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From Les Illuminations—

	I have held the summer dawn in my arms.

	Nothing moved as yet on the fronts of the palaces. The water was dead. Swarms of shadows refused to leave the road to the wood. I walked along, awakening the warm, alive air. Stones looked up, and wings rose up silently.

	The first occurrence, in the path already filled with cool white shimmerings, was a flower which told me its name.

	I laughed at the blond waterfall which tumbled down through the pine trees. At its silver top I recognized the goddess.

	 

	Now hire for me the tomb, whitewashed with the lines of cement on bold relief,—far underground.

	I lean my elbows on the table, and the lamp lights brightly the newspapers I am fool enough to reread, and the absurd books.

	At a tremendous distance above my subterranean room, houses grow like plants, and fogs gather. The mud is red or black. Monstrous city! Endless night!

	 

	Graceful son of Pan! Under your brow crowned with flowers and berries, your eyes, precious balls, move. Spotted with dark streaks, your cheeks look hollow. Your fangs glisten. Your chest is like a lyre and tinklings move up and down your white arms. Your heart beats in that abdomen where your double sex sleeps. Walk at night and move gently this thigh, then this other thigh and this left leg.

	 

	I stretched out ropes from spire to spire; garlands from window to window; golden chains from star to star, and I dance. The high pond is constantly steaming. What witch will rise up against the white sunset? What purple flowers are going to descend?

	While public funds disappear in brotherly celebrations, a bell of pink fire rings in the clouds.

	 

	Grey crystal skies. A strange pattern of bridges, some straight, some arched, others going down at oblique angles to the first, and these shapes repeating themselves in other lighted circuits of the canal, but all of them so long and light that the banks, heavy with domes, are lowered and shrunken. Some of these bridges are still covered with hovels. Others support masts, signals, thin parapets. Minor chords cross one another and diminish, ropes come up from the shores. You can see a red jacket and perhaps other costumes and musical instruments. Are they popular tunes, bits of castle concerts, remnants of public hymns? The water is grey and blue, as wide as an arm of the sea.—A white ray, falling from the top of the sky, blots out this comedy.

	—Arthur Rimbaud, 1886

	 


The Eyes
of the
Setting Sun—


Prologue:
The Players

	 


——>>>ONE<<<——

	O you've seen that man before
His golden arm dispatching cards

	—Leonard Cohen,
The Stranger Song

	Alley Solo—I—A Year Earlier

	[Initialization]  She had her back to the dark damp striated concrete walls of the underground structure. He had followed her into the parking garage. He stood there before her, his hands on his hips. Laughing.

	"C'mon, doll," he said, his baritone voice cajoling, nagging, insistent. "It's time to go back."

	Ineluctable. Unavoidable.

	He stepped forward on the greasy surface. A single step.

	She couldn't step back. Can't, she thought. The heel of her foot, her left, touched the wet gray wall behind her.

	His expression was of a dissatisfied owner. Or the owner's agent.

	"Roger sent me."

	The damp grayness around her, gray like her master, her overlord,—no more!—surrounded her on three sides. The only exit was through the man before her. She looked up, down, to the sides, Trapped! the thought entered, an animal trapped in a huge corner filled with car carcasses, decaying branches. Junk.

	Perhaps bodies?

	The run had been long, from a home she couldn't remember very well to this meeting. With this one.

	I could just charge him, knock him over. A part of her hadn't given over to panic. She clung to that, now.

	Behind him, lights from the street turned him into a black apparition delineated by a bright outline. His solid dark shadow covered her, a ghostly rapist.

	There was a sharp sound from the street. He paid it no attention, his gaze fixed on her.

	The acid in the pit of her stomach was overpowering. She wanted, was ready, to run. Anywhere. The gray walls of this corner seemed to extend infinitely. Unbidden, images of her recent past played themselves out. The dead hollowness within her was wavering, nauseous. She gritted her teeth, biting the inside of her cheek. The jolt of pain was an electric shock; it pushed the fear back.

	"I'm not going back with you, Tim," she said trying to keep the tremors out of her voice. Stalling. Did something move in the rusting car behind him? Something with a luminous eye?

	"I came all the way down here, and you can't show me what you've learned?" Tim laughed at that.

	His step forward was an increment in a progression. "You surprise me! After what you've done."

