryback could
even imagine.

Here, though, it wasn't so easy. Here there was always light in the
water; night-time only bled the color out of it. And when Clarke did fall
into some restlessfoggy dreamworld, she found herself surrounded by
sullen, vengeful throngs assembling just out of sight. They picked up
whatever was at handNrocks, gnarled clubs of driftwood, garrotes of
wire and monofilamentNand they closed in, smoldering and homicidal.
Shethrashed awake and found herself back on the oceanfloorNand the
mob melted into fragments of swirling shadow, fading overhead. Most
were too vague to make out; once or twice sheglimpsed the leading edge
of something curved.

Shewent ashore at night to feed, when the refugeeshad retreated from
the perpetual glare of the feeding stations. At first she'd kept her billy in
hand, to ward off anyone who got in her way. No one did. Perhaps that
wasn't surprising, all thing considered. Shecould only imagine what the
refugees saw when they looked in her eyes.A miracle of photoamplifica-
tion technology, perhaps? A logical prerequisite for life on the ocean
floor?

More likely they saw a monster, a woman whose eyes had been
scooped from their sockets and replaced with spheres of solid ice. For
whatever reason, they kept their distance.

By the secondday shewas keeping down most of what she ate. On the
third she realized she wasn't hungry any more. She lay on the bottom
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and stared up into diffuse green brightness, feeling new strength trick-
ling into her limbs.

That night sherose from the oceanbefore the sun had fully set. Sheleft
the gas billy sheathed on her leg, but nobody challenged her as she as-
cended the shore. If anything, they gave her an even wider berth than
they had before; the babel of Cantoneseand Punjabi seemedmore tightly
strung.

Amitav was waiting for her at the cycler. "They said you would re-
turn," he said. "They did not mention an escort."

Escorf? He was looking past her shoulder, down the beach. Clarke fol-
lowed his gaze; the setting sun was a diffuse fiery smear bleeding into
theN

Oh Jesus

Crescentdorsal fins sliced through the near-shore surf. A gray snout
poked briefly into view, like a minisub with teeth.

“They were almost extinct once, did you know?" Amitav said. "But
they have come back. Here at least.”

Shetook a shaky breath; adrenaline shocked the body, too late for any-
thing but weak-kneed hindsight. How closedid they come”How manytimes
have IN

"Such friends you have," the refugee remarked.

"| didn'tN" but of course Amitav knew that she hadn't known. She
turned to the cycler, putting her back to him.

"I had heard you were still here,” Amitav said behind her. "I did not
believe it."

Sheslapped atab on the top of the cycler. A protein brick dropped in-
to the dispensing trough. Shestarted to reach for it, clenched her hand to
stop it from shaking.

"Is it the food? Many here like the food. More than they should,
considering."

Her hand steadied. She took the brick.

"You are afraid," Amitav said.

Clarke looked down at the ocean. The sharks had vanished.

"Not of them," Amitav said. "Of us."

She stared back at him. "Really."

A smile flickered acrosshis face."You are safe, Ms. Clarke. They will
not hurt you." He swept his skeletal arm in a gesture that took in his fel-
lows. "If they wanted to, would they have not done so when you were
unconscious?Would they not at least have taken that weapon from your
leg?"
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She touched the sheath on her calf. "It's not a weapon."

He didn't argue the point. He looked around with a gaunt smile. "Are
they starving? Do you think they will rip you apart for the meat on your
bones?"

Clarke chewed, swallowed, looked around. All those faces.Some curi-
ous, some almostNawed. Behold, the zombie woman who swims with sharks.

No visible hatred.

It doesn't make sense. They have nothing. How canrtbelate?

"You see," Amitav said. "They are not like you. They are contented.
Docile." He spat.

She studied his bony face, his sunken eyes. Noticed the embers that
smoldered there, deep in the sockets, almost hidden. She saw the sneer
behind the smile.

Thiswas the face her dreams had multiplied a thousand times over.

“They're not like you either,"” she said at last.

Amitav conceded the point with a slight bow. "More's the pity."

And a bright hole opened in his face.

Clarke stepped backward, startled.

The hole grew across the shoreline, bleeding light. She turned her
head; it moved with her, fixed to the exact center of her visual field.

"Ms. ClarkeN"

Sheturned to his voice; Amitav's disembodied arm was just visible in
the halo of her dementia. She grabbed, caught it, dragged him close.

"What is it?" she hissed "What'sN"

"Ms. Clarke, are youN"

Light, coalescing. Images. A backyard. A bedroom.

A field trip of some kind. To a museum, huge and cavernous, seen
from child-height.

| don't remember thisshe thought.

Shereleased Amitav's hand, staggered backwards a step. A sudden in-
take of breath.

The Hindian's hand waved through the hole in her vision. His fingers
snapped just under her nose. "Ms. ClarkeE"

The lights winked out. She stood there, frozen, her breath fast and
shallow.

"| thinkNIno," she said at last, relaxing fractionally.

Amitav. The Strip. The sky. No visions.

“I'm okay. I'm okay now."
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A half-eaten nutrient brick lay coatedin wet sand at her feet. Numbly,

she picked it up. Something in the food?
On all sides, a silent watching throng.
Amitav leaned forward. "Ms. ClarkeN"
"Nothing," she said. "l justEsaw some things. From childhood."
"Childhood," Amitav echoed. He shook his head.
"Yeah," Clarke said.
Someone else's
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Chapter 7

Maps and Legends

Perreault didn't know why it should be so important to her. It was al-
most as important not to think about it too much.

There was no language barrier to speak of. A hundred tongues were in
common use on the Strip, maybe ten times as many dialects. Translation
algorithms bridged most of them. Botflies were usually seen and not
heard, but the locals seemedonly slightly surprised when the machines
accostedthem in Sou-Hon Perreault's voice. Giant metal bugs were just a
part of the background to anyone whoOdbeen on the Strip for more than
a day or two.

Most of the refs knew nothing of what she asked: a strange woman in
black, who came from the sea?A striking image, yesNalmost mythical.
Surely we would remember such an apparition if we had seenit. Apolo-
gies. No.

One teenageqgirl with middle-aged eyesspoke in an arcane variant of
Assamesethat the system had not beenadequately programmed for. She
mentioned someone called Ganga, who had followed the refugeesacross
the ocean. She had heard that this Gangahad recently come ashore. No
more than this. There were possible ambiguities in translation.

Perreault lengthened the active search zone to a hundred kilometers.
Beneathher eyeshumanity moved northward in sluggish stages,follow-
ing the reclaimed frontier. Now and then an unthinking few would cool
off in the surf; indiscriminate sharks closed and frolicked. Perreault
tweaked the thresholds on her sensory feed. Red water washed down to
undistracting gray. Screamsfaded to whispers. Nature balanced itself
from the corner of her eye.

She continued her interrogations. Excuse me. A woman with strange
eyes? Injured, perhaps?

Eventually she began hearing rumors.
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Half a day south, a white woman all in black. A diver washed ashore
in the wake of the tsunami, some said: swept from a kelp farm perhaps,
or an underwater hotel.

Ten kilometers northward, an ebony creature who haunted the Strip,
never speaking.

On this very spot, two days ago: araging amphibian with empty eyes,
violence implicit in every move. Hundreds had seen her and steered
clear, until she'd staggered back into the Pacific, screaming.

You are looking for this woman? She is one of yours?

Almost certainly. The Missing Persons Registry was full of offshore
workers vanished in the wake of the Big One. All surface people though,
or conshelfers. The woman Perreault had seen had been built for the
abyss.No one from the deep seahad beenlisted as missing; just six con-
firmed deaths hundreds of klicks offshore, from one of N'AmPac's geo-
thermal stations. No farther details available.

The woman with the machinery inside had worn a GA shoulder patch.
Maybe only five deaths, then. And one survivor, who'd somehow made
it across three hundred kilometers of open ocean.

A survivor who, for some reason, did not wish to be found.

The rumors were metastasizing. No longer a diver from akelp farm. A
mermaid, now. An avatar of Kali. Some said she spoke in tongues; oth-
ers, that the tongue was only English. There were stories of altercations,
violence. The mermaid had made enemies. The mermaid had made
friends. The mermaid had been attacked, and had left her assailantsin
pieceson the shore. Perreault smiled skeptically; a bananaslug was more
prone to violence than a Stripper.

The mermaid lurked in the foul waters offshore. The sharks did her
bidding; at night shewould come onto land and steal children to feed to
her minions. Someone had foretold her coming, or perhaps merely re-
cognized it; a prophet, some said. Or maybe just a man almost asinsane
as the woman he ranted about. His name wasAmitav.

Somehow, none of these events had been seen by the local botflies.
That alone made Perreault discount ninety percent of them. Shebeganto
wonder how much her own questions had beenfeeding the mill. Inform-
ation, she'd read once, became self-propagating past a certain threshold.

Nine days after Perreault first saw the woman in black, an Indonesian
mother of four came out of her tent long enough to claim that the mer-
maid had risen, fully-formed, from the very center of the quake.

One of her boys, hearing this, said that he'd heard it was the other way
around.
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Chapter

Corpse

It was no big deal, of course. Someonedied every half-second, according
to the stats. Some of them hadto die on his shift. Sowhat? On any given
day, Achilles Desjardins saved ten people for every one he Kkilled.
Anybody who wanted to complain about those kind of stats could go
fuck themselves.

Actually, that was pretty much what hewanted to do just then. If only
the clientele wasn't so bloody TwenCen.

Pickering's Pile was a cylinder inside a cube, sunk fifty meters into the
scoured granite of the Canadian Shield. The cube had beenbuilt asare-
pository for nuclear waste just before the permafrost had started melting;
NIMBY and the northward spread of civilization had denied it that des-
tiny. The same factors, however, had made it a profitable site for a sub-
terranean drink'n'drug. The Pile had been constructed within a
transparent three-story acrylic tube suspended in the main chamber; the
space beyond had been flooded and stacked with lightsticks mimicking
the cobalt glow of spent fuel rods. Iridescent butterflies flittered about,
their wings bouncing data back and forth in pinpoint sparkles. Poison-
arrow frogs clambered wetly in little tanks at each table, tiny glistening
jigsaws of emerald and ruby and petroleum-black.

It was peaceful down there. The Pile was an inside-out aquarium, a
cool green grotto. Desjardins descended into its depths whenever he
needed a lift. Now he sat at the circular bar on the second level and
wondered how to avoid sex with the woman at his elbow.

He knew the subject was going to come up. Not because he was
particularly good-looking, which he wasn't. Not becausehis last name
made people think he was Quebecoiswhich he had been, once. No, he'd
been targeted because he'd admitted to this dark leggy
RorschachNGwen, she'd called herselfNthat he was a 'lawbreaker, and
she thought that was cool She didn't seem to recognize him from his
brief flash of media stardom; that had been nearly two years ago, and
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people these days seemed hard-pressed to remember what they'd had
for supper the night before. It didn't matter. Achilles Desjardins had ac-
quired a fan.

Not that shewas a bad-lookingfan, mind you. Thirty secondsinto their
conversation he'd started wondering what she'd look like bent over the
ottoman in his living room. Thirty seconds after that he'd mentally
sketched out a pretty good artist's conception. He wanted her, all right;
he just didn't want her.

Oddly, she was dressed like one of those deep-diving cyborgs out of
N'AmPac.

The disguise was evocative, if superficial: a black lycra body stocking
extending seamlesslyfrom toesto neck to fingertips; decorative accessor-
les representing suit controls and outcroppings of implanted hardware;
even an ID patch with the Grid Authority logo beveled onto the
shoulder. The eyesdidn't quite work, though. Real rifters wore corneal
overlays that turned their eyesinto blank white balls. Gwen was wearing
some sort of gauzy oversize contactsinstead. They masked the irises well
enough, but judging by the way she had to keep leaning in to stare at
him they weren't cutting it in the photoamp department.

She had great cheekbones, though, a wide mouth, lips so sharply-
defined you could cut yourself on their edges.Her company in this casu-
al and public venue was all he wanted. Enough time to learn the fea-
tures, savor the smells, commit her to memory. Maybe even make
friends. That would be more than enough; he could fill in the blanks
himself, later. Fire them, too.

"l can't believe how much you have to deal with," she was saying. A
wriggling mesh of undersea light played across her face. "The plagues,
the blights, the system crashes. All your responsibility."

“Not all mine. There's a bunch of us."

"Still. Life-and-death decisions. Split-second timing." Her hand
brushed his forearm; the wing of a black moth. "Lives lost if you make
the wrong move."

"Or even the right one, sometimes." He'd met lots of Gwens before.
Like any K-selecting mammalian female, she was attracted to resource-
holdersNor more proximately in the case of genus Homa power. She
probably assumed, because he could shut down a city at will, that he
must have some.

A common mistake among K-selectors. Desjardins generally took his
time about disabusing them.
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She grabbed a derm from a nearby tray, looked inquiringly at Des-
jardins. He shook his head. He had to be careful what recreational chem-
icals he stuck into his body; too many potential interactions with the pro-
fessional onesalready bubbling away in there. Gwen shrugged, stuck the
derm behind her ear.

"How do you handle the responsibility?" she went on. "Hell, how do
you even get the responsibility?" She tossed back her drink. "All the
corpsesand kings and policy-makers, they can't even agreewhat color to
paint the bathrooms at the UR. Why'd they all agree to give God-like
powers to you, exactly? You infallible or something?"

"Fuck no." Fleeting acrosshis cortex, an unwelcome thought: | wonder
how many people | killed toddy justNI do my best."

"Yeah, but how do you even convince them of that? What's to stop you
from crashing an airplane to get back at your boss?How do they know
you're not going to use all that power to get rich, or to help out your
buddies, or kill a corporation becauseyou don't agree with its politics?
What keeps you in line?"

Desjardins shook his head. "You wouldn't believe it."

"Bet | can guess."

"So guess."

"Guilt Trip, right? And Absolution?"

He laughed to cover his surprise.

Gwen laughed with him, reached into the nearest terrarium and
stroked one of the jeweled frogs inside (they'd been tweaked to secrete
mild psychoactives through the skin). Her shoulder was against his by
the end of the maneuver. Shewaved off a couple of butterflies that were
sniffing her for signs of actionable impairment. "I hate those things."

"Well, you aremixing your chemicals a bit. Not too good for the ambi-
ence if you throw up all over the bar."

"Aren't you all lawnorder." She rubbed thumb against forefinger to
grind the frog juice into her skin. "Not to mention avoiding the subject.”

"Subject?"

"Guilt Trip, remember?" She leaned in close: "l hear things, you hear
things. Some sort of retrovirus, right? Forces you to behave yourself,
right down in the brainstem."

Shewas guessing. She didn't know about the chemistry of guilt. Tell
her about the interaction of GSH and synaptic vesicle and she'd probably
give you a blank look. Shedidn't know about Toxoplasmaweaks or the
little ass-backwardsblobs of reverse transcriptase that got the whole ball
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rolling. She didn't know, and even if she did, she didn't. You couldn't
know about that stuff until you actually felt it in you.

Retroviruswas all she knew, and she wasn't even sure about that.

"Nope," he told her. "Wrong. Sorry." He wasn't even lying. The virus
was only the carrier.

She rolled her eyes. "Iknewyou wouldn't tell me. They newWl! knewit."

"Sowhy the diver get-up?" Suddenly, changing the subject seemedlike
a good idea.

"Rifter chic." The corner of her mouth lifted in a half-smile. "Solidarity
through fashion."

"What, rifters are political now?"

Sheseemedto perk up a bit. "You remember. You can't spend all your
time saving the world."

He didn't. And there hadbeena bit of a flap afew months before, after
some ferret-nosed journalist had managed to sneak the story past the
N'AmWire censors.Turned out the GA'd been recruiting incest victims
and war vets to run their deep-seageothermal stationsNthe theory be-
ing, those best suited to the chronic stress of that environment were
those who'd been (how had the spinners put it?) preconditionedsince
childhood. There'd been the usual squeals of public outrage, everything
from how dareyou exploitsociety'svictims for the sakeof a few Megawattsto
how dareyou turn the powergrid overto a bunchof psychosand post-trauma
head cases

It had been quite the scandal for a while. But then some new strain of
equine encephalitis had swept through the Strip, and someone had
traced it to a bad batch of contraceptives in the cyclers. And now, of
course, with everybody still reeling after the Quake out west, people had
pretty much forgotten the rifters and their problems.

At least, he'd thought they had. But now there was this woman at his
side, and whatever outlets she took her fashion cues fromN

“Listen," she said. "l bet you get tired, fighting the forces of entropy all
the time. Want to take a break and obeythe secondlaw of thermodynam-
ics for a change?"

"Entropy's not a force. Common misconception."

"Stop talking so much. They've got rooms downstairs. I'll pay for the
first hour."

Desjardins sighed.

"What?" Gwen said. "Don't tell me you're not interestedNyour vitals
have beenhorning up sincethe moment | arrived." Shetapped one of the
accessories on her outfitNa biotelemetry pickup, he noticed belatedly.
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He shrugged. "True enough."

"So what's the problem? Didn't take your pills today? I'm clean." She
showed him the tattoos on her inner wrist; she'd been immunized
against an arsenal.

"Actually, INI just don't go out much."

“No shit. Come on." Gwen laid a hand firmly on his arm.

"For two reasons,"said a female voice at his back, "I'm guessing that
Killjoy here is about to turn you down. Don't take it personally."

Desjardins briefly closed his eyes. "I thought you didn't indulge."

One-point-seven meters of skinny trouble-making Filipino stepped in-
to view. "I'm Alice," she said to Gwen.

"Gwen," said Gwen to Alice.

"Reason number one," Jovellanos continued, "is that he's just been
called in."

"You're kidding," Desjardins said. "l just got off."

"Sorry. They want you back in, let's seeN" Jovellanos glanced at her
wristN"seven minutes now. Some corpse actually flew out from
N'AmPac just to seeyou in person. You can imagine their frustration
when they discovered you'd turned your watch off."

"It's past curfew. Justbeing a good citizen." Which was utter detritus,
of course: 'lawbreakers were exempt from such restrictions. Sometimes
Desjardins just didn't want to be found.

Obviously a forlorn hope. He pushed himself back from the bar and
stood up, spreading his hands in a gesture of surrender. "Sorry. Nice
meeting you, though."

"Reason number two," Gwen said to Jovellanos, ignoring him.

"Oh, right. Killjoy here doesn't fuck real people. Considers it dis-
respectful." Jovellanostilted her head in his direction, a fractional bow.
"Not that he doesn't have the instincts, of course. | bet he's been taking
stereos of you since the moment you sat down."

Gwen looked an amused challenge at him.

Desjardins shrugged. "I'll wipe 'em if you've got any objections. | was
going to ask anyway."

She shook her head; that enticing half-smile played faintly acrossher
face. "Have fun. Maybe they'll even get you interested in the real thing
after a while."

"Better hope not," Jovellanos remarked. "You probably wouldn't like
what he's into."
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ComplexSystemslnstability-Responséuthority : the words hung at the
back of the lobby like a glowing uvula, a vain and bureaucratic demand
for respect. Nobody ever bothered to speak them aloud, of course; few
even shortened it down to CSIRA, which the corpseswould gladly have
settled for. Nope. The Entropy Patrol. That was the name that had stuck.
You could almost seethe space-cadetuniforms. Desjardins had always
thought that saving the world should engender a bit more respect.

"What makes you such an enculZtoday?" he grumbled asthey stepped
into the elevator.

Jovellanos blinked. "Sorry?"

“That whole scene back there."

"Don't you believe in truth in advertising? You don't hide any of that
stuff. Mostly."

"l like to control the flow rate, though. Jesus."He punched Admin-6.
"Your timing was shitty."

"My timing was great. They want you upstairs now, Killjoy. | don't
think I've ever seenlLertzman quite so investedin anything before. If I'd
waited for you to go through your usual non-mating dance we'd have
been down there 'til the icecapsrefroze. Besides,you've got a real prob-
lem saying no. You could've ended up fucking her just to keep from
hurting her feelings."

"l don't think her feelings are all that fragile."

"So what? Yours are."

The doors opened. Desjardins stepped through. Jovellanos hung back.

He looked at her, a trifle impatiently. "I thought we were in a hurry."

She shook her head. "You are. I'm not cleared for this. They just sent
me to get you."

"What?"

"Just you."

“That's bullshit, Alice."

"They're being paranoid about this, Killjoy. | told you. Invested"

The doors slid shut.

He stuck his finger into the bloodhound, winced at a brief stabbing
pain. A physical sample. They weren't even trusting distance spec today.

After a moment an executive summary scrolled down the wall in three
columns. On the left, a profile: blood type, pH, gaslevels. On the right,
an itemized list: platelets, fibrinogen, rbcs & wbcs, antibodies, hormones.
All the parts of his lifeblood that had come from nature.
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In the center, another list, somewhat shorter: the parts that had come
from CSIRA.

Desjardins had learned to read the numbers, after a fashion.
Everything looked in order. Of course, it was nice to have independent
confirmation: the door in front of him was opening, and none of the oth-
ers were slamming shut.

He stepped into the boardroom.

Three people were arrayed at the far end of the conferencetable. Lertz-
man satin his usual seatat the head; to his left was a short blond woman
Desjardins hadn't seen before. Which meant nothing, of courseNhe
didn't know most of the people in admin.

To the blonde's left, another woman. Desjardins didn't know her
either. She looked back at him through eyes that literally
glitteredNtactical contacts. Shewas only partly in the room. The rest of
her was watching whatever overlays those lenses served up. At the
edges of her mouth and around her mercurial eyes, faint lines and a
slight droop to the right eyelid; otherwise the face was a pale and fea-
tureless sketch, a CaucAsian wash. Her dark hair grayed at the temples,
a discoloration that seemed to spread infinitesimally as he watched.

The corpse from N'AmPac. Had to be.

Lertzman rose expectantly. The blonde started to follow his lead;
halfway out of her chair she glanced at NAmPac. N'AmPac did not
stand. The blonde hesitated, wavered, sat back down. Lertzman cleared
his throat and followed suit, waving Desjardins to a seat opposite the
two women.

"This is Patricia Rowan," Lertzman said. When, after a few moments, it
became obvious that nobody was going to introduce the blonde, Des-
jardins said, "Sorry to keep you waiting."

"On the contrary,” Rowan said softly; she sounded tired. "I'm sorry to
drag you back here on your down time. Unfortunately, I'm only in town
for afew hours." Shetapped commands into a control pad on the table in
front of her. Tiny lights scrolled acrossher eyes."So.The famous Achilles
Desjardins. Savior of the Med."

"| just did the stats," he said. "And they onlyNpostponed the inevit-
able for a few months."

"Don't sell yourself short,” the corpse said. "Mean event resolution
thirty-six point eight minutes. That's excellent."

Desjardins acknowledged with a nod.

"The metabase,"Rowan continued. "Plagues. Brushfires. Traffic flow.
And even setting the Mediterranean aside for the moment, I'm told your
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projections helped a lot in keeping the Gulf Stream going. A few people
have you beatin Maelstrom, certainly, but you've got the edge in biocon-
tainment, economics, industrial ecologyN"

Desjardins smiled to himself. Typical old-school: she actually thought
she was ticking off a list of differentsubjects.

"At any rate," the corpse continued, "You seemto be the bestlocal can-
didate for what we have in mind. We're taking you off your normal rota-
tion and putting you onto a special project, with Dr. Lertzman's approval
of course."

"l think we could probably spare him," Lertzman said, embracing the
pretense that his opinion mattered. "In fact, after today | imagine
Achilles would probably wantto leave Maelstrom behind for a while."

EnculZ The sentiment was almost a reflex where Lertzman was
concerned.

Rowan again: "There's a biological event we'd like you to keep an eye
on. New soil microbe, from the looks of it. So far it's had a relatively
minor impactNalmost negligible, in fact, but the potential, is, wellE"
Sheinclined her head toward the blonde on her right; on cue, that wo-
man tapped her wristwatch. "If you'd open for downloadE"

Desjardins tapped the requisite shorthand onto his wrist; transfer pro-
tocols flickered briefly across his field of view.

"You can study the stats afterward,” the blonde told him. "Briefly,
though, you're looking for small-scale substrate acidification, reductions
in chlorophyll a maybe some changes in xanthophyllsN"

Science. No wonder nobody'd bothered to introduce her.

"Nthere might be a reduction in soil moisture levels too, but we don't
know yet. Probable decline in Bt and associatedmicroflora. Also we sus-
pect the spread will be temperature-limited. Your job is to develop a dia-
gnostic profile, something we can use to tag this bug from a distance."

“That sounds a bit long-term for my skillset,” Desjardins remarked. Not
to mention boring as heltl'm really more optimized for acute crisis work."

Rowan ignored the hint. "That's not a problem. We selected you for
your pattern-recognition skills, not your brushfire reflexes."

"Okay, then." He sighed to himself. "What about an actual signature?"

"Excuse me?"

“If you're talking about depressed chlorophylls, I'm assuming conven-
tional photosynthesizers are being replaced. By what? Any new pig-
ments | should be looking for?"

"We don't have a signature yet," the woman told him. "If you canwork
one up that'd be great, but we're not hopeful."”
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"Come on. Everything's got a signature."

“That's true. But this thing's direct sig may not show up at a distance
until it's already at outbreak concentrations. We want to catch it before
then. Indirect telltales are probably your best bet."”

"I'd still like the lab stats. An actual culture too, of course." He decided
to float a trial balloon. "Alice Jovellanos could be helpful in this. Her
background's in biochem."

"Alice hasn't had her shots yetN" Lertzman began.

Rowan smoothly cut him off: "By all means, Dr. Desjardins. Anyone
you think could be helpful. Keepin mind though, the security classifica-
tions are subject to change. Depending at least partly on your own res-
ults, of course."

“Thanks. And the culture?"

"We'll do what we can. There may be concerns about releasing a live
sample, for obvious reasons."

Uh-huh.

"Start your searchalong coastal N'AmPac. We think this bug's limited
to the Pacific northwest. Between Hongcouver and Coos Bay, most
likely."

"So far," Desjardins added.

"With your help, Dr. Desjardins, we don't expect that to change."

He'd seenit all before. Some pharm had lost control of another bug.
The quake had cracked open an incubator somewhere, and the compet-
ing forces of corporate secrecy and agricultural Armageddon had beat
each other senselessin a boardroom somewhere else,and Patricia Row-
anNwhoever shewas working forNhad emerged from the wreckage to
dump the whole thing into his lap. Without giving him the right tools for
the job, natch; by the time they'd skimmed off all the molecules with pat-
ents hanging from them, his culture sample would amount to 20cc'sof
distilled water.

A sound sneaked out, half laugh, half snort.

"Excuse me?" Rowan arched an eyebrow. "You had a comment?"

A brief, cathartic fantasy:

Actually | havea question,Ms. Rowan Doesall this bullshit turn your
crank?Doesthe senseleswithholding of vital information give you somekind
of hard-on?It must.| meanwhy botherretrofitting medownto the fuckingmo-
lecules?Why bioengineeme into someparagonof integrity, only to decidel
still can't betrusted whenthe chipsaredown? You know me,Rowan.I'm in-
corruptible. | couldn't turn against the greater good if my life depended on it.

53



Into the growing silence, Lertzman emitted a brief panicky cough from
behind one clenched fist.

"Sorry, no. Nothing really." Desjardins tapped his watch, his hands
safely beneath the table. He grabbed at the first heading to come up on
his inlays: "It's just, you know, a cute name. 8ehemothWhat's it from?"

“It's biblical," Rowan told him. "I never liked it much myself."

He didn't need an answer to his unspoken questions anyway. He
figured Rowan had a very good reason for playing things so closeto her
chest; of course she knew he couldn't work against the greater good.

But shecould.

54



Chapter 9

Bang

For Lenie Clarke, the choice between sharks and humans was not aseasy
asit might have been. Making it, she paid another price: she missed the
darkness.

Night, no matter how moonless and overcast, was no match for eye-
caps. There weren't many places on earth dark enough to blind them.
Light-sealed rooms, of course. Deep caves and the deep sea, at least
those parts free of bioluminescence. Nowhere else.Her capsdoomed her
to vision.

Shecould always remove them, of course. Easy enough to do, hardly
different from popping out a pair of contact lenses. She vaguely re-
membered the look of her naked eyes;they were pale blue, so pale the ir-
iIses almost got lost in the whites. Sort of like looking into seaice. She'd
been told her eyes were cold, and sexy.

Shehadn't taken her capsout for almost a year. She'd kept them on in
front of people she'd fought against, fought for, fucked over. She hadn't
even taken them off during sex.Shewasn't about to strip now, in front of
strangers.

If it was darkness she was after, she'd have to close her eyes. Surroun-
ded by a million refugees, that wasn't the easiest thing to do either.

Shefound afew square meters of emptiness. Refugeeshuddled under
blankets and lean-tos nearby, slept or fucked in darkness that must have
afforded some cover to their eyes, at least. They'd pretty much left her
alone, as Amitav had said they would. In fact, they accorded her consid-
erably more spacethan they granted eachother. Shelay back in her little
patch of sand, her territory, and closed her eyesagainst the brilliant dark-
ness.A soft rain was falling; the diveskin numbed her body to it, but she
could feel it on her face. It was almost a caress.

Shedrifted. Sheimagined she must have slept at some point, but her
eyeshappened to be open on two occasionswhen botflies passedquietly
overhead, dark ellipses backlit by a brightness too faint for naked eyes.
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Eachtime shetensed, ready to flee into the ocean,but the drones took no
notice of her.

No initiative, she reflected. They don't seeanything they're not pro-
grammedto look for. Or perhaps their sensesweren't as finely-tuned as
she'd feared. Perhapsthey just couldn't seeher implants; maybe her aura
was too faint, or too far away. Maybe botflies didn't seeas deeply into
the EM spectrum as she'd feared.

| wasall alone that first time, she thought. Thewholebeachwasclosedft. |
bet that's it. They pay attention to trespasserskE

So did Amitav, evidently. That was shaping up to be a problem.

He appeared at the cycler the next morning with a dead botfly in his
arms. It looked a bit like a turtle shell she'd once seenin a museum, ex-
cept for the vents and instruments studding the ventral surface. It was
split along its equatorial seam; black smudges lined the breach.

"Can you fix this?" Amitav asked. "Any of it?"

Clarke shook her head. "Don't know anything about botflies." She lif-
ted the carapaceanyway. Inside, burned electronics nested under a layer
of soot.

She ran one thumb along a small pebbled convexity, felt the com-
pound lensesof a visual cluster beneaththe grime. Some of the tech was
vaguely familiar, butE

"No," she said, setting it on the sand. "Sorry."

Amitav shrugged and sat, cross-legged.”l did not expect so," he said.
"But one can always hope, and you seemto have such familiarity with
machines yourselfE"

She smiled faintly, freshly aware of the implants crowding her thorax.

"l expectyou will be going to the fence," Amitav said after a moment.
“Your people will let you through when they see you are one of them."

Shelooked to the east. Off in the distance, the border towers rose from
a fog of human bodies and trampled scrub. She'd heard about the high-
voltage lines and the razorwire strung between them. She'd heard other
things, too, about refugees so driven by their own desperation they'd
climbed sevenor eight meters before the juice and their own cumulative
dismemberment had killed them off. Their lacerated remains were left
rotting on the wires, the story wentNwhether as an act of deterrence or
simple neglect was unclear.

Clarke knew it was all just alligator tales. Nobody over thirteen be-
lieved such bullshit, and the people hereNfor all their numbersNdidn't

56



seemmotivated enough to hold a garage sale, much lessstorm the battle-
ments. What was the word Amitav had used?

Docile

In a way it was a shame, though. She'd never actually been to the
fences. It might have been interesting to check them out.

Being dead had all sorts of little drawbacks.

"Surely you have a home to go to. Surely you do not wish to stay here"
Amitav prodded.

“No," she said to both questions.

He waited. She waited with him.

Finally, he stood and glanced down at the dead botfly. "I do not know
what made this one crash. Usually they work quite well. | believe you've
already seenone or two passby, yes?Your eyesmay be empty, but they
are not blind."

Clarke held his gaze and said nothing.

He nudged the little wreck with his toe. "Theseare not blind either," he
said, and walked away.

It was a hole in darkness: a window to another world. It was setat the
height of a child's eyes, and it looked into a kitchen she'd not seenin
twenty years.

Onto a person she hadn't seen in almost that long.

Her father knelt in front of her, folded down from adult height to re-
gard her eye-to-eye. He had a serious look on his face. He grasped her
wrist with one hand; something dangled in the other.

Shewaited for the familiar sicknessto rise in her throat, but it didn't
come. The vision was a child's; the viewer was an adult, hardened, adap-
ted, accustomed by now to trials that reduced child-abuse from night-
mare down to trite clichZ.

She tried to look around; her field of view refused to change. She
could not see her mother.

Par for the course.

Her father's mouth moved; no words came out. The image was utterly
silent, a plague of light with no soundtrack.

This is a dream. A boring dream. Time to wake up.

She opened her eyes. The dream didn't stop.

There was a different world behind it, though, a high-contrast jigsaw
of photoamplified light and shadow. Someone stood before her on the
sand, but the face was eclipsed by this vision from her childhood. It
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floated in front of her, an impossible picture-in-picture. The present
glimmered faintly through from behind.

She closed her eyes. The present vanished. The past didn't.

Go away. I'm done with you. Go away.

Her father still held her wristNat least, he held the wrist of the fragile
creature whose eyesshewas usingNbut shefelt nothing. And now those
eyes focused autonomously on the dangling thing in her father's other
hand. Suddenly frightened, she snapped her own eyesback open before
she could seewhat it was; but once again the image followed her into the
real world.

Here, before the destitute numberless hordes of the Strip, her father
was holding out a gift for Lenie Clarke. Her first wristwatch.

Please go awayE

“No," said a voice, very close by. "l am not."

Amitav's voice. Lenie Clarke, transfixed, made a small animal noise.

Her father was explaining the functions of her new toy. She couldn't
hear what he was saying, but it didn't matter; she could see him
voiceact'ing the little gadget, stepping through its Net Accessfunctions
(they'd called it the Net back then, she remembered), pointing out the
tiny antennae that linked to the eyephonesE

She shook her head. The image didn't waver. Her father was pulling
her forward, extending her arm, carefully looping the watch around her
wrist.

Sheknew it wasn't really a gift. It was a down payment. It was a token
offered in exchange,some half-assed gesture that was supposed to make
up for the things he'd done to her all those years ago, the things he was
going to do right now, the thingsN

Her father leaned forward and kissed some spot just above the eyes
that Lenie Clarke couldn't shut. He patted the head that Lenie Clarke
couldn't feel. And then, smilingN

He left her alone.

He moved back down the hall, out of the kitchen, leaving her to play.

The vision dissipated. The Strip rushed in to fill the hole.

Amitav glowered down at her. "You are mistaken," he said. "I am not
your father."

Shescrambled to her feet. The ground was muddy and saturated, close
to the waterline. Halogen light stretched in broken strips from the station
up the beach. Bundled motionless bodies lay scattered on the upper
reaches of that slope. None were nearby.

It was a dream. AnotherN hallucination. Nothing real.
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"I am wondering what you are doing here," Amitav said quietly.

Amitav's real. Focus. Deal with him.

"You are not the onlyNperson to have washed up afterward, of
course," the refugee remarked. "They wash up even now. But you are
much less dead than the others."

You should've seen me before

"And it is odd that you would come to us like this. All of this was
swept clean many days ago. An earthquake on the bottom of the ocean,
yes?Far out to sea.And here you are, built for the deep ocean,and now
you come ashore and eat as if you have not eaten for days." His smile
was a predatory thing. "And you do not wish your people to know that
you are here. You will tell me why."

Clarke leaned forward. "Really. Or you'll do what, exactly?"

"l will walk to the fence and tell them."

"Start walking," Clarke said.

Amitav stared at her, his anger almost palpable.

"Go on," she prodded. "Seeif you can find a door, or a spare watch.
Maybe they've left little suggestion boxes for you to pass notes into,
hmm?"

"You are quite wrong if you think | could not attract the attention of
your people.”

"l don't think you really want to. You've got your own secrets."

"I am a refugee. We cannot afford secrets."

"Really. Why are you so skinny, Amitav?"

His eyes widened.

"Tapeworm? Eating disorder?" She stepped forward. "Cycler food not
agree with you?"

"l hate you," he hissed.

"You don't even know me."

"| know you," he spat. "I know your peoplel knowN"

"You don't know shit. If you didNif you really had such a hard-on for
my peopleas you call themNyou'd be bending over backwards to help
me."

He stared at her, a flicker of uncertainty on his face.

She kept her voice low. "Suppose you're right, Amitav. Suppose I've
come all the way up from the deep sea.The Axial Volcano, even, if you
know where that is."”

She waited. "Go on," he said.
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“Let's also say, hypothetically, that the quake was no accident.
Someone set off a nuke and all those shockwaves just sort of daisy-
chained their way back to the coast.”

"And why would anyone do such a thing?"

“Theirs to know. Ours to find out."

Amitav was silent.

"With me so far? Bomb goes off in the deep sea.l come from the deep
sea.What doesthat make me, Amitav? Am | the bad guy here?Did | trip
the switch, and if | did, wouldn't | at least have planned a better escape
than swimming across three hundred kilometers of fucking mud,
without so much asa fucking sandwich, only to crawl up ontoyour fucking
Strip afterafucking weekto getstucklistening to your fucking whining? Does
that make any sense at all

"Or," Nthe voice leveling now, coming back under controlN "did | just
get screwed like everyone else, only | managed to get out alive? That
might be enough to inspire a bit of ill-will even in a white N'AmPac
have-it-all bitch like myself, don't you think?"

And somebodyshe promised herself,is going to pay.

Amitav said nothing. He watched her with his sunken eyes, his ex-
pression gone blank and unfathomable once more.

Clarke sighed. "Do you really want to fuck with me, Amitav? Do you
want to fuck with the people who did hit the switch? They don't exactly
have a light touch when it comesto cleaning up their messes.Right now
they think I'm dead. Do you want to be around me when they find I'm
not?"

"And what is it about you," Amitav said at last, "that makes our lives
SO unimportant?"

She'd thought a lot about that. It had led her back to a bright shining
moment of discovery she'd had asa child. She'd beenastonishedto learn
that there was life on the moon: microscopic life, somekind of bacterium
that had hitched a ride with the first unmanned probes. It had survived
years of starvation in hard vacuum, frozen, boiled, pelted by an unend-
ing sleet of hard radiation.

Life, she'd learned, could survive anything. At the time it had been
cause for hope.

"I think that maybe there's something inside me," she said now. "I
thinkN"

Something brushed against her leg.

Her arm lashed out reflexively. Her fist clenched around the wrist of a
young boy.
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He'd been going for the gas billy on her calf.

"Ah," Clarke said. "Of course."

The boy stared back at her, petrified.

Sheturned back to Amitav; the child whimpered and squirmed in her
grip. "Friend of yours?"

"l, ahN"

“Little diversionary tactic, perhaps? You don't have the balls to take
me on, and none of your grown-up buddies will help out, soyou use a
fucking child?" She yanked on the small arm: the boy yelped.

Sleepers stirred in the distance, used to chronic disturbance. None
seemed to fully awaken.

"Why should you care?"Amitav hissed. "It is not a weapon, you said
so yourself. Am | a fool, to believe such claims when you come here
waving it like an ataghan? What is it? A shockprod?"

“I'll show you," she said.

Shebent, still gripping the child. A depolarizing blade protruded from
the tip of her glove like a gray fingernail; at its touch, the sheath on her
calf split asif scalpeled. The billy slid easily into her grip, a blunt ebony
rod with a fluorescent band at the base of the handgrip.

Amitav raised his hands, suddenly placating. "There is no needN"

"Ah, but there is. Come in close, now."

Amitav took a step back.

"It works on contact,” Clarke said. "Injects compressed gas. Comes in
handy down on the rift, when the wildlife tries to eat you."

Shethumbed the safety on the billy, jammed the rod point-down into
the sand.

With a crack like the inside of a thunderclap, the beach exploded.

The universe rang like a tuning fork. She lay where the blast had
thrown her. Her face stung as though sandblasted.

Her eyelids were clenched. It seemedlike a very long time before she
could open them again.

A crater yawned across three meters of sand, filling with groundwater.

She climbed to her feet. The Strip had leapt awake in an instant, fled
outward, turned back and congealed into a ring of shocked and
frightened faces.

Amazingly, she was still holding the billy.

She eyed the device with numb incredulity. She'd used it more times
than she could count. Whenever one of Channer Vent's monsters had
tried to take her apart she'd parried, jammed the billy home, watched as
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one more predator bloated and burst at her touch. It had been lethal
enough to the fish, but it had never exploded with this kind of force be-
fore. Not down on theE

Oh, shit. On the Rift.

It had been calibrated to deliver a lethal charge at the bottom of the
ocean, where five thousand PSIwas a gentle burp. Down there it had
been a reasonably effective weapon.

At sea level, without all those atmospheres pushing back, it was a
bomb.

"| didn't meanNI thoughtE" Clarke looked around. An endlessline of
faces looked back.

Amitav lay sprawled on the opposite side of the crater. He moaned,
brought one hand to his face.

There was no sign of the boy.
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Chapter 1 O

Stickman

A thunderclap at midnight. Something exploded near a Calvin cycler just
south of Gray's Harbor. A botfly had been coming around the headland
to the south; it wasn't line-of-sight at detonation but it had ears.It sentan
alert to home base and turboed over to investigate.

Sou-Hon Perreault was on duty. She'd swapped over to the graveyard
shift the day she'd learned that mermaids came out at night. (Her hus-
band, having recently learned about the special needs of vPTS victims,
had accepted the change without complaint.) Now she slipped into the
botfly's perceptual sphere and took stock.

A shallow crater yawned acrossthe intertidal substrate. Tracking out-
ward: chaotic tangles of heat and bioelectricity, restlessas spooked cattle.
Perreault narrowed the EM to amped visible; the heat lightning resolved
into a milling mass of dull gray humanity.

The Strip had its own districts, its own self-generating ghettos within
ghettos. The people here hailed mainly from the Indian subcon: Perreault
set her primary filters to Punjabi, Bengali, and Urdu. She began asking
guestions.

An explosion, yes. Nobody really knew for certain what had led up to
it. There had beenraised voices, some said. Man, woman, child. Accusa-
tions of theft. And then, suddenly, bang

Everyone awake after that, everyone in retreat. The woman waving
some kind of shockprod like a club. The masses,keeping their distance.
One man in the circle with her, blood on his face. Angry. Facing the wo-
man, indifferent to the weapon in her hand. The child had vanished by
this time, all agreed. Nobody knew who the child might have been.

Everyone remembered the adults, though. Amitav and the mermaid.

"Where did they go?' Perreault said; the botfly translated her words
with toneless dispassion.

To the ocean. The mermaid always goes to the ocean.

"What about the other one? This Amitav?"
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After her. With her. To the ocean.

Ten minutes past, perhaps.

Perreault pulled the botfly into a steep climb, panned along the Strip
from fifty meters up. The refugees dissolved into a Brownian horde;
waves of motion passedthrough the crowd far faster than any one per-
son could make way. There: barely discernible, a fading line of turbu-
lence connecting the crater to the surf. Milling particles, recently disrup-
ted by the passage of something aimed.

Sheswooped down toward the waterline. Upturned faceseverywhere,
gray and luminous in the botfly's photoamps, following its course like
sunflowers tracking the light.

Except for one, a ways down the beach,running south through ankle-
deep foam. Not looking back.

Perreault widened the filters: nothing mechanical in the thorax. Not
the mermaid. There were other anomalies, though. She was chasing a
skeleton, a ludicrous emaciated throwback to the days when malnutri-
tion was a recognized hallmark of refugees everywhere.

There was no need for starvation here. There'd beenno need for years.
This one had choserto starve. This one was political.

No wonder he was running.

Perreault nudged the botfly into pursuit. It sped past its quarry in
seconds, slewed around, and dropped down to block his escape.Perr-
eault tripped the floods and pinned the refugee in twin beams of blind-
ing halogen.

"Amitav," she said.

She'd heard of them, of course. They were rare, but not too rare for a
label: stickmen they were called. Perreault had never actually seenone in
the flesh before.

Hindian. Sunken eyes, pools of sullen shadow. Blood oozing in a
sheen of droplets from his face. One hand was raised to shield his eyes
from the light; more blood rose from a raw stigmatum on the palm.
Limbs, joints, fingers as sharp-edged and angular as origami protruding
from his torn clothing. The solesof his feet had been sprayed with plastic
in lieu of shoes.

The oceanhemmed him in on one side; strippers looked on curiously
from all others, keeping clear of the halogen pool. Every segment of the
stickman's frame was tensed, poised between equally-futile options of
flight and attack

"Relax," Perreault said. "l only want to ask you some questions."
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"Ah. Questions from a police robot," he said. Thin lips drawn back
from brown teeth, the cracks between bloody. A cynical rictus. "I am
relieved.”

She blinked. "You speak English."

"It is not an uncommon language. Not as stylish as French these days,
though, yes? What do you want?"

Perreault disabled the translator. "What happened back there?"

“There is no cause to worry. None of your machinery was harmed."

“I'm not interested in the machinery. There was an explosion."

"“Your wonderful machines do not provide us with explosives,"
Amitav pointed out.

“There was a woman, a diver. There was a child."

The stickman glowered.

"l just want to know what happened,” Perreault told him. "I'm not
looking to give you any trouble."

Amitav spat. "Of course not. You blind me to test my eyes, yes?"

Perreault killed the floods. Black and white faded to gray.

“Thank you," Amitav said after a moment.

"Tell me what happened.”

"She said it was an accident," Amitav said.

"An accident?"

"The child wasNClarke had this, | am not sure of the word, this club.
On her leg. She called it abilly."

"Clarke?"

"Your diver."

Clarke."Do you know her first name?"

"No." Amitav snorted. " Kali is as good a name as any, though."

"Go on."

"The child, heNhe tried to steal it. While we wereNtalking."

"You didn't stop him?"

Amitav shifted uncomfortably. "I believe she was trying to show the
child that the billy was dangerous," he said. "In that she succeeded.l my-
self flew. It left marks." He smiled, held up his hands once more, palms
up. Flayed flesh, oozing blood.

Amitav fell silent and looked out to sea. Perreault's perspective
bobbed slightly in a sudden breeze, as though the botfly was nodding.

"I do not know what happened to the child,” Amitav said at last. "By
the time | could stand again he was gone. Clarke was looking for him,
though."

"Who is she?" Perreault asked softly. "Do you know her?"
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He spat. "Shewould not say so."

"But you've seen her before. Tonight was not the first time."

"Oh yes. Your pets here" Nlooking at the other refugeesN "they come
to me whenever something requires initiative, yes? They tell me where
the mermaid is, so | can go and deal with her."

"But you two are connected somehow. You're friends, orN"

"We are not sheep,” Amitav said. "That is all we have in common.
Here, it is enough."