	She side-stepped, her heel scraping the concrete. If she could get away from this wall and back into the center, she would have a better chance.

	In the distance the dim lights outside of this parking ramp glowed, their beams casting multiple shadows of varying shades of blue, pink and off-white. The sounds of traffic outside could be heard here, barely. From far off she heard a "clunk" as of a brick or hard stone striking the concrete driving surface.

	He anticipated her move, his shadows shifted with hers: parallel processes in a system of dim lights: synchronized movements in a dark place.

	He had chased her into this ramp. It was below a tall building, and she had tried to lose him here, to escape into the dark embrace of night. There was no exit except the direction from which she had run.

	Now, he stood in front of her, enjoying his power in this wet, shadowy place.

	She ducked sideways and ran for the center of the enclosure, followed by her multiply colored shadows. He homed in on her, a heat-seeking missile with one thing on his mind. She heard another sound, as of metal striking concrete.

	As she filed the sound for later, she turned and fired a quick side-kick aiming her heel, her left, with precision.

	It caught him on his right hip. He staggered back, bounced on his left foot, slid forward.

	She aimed a quick punch, leading with the two knuckles of her right hand. The blow landed on his sternum, neatly canceling most of his forward motion. Part of her thought of opposing force-vectors. Most of her thought about this taller, heavier opponent whose expression hadn't changed even as his approach did.

	Contemptuously, he walked towards her, the agent of the man who had claimed her, her owner, his hands ready to seize, deflect or inflict. She batted his right hand away from her, followed through with another blow to his throat.

	He grabbed her hand.

	She slapped his ear with her free hand, and aimed a heel at his kneecap. He dodged her and fell back. She charged, bringing her knee up into exactly the right place. In the distance there were more little stony sounds, as of pebbles or small rocks falling.

	He fell into a crouch, partially to protect himself, mostly because he had no choice. She punched—one, two, one, two—alternating her blows, turning her hips into each punch to concentrate the force.

	He rocked back, falling.

	She aimed one precise toe, covered with a heavy walking boot, cocking it back, and firing a roundhouse kick.

	He became a knot of flesh closed in on himself in the greasy center of the concrete.

	Another shadow joined hers in pink and blue and off-white on the rough gray walls.

	Then more shadows.

	She looked up from her opponent and saw the line of figures standing in the entryway, backlit by the ambience from above. A single source outlined them, a brilliant hair-light in the darkness.

	A view to a height; a tower among elves.

	The figure in the center was tall and looked almost slender because of it. The others looked about half as tall.

	"Would you like some help with that?" The tall figure asked. The accent was cultured British English. The tones were those of a woman. "Surely you weren't here of your own free will."

	She found her voice, "No."

	The tall figure took a silent step forward and gestured to one of the short members of the entourage.

	A short figure produced a folded pad of what looked like off-colored cotton. The figure placed it over her assailant's nose and secured it in place with an elastic band.

	The tall woman regarded this silently. Then: "He will awaken later unaware of what has happened here." Something like a small brown spider jumped from her shoulder onto the sleeping man, stayed a moment and jumped to one of the short assistants.

	The assistant turned into the distant light.

	She stepped back. Wide-set eyes, vertically slit, like a cat's looked out from below bony ridges in a round head. There was a prominent, flattened nose, a thin-lipped mouth.

	On its head was crest of curved bone and thin membranous skin.

	She could not determine its color.

	She spun around. "Who are you?"

	"A friend," the tall woman said. "You need a friend. I will help you. And in return I will require your help."

	"My. Help."

	"You can go places where I cannot. You know this city. I will alleviate this trivial disturbance in your life. You have been brave enough to deal with such.

	"I have uses for your bravery."

	Initialization


	[Production Run]  The tall woman wore a concrete-gray trenchcoat, a fedora pulled low over her face, and mirrorshades. The tall woman smiled with her lips only, not showing her teeth, and pointed at the burden her assistants were holding.

	The tightly wrapped bundle moved slightly.

	She extended her left hand. "Come with me. I shall take you to a safe place. She indicated the male human at her feet. "I am familiar with the minions of Gray Roger. This one will never hurt you again." She looked at it, "Will you?" Then she turned.

	"Come with me." The English sounding lady extended her hand, and the former fugitive took it. The small group of short assistants fell in behind them, the crests on their round heads standing high. A door opened in the concrete where she hadn't noticed even cracks before: incandescent light indicated a warm welcome.