"l want to know about her."

“That is wise," Amitav said, more quietly.

"Why do you say that?"

"Becauseshe survived what you did to her. Becauseshe knows you
did it."

"l didn't do anything."

The stickman waved one dismissive hand. "No matter. Shewill come
for you anyway."

"What happened? What was done to her?"

"She did not say, exactly. She says very little. And sometimes, when
she does say things, she does not say them to anyone here yes? At least,
no one | can see. But they get her quite upset.”

"She sees ghosts?"

Amitav shrugged. "Ghosts are not uncommon here. | am speaking to
one now."

"You know I'm no ghost."

“Not a real one, perhaps. You only haunt machinery."

Sou-Hon Perreault looked for a filter to tweak. She couldn't find one
that fit.

"She said you caused the earthquake,” Amitav said suddenly. "She
says you sent the wave that killed so many of us."

"That's ridiculous."

"And you would know, yes? Your leaders would share such things
with the drivers of mechanical insects?"

"Why would anyone do something like that?"

Amitav shrugged. "Ask Clarke. If you can find her."

“Can you help me do that?"

"Certainly." He pointed to the Pacific. "She is out there."

"Will you see her again?"

"l do not know."

"Can you let me know if you do?"

"And how would I do that even if | wished to?"
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"Sou-Hon," Perreault said.

"l do not understand.”

“That's my name. Sou-Hon. | can program the botflies to recognize
your voice. If they hear you calling me, they'll let me know."

"Ah," Amitav said.

"Well?"

Amitav smiled. "Don't call us. We'll call you."
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Chapter 1 1

An Invitation to Dance

In South Bend, the mermaid killed a man.

Willapa Bay ruptured the Strip like an ulcer twelve kilometers across.
Official surveillance of that gap had not been designed to catch people
for whom breathing was optional; now the coast was fifteen klicks be-
hind her. This far in, the wave had been thwarted by headlands and a
thick stubby island, clogging the inlet like a cyst. The Big One had
merely trembled here. The wreckage and desolation was all of local
origin.

She emerged past midnight onto a dark, corroded segment of water-
front, long since abandoned to a creeping blight of premillennial toluene.
Nervous late-night pedestrians glimpsed her on the edge of the city core
and increasedtheir pacefrom A to B. The last time Clarke had wandered
civilized streetsthere'd been free wristwatch dispenserson every second
corner, a half-hearted sop to those who'd have empowered the masses
through accesso information. Shecould find no dispensersin this place,
only an old public phone standing guard in fluorescent twilight. Shein-
terrogated it. She was here it told her. Yves Scanlon lived there three
hundred kilometers to the northeast.

He wouldn't be expecting her. Shefaded to black. Indifferent security
cameras reduced her to a transient assemblage of infrared pixels.

She clambered back down concrete scree to an oily waterline. So-
mething called to her as sheretrieved her fins: muffled, familiar sounds
from an abandoned customs office.

It could have been the splintering of rotten pilings. Maybe a boot
against ribs, with flesh getting in the way. Something knotted in Clarke's
throat. There's no end to the things you can slam into a human body.
She'd lost count of the different sounds they made.

Almost too faint to hear, more whimper than words: "Fuck mang"
The muted hum of an electrical discharge. A groan.
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A walkway extended around the derelict office; junk piled along its
length waited to trip anyone not gifted with night eyes.At the other side
of the building, a dock jutted from the waterfront on wooden pilings.
Two figures stood on that platform, a man and a woman. Four others lay
twitching at their feet. A police botfly slept on the pier, conveniently
offline.

Technically, of course, it was not an assault. Both aggressorswore uni-
forms and badges conferring the legal right to beat whomever they
chose. Tonight they'd chosen an entrZe of juveniles, laid out along the
creosote-stained planks like gutted fish. Those bodies twitched with the
spastic neural static of shockprod discharge; beyond that, they didn't re-
act to the boots in their sides. Clarke could hear snatchesof conversation
from the uniforms, talk of curfew violations and unauthorized use of the
Maelstrom.

And of trespassing.

"On government property, no less,"remarked the male, lifting one arm
in a grand gesture that took in the dock, the pilings, the derelict office,
Lenie ClarkeN

N Shit he's wearing nightshades they're both wearing nightshadesN

"You!" The policeman took a single step toward the office, pointing his
shockprod at the shadows in which she lay exposed. "Stand away from
the building!"

There'd been a time, not so long ago, when Lenie Clarke would have
obeyed without thinking. She'd have followed orders even though she
knew what was coming, becauseshe'd learned that you deal with viol-
enceby just shutting up and getting it overwith. It would hurt, of course.
That was the whole point. But it was better than the chronic queasiness,
the expectationthe endlessinterludes between assaultswhere you could
only wait for it to happen.

More recently, she would have simply fled. Or at least withdrawn.
Noneof my businessshe'd have told herself, and departed before anyone
even knew shewas there. Shehad done that when Mike Brander, denied
revenge upon those who'd made his childhood a living hell, had used
Gerry Fischer as a convenient proxy. It had been none of my business
when Beebe Station resounded with the sound of Brander's rage and
Fischer's breaking bones. It had been noneof my businessvhen Brander,
shift after shift, had stood guard in the wet room, daring Fischerto come
back inside. Eventually Fischer had faded from man to child to reptile,
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an empty inhuman cipher living on the edge of the rift. Even then, it had
been none of Lenie Clarke's business.

But Gerry Fischerwas dead now. Sowas Lenie Clarke, for that matter.
She'd died with the others: Alice and Mike and Ken and Gerry, all
turned into white-hot vapor. They were all dead, and when the stone
had beenrolled away and the voice had rung out, Lazarus!Comeforth! it
hadn't beenany of Lenie Clarke's friends that had risen from the grave. It
hadn't even been Lenie Clarke. Not the soft squirming career victim of
her dryback days, anyway. Not the opaque chrysalis gestating down on
the rift. It had been something newly-forged, acid-washed, some white-
hot metamorph of Lenie Clarke that had never existed before.

Now it was confronted by a familiar iconNan authority, a giver of or-
ders, an eager practitioner of the legal right to commit violence upon her.
She did not regard its challenge as an order to be obeyed. She did not
consider it a situation to be avoided.

For Lenie Clarke Mark Il, it was a long-overdue invitation to dance.
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Chapter 1 2

Pixelpal

BCC5932 TRIGGER STIMULUS / THROUGHPUT INTERCEPT

Obj. Class: file packet / benign

Obj. Species: pers. comm. (NI) / packet 7 of 23 / voice modem decrypt

Obj. Source:corrupted

Obj. Destination: multi (ref. cc)

EXCISE CRITERION: 255-CHR BRACKET INI/ FIN TRIGGERING
STIMULL.

EXCERPT BEGINS

that likely to get away with it forever. A little too metallic if you know
what | mean. Anyway, they haven't caught us at it yet.

We did get caught a few days back, though, over something else again.
Except we lucked into this avenging angel. No shit. Lenie Clarke, her
name was. It was our own stupid fault, | guess.Didn't check for leakage
when we logged on. Anyhow, lesbeuscame down on us, they got every-
one except Haj and me, and what could we do except run for it? And
they had everybody down and all of a sudden there's this K-selector
walking out of nowhere, looks like one of those old litcrits with the teeth,
you know, vampires. All in black and she'swearing the absolute thickest
ConTacsyou ever saw, even thicker than lesbeus Barely seeher eyesbe-
hind them. Anyhow, she just walks out of the shadows and right into
them.

You wouldnOtthink sheOdast two seconds.l mean, she didnOteven no-
tice the shockprods, | donOtthink that suit of hers carries a charge, but
still. Shejust wasnOtthat big, you know? And they were really whaling
on her, and she just tookit. Like it was the most natural thing in the
world. Or likeNyou knowNalmost like she  got offon it, or something.

Anyway, she wraps her arms around this big beefy antibody and she
just pushesand they go right over the edge, and the sterilites go on when
they hit the waterNkind of wild those things still work, pier hasnOseen
any boat traffic in yearfland the water lights up all cool and radium-
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glow and thereOsome splashing and then there's this big whoomfand it's
like this huge bubble of blood and guts just sort of boils up to the surface
and the water's like completelygone to rust.

She'slike some kinda amphibian, one of those rifter cyborgs. We met
up with her after, she came back to pick up her fins when things had
cooled down. Don't ask me what shewas doing here in the middle of the
night. Didn't talk much and we didn't push. We set her up with some
snacks and suppliesNshe'd been eating from cyclers on the Strip, if you
can believe it. Although it didn't seemto've dulled her edge any. Gave
her my watch. Shehadn't even heard about the curfew. | had to show her
how to get around the timelock. Guessyou lose touch with things when
you spend all your time on the bottom of the ocean.Not that it held her
back any. You shouldOveseenthat asshole. They fished him out of the
water like an old rag. | would've paidto see his face, you know?

| tried to look her up but Lenie Clarke isn't exactly sockeye on the re-
gistry. Got more hits than holocausts. Shedid mention her home town, |
think, but | couldn't find that either. Any of you guys ever hear of a place
called Beebe?

Anyhow, far asl know she'sstill at large. Lesbeusare probably looking
for her, but | bet fifty QueBucksthey don't even know what shelookslike
under all that gear, never mind who she is. | mean, they hardly ever
catch us, and they know everything there is to know about us. Well, not
everything. Right, m

EXCERPT ENDS

CALL 8ehemoth

Lenie Clarke/Beebe CONFIRMED.

ADD SEARCH TERMS: amphibian/s, rifter/s, cyborg/s

OVERLAY TEMPLATE. RESEQUENCE TEXT.

COPY. TRANSLOCATE.

SPREAD THE WORD.
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Chapter 1 3

Third-person Limited

Perreault hadn't needed Amitav's permission, of course. She'd pro-
grammed the botflies to recognize him anyway. She'd dropped a cloud
of mosquitoes, too, little flying sensorsno bigger than rice grains. They
were braindead, but they could afford to be; they relayed raw telemetry
back to the 'flies for all the real analysis. That increased coverage by an
order of magnitude, at least until their batteries gave out.

It would still be a crap-shoot: a botfly or skeetwould have to be line-
of-sight with Amitav once she'd put out the call, and there'd have to be
enough of him visible to make an IDNvery iffy, given the human con-
gestion on the Strip. It would be easy enough for the stickman to hide,
should he choose to.

Still. Long odds were better than none.

Shefinished a late supper acrossthe table from her husband, noted his
forlorn hopelessscrutiny almost in passing. Marty was doing his utmost,
she knewNgiving space, giving support. Waiting for that predictable
moment when the shock wore off, her defensesfell, and she needed help
picking up the pieces.Every now and then Perreault would search her-
self for signs of that imminent breakdown. Nothing. The antidepressants
were still having some effect, of course, even after her system had
shocked itself into partial immunity; but that shouldn't have been
enough. She should befeelingsomething by now.

She was. Intense, passionate, all-consuming. Curiosity.

She squeezed Martin's hand acrossthe table and headed toward her
office. It was almost a half-hour until her shift began, but nobody on the
circuit minded if she started early. Sheslid into her seatNa favored an-
tique with flared arms and a skin of real leatherNand was reaching for
her headset when her husband's hand fell lightly onto her shoulder.

"Why does she matter so much?" he asked. It was the first time he'd
come into her office since the breakdown.

"Marty, I've got to go to work."
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He waited.

Shesighed and swiveled her chair to face him. "l don't know. It'sNit's
a mystery, | guess. Something to solve."

"It's more than that."

"Why? Why doesit have to be?"Sheheard the exasperationin her own
voice, saw its effect on her husband. Shetook a breath and tried again. "l
don't know. It's justNyou wouldn't think a single person could count for
much, butNshe's making an impression, you know? At least on the
Strip. Shematters somehow E"

Martin shook his head. "Is that what she is to you? A role model?"

"| didn't sayN"

"She could be something else, Sou. What if she's a fugitive?"

"What?"

"It must have crossed your mind. Someone from N'AmNor | don't
know, not your standard refugee, anyway. Why's she staying out on the
Strip? Why doesn't she want to go home? What's she hiding from?"

"l don't know. That's what makes it a mystery."

"She could be dangerous."

"What, to me? She'sway out on the coast! She doesn't even know |
exist!"

"Still. You should report it."

"Maybe." Perreault swiveled deliberately back to her desk. "l really
have to work now, Martin."

He wouldn't have let her off so easily before, of course. But he knew
his assigned role, he'd been coached by a half-dozen well-meaning au-
thorities . Your wife hasjust comethrough a very traumatic experienceShe's
fragile. Let her move at her own pace.

Don't push.

Sohe didn't. A little piece of Sou-Hon felt guilty for taking advantage
of that restraint. The rest was reveling in the cradling embrace of the
headsetaround her skull, the sudden pinpoint control over what wasand
wasn't perceived, theN

"Semen-sucking savidrshe whispered.

The alert was flashing all over the left side of her visual field. One of
the botflies had got a nibble. More than a nibble; a big predatory bite. It
was hovering less than three meters off-target.

Not Amitav either, this time. A marriage of flesh and machinery. One
woman, with clockwork.
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Deep night, beneath an endless cloudbank. Across the black water,
floodlights and heaters smudged distant light along the Strip. Perreault
triggered the photoamps.

The mermaid crouched directly ahead on a jagged reef, a hundred-
fifty metersfrom shore. The ocean,sparkling with microbial phosphores-
cence,tried to dislodge her. Between waves, the reef jutted a meter above
the waterline, myriad tiny waterfalls draining down its sides; when the
water crested the mermaid becamea round black boulder herself, barely
visible in the luminous foam.

Sheclimbed to her feet. The surge rose above her knees; she staggered,
but stayed upright. Her face was a pale oval painted onto a black body.
Her eyeswere paler ovals painted onto her face. They panned past the
hovering botfly.

They did not seem to notice it.

Her face tilted down, stared directly ahead. One slick ebony arm
reached forward, the fingers extended; a blind woman, reaching for
something she couldn't see.Clarke's mouth moved. Any words were lost
in the roar of the surf. Perreault slid filters past critical thresholds. Ocean
sounds squelched into silence.Now only the shriek of distant gulls and a
few syllables:

"No. NotN ain."

Perreault squelched the high frequencies as well. Now the mermaid
stood in an utterly silent tableau, the Pacific crashing soundlessly on all
sides.

"You never did," she said. Tide surged silently between her legs. The
mermaid's reaching fingers closed around empty space. She seemed
surprised.

Another wave swept the reef. The mermaid staggered, recovered. Per-
reault noticed that both of her hands were balled into fists.

"Dad." Almost a whisper.

"Ms. Clarke," Perreault said. The mermaid did not respond.

Right. The surf. Perreault increased the volume, tried again: "Ms.
Clarke."

The mermaid's head jerked up. "You! What is it?

"Ms. Clarke, I've beenN"

"Something in the food? Some sort of psychoactive? Is that what this
Is?"

"Ms. Clarke, | don't know whatN"

The mermaid smiled, a hideous baring of teeth beneath cold white
eyespots. "Fine. | can take it. Do your worst."

75



"Ms. ClarkeN"

“This is fucking nothing. You just wait."

The Pacific surged silently up from behind her, swept her from the
reef in the blink of an eye. The camerascaught a last freeze-framed mo-
ment: A fist, raised briefly above the boiling water. Gone.

This is fucking nothing. You just wait.

Sou-Hon Perreault didn't know that she could.
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craer Lk

Remora

The lock groaned open like the gates of an iron cathedral. Earthquakes
lived in that sound, twisting metal, skyscrapers torqued painfully on
their axes. Slow surge pushed flotsam from great doors that stirred the
ocean.

Rising within that sound, another one: triple screws, cavitating.

She'd placed herself a few hundred meters offshore, in the center of a
dredged scar leading to deep water. Gray's Harbor's commercial traffic
passeddirectly overhead. By now she'd had enough practice to make it
work. Sherose a few meters off the bottom; the drag from the new back-
pack slowed her a bit, but she was getting used to it. Echosounding
pulses from the approaching vessel tapped against her implants. The
murky water went suddenly, ominously darkNfirst to her right, then
directly overhead. The water pushed her backwards . An instant later a
black wall, studded with rivets, rushed obliquely out of the murk and
streamed past, filling the ocean.The hiss of approaching screwsfilled the
water.

She'd counted herself lucky, so far, that none of the ships had smashed
into her. Sheknew those odds were lowNbow waves pushed water and
flotsam asideNbut such reassuring insights always occurred during
quiet moments on the bottom. Now, with a cliff of motion-blurred metal
within touching distance, she could only think of fly-swatters.

She broke the surface; the cliff shimmered into sudden sharp focus,
black and rusty-red, a great concaveoverhang eclipsing three-quarters of
the sky. An ice-wrangler. Sheturned to face the approaching stern. Ra-
cing toward her, edge-on, a metal fin angled down and out from the hull
just above the waterline. Foam boiled where its distal end cut the water.

A trim tab. It could give her a free ride, or take off her head. If she
floated along the surfaceNjust pastthe point where the metal slashedthe
seaNthe tip of the fin would passbeneath her. There'd be a split-second
to grab at the leading edge.
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Maybe ten seconds to get into position.

She almost made it.

Her right hand hooked the fin; the left slid off, confounded by turbu-
lence. In an instant the tab was past, taking Clarke's hand with it.
Everything went bowstring-taut in an instant. Her right shoulder
popped from its socket. Clarke tried to scream. Her flooded amphibian
body drowned the sound at conception.

Shedrew her left arm forward. Drag slapped it back. Shetried again.
The muscles of her right shoulder screamed in outrage. Her left hand
crept upstream along the surface of the tab; finally its fingers found the
leading edge, hooked reflexively.

Her shoulder popped back into place. Those muscles, never satisfied,
screamed all over again.

A cascadeof water and foam tried to push her off. The wrangler was
moving dead slow and she was barely hanging on. They'd be opening
the throttle the moment they past the last channel-marker.

She edged laterally up the slope. Seawaterthinned to spray; then she
was clear, lying against the main hull. Shesplit her face seal; her lung re-
inflated with a tired sigh.

The tab angled down at about twenty degrees. Clarke propped her
back against the hull and brought her knees up, planting her feet
downslope. Shewas wedged securely a good two meters from the water;
the soles of her fins provided more than enough traction to keep her
from slipping.

The outermost channel spar slid past. The vessel began picking up
speed. Clarke kept one eye on the shore, the other on her nav panel. It
didn't take long for the readings to change.

At last. Thisone was turning north. She relaxed.

The Strip scrolled slowly past in the distance, backed by the vertebral
spikes of its eastern towers. At this range she could barely make out
movement on shore; difftuse patchesin vague motion, at best. Clouds of
flightless gnats.

She thought of Amitav, the anorexic. The only one with the balls to
come right out and openly hate her.

She wished him well.
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Chapter 1 5

Firebug

Achilles Desjardins had always found smart gels a bit creepy. People
thought of them as brains in boxes, but they weren't. They didn't have
the parts. Forget about the neocortex or the cerebellumNthese things
had nothing. No hypothalamus, no pineal gland, no sheathing of mam-
mal over reptile over fish. No instincts. No desiresJusta porridge of cul-
tured neurons, really: four-digit 1Qs that didn't give a rat's asswhether
they even lived or died. Somehow they learned through operant condi-
tioning, although they lacked the capacity either to enjoy reward or suf-
fer punishment. Their pathways formed and dissolved with all the color-
less indifference of water shaping a river delta.

But Desjardins had to admit they had their uses.Wildlife didn't stand
a chance going up against a head cheese.

Not that wildlife hadn't tried, of course.But the Maelstrom ecosystems
had evolved in aworld of silicon and arsenideNa few hundred basic op-
erating systems, endlessly repeated. Predictable registers and addresses.
Stuff you could counton; not some slab of thinking meatin constant flux.
Even if some shark did manage to scope out that architecture, it would
be no farther ahead. Gelsrewired themselveswith eachpassing thought;
what good is a map when the landscape won't stop moving?

That was the theory, anyway. The proof was an eye of calm, staring
out from the heart of Maelstrom itself. Sincethe day of its birth the gels
had kept it clean, a high-speed computational landscape unpolluted by
worms or viruses or digital predators. One day, a long time ago, the
whole network had beenthis clean. Perhapsone day it would be again, if
the gels lived up to their potential. For the time being, though, only a se-
lect two or three million souls were allowed inside.

It was called Haven, and Achilles Desjardins practically lived there.

Now he was spinning a web across one pristine corner of his play-
ground. Rowan's biochemical stats had already been sent to Jovellanos's
station: the first thing he did was establish an update link. Then he
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looked over the ramparts, peeking past the shoulders of the vigilant gels
into Maelstrom proper. There were things out there that had to be
brought insideNcarefully, though, mindful of the sparkling floors:

Tap into EOS archives. Get daily radar maps of soil moisture for the
past year, if available. (A big if, thesedays. Desjardins had tried to load a
copy of Bonny Anne from the library the week before, only to find they'd
started wiping all books that hadn't been accessedfor more than a two-
month period. The same old mantra: storage limitations.) EM snaps of
polyelectrolytes and complexing cations. Multispectrals on all major
chlorophylls, xanthophylls, carotenoids: iron and soil nitrogen, too. And
just to be thoroughNwithout much hope, mind youNquery the NCBI
database for recent constructs with real-world viability.

Competing with conventional primary producers, Rowan had said.
Meaning the conventional bugs might be dying off: do a spectral for el-
evated soil methane. Distribution potentially temperature-limited; in-
frared, crossed with albedo and windspeed. Restrict all searchesto a
polygon extending from the spine of the Cascadesout to the coast, and
from Cape Flattery down to the thirty-eighth parallel.

Draw the threads together. Squeezethe signal through the usual stat-
istical gauntlet: path analysis, Boltzmann transforms, half-a-dozen
breeds of nonlinear estimation. Discriminant functions. Hankins filters.
Principal component analysis. Interferometry profiles across a range of
wavelengths. Lynn-Hardy hyperniche tables. Repeat all analyses with
intervariable time-lags in sequence from zero days to thirty.

Desjardins played at his panel. Abstract shapes condensed from dif-
fuse clouds of data, winked provocatively at the corner of his eye, van-
ished the moment he focused on them. Fuzzy white lines from a dozen
directions interwove, colored, took on intricate fractal patternsN

But no. This mosaic had a P value greater than 0.25;that one violated
assumptions of homoscedasticity. The little one in the corner drove the
Hessiansfucking crazy. One flawed thread, barely visible, and the whole
carpet unraveled. Tear it down, bleachout the transforms, start from
scratchN

Wait a minute

Correlation coefficient of -0.873. What wasthat all about?

Temperature. Temperature went up when chlorophyll went down.

Why the hell didn't | see that before? Oh, there. A time-lag. What theE

What theE

A soft chime in his ear: "Hey Killjoy. I've got something really strange
here."
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"Me too," Desjardins replied.

Jovellanos's office was just down the hall; it still took her a few
minutes to show up at his door. The caffeine spike clenched in her hand
told him why.

"You should get more sleep," he remarked. "You won't need so many
chemicals."”

Sheraised an eyebrow. "This from the man with half his bloodstream
registered in the patent office." Jovellanos hadn't had her shots yet. She
didn't needthem in her current position, but she was too good at her job
to stay where she was much longer. Desjardins looked forward to the
day when her righteous stanceon the Sanctity of Free Will went head-to-
head against the legal prerequisites for promotion. She'd probably take
one look at the list of perks and the new salary, and cave.

He had, anyway.

He spun his chair back to the console and brought the correlation mat-
rix up on the display. "Look at this. Chloroes go down, soil temperature
goes up."

"Huge P-value," Jovellanos said.

"Small sample size. That's not the point: look at the time-lag."

She leaned forward. "Those are awfully big confidence limits."

“The lag's not consistent. Sometimes it takes a couple of days for the
temp to rise, sometimes a few weeks."

"That's barely even apattern, Killjoy. AnythingN"

“Take a guess at the magnitude,” he broke in.

“Loss of plant cover, right?" Jovellanosshrugged. "Assuming it is areal
effect, say half a degree? Quarter?"

Desjardins showed her.

"Holy shit," she said. "This bug starts fires?"

"Something does, anyway. | scannedthe municipal archives along the
coast: all local firestorms, mostly attributed to acts of terrorism or
‘industrial accidents'. Also a couple of tree farms going down for some
agro pestNbudworm or something."

Jovellanos was at his elbow, her hands running over his console.
"What about otherfires in the areaE"

"Oh, lots. Even keeping strictly within the search window, | found a
good eight or nine that didn't correlate. A ties to B, but not vice versa."

"So maybe it's a fluke," she said hopefully. "Maybe it doesn't mean
anything."

"Or maybe somebody else has a better track on this bug than we do."
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Jovellanosdidn't answer for a moment. Then: "Well, we might be able
to improve our own track a bit."

Desjardins glanced up. "Yeah?"

“I've beenworking up that sample they gave us. They're not making it
easy, they haven't left a single intact organelle as far as | can tellN"

He waved her on: "It all looks the same to a mass spec."

"Only if they left all the pieces behind after they mashed them."

"Of course they did. Otherwise you'd never get an accurate sig."

"Well, | can't find half the stuff that's supposed to be there. No phos-
pholipids, even. Lots of nucleotides, but | can't get them to fit a DNA
template. So your bug's probably RNA-based."

"Uh-huh." No surprises thereNlots of microbes got along just fine
without DNA.

"Also I've managed to reconstruct some simple enzymes, but they're a
bit too stiff in the joints to work properly, you know? Oh, and this is kind
of weird: I've found a couple of D-aminos."

"Ah." Desjardins nodded sagely. "That means what, exactly?"

"Right-handed. The asymmetric carbons stick off the wrong side of the
molecule. Like your usual left-handed amino, only flipped.”

A mirror image. "So?"

"So that makes 'em useless;all metabolic pathways have been geared
for L-aminos and only L-aminos, for the past three billion years at least.
There's a couple of bacteria that use R-aminos becausethey're use-
lessNthey stick them onto their cell walls to make ‘em indigestibleNbut
that's not what we're dealing with here."

Desjardins pushed back in his chair. "So someonebuilt this thing com-
pletely from scratch, is that what you're saying? We've got another new
bug on our hands."

Jovellanosshook her head, disgusted. "And that corpsedidn't eventell
you."

"Maybe she doesn't know."

Jovellanos pointed at the GIS overlay. Two dozen crimson pinpoints
sparkled along the coastfrom Hongcouver to Newport. Two dozen tiny
anomalies of soil and water chemistry. Two dozen visitations from an
unknown microbe, each presaging a small fiery apocalypse.

"Somebodknows," Jovellanos said.
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Chapter 1 6

Afterburn

On all sides Hongcouver licked its wounds.

The city had always been a coward, hiding behind Vancouver Island
and a maze of local bathymetry. That had spared it from the worst effects
of the tsunami. The quake itself had been another story, of course.

In an earlier day, before Maelstrom and telecommuting and city
centers half-abandoned, the death toll in the core would have beenthree
times as high. As it was, those who'd beenspared vivisection downtown
had merely died closerto home. Whole subdivisions, built on the effluvi-
al sediment of the Fraser Delta, had shuddered into sudden quicksand
and disappeared. Richmond and White Rock and Chilliwack didn't exist
any more. Mount Rainier had awakened overnight in a bad mood; fresh
lava continued to flow over most of its southern face.Mount Adams was
stirring and might yet blow.

In the Hongcouver core, damage was more heterogeneous. Streets
stretched for blocks without so much as a broken window. Then, across
some arbitrary intersection, the world becamea place of shattered build-
ings and upended asphalt. Bright yellow barriers, erected after the fact,
drew boundaries around the injured areas.Lifters hung above the dark
zones like white blood cells on a tumor. Fresh girders and paneling des-
cended from on high, reconstructive grafts of metropolitan skin and
bone. Heavy machinery grumbled in the canyons where they touched
down.

In between, patches of cityscape hummed at half-power, emergency
Ballard stacks jumpered into convenient substations. Those streets that
hadn't upended, those buildings that hadn't been shrugged into False
Creek, had been swept clean and reactivated. Field crematoria belched
ash from the corner of Georgia and Denman, keepingNso farNone step
ahead of the cholera bug. More barriers than buildings, these days. Not
that there was anywhere else to go; CSIRA had sealed the border at
Hell's Gate.
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Benrai Dutton had survived it all.

He'd been lucky; his splitfit condo was halfway up Point Gray, an is-
land of granite in a seaof sand. While neighborhoods on all sides had
vanished, the Point had merely slipped a little.

Even here there was damage, of course. Most of the houses on the
lower face had collapsed; the few still standing listed drunkenly to the
east.No lights shone from them or the lamp-posts lining the street, even
though night was falling. A jury-rigged line of portable floods shone
from poles separating wrecked homes from standing ones, but they had
a defensive air about them. They existed, not to bring light to the ruins,
but as a perimeter against them.

They existed to blind Benrai Dutton when a crazy woman leapt at his
throat from the shadows.

Suddenly he was transfixed: cold bright eyeswithout pupils, glaciers
embedded in flesh. A disembodied face,almost as pale asthe eyesit con-
tained. Invisible hands, one around his neck, one at his chestN

N no not invisible she's in black she's all in blackN

"What happened?

"WhatNwhatN"

"l am not going to give up!" Shehissed, slamming him against a chain
link fence.Her breath swirled between them like backlit fog. "He took his
shots, he took a thousandfucking shots, and | am not going to let him just
walk away"

"WhoNwhat are youN"

Shestopped, suddenly. Shecocked her head asthough seeing him for
the first time.

"Where the fuck did youcome from?" she said, absurdly.

Shewas a good fifteen centimeters shorter than he was. For some reas-
on it did not occur to him to fight back.

"| don't, INl was just going homeE" Dutton managed.

"That place," the woman said. Her eyesNnightshades of some
kind?Ndrilled his own.
"What place?"

She slammed him back against the chain link. "That place!"Njerking
her chin at something over his left shoulder. Dutton turned his head; an-
other splitfit, intact but empty and dark all the same.

"That place? | don'tN"

"Yes,that place! YvesScanlon'sfucking place. You know him?"

"No, INI mean, | don't really know anyone here, we kind of keep toN"

"Where did he go?" she hissed.
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"Go?" he said weakly.

“The place is absolutely empty! No furniture, no clothing, not so much
as fucking light bulb!"

"MaybeNmaybe he leftNthe quakeN"

Sheknotted her fists more tightly into his clothing, leaned in until they
were almost kissing. "His place doesn't have a fucking scratchon it. Why
would he leave? How could he? He's nobody he's a fucking pissant you
think he could just pick up and walk past the quarantine?"

Dutton shook his head frantically. "I don't knowNreally, | don'tN"

She stared into him for a few moments. Her hair was wet; it hadn't
rained all day. "I don'tNl don't know youE" she murmured, almost to
herself. Slowly her fists unclenched. Dutton sagged back against the
fence.

She stepped back, giving him room to move.

It was what he'd beenwaiting for. One hand swept briefly beneath his
jacket. The taser jabbed her in the ribcage, just below a strange metallic
disk sewn into her uniform. It should have dropped her in an instant.

Within that instant:

She blinkedN

Her right knee cameup, hard. Naturally he wore a cup. It hurt like hell
anywayN

Her right hand slipped forward, against her upraised calf. Something
sprang into itN

The crazy woman stepped back, arm extended. Two centimeters from
his face,an ebony wand with atiny spike at its tip stared at Dutton like a
one-toothed mamba.

Over the pain in his crotch, sudden wet warmth.

She smiled a small, terrifying smile. "Use a microwave, little man?"

"WhNwhatN?"

"Kitchen appliances? Sensorium? Keep your house warm in winter?"

He bobbed his head. "Yes. Yes, of course IN"

"Huh." The mamba wiggled over his left eye. "Then | was wrong. |
know you after all."

"No," he stammered. "We've neverN"

"I know you," she repeated. "And you oweme."

Her thumb moved against something on the wand's handgrip. Dutton
heard a small click.

"PleaseE" he prayed.

And amazingly, something answered him.
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Hongcouver was still a disaster zone, of course; the police had more
pressing concernsthan an unlikely apparition reported by some panicky
dickwad. Still, the server took Dutton's report when he called it in. The
server wasn't human, but it was smart enough to ask follow-up ques-
tionsNlike, had he noticed anything, anything at all, that might have
caused his assailant to suddenly break off the assault?

No.

Could he think of any reasonwhy she would be suddenly start bab-
bling about dadlike that? Did the reference to monstersmake any sense,
In context?

Maybe shewas just crazy, Dutton replied, although asthe server noted
he was not qualified to make medical diagnoses.

Had he seen where she had gone, exactly?

Just downhill. Into the wreckage, toward the water.

And he sure as shit hadn't been going to follow her down there
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Chapter 1 7

Stockpile

Vancity CU/N'AmPac Transaction Server

Personal Accounts, Broadway ATM-45, 50/10/05/0551

Transaction Begins:

Welcome to VanCity. Are you a member?

"l couldn't link, before. Using my watch."

Remote accesscurfew is in effect until 10:00am.At present this termin-
al can only processon-site transactions. We apologise for any inconveni-
ence. Are you a member?

“Lenie Clarke."

Welcome, Ms. Clarke. Please remove your corneal overlays.

"What?"

We cannot open your account without eyeprint confirmation. Please
remove your corneal overlays.

Thank you. Scanning.

Complete. Thank you, Ms. Clarke. You may proceed.

"What's my total balance?"

$0Q42,329.15

"l want to download it all."

Has Vancity's service been satisfactory?

"It's been fine."

We can seeyour wristwatch, and a subcutaneous money-chip in your
left thigh. How would you like the funds distributed?

"Forty thousand sub-q, the rest to the watch. Automatic transfer of all
funds sub-q if I'm attacked."

That condition can't be evaluated. Your watch is not equipped with a
biotelemetry plug-in.

"Automatic transfer on voice-linked password, then."

What password?

"ShNshadowE"

Please repeat the password.
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Please repeat the password.

PleaseN

"l said, shadow

Done. Would you like another transaction?
(inaudible)

Vancity thanks you for your business.
Transaction ends

Sears Medbooth 199/Granville Island/Hongcouver

Transaction record, vocal, 50/10/05/0923

(Test results filed separately.)

Session begins:

Welcome to Sears Medical Services. Please open your account.

Thank you. Do you wish to limit your charges?

"No."

What can we do for you today?

"My right shoulder. Sprained or broken or something. And a blood
scan. Paths especially."

Please provide blood sample.

Thank you. Please provide your medical history or your WestHem
ID#.

"Forget it."

Accessto your medical records will help us provide better service. All
information will be kept strictly confidential exceptin the event of a pub-
lic health or marketing priority, and in such caseswe may be legally re-
quired to sequence-ID your sample anyway.

"I'll take my chances. No thanks."

Your shoulder has been recently dislocated, but is presently reseated.
You will continue to experience pain and stiffness for approximately two
months without treatment. You will experience reduced mobility for at
least a year without treatment. Would you like treatment for the pain?

"Yeah."

We're sorry, but recent heavy user demand has depleted our stock of
painkillers. Anabolic accelerantscan reduce the healing period to three
to five days. Shall | administer anabolic accelerants?

"Sure."

We're sorry, but recent heavy user demand has depleted our stock of
accelerants.Your blood shows minor deficiencies in calcium and trace-
sulfur. You have elevated levels of the hormones serotonin, oxytocin,
and cortisol; elevated platelet and antibody counts consistent with
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moderate physical injury within the past three weeks. None of these
findings should cause you serious concern, although the mineral defi-
ciencies may reflect poor dietary habits. Would you like dietary mineral
supplements?

"You actually have any?"

Searsmedbooths are regularly maintained and resupplied to ensure
that you have reliable accessto the bestin quality medical care. Would
you like dietary supplements?

"No."

Cellular metabolites are high. Your blood lactate is low. Blood gases
and amine countN

"What about diseases?"

All pathogen counts are within documented safe ranges.

"You sure?"

The standard blood panel tests for over eight hundred known patho-
gens and parasites. More extensive analysis is available for a small addi-
tional charge, but the analysis would take up to six hours. Would you
likeN

"No, INbut that can't be it, | meanNis that it?"

Is there some specific symptom that concerns you?

"Aren't there some kinds of infections that cause hallucinations?"

Can you describe these hallucinations?

"Visions only. No sound or smell or anything. I've been having them
for a few weeks now, on and off. Once every few days, maybe. They go
away by themselves, after a minute or two."

And can you describe what you see in these visions?

"Who cares?It's just bad biochemistry, right? Can't you do a brain scan
or something?"

The NMR helmet in this booth is presently out of service, and there are
no detectable psychoactives in your blood. However, different condi-
tions can give rise to different types of hallucinations, so | may still be
able to offer a diagnosis. Can you describe what you see in your visions?

"A monster."

Could you be more specific?

“This is bullshit. You think | don't know you charge by the second?"

Our rates are strictly

"“Tell me what's wrong with me or | disconnect."

| don't have enough information for a proper diagnosis.

"Speculate."”
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Neurological damage is a strong possibility. StrokesNeven very small
ones that you may not be consciously aware ofNcan sometimes trigger
visual-release hallucinations.

"Strokes? Ruptured blood vessels, that kind of thing?"

Yes. Have you recently undergone a rapid change in ambient pres-
sure? For example, have you spent sometime at high altitude or in an or-
bital environment, or perhaps returned from an underwater excursion?

Client disconnect 50/10/05/0932

Session ends.
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Chapter 1 8

Icarus

There were people who would have described Achilles Desjardins as a
murderer a million times over.

He had to admit there was a certain truth to that. Every quarantine he
invoked trapped the living alongside the dying, ensured that at least
some of those still alive soon wouldn't be. But what was the alternative,
after all? Let every catastrophe run free, to engulf the world unchecked?

Desjardins could handle the ethics, with alittle help from his chemical
sidekicks. He knew in his heart of hearts that that he'd never really killed
anyone. He'd justNcontained them, to save others. The actual killing had
beendone by whatever pestilence he'd beenfighting. It may have beena
subtle distinction, but it was a real one.

There were rumors, though. There'd always been rumors: the next lo-
gical step The unconfirmed tales of deaths caused, not in the wake of
some disaster, but inadvanceof it.

Preemptive containment, it was called. Path scans would pinpoint
some burbNsuperficially healthy, but we all know how much stock you
can put in thatN as Contagion Central for The Next Big Bug. Monte
Carlo sims would show with 99 percent confidence that the impending
threat would get around conventional quarantines, or prove immune to
the usual antibiotics. LD90s would estimate the mortality rate at 50%, or
80%, or whatever was deemed unacceptable that week, over an area of
so many thousand hectares. So another one of those pesky wildfires
would spring up in the parched N'American heartlandN and Dicksville,
Arkansas would tragically drop off the map.

Justrumors, of course.Nobody confirmed it or denied it. Nobody even
really talked about it, exceptfor Alice when shewent on one of her rants.
On those occasions,Desjardins would reflect that even if the stories were
trueNand even if such measures were a bit farther down the slippery
slope than he was comfortable withNwell, anyway, what was the altern-
ative? Let every catastrophe run free, to engulf the world unchecked?

91



Mostly, though, he didn't think about it. Certainly it didn't have any-
thing to do with him.

But certain items in his own in-box were starting to look really ugly. A
picture was forming, a mosaic assembling itself from clouds of data,
news threads drifting through Maelstrom, bits of third-generation
hearsay. They all cametogether to form a picture in his mind, and it was
starting to look like a seascape.

8ehemoth was correlated with subtle blights of photosynthetic pig-
ment. Those blights, in turn, generally correlated with intense fires.
Seventy-two percent of the blazeshad occurred at seaports,in shipyards,
or on marine construction sites. The rest had taken out bits and pieces of
residential areas.

People had died. Lots of people. And when, on a whim, Desjardins
had cross-referenced the residential obits by profession, it turned out
that almost all of the fires had killed at least one marine engineer, or
commercial diver, or sailor.

This fucker hadn't escapedfrom anybody's lab. 8ehemoth had come
from the ocean.

The California Current nosed down along N'AmPac's coast from the
Gulf of Alaska. It mixed it up with the North Pacific and North Equatori-
al currents way off to the eastof Mexico; those, in turn, bled into the Kur-
oshio off Japan,and the Eastern Counter and Southern Equatorial Cur-
rents in the South Pacific. Which ended up nuzzling the West Wind
Drift, and the anklebone'sconnectedo the leg bone the leg bone'sconnected
to the knee bone, and before you know it the whole fucking planet is encircled.

He studied the data cloud and rubbed his eyes. How do you contain
something that moves across seventy percent of the whole planet?

Evidently, you burned it.

He tapped his console. "Hey, Alice."

Her image flashed onto a window, upper-left. "Right here."

"Give me something."

"Can't yet," she said. "Not carved in stone."

"Balsa will do. Anything."

“It's small. Maybe two hundred, three hundred nanometers. Relies
heavily on sulfur compounds, structurally at least. Very stripped-down
genotype; | think it may use RNA for both catalysis and replication,
which is a really neat trick. Built for a simple ecosystem,which makes
sense if it's a construct. They never expected it to get out of culture.”

"But what does it dg?"
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"Can't say. I'm working with a frog in a blender here, Killjoy. You
should actually be kind of impressed that I've gotten asfar as| have. You
ask me, it's pretty obvious we're not supposedb figure out what it does."

"Could it be some kind of really nasty pathogen?" It hasto be.It hasto
be. If we'réburning peoplel

"No." Her voice was flat and emphatic. "Weare not. Theyare."

Desjardins blinked. | said that?"We're all on the same side, Alice."

"Uh-huh."

"AliceE" Sometimes she really pissed him off. There'sa war going on,
he wanted to shout. And it's not againstcorpse®r bureaucratsor your ima-
ginary Evil Empires;we're fighting againsta wholeindifferent universe that's
comingdown aroundour earsand you're shitting on mebecaussometimesve
have to accepgiasualties?

But Alice Jovellanoshad ablind spot the size of Antarctica. Sometimes
you just couldn't reason with her. "Just answer the question, okay?
Someoneobviously thinks this thing is extremely dangerous. Could it be
some kind of disease?"

"Biowar agent, you mean." Surprisingly, though, she shook her head.
"Unlikely."

"How come?"

"Diseasesare just little predators that eatyou from the inside. If they're
designed to feed on your molecules, their biochemistry should be com-
patible with yours. The D-aminos suggest they're not."

"Only suggest?"

Jovellanosshrugged. "Frog in a blender, remember? All I'm saying is if
A is gonna eat B without throwing up, they should have similar bio-
chemistries. 8ehemoth just seemsa little too far into the Oort to qualify. |
could be wrong."

But the vectorsNshipbuildersgdiversN"Could it survive in a human host,
at least?"

She pursed her lips. "Anything's possible. Look at A-51."

"What's that?"

"Metal-oxidizing microbe. Sediment-dweller from deep lakes, only
there's a few million of them living in your mouth right now. Nobody
knows how they got there exactly, but there you go."

Desjardins steepled his fingers. "She called it a soil microbe," he mur-
mured, almost to himself.

"She'd call it corn on the cob if she thought it'd cover her corporate
ass."

93



"Jeez,Alice." He shook his head. "Why do you even work here, if all
we do is serve some evil overlord?"

"Everyone else is worse."

"Well, | don't think 8ehemoth came out of a pharm. | think it came
from the ocean."”

"How so?"

“The fires correlate with people who spent a lot of time at sea."”

"Ocean'sa pretty big place, Killjoy. Seemsto me if it was a natural bug
it would have come ashore millions of years ago."

"Yeah." Desjardins linked to the personnel files for eachof the relevant
victimsN sparing a moment of silent thanks for the devil's bargain that
had traded free will for security clearance Nand started narrowing the
field.

"Although, now that you mention it," Jovellanos went on, "those su-
perstiff enzymes would work better in a high-pressure environment."

A menu, a couple of tapped commands: a convex projection of the
North Pacific extruded from the board.

"And if this little bastard isn't a construct, then it's older than old. Even
before Martian MikeNhey, maybe it actually originated here, wouldn't
that be something?"

Desjardins draped a GIS mesh acrossthe map and poured data onto it.
Luminous points spilled acrossthe display like radioactive contrails in a
cloud chamber: the cumulative Pacific assignments of the seagoing vic-
tims, sorted on location.

"Hey, Killjoy."

The points were piling up disproportionately at several key locations;
seafarms, mining outposts, the trans-oceanic filaments of shipping
routes. Nothing unusual there.

"Hellooo?" In her window, Jovellanos'shead bobbed impatiently back
and forth.

Let's cut to the chaseshallwe? Any spotswhereall thesepeopléhung out at
the same time over the pastEsay, two yearskE

At the edge of awareness, Alice Jovellanos grumbled about attention
deficit disorder and disconnected.

Desjardins barely noticed. The Pacific Ocean had gone utterly dark,
but for a single cluster of points. Southern tip of the Juande Fuca Ridge.
Channer Vent, said the legend.

A geothermal generating station. Place called Beebe
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There'd been deaths there, too. But not by fire; according to the record,
everyone at Beebe had been killed by the quake.

In factNDesjardins pulled up a seismic overlayNBeebe Station had
pretty much been at the exact epicenterof the quake that had triggered
the Big OneE

8ehemotltomedrom the bottomofthe oceanlt wasdownin theventsthere,
or trappedin the mohoand then the quakelet it out, and now they're running
around like a bunchof adrenocorticoid$rying to burn out anything that came
in contact withN

No, wait a secondN

More commands. The data cloud dispersed, re-formed into a column
sorted against time; a luminous date appeared beside each point.

Almost all of the firestorm activity had taken place befordghe quake.

Desjardins called up a subset containing only fires at industrial sites,
cross-linked with GA invoices. Quelle surprise every site belonged to a
company that had had a piece of Beebe's construction contact.

This thing got out before the Quake.

Which meant the Quake might not have been a natural disaster at all.
It might have been mere side-effect. Collateral damage during
containment.

Apparently, unsuccessful containment.

He called up every seismic databasewithin Haven's walls. He stuffed
a thousand messagesinto bottles and threw them out into Maelstrom,
hoping some would wash ashore at a technical library or a satcam
archive or an industrial surveillance site. He opened dedicated links to
the seismic centers at UBC and Melbourne and CalTech. He watched
reams of garbage accumulateN archivespurged to reclaim memory data
dumpeddueto low demangd this addresscorrupted,do not attemptaccessHe
passed the shouts and echoes and gibberish through a dozen filters,
dropped signal and looked only at residuals, ran into gaps and interpol-
ated bridges.

He looked at seismic data immediately preceding the Quake, and
found nothing untoward: no subsidence, no preshocks, no changesin
microgravity or oceandepth. None of the little telltales that usually por-
tend a seismic event.

Odd.

He searchedarchives for satcam visuals. Nothing over the North Pa-
cific seemed to have snapped any pictures at all that day.