	The two ladies and the assistants entered.

	The Players—One year Later

	[Sequence] 

	"My Deal."

	Mississippi Slim's speech always seemed to come in Capital Letters.

	The gambler had a pretentious way of talking that set Zhongo Teketon's nerves on edge. There were overtones to Slim's voice that reminded him of fingernails on a chalkboard, or of car brakes screeching, or of small children. Zhongo Teketon hated all of these; children the most.

	The room was close and smoke filled. A single one-hundred watt light bulb hung above the poker table—over the pot of miscellaneous bills and coins in the center. Piles of chips, coins and wrapped-up paper currency cast sharp shadows that pointed directly at the players surrounding the table. Cigarette and cigar smoke circled, curling around the players' heads: Mississippi Slim sat across from Zhongo, Lead-Foot Eddie sat to Zhongo's right, Comic Book sat to the left. On Comic Book's left, One-Eyed Jack scowled over his winnings, his one good eye, scanning and ophidian, an all-encompassing omphalos, missing nothing; the other eye was lost in a mass of red scar tissue. Allen Hightower, a tall slender man whose ash-blond hair was worn in a military crew-cut, sat between One-Eye and Slim, and The Maestro was sitting to Slim's left, completing the circle.

	Seven men. On the surface, a friendly game of seven-card stud, deuces wild; barely below that surface, a contest between just two of those seven.

	Slim took the deck, riffle-shuffled it several times with practiced motions of his wrists. The cards crackled electrically in the silence. Smoke rose up from his cigar in a straight line, then dispersed in complex curlicues and arabesques. He shuffled again, and thumped the deck down before Allen. "Cut," he said. Allen Hightower reached for the cards, performed a Scarne Cut that was axiomatic in its swiftness, slapped the cards down before the dealer. Mississippi Slim scooped up the cards, squared off the deck, and silently dealt out the two Hole cards.

	He looked at each man in turn, and flipped a single card up before each: "An Ace to The Maestro," he said. "Ten of Diamonds, Three of Hearts, Five of Spades." He took a breath. "Four of Spades for a One-Eyed Jack. Allen gets a Seven." Hightower looked at his Diamond without expression. "Dealer gets a Four."

	The Maestro led the betting, "Fifty bucks," he said, pushing a dirty bill into the center.

	The other players squinted at their hidden cards. Allen's expression was unreadable as he turned his seven over. Lead-Foot Eddie covered. "Folding early, eh?" Zhongo asked. Allen frowned at him but said nothing. Zhongo looked at his down-cards, and dropped a bill in the pot. Slim looked expectantly at the other players; there were no replies.

	"Cards," he said, and dealt.

	The Maestro received an eight of hearts. Lead-Foot looked sullenly at the five of clubs that covered part of his ten. He flipped the cards over, "Not worth fifty to see that!" he scoffed. Zhongo Teketon looked with quiet interest at the Three of Clubs he had been dealt, but said nothing.

	"Possible Straight," Slim said to Comic Book's six of hearts, "Passible Flush," to Jack's Ten of Clubs. He dealt his own: Four of Clubs. Two players were out.

	Zhongo looked around at the others, cheerfully, as he watched Slim drop a faded c-note into the pot. He covered it, "Raise you a yard," he said.

	Comic Book scooped up his "possible straight" and tossed his cards down in front of Slim. He took a rolled-up copy of Batman out of his back pocket, and buried his nose in it. Slim saw Zhongo's raise without further comment. The remaining players, The Maestro and Jack, chucked in their two-hundred.

	Mississippi Slim took up the cards. They seemed to weigh far more than one deck of ordinary Bicycle Playing Cards should. He didn't need to look at his hole cards; it was as if he could see their suits and denominations through the design on the backs of each rectangle.

	"Cards." He flipped the top card out. It spun into The Maestro's stack of bills. Slim took it out, and laid it next to The Maestro's Ace and Eight: the Nine of Diamonds.

	"Two cards to a straight," Slim said.

	Lead-Foot was scribbling rapidly in a small notebook. Slim knew what Eddie was doing. Eddie was a "might-have-been-er," an occasional poker player who tries to determine what he could have had if he hadn't folded when he did.