Odder. In fact, virtually inconceivable.
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He widened the scope, stretched it from the Eastern Tropical Conver-
gence up to the Bering. One hit: an Earthsat in polar orbit had just been
coming over the 45?horizon when the first shockwaves had registered. It
had been taking pictures of the Bering on visible wavelengths; it hadn't
even beenlooking at the Pacific. Justa lucky coincidence, then, the image
it had caught from the corner of its eye: a smudged column of cloud on
the horizon, rising from the ocean'ssurface against an otherwise cloud-
less background.

According to GPS, that column had risen from the ocean directly
above Channer Vent.

Desjardins squeezed each pixel until it bled. The gray beanstalk
wouldn't tell him anything farther: it was just a pillar of cloud, fuzzy and
undistinguished and three thousand kilometers from the camera.

There wasthis amorphous dot, though, off to one side. At first Des-
jardins attributed the lack of detail to atmospheric haze, but no: motion
blur, the computer said. All along one axis, and easy enough to correct
for.

The dot clarified. Still no details beyond an outline, but it looked like
some kind of vehicle. A vague senseof familiarity itched in the back of
his mind. He ran the silhouette through the standard commercial catalog
and came up blank.

Damn, he thought, | know what that is. | know.

What is it?

He stared at the image for ten minutes. The he brought the catalog on-
line again.

"Resetpattern resolution,” he told it. "Disable vehicle recognition. Scan
for vehicle componentsstandard catalog."”

It took longer this time. The whole was a lot smaller than the sum of
the parts. Processingvinked coyly from the main display for a good two
minutes before something more substantive took its place:

Brander, Mi/ke/cheal,

Caraco, Jud/y/ith

Clarke, Len/ie

Lubin, Ken/neth

Nakata, Alice

The names floated above the grainy enhance, brazenly nonsensical.

Desjardins recognized them, of course; a crew roster had popped onto
his board the moment he'd homed in on BeebéStation But he'd closed
that windowNand the names shouldn't be wriggling across the main

display anyway.
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Software glitch, probably. Stray photons, tunneling through some
flawed bit of quantum insulation. It happenedNall the time in Mael-
strom, but occasionally even in pristine Haven. He muttered an oath and
tapped on his board to clear it. Obligingly, the rogue text vanished.

But for the merestinstant, something elseflickered acrossthe screenin
its place. No baseline civilian would have even seenit. Desjardins caught
a bit more: text strings, in English. A few wordsN angel, sockeye, vam-
pire Njumped out at him, but most of it disappeared too fast to decom-
pile even with his tweaked neurocircuitry.

Beebe was in there, though.

And when the standard catalog lit the screenwith its findings a second
later, Beeb@enoved to the very front of Desjardins's mind.

Commercial lifters could be distinguished by their great bladders of
hard vacuum, buoyant toruses that held them up against the sky. There
was no such silhouette on Desjardins's contact, which was why the cata-
log hadn't recognized it at first. No lifting bladderNnot unlessyou coun-
ted a few ragged strips streaming from the trailing end of the silhouette.
All that remained on that image was a shuttle 'scaphe, locked tight
against the belly of a lifter's command module. Falling.
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Chapter 1 9

Jailbreak

Each second, twelve thousand cubic meters of water smashed headlong
through a bottleneck thirty-five meters wide. They hadn't called it Hell's
Gatefor nothing.

Generations had come to this place and gaped. Cable-carshad swung
precariously acrossthe canyon, fed raging whitewater vistas to thrill-
seeking tourists. Utilities had wept over all those wasted megawatts, bil-
lions of Joules pouring uselessly toward the ocean, unharnessable. So
near and yet so far.

Then the world had begun wobbling. It had listed to one side, then an-
other; the machinery that kept it upright seemedto get hungrier with
each passing day. The Fraser was dammed a dozen times over to feed
that appetite. Hell's Gate had held out the longest: untouchable at first,
then merely prohibitive. Then almost economical.

Finally, imperative.

The Big One had slipped through the mountains like a guerilla, shat-
tering here, merely tapping there in gentle reminder. It had crept past
Hope and Yale without so much as a broken window. Hell's Gate was a
good two hundred klicks upstream; there would have been reasonto
hope, if no time to.

A torrent of Precambrian rock had destroyed the dam and replaced it
at the same time; the Fraser had exploded through the breach only to
slam into an impromptu wall of collapsed granite half a kilometer down-
stream. The impoundment had not emptied but lengthenednorth-south;
the broken dam now cut across its midpoint, torn free at the western
wall, still fastened at the east.

The TransCanada Highway was miraculously etched halfway up the
eastcanyon wall, a four-lane discontinuity in a sheerascent.At the point
where dam met mountain, where highway met both, a barrier had been
dropped from the sky to block the road. Botflies floated above it, and
above the arched gray scar of the spillway.
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Overnight, the Strip had moved east. This was its new border. Robert
Boyczuk was supposed to keep it from moving any farther.

He contemplated Bridson across the chopper's interior. Bridson, her
upper face cowled in her headset, didn't notice; she'd been lost in some
virtual pastime for over an hour. Boyczuk couldn't blame her. They'd
been here for almost two weeks and nobody'd tried to break quarantine
excepta couple of black bears. A number of vehicles had made it out this
far in the few days following the Quake, but the barrierNplastered with
quarantine directives and N'AmPac bylawsNhad stopped most of them.
A warning shot from the botflies had discouraged the others. There'd
beenno need to show off the pacification 'copter lurking behind the wall.
Bridson had slept through most of it.

Boyczuk took his duties a bit more seriously. There was a definite
need for segregation, nobody questioned that. Everything from Nipah to
Hydrilla would sneak past the borders given half a chance, even at the
best of times; now, with half the coast gone and the other half fighting
off the usual gamut of rot-bugs, the last thing anyone needed was all that
chaos spreading farther inland.

Inland had its own problems. There were more than enough borders
to go around no matter which way you looked. Sometimesit seemedas
if an invisible spiderweb was spreading acrossthe world, some creeping
fractured network carving the whole planet into splinters. Boyczuk's job
was to sit on one of those edges and keep anything from crossing over
until the state of emergency had passed. Assuming it did, of course;
some places down in South AmericaNeven in N'Am, for that mat-
terNhad been under ‘temporary quarantine' for eight or nine years.

Mostly people just put up with it. Boyczuk's job was an easy one.

"Hey," Bridson said. "Check this out."

Shererouted her headset feed to an inboard screen.Not a VR game
after all. She'd been riding the botflies.

On the screen, a woman crouched on cracked asphalt. Boyczuk
checked the location: a couple hundred of meters down the highway,
hidden from the blockade behind the curve of the western precipice. One
of the 'flies out over the dam had caught her around the corner.

Backpack. Loose-fitting clothes, hiker's clothes. Upper part of the face
covered by an eyephone visor. Black gloves, short black hairNno, a black
hoodof some kind, maybe part of the visor. As a fashion statement, it
didn't work. In Boyczuk's humble opinion, of course.
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"What's she doing?" Boyczuk asked. "How'd she even get here?" No
sign of a vehicle, although one could have been parked farther down the
road.

“No," Bridson said. "She's notserious’

The woman had braced herself in a sprinter's crouch.

“That's really bad form,” Bridson remarked. "She could sprain an
ankle."

Like a stone from a slingshot, the intruder launched herself forward.

"Oh, right," Bridson said.

The intruder was running straight down the middle of the highway,
eyes on the asphalt, dodging or leaping over cracks big enough to grab
human feet. If nothing stopped her, she'd run smack into the barrier in
about a minute.

Of course, something wasgoing to stop her.

Beeping from the botfly feeds;the intruder had just entered their de-
fensive radius. Boyczuk panned one of the barrier cams skyward. The
fly closestto the target was breaking ranks, moving to intercept. Pro-
grammed flocking behavior dragged the adjacent ‘'flies forward as well,
as though all were strung on an invisible thread. A connect-the-dots
pseudopod, reaching for prey.

The runner veered toward the edge of the road, glanced down. Ten
meters beneath her, brown boiling water gnawed ravenously at the
canyon wall.

"You are approaching a restricted area,” the lead botfly scolded.
"Please turn back." Red light began pulsing from its belly.

The intruder ran faster. Another glance down at the river.

"What the fuck?" Boyczuk said.

A little patch of pavement exploded in front of the runner. warning
shot. She staggered, barely keeping her balance.

"We are authorized to use force," the lead botfly warned. "Pleaseturn
back." The two 'flies behind it began flashing.

The runner dodged and zig-zagged, keeping to the west side of the
road. She kept looking downE

Boyczuk leaned forward. Wait a secondE

Behind the runner, water raged against a brutal jumble of sharp-edged
boulders large as houses. Anyone falling in there would be teeth and
pulp in about two seconds.Closer to the barrier, thoughNin the lee of
the dam'’s near, unbroken endNthe water might almost be calm enough
toN
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"Shit." Boyczuk slapped the ignition. "She'sgonna jump. She'sgonna
jumpE"

Turbines behind, whining up to speed."What are you talking about?"
Bridson said.

"She's gonnaNah, shitE "

Shestumbled, swerved. Her feet came down on loose gravel. Boyczuk
pulled back on the stick. The chopper whup-whup-whuppedlowly off the
ground, ten measly secondsstart-up to lift-off, the envy of fast-response
vehicles everywhere and still just barely fast enough to clear the barrier
as the woman with the backpack skidded, flailed, launchedherself into
space,not where she was aiming, not the way she wanted, but no other
options left except brief, spectacular flightE

The botflies fired after her asshefell. The river swallowed her like a li-
quid avalanche.

"Jesus Bridson breathed.

“Infra," Boyczuk snapped. "Anything comes up even half a degree
above ambient | want to see it."

The Fraser raged endlessly beneath them.

"Come on, boss. She'snot coming up. She'sa klick downstream by
now, or parts of her anyway."

Boyczuk glared. "Just do it, okay?".

Bridson tapped controls. False-color mosaics bloomed from the
chopper's ventral cam.

"Want me to bring the botflies along?" Bridson asked.

Boyczuk shook his head. "Can't leave the border unguarded." He
wheeled the vehicle, began a westward drift down the canyon.

"Hey, boss?"

"Yeah?"

"What just happened?"

Boyczuk shook his head. "l don't know. | think shewas trying to make
that backwater, just in front of the dam."

"What for? Soshe'd have a few secondsto drown or freeze before the
current got her?"

"l don't know," he said again.

"Lots of easier ways to commit suicide."

Boyczuk shrugged. "Maybe she was just crazy."

It was 1334 Mountain Standard Time.

The upstream face of the Hell's Gate Dam had never beenintended for
public display; until recently, most of it had been buried beneath the
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trapped waters of the Fraser River. Now it was exposed, a fractured and
scabrousbone-gray wall, rising from a plain of mud. Justabove this sub-
strate, gravity feedsdotted the barrier like aline of gaping mouths. Grills
of bolted rebar kept them from ingesting anything big enough to choke a
hydroelectric turbine.

As it happened, human beings were a little shy of that threshold.

The turbines were cold and dead anyway, of course. They certainly
couldn't have given rise to the sudden heatprint emanating from the
easternmost intake. One of the Hell's Gate botflies registered the signa-
ture at 1353Mountain Standard: an object radiating 10?Cabove ambient,
emerging from the interior of the dam and sliding down into the mud.
The botfly moved slightly off-station to get a better view.

The signature's surface temperature was too low for human norms.
The botfly was no genius, but it knew wheat from chaff; even when
wearing insulated clothing, humans had facesthat were hot giveaways.
The insulation on the present target was far more uniform, the isotherms
less heterogeneous. The phrase "furred mammal" would have been utter
gibberish to the botfly, of course. Still, it understood the concept in its
own limited way. This was not something worth wasting time on.

The botfly returned to its post and redirected its attention westward,
from whence the real threats would come. Right now there was only
something big and black and insectile coming back to roost, friendly re-
assurance cooing from its transponder. The 'fly moved aside to let it
pass, floated back into position while the chopper settled down behind
the barrier. Humans and machinery stood shoulder to shoulder, on
guard for all mankind.

Facing the wrong way. Lenie Clarke had left the Strip.
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Chapter 2 O

The Next Best Thing

Registry Assistance.

"Clarke, Indira. Clarke with an 'e'. Apartment 133, CitiCorp 421,
Coulson Avenue, Sault-Sainte-Marie."

Clarke, Indira

Apartment 133, CitiCorp 421, Coulson Ave.

Sault-Sainte-Marie ON

Correct?

"Yes."

Failed to match. Do you know Indira Clarke's WestHem ID#?

"Uh, no. The address might not be current, it was fifteen, sixteen years
ago."

Current archives are three years deep. Do you know Indira Clarke's
middle name?

“No. She fished Maelstrom, though. Freelance, | think."

Failed to match.

"How many Indira Clarkes in Sault-Sainte-Marie?"

5"How many with an only child, female, bornNborn in February,
uhN"

Failed to match.

"Wait, FebruaryNsometime in February, 2018E"

Failed to match.

||E|l

Do you have another request?

"How many in all of N'Am, professional affiliation with the Maelstrom
fishery, with an only female child born February 2018, named Lenie?"

Failed to match.

"How many in the whole world, then?"

Failed to match.

“That's not possible."
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There are several possible reasons why your search has failed. The
person you're seeking may be unlisted or deceased. You may have
provided incorrect information. Registry archive data may have been
corrupted, despite our ongoing efforts to maintain a complete and accur-
ate database.

"That's not fucking posN'

Disconnect.
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Chapter 2 1

Beachhead

Either/ or accusedhim from the main display. Desjardins stared back for
aslong as he dared, feeling his stomach drop away inside him. Then he
broke and ran.

The elevator disgorged him through the lobby into the real world.
Canyons of glassand metal leaned overhead on all sides, keeping street-
level in twilight; this deep in the bowels of metro-Sud, the sun only
touched down for an hour a day.

He descendedinto Pickering's Pile, looking for familiar facesand find-
ing none. Gwen had left an invitation for him in the Pile's bulletin board,
and he almost tripped itN

Hey fellow mammal,l know this isn't exactlywhat you hadin mind but |
just needto talk, you know?| founda spotthey haven'ttorchedyet, theydon't
evenknowit existsbut theywill, it's big, it's way biggerthan it hasany right
to beandthe momentl tell thema few hundredthousandpeoplegetturned into
ashN

Nbut Guilt Trip rosein his throat like bile at the mere thought of such
a breach. It tingled in his fingertips, ready to seize up motor nerves the
moment he reached for the keypad. He'd tried racing it before, idle ex-
perimentation with no serious intent to subvert, but even then the Trip
had been too fast for him. Volition's subconscious; the command is
halfway down the arm before the little man behind your eyeseven de-
cides to move. Executive summaries,after the fact Desjardins thought.
That's all we get. That's free will for you.

He rose out of the Pile and headed for the nearest rapitrans station.
And once there, kept walking. His rewired gray matter, stuck in frenetic
overdrive, served up every irrelevant background detail in a relentless
mesh of correlations: time-of-day vs. cloud cover vs. prevailing vehicular
flow vs. out-of-stock warnings in streetside vending machinesE
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How in God'snamecouldthis happen?Thelocalshavehadmillions of years
to fine-tunethemselveso the neighborhood-Hdow cantheypossiblygetrun over
by something that evolved on the bottom of the goddacuszch?

He knew the standard answer. Everyone did. The previous five cen-
turies had been a accelerating litany of invasions, whole ecosystems
squashed and replaced by exotics with more than enough attitude to
make up for their lack of seniority. There were over seventy thousand
usurper speciesat large in N'Am alone, and N'Am was better off than
most. You'd be more likely to seespacealiens than any of Australia's has-
been marsupials, outside of a gene bank.

But this was different. Cane toads and starlings and zebra mussels
might have filled the world with their weedy progeny, but eventhey had
limits. You'd never find Hydrilla on top of Everest. Fire ants weren't ever
going to set up shop on the Juan de Fuca Ridge. Chemistry, pressure,
temperatureNtoo many barriers, too many physical extremesthat would
tear the very cells of a complex invader into fragments.

A petroleum silhouette blocked his way: a human shadow with fea-
tureless white eyes. Desjardins started, stared into that vacant faeade for
a moment that slowed to treacle. Unbidden, his wetware reduced the
vision to a point in a data cloud he hadn't even known he was collecting:
half-registered sightings during his daily commute; black shapescaught
in the backgrounds of N'AmWire crowd shots; fashion banners advert-
ising the latest styles in wet midnight

Rifter chic, she said. Solidarity through fashion. It's on the rise.

All in a split-second. The apparition ducked around him and contin-
ued on its way.

Sudbury's metropolitan canyons had subsided about him while he'd
been walking. Endless sheets of kudzu4 draped closer to street-level
from the rooftops, framing windows and vents with viridian foliage. The
new and improved part of him started to ballpark a carbon-consumption
estimate under current cloud-cover; he managed, with effort, to shut it
up. He'd always wondered if the vines would be as easyto kill off as
everyone expected, once they'd finished sucking up the previous
century's excessesKudzu had beena tough mother to begin with, even
before all the tinkering that had turned it into God's own carbon sink.
And there was all sorts of outbreeding and lateral gene transfer going on
these days, uncontrolled, unstoppable. Give the weed another ten years
and it'd be immune to anything short of a flamethrower.

Now, for the first time, that didn't seemto matter. In ten years kudzun
might be the least of anyone'sproblems.
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It sure as hell wouldn't matter much to those poor bastards on the
Strip.

They'd built this model.

It wasn't a realmodel, of course. They didn't know enough about how
8ehemoth worked for that. There was no clockwork inside, nothing that
led logically from causeto effect It was just a nest of correlations, really.
An n-dimensional cloud with a least-squarestrajectory weaving through
its heart. It guzzled data at one end: at the other it shat out a prediction.
Soil moisture's 13%, weather's been clear for five days straight, por-
phyrins are down and micromethane's up over half a hectare of dirt in a
Tillamook shipyard? That's §ehemoth country, my friendNand tomor-
row, if it doesn't rain, there's an 80% chance that it'll shrink to half its
present size.

Why? Anyone's guess.But that's pretty much what's happened before
under similar conditions.

Rowan's field data had started them down the right path, but it was
the fires that had given them an edge: each of those magnesium telltales
shouted Hey! Over here!all the way up to geosynch. Then it was just a
matter of calling up the Landsat archives for those locations, scrolling
back five, six months from ignition. Sometimesyou wouldn't find any-
thingNnone of the residential blazeshad yielded anything useful. Some-
times the data had been lost, purged or corrupted by the usual forces of
entropy. Sometimes,thoughNalong coastlines,or in undeveloped indus-
trial lots where heavy machinery loitered between assignmentsNthe
spec lines would change over time, photoabsorption creeping down the
680nm band, soil O2 fading just a touch, a whiff of acid showing up on
distance pH. If you waited long enough you could even seethe change
in visible light. Weeds and grasses,so tough that the usual oils and efflu-
ents had long since given up trying to kill them, would slowly wilt and
turn brown.

With those signatures in hand, Desjardins had begun to wean himself
from blatant incendiary cues and search farther afield. It was a pretty
flimsy construct, but it would've done until Jovellanos came up with a
better angle. In the meantime it had been a lot better than nothing.

Until now. Now it was a lot worse. Now it was saying that 8ehemoth
owned a ten-kilometer stretch of the Oregon coast.

Sudbury was dressed up for the night by the time he got back to his
apartment: a jumble of neon and sodium and laser spilled through his
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windows, appreciably dimmer now that the latest restrictions had kicked
in. Mandelbrot tripped him up as he crossedthe threshold, then stalked
into the kitchen and yowled at the kibble dispenser. The dispenser, pro-
grammed for preset feeding times, refused to dignify the cat with an
answer.

Desjardins dropped onto the sofa and stared unseeing at the cityscape.

You should have knowie told himself.

He had known. Maybe he just hadn't quite believed it. And it hadn't
been his doing, those other times. He'd just been following the trail, see
ing where othershad taken the necessary steps, feeding all those data
through his models and filters for the greater good. Always for the great-
er good.

This time, though, there'd been no fire. The forces of containment
hadn't found out about the Strip yet. So far they'd just been covering
their own tracks, sterilizing everyN

EbodyN

Neverything that had come into contact with the source. But they
didn't know how to identify 8ehemoth directly, not from a distance. That
was his job, and Jovellanos'.

And now it looked like the two of them had succeeded.Desjardins re-
flected on the difference between following a trail of ashesand blazing
one's own.

Shouldn't matter. It's not like you're firing the flamethrower.

Just aiming it

Guilt Trip pacedin his gut like a caged animal, looking for something
to tear into.

Well? Do your job, for Christ's sake! Tell me whattu

Guilt Trip didn't work like that, of course. It was all stick and no car-
rot, a neurochemical censorthat pounced on the slightest twinge of guilt,
or conscience,orNfor the mechanistsin the audienceNsheer amoral fear-
of-getting-caught-with-your-hand-in-the-cookie-jar You could call it
whatever you wanted; labels didn't change the side chains and peptide
bonds and carboxyl whatsits that made it work. Guilt was a neurotrans-
mitter. Morality was a chemical. And the things that made nerves fire,
muscles move, tongues wagNthose were all chemicals too. It had only
been a matter of time before someone figured out how to tie them all
together.

Guilt Trip kept you from making the wrong decision, and Absolution
let you live with yourself after making the right one. But you had to at

108



least think you knew what right was, before either of them could kick in.
They only reacted to gut feeling.

He'd never lamented the Trip's lack of direction before. He'd never
needed it. Sure, it would freeze him in an instant if he tried to hack his
own credit rating, but in terms of actual caseloadit rarely did more than
nudge him toward the blindingly obvious. Lose-lose situations were his
stock-in-trade. Amputate the part or lose the whole? Nasty, but obvious.
Kill ten to savea hundred? Wring your hands, bite the bullet, get stoned
afterward. But never any question about what to do.

How many peopledid | sealoff to keepa lid on that brucellosisoutbreakin
Argentina? How many did | flood out in TongKing when| cut the powerto
their sumps?

Necessarysteps had never bothered him before. Not like this. Alice and
all her snidecommentsaboutseeingthe world in black-and-whiteBullshit. |
saw the grays, | saw millions of grays.| just knew how to pick the lightest
shade.

Not any more.

He could pinpoint the moment that things had changed, almost to the
second: when he'd seen a 'scaphe built for the deep seaand a cockpit
built for the near sky, locked together in a desperate embrace, falling.

It had not beena commercial lifter on aroutine flight; he'd checkedthe
records. Officially, nothing had fallen into the Pacific at the heart of the
Big One, becauseNofficiallyNnothing had beenthere to fall. It had been
sent secretly to Ground Zero, and then it had been shot down.

It made no sensethat the same authority would have committed both
acts.

That implied factions in opposition. It implied profound disagreement
over what constituted the greater good (or the Interestsof the Overlords
which Jovellanosinsisted was all the Trip really ensured). Someonein the
bureaucratic stratosphereNsomeone who knew far more about Se-
hemoth than did Achilles DesjardinsNhad tried to evacuate the rifters
before the quake. Apparently they'd felt that pre-emptive murder was
not justified in the name of containment.

And someone else had stopped them.

Which side was Rowan affiliated with? Who was right?

He hadn't told Jovellanosabout the 'scaphe.He'd even done a passable
job of forgetting about it himself, keeping things nice and simple, focus-
ing on the mouse at hand until the whale on the horizon becamea vague
blur, almost invisible. He'd known in the back of his mind he wouldn't
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be able to keep it up for long; eventually they'd come up with a reliable
index, some combination of distance spec and moisture and pH that
pointed the finger at the invader. But he hadn't expected it so soon.
They'd been working with old data, shipyard samples contaminated by
industrial effluents, potential incursions three or four hectares large at
most. Noise-to-signal problems alone should have held them back for
weeks.

But you didn't need much rez to catch a beachhead ten kilometers
long. Desjardins had kept his eyesdown, and the whale on the horizon
had run right into him.

Mandelbrot stood in the doorway, stretching. Claws extruded from
their sheaths like tiny scimitars.

"You wouldn't have any trouble at all," Desjardins said. "You'd just go
for maximum damage, right?"

Mandelbrot purred.

Desjardins buried his face in his hands. Sowhat do | do now? Figure
things out formyself?

He realized, with some surprise, that the prospect wouldn't have al-
ways seemed so absurd.
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Chapter 2 2

Drugstore

"Amitav."

He startled awake: a blanketed skeleton on the sand. Gray and dim in
the visible predawn gloom, hot and luminous in infrared. Sunken eyes,
exuding hatred on all wavelengths from the moment they opened.

Sou-Hon Perreault stared down at him from three meters up. Well-fed
refugees, freshly awakened on all sides, edged away and left Amitav in
the center of an open circle.

Several othersNteenagers, mostly, a litle less robust than
mostNstayed nearby, looking up at the 'fly with undisguised suspicion.
Perreault blinked within her headset; she'd never seenso many hostile
faces on the Strip before.

"How pleasant,” Amitav said in a low voice. "To wake with a big
round hammer hanging over my head."

"Sorry." Shemoved the 'fly off to one side, wobbling its trim tabsto ef-
fect a bobbing mechanical salute (then wondered if he could even seeit
with his merely human eyes). "It's Sou-Hon," she said.

"Who else," the stickman said dryly, rising.

NG

"She is not here. | have not seen her in some time."

"l know. | wanted to talk to you."

"Ah. About what?" The stickman began walking down the shore.
HisN

Friends? Disciples? Bodyguards?

Nbegan to follow. Amitav waved them off. Perreault set the botfly to
heel at his side; the entourage dwindled slowly to stern. On either side,
anonymous bundlesNcurled on thermafoam, wrapped in heat-con-
serving fabricNstirred and grunted irritably in the gray halflight.

"A cycler was vandalized last night," Perreault said. "A few kilometers
north of here. We'll have to fly out a replacement.”

"Ah."
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"It's the first time something like this has happened in years"

"And we both know why that is, do we not?"

"People rely on those machines. You took food from their mouths."

"1? 1 did this?"

“There were lots of witnesses, Amitav."

“Then they will tell you | had nothing to do with it."

“They told me it was a couple of teenagers.And theytold me who put
them up to it."

The stickman stopped and turned to face the machine at his side. "And
all thesewitnessesyou speak of. All thesepoor people that | have robbed
of food. None of them did anything to stopthe vandals? All those people,
and they could not stop two boys from stealing the food from their
mouths?"

Sheathed in her interface, Perreault sighed. Over a thousand klicks
away the botfly snorted reverb. "What do you have against the cyclers,
anyway?"

"I am not a fool." Amitav continued down the shore. "It is not all pro-
teins and carbohydrates you are feeding us. | would rather starve than
eat poison."

"Antidepressants aren't poisont The dosages are very mild."

"And so much more convenient than dealing with the anger of real
people, yes?"

"Anger? Why should you be angry?"

"We should be grateful, do you think? To you?" The skeleton spat. "It
was our machinery that tore everything apart? We caused the droughts
and the floods and put our own homes underwater? And afterward,
when we came here acrossa whole oceanNif we did not starve first or
cook in the sun or die with our bodies stuffed with worms and things
that your drugs have made unkillableNwhen we ended here we are sup-
posed to be grateful that you let us sleep on this little patch of mud, we
are supposed to thank you becauseso far it is cheaper to drug us than
mow us down?"

They were at the waterline. Surf pounded invisibly in the dark dis-
tance. Amitav lifted one bony arm and pointed. "Sometimes when
people go in there the sharks come for them." His voice was suddenly
calm. "And on shore, the rest continue to sex and shit and feed at your
wonderful machines."

"That'sNthat's just human nature, Amitav. People don't want to get
involved."

"So these drugs aregoodfor us?"
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“They're not the slightest bit harmful."

“Then you put them in your food, too."

"Well no, but I'm notN"

N part of an imprisoned destitute mob forty million strongE

"You liar," the stickman said quietly. "You hypocrite."

"You're starving, Amitav. You'll die."

"l know what | do."

"Do you?"

He looked up at the 'fly again, and this time he almost seemed
amused. "What do you think | was, before?"

"What?"

"Before | wasNhere. Or did you think that environmentalrefugeewas
my first choice of vocation?"

"Well, IN"

"I was a pharmaceutical engineer," Amitav said. He tapped his temple.
“They even changed me up here, so | was very good at it. | am not com-
pletely foolish about dietary matters. There appearsto be aNa minimum
effective dosage,yes?If | eat very little, your poisons have no effect." He
paused. "So now you will try and force-feed me, for my own good?"

Perreault ignored the jibe. "And you think you're getting enough to
live on, under your minimum dosage"

"Perhaps not quite. But | am starving very, very slowly."

“Is that how you motivated those kids to trash the cycler? Are they
fasting too?" There could be serious trouble on the Strip if that caught on.

"Me, still? | have somehow tricked all these people into starving
themselves?"

"Who else?"

"Such faith you have in your machines. You have never thought that
perhaps they are not working aswell asyou think?" He shook his head
and spat. "Of course not. You were not told to."

“The cyclers work fine until your followers smash them."

"My followers? They never fasted for me They suck at your tits asthey
always have. It is only after they begin starving that they seeyour cyclers
for what theyN"

Crack!

An impact on polymer, the sound of a whip snapping just behind her
ear. She spun the 'fly, caught a glimpse of the rock asit bounced along
the substrate. Ten meters down the shore, a girl ran away with another
rock clenched in her hand.

Perreault turned back to face Amitav. "YouN"
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"Do not try to blame me. | am the cause of nothing. | am only the
result.”

“This can't go on, Amitav."

"You cannot stop it."

“I won't have to. If you keep this up it won't be me you're dealing
with, it'll beN"

"Why do you care?" Amitav cut in.

"I'm just trying toN"

"You are trying to ease feelings of guilt. Use someone else."

"You can't win."

"That depends upon what | am trying to do."

"You're all alone."

Amitav laughed, waved his arms back acrossthe shore. "How can |
be? You have so thoughtfully provided all these sheep, and all this
death, and even an icN"

He stopped himself. Perreault filled in the gap: an icon to inspire them

"She's not here any more," she said after a moment.

Amitav glanced back upshore; the easternsky was beginning to light-
en. A knot of curious humans stood halfway up the shore, watching
from the center of a sleeping flock. Here at the water's edge, there was no
one else within earshot.

The girl who'd thrown the rock was nowhere to be seen.

"Perhaps that is better," the stickman remarked. "Lenie Clarke was
veryNnot even your antidepressantseemed to work on her."

“Lenie? That's her first name?"

"I believe so. At least, that was the name she used during one of
herNvisions." He glanced sideways at Perreault's floating surrogate.
"Where did she go?"

"I don't know. | just haven't been able to confirm any recent sightings.
Just rumors." But of course,you'd know all aboutthoseE "Maybe she's
dead."

The stickman shook his head.

"It's a big ocean, Amitav. The sharks. And if she was havingNfits of
some kindN"

"Sheis not dead. | think perhaps there was a time when she wanted to
be, once. NowE"

He stared inland. On the eastern horizon, past the people and the
trampled scrub and the towers, the sky was turning red.

"Now, you are not so lucky," Amitav said.
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Chapter 2 3

Source Code

He'd left the map smoldering on his board the night before. Alice Jovel-
lanos was waiting beside it, ready to pounce.

"Why didn't you say something?" On the display, a luminous blood-
stain ran down the coast from Westport to Copalis Beach.

"AliceN"

"You've got a hot zone the size of a city here!l How long have you
known?"

"Just last night. | tightened some of the correlations and ran it against
yesterday's snaps andN"

Shecut him off: "You let this sit all night? JesusChrist, Killjoy, what's
wrong with you? We've got to call in the troops and | mean now."

He stared at her. "Sincewhen did you join the fire brigade? You know
what'll happen the moment we pass this up the line. We don't even
know what §ehemoth doesyN"

Her expression stopped him cold.

He slumped into his chair. The display bled crimson light all over him.
"Is it that bad?"

"It's worse," she said.

A lumpy rainbow, a string of clustered beads folded around itself:
purines or pyrimidines or nucleics or whatever the fuck they were.

8ehemoth's source code. Part of it, anyway.

"It's not even a helix," he said at last.

"Actually, it's got a weak left-handed twist. That's not the point.”

"What is?"

"Pyranosal RNA. Much stronger Watson-Crick pairs than your
garden-variety RNA, and a lot more selective in terms of pairing modes.
Guanine-rich sequences won't self-pair, for one thing. Six-sided ring."

"English, Alice. So what?"
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“It'll replicate faster than the stuff in your genes,and it won't make as
many errors when it does."

"But what does it dg?"

"It just lives Killjoy. It lives, and it eats,and | think it does that better
than anything else on the planet so we either stamp it out or kiss the
whole biosphere goodbye."

He couldn't believe it. " One bu@ How is that even possible?"

"Nothing eats it, for one thing. The cell wall's barely even organic,
mostly it's just a bunch of sulfur compounds. You know how | told you
some bacteria use inverted aminos to make themselvesindigestible? This
is ten times worseNmost anything that might eat this fucker wouldn't
even recognise it as food through all the minerals."

Desjardins bit his lower lip.

"It gets better," Jovellanoswent on. "This thing's a veritable black hole
of sulfur assimilation. |1 don't know where it learned this trick but it can
snatch the stuff right out of our cells Somekind of lysteriolysin analog,
keepsit from getting lysed. That gums up glucose transport, protein syn-
thesis, lipid and carb metabolismNshit, it gums up everything"

“There's no shortage ofsulfur, Alice."

"Oh, there's lots to go around now. We fart the stuff out, nobody's even
bothered to come up with arecommended daily dosage.But this, this Se-
hemoth,t needssulfur even more than we do. And it breeds faster and it
chews faster and believe me, Killjoy, in afew years there is not going to
be enough to go around and this little fucker's gonna have the market
cornered'

"That's justN" A straw floated to the front of his mind. He grasped it:
"How canyou be sosure?You didn't eventhink you had all the piecesto
work with."

"l was wrong."

"ButNyou said no phospholipids, noN"

"It doesn't have those things. It never did.

"What?"

" It's simple it's so simple it's bloody well indestructible. No bilayer
membranes, noN" Shespread her hands, asif in surrender. "Yeah, | did
think maybe they scrambled the sample to keep me from stealing trade
secrets. Maybe even filtered some stuff right out, stupid as that might
seem. Corpses have done dumber things. But | was wrong." Sheran the
fingers of one hand nervously over her scalp. "It was all there. All the
pieces.And you know why | think they scrambled them up the way they
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did? | think they were afraid of what this thing could do if they left it in
one piece."

"Shit." Desjardins eyed the beadsrotating on the display. "Sowe either
stop this thing or we get used to eating from Calvin cyclers for the rest of
our lives."

Jovellanos's eyes were bright as quartz. "You don't get it."

"Well, what else could we do? If it cuts the whole biosphere off at the
ankles, ifN"

"You think this is about protecting the biosphere?she cried. "You think
they'd give a shit about environmental apocalypse if we could just syn-
thesiseour way out of the hole? You think they're launching all these
cleansing strikes to protect the frigging rainfores®"

He stared at her.

Jovellanos shook her head. "Killjoy, it can get right inside our cells
Calvin cyclers don't matter. Sulfur supplements don't matter. Nothing
we take in does us any good until our cells metabolise itNand whatever
we take in, assoon asit gets past the cell membraneEthere's §ehemoth,
pushing to the front of the line. We've already beenway luckier than we
deserve. Sure, it's not asefficient up here asit is in a hyperbaric environ-
ment, but that only means the locals can beat it back ninety-nine times
out of a hundred. AndE"

And the dice had just kept rolling, and the hundredth throw had
landed square on the Oregon coast. Desjardins knew the story: microbes,
in sufficient numbers, make their own rules. Now there was a place in
the sun where 8ehemoth didn't have to fit into someone else'sworld. It
had begun creating its own: trillions of microscopic terraformers at work
in the soil, changing pH and electrolyte balances,stripping away all the
advantages once held by natives so precisely adapted to the way things
usedto beE

It was every crisis he'd ever faced, combined and distilled and reduced
to pure essencelt was chaosbreaking, maybe unbreakable: little bubbles
of enemy territory growing acrossthe face of the coast, then the contin-
ent, then the planet. Eventually there'd come a fulcrum, a momentary
balance of some interest to the theoreticians. The areainside and outside
the bubbles would be the same. An instant later, 8ehemoth would bethe
outside, a new norm that enclosedshrinking pockets of some other, irrel-
evant reality.

Alice JovellanosNrager within The System, face of the faceless,
staunch advocate of the Rights of the IndividualNwas looking at him
with fire and fear in her eyes.
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"Whatever it takes," she said. "Whatever the cost. Or we are definitely
out of a job."
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Chapter 2 4

Groundswell

He knows somethingou-Hon Perrault thought. And it's killing them.

Shewasn't the only one riding 'flies along the Strip, but she was the
only one who seemed to have noticed the stickman. She'd mentioned
him casually to a couple of colleagues, and been met with benign indif-
ference; The Strip was braindead gig, a herd to be watched with one eye.
Why would anyone actually interact with those cattle? They were too
boring for entertainment, too placid for revolt, too powerless to do any-
thing evenif this Amitav wasbeing a shit-disturber. They were function-
ally invisible.

But three people threw rocks at her botfly the next day, and the up-
turned faces that met her were not so placid as they had been.

Suchfaith you havein your machinesAmitav had said. You havenever
thought that perhaps they are not working as well as you think?

Maybe it was nothing. Maybe Amitav's cryptic grumbles had only
primed her imagination. After all, a few stonethrowers were hardly re-
markable in a population of millions, and almost everywhere on the
Strip the refugees milled as harmlessly as ever. Only along the
stickman's beat were things even hinting at ugliness.

But were people starting to lookNwell, thinnerNalong that particular
sliver of the Oregon coast?

Maybe. Not that gaunt faces were unusual on the Strip.
Gastroenteritis, Maui-TB, a hundred other diseasesthrived in those con-
gested environs, utterly indifferent to the antibiotics that traditionally
laced cycler food. Most of those bugs caused some degree of wasting. If
people were losing weight, mere starvation was the least likely
explanation.

It is only after they beginstarving that they seeyour cyclersfor what they
aree
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Amitav refused to explain what he'd meant by that. When she sidled
toward the subject he ignored the bait. When she'd asked him directly he
dismissed her with a bitter laugh.

"Your wonderful machines, not working? Impossible! Loaves and
fishes for all!"

And all the while, malnourished disciples accretedin his wake like the
tail of a smoldering comet. Some seemed to be losing hair and finger-
nails. She stared back at their closed, hostile faces, increasingly con-
vinced that it was not her imagination. Starvation took time to erode the
bodyN perhaps a week before the flesh began visibly ebbing from the
bones. But some of these people seemed to be hollowing out almost
overnight. And what was causing that subtle blight of discoloration on
so many cheeks and hands?

She didn't know what else to do. She called in the dogcatchers.
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Chapter 2 5

128 Megabytes: Hitchhiker

It's grown a fair bit since the old days. Back then it was only 94 Mega-
bytes, and a lot dumber than it is now. Now it weighs in at a hundred
and twenty eight, none of it flab. No valuable resourceswasted on nos-
talgic memories, for example. It doesn't remember its pint-sized great-
grandparents a million times removed. It doesn't remember anything that
doesn't help it survive in some way, according to its own stripped-down
and ruthless empiricism.

Pattern is everything. Survival is all. No use for the veneration of pro-
genitors. No time for the stratagems of the obsolete.

Which is a shame in a way, because the basic problems haven't
changed all that much.

Take the present situation: jammed into the congested confines of a
wristwatch linked into the MZrida Credit Union. There's just enough
spaceto hide in if you don't mind partial fragmentation, but not enough
to reproduce. It's almost as bad as an academic network.

It gets worse. The watch is disinfecting.

Traffic is all going one way acrossthe system; that never happens un-
less it's being chasedby something. Natural selectionNwhich is to say,
successful trial-and-error by those long-forgotten ancestorsNhas
equipped 128with a handy little rule in caseof such events; go with the
flow. 128 uploads into the MZrida node.

Bad call. Now there's barely even room to move; 128 has to split into
fourteen fragments just to fit. Life struggles for existence on all sides,
overwriting, fighting, shooting off copies of itself in the blind hope that
random chance will spare one or two.

128fends off panicky egglayers and looks around. Two hundred forty
gates; two hundred sixteen already closed, seventeen open but hostile
(incoming logic bombs; the disinfection is obviously no local affair). The
remaining sevenare so crowded with fleeing wildlife that 128could nev-
er get through in time. Almost three quarters of the local node has been
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disinfected already; 128 has perhaps a dozen millisecs before it starts los-
ing bits of itself.

But wait a nan: those guys over there, they're jumping the queue
somehow. They're not even alive they're just files; but the system is giv-
ing them preferential treatment.

One of them barely even notices when 128 jumps onto its back. They
go through together.

Much better. A nice roomy buffer, a couple of terabytes if it's a nybble,
somewhere between the last node and the next. It's nobody's destina-
tionNreally, just a waiting roomNbut the present is all that really mat-
ters to those who play by Darwin's rules, and the present looks good.

There'sno other life in evidence. There are three other files, though, in-
cluding the horse 128 rode in on: barely animate but still somehow de-
serving of the royal treatment that got them fast-tracked out of MZrida.
They've de-arced their rudimentary autodiagnostics and are checking
themselves for bruises while they wait.

It's an opportunity 128is well-prepared to exploit, thanks to an inher-
ited subroutine for which it remains eternally ungrateful. While these
beasts of burden look under their own hoods, 128 can peek over their
shoulders.

Two compressed mail packets and an autonomic crossload between
two BCC nodes. 128evincesthe sub-electronic equivalent of a shudder. It
steers well clear of nodes with the BCC prefix; it's seen too many
brethren go into such addresses,and none at all come out. Still, peeking
at a few lines of routine stats shouldn't do any harm.

In fact, it proves quite enlightening. Once you disregard all the format-
ting and addressing redundancies, these three files seemto have two re-
markable things in common:

They all go the head of the line when traveling through Maelstrom.
And they all contain the text string Lenie Clarke

128is literally built out of numbers. It certainly knows how to add two
and two.
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Chapter 2 6

Animal Control

The pretense had ended long before Sou-Hon Perrault joined the ranks.

There'd been a time, she knew, when those who fell ill on the Strip
were actually treated on-site. There'd been clinics, right next to the pre-
fab offices where refugees cameto hand in forms and hold out hopes. In
those days the Strip had been a temporarymeasurea mere stop-gap until
we dealwith the backlog People had stood at the door and knocked; a
steady stream had trickled through.

Nothing compared to the cascade piling up behind.

Now the offices were gone. The clinics were gone. N'AmPac had long-
since thrown up its hands against the rising tide; it had been years since
anyone had described the Strip as a waystation. Now it was pure ter-
minus. And now, when things went wrong over the wall, there were no
clinics left to put on the case.

Now there were only the dogcatchers.

They came in just after sunrise, near the end of her shift. They
swooped down like big metal hornets: a nastier breed of botfly, faces
bristing with needles and taser nodes, bellies distended with
superconducting ground-effectors that could lift a man right off his feet.
Usually that wasn't necessary;the Strippers were used to occasional in-
trusions in the name of public health. They endured the needlesand tests
with stoic placidity.

This time, though, some snapped and snarled. In one instance Perrault
glimpsed a struggling refugee carried aloft by a pair of dogcatchers
working in tandemNone subduing, the other sampling, both carrying
out their tasks beyond reach of the strangely malcontent horde below.
Their specimenfought to escape,ten meters above the ground. For a mo-
ment it almost looked asthough he might succeed,but Perrault switched
channels without waiting to find out. There was no point in hanging
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around; the dogcatchers knew what they were doing, after all, and she
had other duties to perform.

She occupied herself with research.

The usual tangle of conflicting rumors still ran rampant along the
coast. Lenie Clarke was on the Strip, Lenie Clarke had left it. She was
raising an army in NoCal, she had been eaten alive north of Corvallis.
She was Kali, and Amitav was her prophet. She was pregnant, and
Amitav was the father. She could not be killed. She was already dead.
Where she went, people shook off their lethargy and raged Where she
went, people died.

There was no shortage of stories. Even her botfly began telling them.

Shewas interrogating an Asian woman near the NoCal border. The fil-
ter was set to Cantonese:a text translation scrolled acrossa window in
her HUD while her headset whispered the equivalent spoken English.

Suddenly that equivalence disappeared. The voice in Perrault's ear in-
sisted that "I do not know this Lenie Clarke but | have heard of the man
Amitav", but the text on her display said something else entirely:

angel. No shit. Lenie Clarke, her name was

her up but Lenie Clarke isn't exactly sockeye

a place called Beebe? Anyhow, far as

"Wait. Wait a second,” Perrault said. The refugee fell obediently silent.

The text box kept scrolling, though,

Lenie? That's her first name?

It cleared quickly enough when Perrault wiped the window. But by
then her headset was talking again.

"Lenie Clarke was veryEnot even your antidepressantseemedto work
on her," it said.

Amitav's words. She remembered them.

Not his voice, of course. Something cool, inflectionless, with no trace
of accent. Something familiar and inhuman. Spoken words, converted to
ASCII for transmission then reconstructed at the other end: it was a com-
mon trick for reducing file size, but tone and feeling got lost in the wash.

Amitav's words. Maelstrom's voice. Perrault felt a prickling along the
back of her neck.

"Hello? Who is this?"

The refugee was speaking. Perrault had no idea what she said. Cer-
tainly it wasn't

Brander, Mi/ke/cheal,

Caraco, Jud/y/ith
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Clarke, Len/ie

Lubin, Ken/neth

Nakata, Alice

which was all that appeared on the board.

"What about Lenie Clarke?" There was no way to source the signalNas
far asthe system could tell, the input had arisen from a perplexed-look-
ing Asian woman on the NoCal shoreline.

“Lenie Clarke," the dead voice repeated softly. "All of a sudden there's
this K-selector walking out of nowhere. Looks like one of those old
litcrits with the teeth. You know. Vampires."

"Who is this? How did you get on this channel?"

"Would you like to know about Lenie Clarke." If the words had arisen
from anything flesh and blood, they would have formed a question.

"Yes! Yes, butN"

"She's still at large.Les beusre probably looking for her."

Intelligence spilled across the text window:

Name: Clarke, Lenie Janice

WHID: 745 143 907 20AE

Born: 07/10/2019

Voting Status: disqualified 2046 (failed pre-poll exam)

"Who are you?

"Ying Nushi. | have already said."

It was the woman on the shore, returned to her rightful place in the
circuit. The thing that had usurped her was gone.

Sou-Hon Perrault could not get it back. Shedidn't even know how to
try. Shespent the rest of her shift on edge, waiting for cryptic overtures,
startling at any click or flicker in the headset. Nothing happened. She
went to bed and stared endlessly at the ceiling, barely noticing when
Martin climbed in beside her and didn't push.

Who is Lenie Clarke? What is Lenie Clarke?

More than some accidental survivor, certainly. More than Amitav's
convenient icon. More even than the incendiary legend Perrault had once
thought, burning its way acrossthe Strip. How much more, she didn't
know.

She's still at large. Les beus are probably looking for her.

Somehow, Lenie Clarke was in the net.
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Chapter 2 7

Ghost

The body hadn't bothered Tracy Edison at all. That hadn't been mom, it
hadn't even looked like a person. It was just a bunch of smashed meat all
covered up by plaster and cement. The eye that had stared so rudely
from acrossthe room was the right color, but it wasn't really her mom's
eye. Mom's eyes wereinsideher head.

And anyway, there'd been no time to even check. Dad had grabbed
her right up and put her in the car (in the front seat,even) and they'd just
driven right away without stopping. Tracy had looked back and the
house hadn't looked that bad from the outside, really, exceptfor that one
wall and the bit behind the garden. But then they'd gone around the
corner and the house was gone, too.

Nothing stopped after that. Dad wouldn't even stop to pick up
foodNthere was food where they were going, he said, and they had to
get there fast "before the wall came down". He was always talking like
that, about how they were carving the world up into little cookie-cutter
shapesand how all those exoticweedsand bugswere giving them the ex-
cusethey neededto ropeeverybodyoffinto little enclavesMom had always
said it was amazing how he kept coming up with all those full-blown con-
spiracytheoriesbut Tracy got the feeling that recent events kind of came
down on Dad's side. She wasn't sure, though. It was all really confusing.

It had taken along time to get up into the mountains. Lots of the roads
were cracked and twisted soyou couldn't drive on them, and other ones
were already jammed with cars and buses and trucks; there were so
many that Tracy didn't even see anyone glaring at their car, the way
people usually did becausewell, honey,peopledon't know that I work way
out in thewoodssowhentheyseewne haveour own cartheythink we're just be-
ing wastefulandselfish.Dad took lots of back roads and before she knew it
they were way off in the mountains, just old clear-cuts as far as you
could see,all green and fuzzing up with carbon-eating kudzu. And Dad
still hadn't stopped, except a few times to let Tracy out to pee and one
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time when he drove under some trees until a bunch of helicopters had
gone hy.

They hadn't stopped until they got here, to this little cabin in the
woods by a lakeN a glacial lake, Dad said. He said there were lots of
these cabins, strung out along valley floors all through the mountains. A
long time ago Park Rangers would ride around on horseback, making
sure everything was okay and staying at a different cabin each night.
Now, of course,regular people weren't allowed to go into the woods, so
there was no need for rangers any more. But they still kept some cabins
ready for visitors, for biologists who came into the woods to study the
trees and things.

"Sowe're here on akind of holiday," her dad said. "We'll just play it by
ear, and we'll go hiking every day, and just explore and play until things
settle down a bit back home."

"When will Mommy be here?" Tracy asked.

Her dad looked down at the brown pine needlesall over the ground.
"Mommy's gone, Lima-Bean," he said after a bit. "It's just us for a while."

"Okay," said Tracy.

She learned how to chop wood and start fires, both outside in the
firepit and in the cabin's big black stove; it must have been over a hun-
dredyearsold. Sheloved the smell of wood smoke, although she hated it
when the wind changed and it got in her eyes. They went hiking in the
woods almost every day, and they watched the stars come out at night.
Tracy's dad thought the stars were something really specialN"never get
a view like this in the city, eh, Lima-bean?"N but the planetarium in
Tracy's watch was actually nicer, even if you did have to wear eye-
phones to seeit. Still, Tracy didn't complain; she could tell it was really
important to Dad that she liked this whole holidaything. So she smiled
and nodded. Dad would be happy for a while.

At night, though, when they doubled up on the cot, he would hold her
and hold her and not let go. Sometimeshe hugged sotight it almost hurt;
other times he'd just curl around her from behind, not moving at all, not
squeezing but all tensed up.

Once Tracy woke up in the middle of the night and her dad was cry-
ing. He was wrapped around her and he didn't make a sound; but every
now and then he would shuddera little bit, and tears would splash onto
Tracy's neck. Tracy kept absolutely still, so her dad wouldn't know she
was awake.
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The next morning she asked himNas she still did, sometimesNwhen
Mom would be coming. Her dad told her it was time to sweep the cabin.

Her mom never did show up. Someone else did, though.

They were cleaning up after supper. They'd spent all day hiking to the
glacier at the far end of the lake, and Tracy was looking forward to going
to bed. But there was no dishwasher in the cabin, so they had to clean all
their dishes in the sink. Tracy was drying, looking out into the windy
blackness on the other side of the window. If she looked really hard
through the glassshecould seeajagged little corner of dark gray sky, all
hemmed in by black tree shapesjostling in the wind. Mostly, though, she
just saw her own reflection looking back at her from the darkness, and
the brightly lit inside of the cabin reflecting behind.

But then shelooked down to wipe a plate, and her reflection didn't do
the same thing.

She looked back up out the window. Her reflection looked wrong.
Blurry, like there were two of them. And its eyes were wrong, too.

It's not me Tracy thought, and felt a shudder run over her whole body.

There was somethingelseout there, a ghost face, looking inNand when
Tracy felt her eyesgo wide and her mouth open ohhhthat other face just
kept looking back from the wind and the dark with no expression at all.

"Daddy," she tried to say, but it came out a whisper.

At first Dad just looked at her. Then he looked at the window, and his
mouth opened and his eyes went a little wide, too. But only for a mo-
ment. Then he was going to the door.

On the other side of the window, the floating ghost face turned to fol-
low him.

"Daddy," Tracy said, and her voice sounded very small. "Pleasedon't
let it in."

"She Lima bean. Not it," her dad said. "And don't be silly. It's freezing
out there."

It wasn't a ghost after all. It was a woman with short blond hair, just
like Tracy's. She came through the door without a word; the wind out-
side tried to follow her in, but Tracy's dad shut it out.

Her eyeswere white and empty. They reminded Tracy of the glacier at
the end of the lake.

"Hi," Tracy's dad said. "Welcome to our, uh, home away from home."
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“Thanks." The woman blinked over those scary white eyes. They must
be contact lenses, Tracy decided. Like those ConTacs people wore some-
times. She'd never seen any so white.

"Well, of course it's not our home exactly, we're just here for a while,
you knowNare you with MNR?"

The woman tilted her head a bit, asking a question without opening
her mouth. Exceptfor the eyes,shelooked like any other hiker Tracy had
seen. Gore-Tex and backpack and all that stuff.

"Ministry of Natural Resources," Tracy's dad explained.

“No," the woman said.

"Well, | guess we're all trespassing together then, eh?"

The woman looked down at Tracy and smiled. "Hi there."

Tracy took a step back and bumped into her dad. Dad put his hands
on her shoulders and squeezed as if to sayit's okay.

The woman looked back up at Tracy's dad. Her smile was gone.

"l didn't mean to crash your party,” the woman told him.

"Don't besilly. Actually, we've beenhere for a few weeks now. Hiking
around. Exploring. Got out just before they sealedthe border. | used to
be aNthat is, the Big One didn't leave much behind, eh? Everything's in
such ajumble. But | knew about this place, did some contract work here
once. So we're riding it out. Until things settle down."

The woman nodded.

“I'm Gord," said Tracy's dad. "And this is Tracy."

"Hello, Tracy," the woman said. Shesmiled again. "I guess| must look
pretty strange to you, right?"

“It's okay," Tracy said. Her dad gave her another squeeze.

The woman's smile flickered a bit.

"Anyway," Dad said, "as | was saying, I'm Gord, and this is Tracy."

At first Tracy thought the strange woman wasn't going to answer.
“Lenie," she said at last.

"Pleased to meet you, Lenie. What brings you way up here?"

"Just hiking through," she said. "To Jasper."

"Got family there? Friends?"

Lenie didn't even answer. "Tracy,” she said instead, "where's your
mom?"

"She'sN" Tracy began, and couldn't finish.

It was like something clamped down in her throat. Where'syour mom?
She didn't know. She did know. But Dad wouldn't talk about itN

Mommy's gone, Lima bean. It's just us for a while.

How long was a while?
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Mommy's gone.

Suddenly, Dad's fingers were gripping her shoulders so hard it hurt.

Mommy'sN

"The quake," her dad said, and his voice was tight the way it got when
he was really mad.

N gone

“I'm sorry," said the strange woman. "I didn't know."

"Yeah, well maybe next time just think a bit beforeN"

"You're right. It was thoughtless. I'm sorry."

"Yeah." Dad didn't sound convinced.

"INit was the same for me," Lenie said. "Family."

“I'm sorry,"” Tracy's dad said, and suddenly he didn't sound angry at
all any more. He must have thought that Lenie was talking about the
guake.

Somehow, Tracy knew that wasn't true.

"Look," her dad was saying, "You're welcome to rest up here for a day
or two if you want. Plenty of food. There's two beds. Tracy and | can
double up."

“That's okay," Lenie said. "I'll sleep on the floor."

“It's no problem, really. We double up sometimes anyway, don't we,
Bean?"

"Do you." Lenie's voice was strange and flat. "l see."

"And weNwe've all beenthrough so much, you know. We've allNlost
so much. We should help each other out when we get the chance,don't
you think?"

"Oh yes," Lenie said, and she was looking right at Tracy. "Definitely."

After breakfast the next morning Tracy went down by the water. There
was a little shelf of rock that stuck out over a steep drop-off; Tracy could
lean over the edge and see her own dark reflection staring back up at
her. The clear, gray-blue water faded darkly behind. Sometimes Tracy
would drop little rocks into the water and follow them down, but the
darkness always swallowed them before they hit bottom.

Suddenly, just like the night before, there was another reflection look-
ing back at her.

"It's beautiful down there," Lenie said at her shoulder. "Peaceful."

"It's deep," Tracy said.

"Not deep enough."

Tracy squirmed around on the rock and looked up at the strange lady.
She'd taken off her white contacts; her eyes were a pale, pale blue.
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"l haven't seen any fish down there yet," Tracy said.

Lenie sat down beside her, cross-legged. "It's glacial.”

"I know," Tracy said proudly. She pointed at the icy ridge on the far
side of the lake. "That covered half the world, a long time ago."

Lenie smiled a little. "Did it, now?"

“Ten thousandyearsago,” Tracy said. "And even just a hundredyears
ago it came almost to where we are now, and it was twenty meters high,
and people would come and ride on it with snowmobiles and things."

"Did your dad tell you that?"

Tracy nodded. "My Dad's a forestecologist' She pointed to a clump of
trees a little ways away. "Those are Douglasfir. There's lots of them
around now becausethey can survive fires and droughts and bugs. The
other trees aren't doing so well, though." Shelooked back down into the
cold clear water. "I haven't seen any fish yet."

"Did yourNdad say there were fish in there?" Lenie asked.

"He told me to keep looking. He said maybe I'd get lucky."

Lenie said something that ended in igures

Tracy looked back at her. "What?"

"Nothing, sweetie." Lenie reached out and ruffled Tracy's hair.
"JustNwell, maybe you shouldn't believe everything your daddy tells
you."

"Why not?"

"Sometimes people don't always tell the truth."

"Oh, | know that. But he's my dad"

Lenie sighed, but then her face got a little brighter. "Did you know
there are places where the fish glow like lightsticks?"

"Are not."

"Are too. Way down at the very bottom of the ocean. I've seenthem
myself."

"You have?"

"And some of them have teeth that are sobigN" Lenie held her hands
apart, almost wide enough for Tracy's shoulders to fitN "they can't even
close their mouths all the way."

"Now who's lying?" Tracy asked.

Lenie put a hand on her heart. "l swear."

"You mean like sharks?"

“No. Different.”

"Wow." Lenie was very strange, but she was nice. "Dad says there
aren't very many fish left."

"Well, these are way down deep."
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"Wow," Tracy said again. She flipped back onto her stomach and
stared down into the water. "Maybe there's fish like that down there."

"No."

“It's really deep. You can't see bottom."

"Believe me, Trace. It's just a lot of gravel and old punky driftwood
and insect casings."

"Yah, well how would youknow?"

"ActuallyN" Lenie began.

"Dad said to keep looking."

"l bet your dad sayslots of things," Lenie said in a strange voice. "Isn't
that right?"

Tracy looked back at her. Lenie wasn't smiling any more. Shelooked
very serious.

"l bet he touchesyou sometimes, doesn't he?" Lenie was almost whis-
pering. "When the two of you double upat night."

"Well, sure," said Tracy. "Sometimes."

"And he probably said it was okay, right?"

Tracy was confused. "He nevertalksabout it. He just doest."

"And it's your little secret, right? You don'tNyou didn't talk about it
with your mom."

"| don'tN" MomN "He doesn't want me talking aboutN" She couldn't
finish.

“That's okay," Lenie smiled, and it was sad and friendly smile all at
once. "You're a good kid, you know that, Tracy? You're a really good
kid."

"She'sthe best,"” Tracy's dad said, and Lenie's face went as blank as a
mask.

He had filled up his big daypack and Tracy's little one. Tracy
scrambled up and got hers. Her dad was looking at Lenie, and he
seemeda little bit puzzled, but then he said, "We're going to check out an
old animal trail back around the ridge. Maybe seeus a deer or a badger.
Few hours, anyway. You're welcome to join us if youN"

Lenie shook her head stiffly. "Thanks, no. | think I'll justN"

And then she stopped, and looked at Tracy, and looked back at Tracy's
dad.

"Yeah, okay," she said. "Maybe | should, at that."
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Chapter 2 8

Blip

Health Warning

From: CSIRA Regional HazWatch, N'AmPac WH

Distribution: All pacification and surveillance personnel, N'AmPac
Refugee Strip

Type: Deficiency sydrome

Scale: local

Rating: 4.6

Be advised that the local incidence of deficiency symptoms within the
refugee population hasincreasedbetween 46?and 47?N. Latitude. Beon
the watch for early symptoms such as hair loss, skin flaking, and shed-
ding of fingernails; more advanced casesare developing massive bruis-
ing and symptoms of second-stagestarvation (loss of >18% body mass,
edema, incipient kwashiorkor and scurvy). Blindness, spasms, and full-
blown diabetes have not yet been observed, but are expected to develop.

This appears to be a terminal condition, the cause of which remains
undetermined. Although the symptoms are consistent with advanced
malnutrition, samples taken from local Calvin cyclers are nutritionally
complete. The cyclers are also producing the prescribed concentrations
of SAM-g, but we have found lessthan half the effective dosagein blood
samples from some individuals. BE AWARE THAT SOME REFUGEES
MAY BE OFF THEIR MEDS, AND MAY THEREFORE BE
UNCOOPERATIVE OR EVEN HOSTILE.

We suspect that something is interfering with metabolic processesat
the cellular level and are currently running samples against the CSIRA
pathogen microarray. So far, however, we have failed to isolate the
agent.

IF YOU OBSERVETHESE OR ANY OTHER UNUSUAL SYMPTOMS
WHILE ON PATROL, PLEASE INFORM THIS OFFICE IMMEDIATELY.
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Chapter 2 9

Womb

The lies drove Clarke into the water.

She'dsataround that foldaway table with Gord and Tracy, eating sup-
per from the cycler. It was a high-end model, and the bricks it laid were
much tastier than the ones she'd eaten back on the Strip. She'd concen-
trated on that small pleasure as Gord had run his fingers through his
daughter's hair, made affectionate cooing daddy's-little-girl-sounds, each
gesture containingNwhat? Clarke knew the signs, she thought she knew
the signs, but this fucker was damned good when there were witnesses
around; she hadn't seena single thing that proved what was lurking un-
derneath. He could've been any father, loving his daughter the right way.

Whatever that was.

His display, not to mention his incessant small talk, had driven her
outside. Gordonhad seemed almost relieved when Clarke grabbed her
knapsack and stepped into the night. Now she stood looking down
through a motionless tract of liquid glacier, deep and inviting and
flooded with amplified moonlight. Her eyecaps transmuted the sur-
rounding forest to gunmetal and silver in high contrast. Her reflection in
the still water, once again, wask

EmovingE

Eand the same old bullshit started again, as something in her brain
began serving up another happy lie about loving parents and warm
fuzzy childhood nightsN

She was on her knees, tearing through her knapsack.

She got the hood on, felt the neck seal fuse against her tunic. There
were other accessoriespf course, fins and sleevesand leggings, but there
was no timeNshe was six yearsold and being tucked in and nothing bad
was going to happen to her, nothing at all, by now she fucking knewit,
and she wasn't going to put up with that shit any more, not so long as
there was the ghost of a chanceN

N it started when | came back up maybe if | go dawkN
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She didn't even take off her clothes.

The water hit her like an electrical shock. Freezing and viscous, it
flayed her bare arms and legs, fired icy needles along crotch and
shoulders before the 'skin of her tunic clamped around her limbs to seal
the breach. The canister of vacuum in her chest sucked all her air away.
Welcome icewater surged in its place.

Shedropped like a stone. Watery moonlight faded with each second;
pressure amassed. Her exposed limbs burned, then ached, then went
dead.

Curled into a ball, she bumped against the bottom. Grit and rotten
pine needles rose in a small cloud.

Shecouldn't feel her arms and legs; they'd be dying now, by degrees.
Their blood vesselshad squeezeddown the moment she'd hit the water,
an autonomic self-sacrifice to keep body heat in the core. No oxygen
making it through those constricted avenues. No warmth. The edges of
her body were freezing to death. In a way, it was almost comforting.

She wondered how long she could push it.

At least she'd gotten away from that fucking monster Gord.

If that's what heis. How could| proveit, absolutelyHe couldexplainit all
away, fathersre allowed to touch their children, after allE

But there was no such thing as absolute proof. There was only proof
beyond a reasonable doubt. And Lenie Clarke, Lenie Clarke had been
there. Sheknew

So did that little girl, Tracy. She was up there alone. With him.

Someone should do something about that.

So what are you now: judge, jury, executioner?

She thought about it a bit.

Who better?

She couldn't feel her legs. But they still moved at her command.
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Chapter 3 O

Eclipse

"She's strange," Tracy said while they cleaned up at the sink.

Her dad smiled. "She's probably just hurting a lot, honey. The quake
hurt a lot of people, you know, and when you're in pain it's easyto be
thoughtless. Shejust needs some time alone, | bet. You know, compared
to some people we were actually prettyE"

He didn't finish. That happened a lot now.

Lenie still hadn't come back at bedtime. Tracy got into her PJsand
climbed into bed with her dad. Shelay on her side, with her back against
his stomach.

“That's right, little Lima Bean."Dad cuddled her and stroked her hair.
"You go to sleep now. Little Lima Bean."

It was dark in the cabin, and so quiet outside. No wind to rustle Tracy
off to sleep. Moonbeams sneaked in through the window and made a
piece of the floor glow with soft silver light. After awhile her dad started
snoring. She liked the way he smelled. Tracy's eyelids were getting
heavy. She closed her eyesto comfy slits, watching the moonbeams on
the floor. AlImost like her "Nermal the Nematode" night-light at home.

Home was where Mom hadE

WhereN

The night-light dimmed. Tracy opened her eyes.

Lenie was looking in through the window, blocking the moonbeams.
Her shadow ate up most of the light on the floor. Her face was in shad-
ow, too; Tracy could only seeher eyes,cold and pale and almost glowing
a little, like snow. Lenie didn't move for along time. Shejust stood there,
outside, looking in.

Looking at Tracy.

Tracy didn't know how she knew that. She didn't know how Lenie
could look into the darkest corner of a dark cabin in the middle of the
night and find her there, curled up against her dad, eyes wide and
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staring. Lenie's eyeswere covered. Tracy wouldn't have beenable to see
which way they were looking even in broad daylight.

It didn't matter. Tracy knew: Lenie was looking right through the dark-
ness. Right at her.

"Daddy," shewhispered, and her dad mumbled something in his sleep
and gave her a squeeze, but he didn't wake up.

"Daddy," she whispered again, afraid to speak up. Afraid to scream.

The moonbeams were back.

Across the cabin, the door opened without a sound. Lenie stepped in-
side. Even in the dark her outlines seemedtoo smooth, too empty. It was
like she'd taken off all her clothes and there was nothing but blackness
underneath.

One of her hands was holding something. The other went to her lips.

"Shhh" she said.
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Chapter 3 1

Monster

The monster had Tracy in his clutches. He thought he was safely hidden,
curled up there in the dark with his victim, but Lenie Clarke could see
him bright as an overcast day.

She stepped softly acrossthe cabin, leaving icewater footprints. She'd
donned the rest of her diveskin to cut the chill; a cleansing fire spread
through her limbs, hot blood burning its way back into frozen flesh.

She liked the feeling.

Tracy stared up from her father's embrace.Her eyeswere like saucers,
imploring beacons full of fear and paralysis.

It's okay, little friend. He doesn't get away with it any more.

First stepE

Clarke leaned in close.

E free the hostage.

Sheripped the covers away. The monster opened his eyes, blinking
stupidly against a darkness that had suddenly turned against him. Tracy
lay stock-still in her pajamas, still too frightened to move.

PJ's Clarke thought wryly. Nice touch. On his best behavior when
company's present.

Present company wasn't fooled.

Quick asa snake, shetook Tracy by the wrist. Then the child was safe
beside her, Clarke's free arm protectively around her shoulder.

Tracy howled.

"What the hellE" The monster was reaching for the lightstick beside
the cot. Fine. Let him have light enough to see the tables, turningE

The cabin flared, blinding her for a moment before her eyecapsadjus-
ted. Gordon was rising from the cot. Clarke raised the billy. "Don't you
fucking move.

"Daddy! Tracy cried.

The monster spread his hands, placating, buying time. "LenieNlisten, |
don't know what you wantN"
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"Really?" She'd never felt so strong in her whole life. "I sure as shit
know what youwant."

He shook his head. "Listen, just let Tracy go, okay? Whatever it is,
there's no need to involve herN"

Clarke stepped forward; Tracy bumped along at her side, whimpering.
"No needto involve her?It's a little late for that, asshole.lIt's way too fuck-
ing late."

The monster stopped still for a second. Then, slowly, asif in dawning
awareness: "What do youNdo you think IN"

Clarke laughed. "Good one."

"You don't thinkN"

Tracy pulled. "Daddy, helg"

Clarke held on. "It's okay, Tracy. He can't hurt you."

The monster took a step forward. "It's okay, Lima-bean. She just
doesn't understN"

"Shut up! Shut the fuck up!

He stepped back, hands up, palms front. "Okay, okayNjust don'tN"

"l understand asshole. | understandway fucking better than you think."

“That's crazy, Lenie. Just look at her, why don't you? Is it me she's
scared of? Is she acting like she wants to be rescued?Use your eyesWhat
in God'sname made you thinkN"

"You think | don't know? You think | don't remember how it feels
when you don't know any better? You think because you've brain-
washed your own daughter into thinking this is normal that I'm going
toN"

"l never touched hér!

Tracy twisted free and ran. Clarke, off-balance, reached after her.

Suddenly Gordon was in the way.

"You goddamned psychg@' he snarled, and hit her in the face.

Something crackeddeep at the base of her jaw. She staggered. Salty
warmth flooded her mouth. In a moment there'd be pain.

But now there was only a sudden, paralyzing fear, resurrected from
the dawn of time.

No, she thought. You're strongerthan him. You're strongerthan he ever
was,you don't haveto put up with hisvile shit oneinstant longer.You're going
to teachhim alessorhewon't ever fucking forgetjust jam him in the bellyand
watch him expIN

"Lenie, no! Tracy cried. Clarke glanced aside, distracted.

A mountain smashed against the side of her head. Somehow the billy
wasn't in her hand any more; it was following some crazy parabola
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through a world spinning uncontrollably sideways. The rough wooden
planking of the cabin floor drove splinters into Clarke's face. Off in some
unfathomably distant part of the world, a child was screaming DaddyE
"Daddy," Clarke mumbled through pulpy lips. It had been so many
years, but he was back at last. And nothing had really changed after all.

It was my own damn faultshe thought dully. | was just asking for it.

If she could only have one moment to live again, she knew, she'd get it
right. She'd hang on the billy this time, she'd make him pay like that cop
in WestBend| got him all right, his wholemiddle just a big cloud of chunky
soup, nothing left but a raw bleedingbackbonénolding two endstogetherand
he's not gonna be throwing his weight around after that, what little weight
there is left hahahaE

But that was then. This was now, and a big rough hand on her
shoulder was flipping her onto her back. "You twisted pieceof shit!" the
monster roared. "You lay a hand on my daughter and I'll fucking Kill
you!" He dragged her off the floor and slammed her against the wall. His
daughter was crying somewhere in the background, his own daughter
but of course he didn't care about that he only wantedE

Shesquirmed and twisted and the next blow glanced off her shoulder
and suddenly she was free, the open door was right in front of her and
all that safe darkness on the other side, monsterscan't seein the darkbut |
canN

Something tripped her and she went down again but she didn't stop,
she just scuttled out the door like a crab with half its legs gone, while
Daddy bellowed and crashed close on her heels.

Her hand, pushing off against the ground, touched somethingN

Thebilly it flew all the way out here I've got it now | can show himN

Nbut she didn't. Shejust grabbed it and ran, vomiting with fear and
her own cowardice, she ran into a welcoming night where everything
was bright silver and gray under the moon. Sheran to the lake and she
didn't even remember to seal her face flap until the whole world was
spray and icewater.

Straight down, clawing the water asthough it, too, were an enemy. It
was mere moments before the bottom cameinto view, it was only a lake
after all and it wasnOtdeep enough, it wasn't far enough, Daddy would
just stroll down to the shore and reach down with his handskE

She beat against the substrate. Waterlogged detritus billowed around
her. She attacked the rock for days, for years, while some distant part of
her shook its head at her own stupidity.
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Eventually she lost even the strength to panic.

| can't stay here.

Her jaw felt stiff and swollen in its socket.

I've got the edgein the dark, at least. He won't leavethe cabin before
daybreak.

Something smooth and artificial lay nearby, its outlines hazed by dis-
tance and resettled sediment. The billy. Shemust have dropped it when
she sealed her hood. She slipped it back into its sheath.

Not that it did me any goolhst timeE

She pushed off the bottom.

There'd been an old topographic map tacked up on one wall of the
cabin, she remembered. It had shown other cabins dotted intermittently
along some forestry patrol route. Probably empty most of the time. There
was one up north alongNwhat had it been calledNNigel Creek. She
could get away, she could leave the monster far behind

N and TracyN

Oh, God. Tracy

She broke the surface.

Her knapsack lay on the shore where she'd left it. The cabin squatted
at the far end of the clearing, its door shut tight. The lights were on in-
side; curtains had been drawn on the window, but the glow leaking
around them would be obvious even without eyecaps.

Shecrawled from the lake. A dozen kinds of pain welcomed her return
to gravity. Sheignored them, keeping her eyeson the window. Shewas
too far away to seethe edge of the curtain pulling back, just enough to
afford a view to some hidden eye. She saw it anyway.

Tracy was in there.

Lenie Clarke had not rescued her. Lenie Clarke had barely gotten
away herself, and TracyNTracy still belonged to Gordon.

Help her.

It had seemed so easy, before. If only she hadn't lost the billyE

You've got it now. It's right there on your legdelp her, for God's sakeE

Breath caught in her throat.

You know what he does to her. Yaww. Help herE

Shedrew her kneesto her chestand hugged them, but her shoulders
wouldn't stop shaking. Her sobs sounded far too loud in the silver
clearing.

From the shuttered, silent cabin there was no reaction at all.

Help her, you coward. You worthless piece of shit. Help herE

141



After a very long time she reached for her pack. Then she got to her
feet and walked away.
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Chapter 3 2

Warhorse

For over amonth Ken Lubin had beenwaiting to die. He'd never lived so
fully as he had in that time.

Prevailing winds had carved the island's facetsinto intricate frescoes,
full of spires and fossilized honeycomb. Gulls and cormorants roosted in
alcoves of arched sandstone. There were no eggs to be hadNevidently
the birds didn't breed in autumnNbut meat, at least, was plentiful. Fresh
water was no problem; Lubin had only to slip into the oceanand awaken
the desalinator in his chest. The diveskin was still functional, if a bit
tattered. Its pores let distilled water past to sluice him clean, kept caustic
salts at bay. While bathing he supplemented his diet with crustaceans
and seaweeds.He was no biologist but his survival enhancementswere
cutting-edge; any natural toxin he couldn't taste, his employers had
probably immunized him against.

He slept under a sky sofull of starsthey outblazed the light-haze leak-
ing from the eastern horizon. The very wildlife glowed at night. He
hadn't realized that at first; his eyecapsrobbed him of darkness, turned
night-time into colorless daylight. One night he'd grown tired of that re-
lentless clarity, pulled the capsfrom his corneas,and seendim blue light
radiating from a colony of harbor seals on the shoreline below.

Most of the seals were festooned with tumors and abscesseslubin
didn't know whether it was a natural condition or just another con-
sequenceof living too closeto the effluent of the twenty-first century. He
was pretty sure that soresweren't supposed to luminesce, though. These
did. The growths oozed raw and red in daylight, but at night the ichor
glowed like the photophores of deepwater fish. And more than the tu-
mors; when the seals looked back at him, their very eyes shone sapphire.

A small part of Ken Lubin couldn't help but try and cobble together
some sort of explanation: bioluminescent bacteria, freshly mutated. Lat-
eral gene transfer from whatever microbes had lit St. EImo's Fire, back
before rampant ultraviolet had sentthem packing. Molecules of luciferin,

143



fluorescing with exposure to oxygen: that would account for the glow of
open sores, the glow of eyes packed dense with capillaries.

A larger part of him simply marveled at the sheer absurdity of cancer
made beautiful.

His body repaired itself faster than that of any normal man; tissues
knitted and regrew almost like tumors themselves. Lubin gave thanks
for cells forcibly overcrowded with mitochondria, for trimeric antibod-
les, for macrophage and lymphokine and fibroblast production cranked
up to twice the mammalian norm. Sound returned to him within days,
clear and beautiful at first, then fading as the proliferating cells of his
eardrumsNurged into overdrive by a dozen retroviral tweaksNjust kept
going. By the time they'd remembered to quit, Lubin's eardrums felt as
though they'd been built of chipboard.

He didn't resentit. He could still hear, after a fashion, and even total
deafnesswould have beena fair trade-off for a body made more resilient
in other respects.Nature had even provided him with an example of the
alternative, should he grow ungrateful: a sealion, an old bull, that
showed up on the south end of the island about a week after Lubin him-
self came ashore. It was easily five times the size of the harbor sealsthat
hauled out elsewhere, and it had led a life of greater violence; some re-
cent battle had snapped its lower jaw off at the base.The jaw hung like a
vicious swollen tongue, studded with teeth. Skin and muscle and liga-
ments were all that held it to the creature's head. Those tissues swelled
and festered with each passing day; ruptures would open in the skin,
ooze white and orange fluids, knit together again as utterly natural de-
fenses struggled to seal the breach.

Three hundred kilograms of predator, doomed in the prime of life.
Starvation or infection were its only options, and it didn't even have a
choice over those. As far as Lubin knew, deliberate suicide was a strictly
human endeavor.

Most of the time it just lay there, breathing. Every now and then the
bull would return to the oceanfor a few hours. Lubin wondered what it
could possibly be doing there. Wasiit still trying to hunt? Didn't it knowit
was dead already, were its instincts so completely inflexible?

And yet, for some reason Lubin felt a senseof kinship with the dying
animal. Sometimes both of them seemedto lose track of time. The sun
steered cautiously around the island on its descentinto the western sea,
and two tired and broken creaturesNwatching each other with endless,
fatalistic patienceNbarely noticed when night fell.
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After a while he began to think he might live.

It had been a month, and his only obvious symptom had been inter-
mittent diarrhea. He'd begun to find roundworms in his shit. Not a
pleasant discovery, but not exactly life-threatening either. These days,
some people even inflicted such infections on themselves deliberately.
Something about exercising the immune response.

Perhaps his reinforced immune system had kept him free of whatever
had scaredthe GA into hot-zone mode. Perhaps he'd simply beenlucky.
It was even remotely possible that his analysis of the whole situation was
wrong. Thus far he'd beenresigned to terminal exile, an uneasy balance
between an instinct for survival and the belief that his employers
wouldn't approve of Ken Lubin spreading infectious apocalypse
throughout the world. But maybe there was no apocalypse, no infection.
Maybe he was safe.

Maybe there was something else going on.

Maybe he thought, | should find out what it is.

At night, looking east, he could sometimes seerunning lights twink-
ling near the horizon. The route they followed was predictable, asstereo-
typic as an animal pacing within a cage:kelp harvesters. Low-slung ro-
bots that mowed the ocean.No security to speak of, assuming you could
get past those ventral rows of scissoring teeth. Vulnerable to any suffi-
ciently motivated hitchhikers who might find themselves stranded over
the Pacific conshelf.

Guilt Trip poked him half-heartedly in the belly. He was making as-
sumptions, it whispered. One asymptomatic month hardly proved a
clean bill of health. Countless maladies had longer incubation times.

And yetE

And yet there was no ironclad evidence of any infection here. There
was only a mystery, and an assumption that those in control wanted him
out of the picture. There'd been no orders, no directives. Lubin's gut
could wonder at what his masters intended, but it could not knowNand
not knowing, it left him to his own decisions.

The first of these was a mercy killing.

He'd seenribs emerging from the flanks as the sealion wasted over
time. He'd seenthe fleshy hinge of the lower jaw seize up in tiny incre-
ments, swollen into position by massive infection and the chaotic re-
growth of twisted bone. When he'd first laid eyeson the bull, its jaw had
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dangled. Now it merely protruded, stiff and immobile, from a twisted
bole of gangrenous flesh. Lesions gaped along the body.

By now the old bull barely lifted its head from the shore; when it did,
pain and exhaustion were evident in every movement. One dull milky
eye watched Lubin approach from the landward side. There might have
been recognition there, or merely indifference.

Lubin stopped a couple of meters from the animal, holding alength of
driftwood as thick as his forearm, carefully splintered to a point at one
end. The stink was appalling. Maggots squirmed in every sore.

Lubin laid the point of his weapon on the back of the animal's neck.

"Hi," he said softly, and jammed it home.

Amazingly, it still had strength to fight. It reared up, roaring, caught
Lubin in the chestwith the side of its head, knocked him effortlessly into
the air. Black skin, stretched across the twisted ruin of the lower jaw,
split on impact. Pus sprayed from the breach. The bull's roar slid across
the scale from defiance to agony.

Lubin hit the shore rolling, came up safely outside the sealion's attack
radius. The animal had hooked its upper jaw around the shaft embedded
in its neck, and was trying to dislodge it. Lubin circled, cameup from be-
hind. The bull saw him coming, wheeled clumsily like a battered tank.
Lubin feinted; the bull charged weakly to the left. Lubin spun back,
jumped, grabbed: the wood sent splinters into his palms as he jammed it
down with all of his weight.

The bull rolled screaming onto its back, pinning one of Lubin's legs
under a body thatNeven at half its normal weightNcould still crush a
man. A monstrous face, full of pain and infection, lunged at him like a
battering ram.

He struck at the baseof the jaw, felt bone tearing through flesh. Some
deep pocket of corruption burst in his face like a stinking geyser.

The battering ram was gone. The weight shifted from his leg.
Thalidomide limbs flailed at the gravel by Lubin's face.

The next time he got the spear he hung on to it, pulled from side to
side, felt the deep scrape of wood over bone. The bull heaved and
bucked beneath him; in a confusion of agony from so many sources, it
didn't seemto know where its tormentor was. Suddenly the point slid in-
to a groove between cervical vertebrae. Once more, with all the strength
left to him, Lubin pushed.

Just like that, the heaving mass beneath him went limp.

It wasn't completely dead. Its eye still followed him, dull and resigned
as he circled the animal's head. He'd merely paralyzed it from the neck
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down, deprived it of breath and motion. A diving mammal. Adapted
over how many millions of years to survive extended periods without
breathing? How long would it take that eye to stop moving?

He had an answer. Sealionswere just like other mammals in any num-
ber of ways. They had that opening at the base of the skull, that place
where the spinal cord climbed up into the brain. The foramen magnum,
it was called; such anatomical tidbits were always coming in handy to
people in Lubin's line of work.

He pulled his weapon free of the flesh and repositioned it near the
back of the skull.

The eye stopped moving about three seconds later.

He felt a brief stinging in his own eyesas he prepared to leave the is-
land, alump in his throat that the tightness of his diveskin couldn't quite
account for. The feeling was regret, he knew. He had not wanted to do
what he'd just done.

Nobody who encountered him was likely to believe that, of course. He
was, among other things, a murderer. When called for. People who
learned that about Ken Lubin rarely tried to get to know him any better.

But in fact he had never wantedto kill anything in his life. He regretted
every death he had caused. Even the death of some big, stupid, incom-
petent predator who hadn't been able to meet the standards of its own
species. There was never any choice in such matters, of course. Those
were the only times he ever did it; when there wasno choice.

And when that was the caseNwhen all other avenues had been ex-
hausted, when the only way to get the job done was through a necessary
deathNsurely there was nothing wrong with doing the job efficiently,
and well. Surely there was nothing wrong with even enjoying it a little.

It wasn't even his fault, he reflected as he waded into the surf. He'd
simply been programmed that way. His masters had as much as admit-
ted it themselves, when they'd sent him on sabbatical.

Back on shore, a hillock of decomposing flesh caught the corner of his
eye. There'd been no choice. He had ended suffering. One good deed, to
pay back the place that had kept him alive these past weeks.

Goodbyghe thought.

Now he sealed his hood and tripped his implants. His sinuses, bron-
chi, Gl tract all writhed in brief confusion, then surrendered. The Pacific
sluiced through his chest with reassuring familiarity; tiny sparks
shocked bonded molecules oxygen and hydrogen apart, handed the use-
ful bits off to his pulmonary vein.

147



He didn't know how long it would take him to reach that intermittent
line of sparkles near the horizon. He didn't know how long it would take
them to carry him back to the mainland. He didn't even know exactly
what he'd do when he got there. For the time being, knowing one thing
was enough:

Ken LubinNlover of all life, Guilt-Tripped assassin,cannon so loose
that even Black Ops had been compelled to store him on the seabedlike
radioactive wasteN

Ken Lubin was going home.
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Chapter

Zeus

Sou-Hon Perreault was closing on a riot when they shut her down.

It was Amitav, of course. Sheknew that the moment she saw the loca-
tion of the disturbance: a Calvin cycler in trouble at Grenville Point, less
than two Kklicks from his last known position. She jumped into the
nearest botfly and rode it down.

Somehow the refs had uprooted a lightstand and used it as a battering
ram; the cycler had been skewered through the heart. A dozen brands of
amino goop oozed viscously from the wound, a pusy mix of ochres and
browns. Underweight refugeesNsome oozing blood from scabby soresN
shouted and pushed against the front of the wounded machine, toppling
it.

The larger crowd on all sides drew back, rudderless and confused, as
powerless as ever.

"kholanA ApakA netra, behen chbd!

Amitav, climbing onto the fallen cycler. Perreault's botfly parsed
phonemes, settled onHindi.

"Openyour eyessisterfuckersls it not badenoughyou shouldeattheir pois-
on? Will you sit herewith your handsup your assewhile they sendanother
waveto finish the job! LenieClarkewasn't enoughfor you, yes?Shesurvived
the centerof the stormitself, shetold you whothe enemywas! Shefights them
while you sleep on the dirt! What will it take to wake you up?"

Amitav's disciples shouted ragged approval, the others milled and
murmured among themselves. Amitav, Perreault thought, you've crossed
the line.

The stickman glanced skyward and threw up one spindly arm, point-
ing at Perreault's descending botfly. "Look! They send machinego tell us
what to do! TheyN"

Sudden darkness, silent and unrelieved.

* * %
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She waited. After a few seconds, two lines of luminous text began
blinking against the void:

CSIRA Containment Zone

(N'AmPac Biohazards Act, 2040)

She'd run into dark zones before, of course. Some'fly she was riding
would drop suddenly into shadow, floating serenely blind and deaf for
fifty meters or twenty klicks. Then, safely out of insight's way, it would
come back online.

But why cite the Biohazards Act over a trashed cycler?

Unless it isn't about the cyclerE

She linked into the next 'fly back in line: CSIRA ContainmentZone
flashed against unwelcome darkness. She relinked to one before that,
and the one after, bouncing back and forth toward the edges of the
blackout.

Eight point one eight kilometers from end to end.

Now she was sighted and riding southbound, just beyond the north-
ern perimeter. She topped out the whole spectrum, stared through a
tangle of false-color infra and X and UV, poked into the fog with radarN

ThereN

Something in the sky. A brief image, fading almost immediately to
black.

CSIRA Containment ZoneE

She backjumped again, set her defaults to repeat the maneuver
whenever visual went down. Shesaw it again, and again: a great curtain,
darkness. A billowing wall descending to earth, darkness. An inflatable
barrier, swelling smoothly across the width of the Strip.

Darkness. CSIRA Containment ZN

She considered.

They'd cut off eight kilometers of Strip, a segmentnearly nine hundred
meters wide. It would take several dampers to cover that much area, as-
suming they were squelching tightbeam as well as broadband. The
dampers would probably be mounted on the wall itself.

Chances were their coverage wouldn't extend out to sea very far.

A northbound 'fly had just emerged from eclipse. Perreault mounted it
and rode west off the path, keeping low. Surf pounded close beneath;
then she was past the breakers and cruising over a low oily swell. She
turned south.

There was traffic out here after all. An assault chopper with ambigu-
ous markings hovered threateningly over a pair of retreating pleasure
boats, a damper dome disfiguring its hull like atumor. A smattering of
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botflies flitted closer to shore, of a different sort than Sou-Hon Perreault
rode. None of them took any notice of her; or if they did, they credited
her 'fly with higher pedigree than it deserved.

Shewas eight hundred meters offshore, still skimming the swells. Due
west of Amitav's latest insurrection. Perreault slowed her mount and
came about, heading inland.

Breakers in the distance, a smear of muddy sand, a boil of motion
farther up the shore. She cut the throttle and hovered, her sensessitill
intact.

Mag: motion resolved into melee.

Everyone was running. Perreault had never seensuch a high level of
activity on the Strip before. There was no net direction to the movement,
no exodus. Nowhere, apparently, to go. Some of the strippers were
splashing into the surf; the botflies she'd seenearlier were forcing them
back. Most were just going back and forth.

Something in the clouds was stabbing the mob with flashes of green
light.

Shepanned up, almost missing it: a fast-moving botfly disappearing to
the south. And now her own ‘fly was bleating, something coming up be-
hind, big and low-flying and stealthedN

Of course it's stealthed, or radar would have caught it soonerN

Nand waytoo close to escape from now.

She spun the 'fly around and saw it coming not two hundred meters
out: a lifter headed for shore like a levitating whale. Rows of portholes
lined its belly, strange brassy things from another age, soft orange gas-
light flickering behind the glass.Shesquinted in her headset,tried to dis-
pel the Victorian image. Sudden electricity crackled from a knob on the
airship's hull; blinding light flared and died in Perreault's eyes. Alphanu-
merics persisted briefly in the darkness, the last gibbering cough of the
fly's navigational system. Then nothing but a flashing epitaph:

Link Down. Link Down. Link Down.

Shebarely noticed. Shedidn't try to reconnectNby now the ‘fly was on
its way to the bottom. Shedidn't even jump to another channel. Shewas
too busy thinking about what she'd seen. She was too busy imagining
what she hadn't.

Not portholes after all. The wide-bore muzzles of industrial
flamethrowers. Their pilot lights had flickered like hot tongues.
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Chapter 2

Jiminy Cricket

Variations on a theme:

The Oregon Strip, shrouded in fog. Evening's light was a diffuse and
steely gray, not even a bright smudge on the horizon to suggesta sun.
Refugees accreted around the feeding stations, warding off the damp-
ness by the soft orange glow of portable space-heaters.Their apparent
humanity faded with distance; the fog reduced them to silhouettes, to
gray shadows, to vague hints of endless convection. Motion that went
nowhere. They were silent and resigned.

Achilles Desjardins saw it all through the telemetry feeds.

He saw what happened next, too. A soft whine, louder than the usual
botflies, and higher up. Turbulence in the human seabeneath it; faces
suddenly upturned, trying to squeezesignal from gray chaos. Rumors
exchanged: this happenedbeforethreedayssouth. This washowit beganWe
neverheardfrom themagainE Murmurs of apprehension; some of the hu-
man particles began to jostle, some to run.

Fear enough, finally, to break through the chemical placidity that had
domesticated them for so long.

Not that it did any good. The zone had already been walled off. No
good panicking now, no avenue for sensible flight reflexes. They'd only
been alerted a few seconds ago, and already it was nearly over.

Lancing down through the clouds, a precise turquoise stutter of laser
light hemstitched its way down a transect ten kilometers long. Tiny ali-
quots of sand and flesh incinerated where it touched. Droplets in the sat-
urated air caught the beamsin transit and turned them visible to human
eyes: threads of argon so brilliant and beautiful that even looking at
them risked sheer perfect blindness. They were fast, too; the light show
was over before the cries of pain had even begun.

The principle was simple: everything burns. In fact, everything burns
with its own distinct spectrum, subtle interplays of boron and sodium
and carbon luminescing on their own special wavelengths, a harmony of

153



light unique to any object castinto flame. In theory, even the combustion
of identical twins would generate different spectra,aslong asthey'd had
different dietary preferences in life.

Present purposes, of course, didn't require nearly that much
resolution.

Look here: a strategic patch of real estate.ls it enemy territory? Draw a
line through it, but make sure your transect extends into safe land at
both ends. Good. Now, sample along the whole path. Turn matter to en-
ergy. Read the flames. The ends of your transect are the baselines, the
ground-truth zones;their light is the light of friendly soil. Subtract those
wavelengths from whatever you read in between. Pour your numbers
through the usual statistics to account for heterogeneities in the local
environment.

Jovellanoshad worked up a distance-specmug shot of 8ehemoth from
her sample slurries. There was one sure way to tell if any given transect
came up clean against that benchmark: half an hour later, the space
around it would not have beendoused with halothane and burned to the
bedrock.

The test was a little over ninety percent reliable. The Powers That Be
said that was good enough.

Even Achilles Desjardins, master of the minimum response time,
marveled at how much had changed in a couple of months.

Word was leaking, of course. Nothing consistent, and certainly noth-
ing official. Quarantines and diebacks and crop failures had been old
news for years. A day hardly went by without some bug or other making
a comebackNtired old genesrevitalized in aterrorist lab, or brought into
new alliances by viral mediators with no respect for the reproductive
isolation of species. You could hide a lot of new outbreaks against a
background that muddled.

But the mix was changing. The twenty-first century had been a lush
smorgasbord of calamities, epidemics and exotics and dust storms dog-
piling onto humanity from all different directions. Now, though, one
particular threat seemedto be growing quietly under all the others. Cer-
tain typesof containment were happening more often. Fires burned along
the west coast, unconnected by any official commonality; some were at-
tributed to pest control, someto terrorism, some merely to N'Am's ongo-
ing desiccation. But still: so many fires, along the coast? So many quar-
antines and purges that happened to run north-south along the Rockies?
Very strange, very strange.
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