	Slim spun another card out at Zhongo with a flick of his finger: the Three of Spades. "Three of a kind. You got another pair under that, Zhongo?"

	Zhongo Teketon was a study in lack of expression. Slim waited for an answer until the silence became uncomfortable. He flipped a card at One-Eye: Six of Clubs.

	"Looks like you're building a Flush, Jack." Jack didn't answer.

	Slim dropped the last card in front of himself. Three Fours looked up at him.

	"Dealer bets a yard and a half," he tossed a wad of cash at the pot.

	"See that," Zhongo said, "Raise another fifty." There was the rustle of bills.

	"Two-hundred to you, Maestro," Slim said.

	"I guess I'll stick around for a bit." The Maestro peeled a pair of hundreds from his money clip.

	"One-Eye?" Jack squinted at his hole cards and folded.

	"Not worth another. I'm a little short tonight."

	"Hit your limit, huh? Just the three high rollers left."

	"Cards." Slim dealt:

	A ten of diamonds to The Maestro.

	A three of diamonds to Zhongo Teketon.

	A five of diamonds to himself.

	He looked at the cards displayed. Comic Book looked up out of his namesake and rolled it up. Bruce Wayne could wait.

	"Four of a kind bets," Slim said tightly.

	"Two-hundred." He dropped bills in the pot. Ben Franklin's face looked up at Slim. Twice.

	Silently, The Maestro folded.

	Zhongo Teketon regarded Mississippi Slim; Slim looked back. The poker table seemed to be wider than the whole room, wider than the squalor outside, wider than the universe. This table was their universe, and Slim decided to open it.

	He knew his hole cards. Knew them as if their suit and number had been painted on the walls of the room. He pushed four fifties out, then four more.

	"Raise you two-hundred."

	Zhongo's reaction was swift. Too damned swift. He covered the bet. "See you. Raise. Four-hundred to you."

	It was back in Slim's lap again. He couldn't have anything better than what was showing. Even with the last down-card waiting to be dealt, four threes was IT.

	An unwelcome voice insinuated its way into his thoughts, You sure of that?

	Insinuations

	[Sequence Incrementing; Continued]  No, he wasn't sure. The odds were there, readable by any card-player with any sense, not to mention what was lying face-down on the table in front of him.

	He turned to the door behind him, "Leona! Come out here." The door opened and a woman dressed in a long robe came out. The others looked up at her. For a moment, Slim was in control. Leona was 168 centimeters tall and, even through the robe, was very well shaped. Her hair was a deep flawless black that cascaded to her waist. Her eyes were a startling electric violet. There was intelligence in those eyes: Leona was not a low-level street-whore, Leona was prime. Slim looked up at her, and whispered a command. Casually, Leona shrugged her shoulders, let the robe drop. She was wearing nothing underneath. Even Comic Book's copy of Batman fell to the floor, unnoticed.

	A Word From Alan Parsons—I

	[Medium Shot: Soft Focus] She sits in her workroom, listening to the video music on her VCR. The video playing is The Alan Parsons Project's tune, "Stereotomy." On the screenf, brief video clips of ecstatic dancers jump through short routines, as their world itself vibrates and moves in time to the rock beat. Unknown to the dancers, first one, then two, then four men, all clones of their former self, do back-flips in and out of the choreography. The entire continuum—dancers, gymnasts and the studio—moves ponderously aside to start, then faster, in precise dervish whirls. The reality disclosed behind it is first a tropical rainfall, then a storm, then a volcano, followed by hell-fire, followed by the distant hell-fires of other suns.

	On her main screen, a group of men—large in life, made small on the display—engage in the rituals of Stud Poker. They have stopped their game for an introduction. Her main focus is on Leona, the slender woman with the long, dark hair, now standing naked before the room of watchers.

	Leona takes the looks and her lack of dress in stride, she has done this before in the line of duty with her ex-employer. Now, she does it for entirely different reasons.

	For her Watcher. For her friend.

	For what was building.

	And what would follow.

	The Bet

	[Poker Table, Relational]  Leona was slim, high-breasted, obviously in the best of condition. Her legs were long, slender, well-muscled. The plumage on her crotch was as black as her long hair. She placed one hand, her right, nonchalantly on her hip, and her casual stance became a pose.

	"Winner take all, Zhongo Teketon," Slim said into the silence.

	"Deal them."

	Two cards. Thin rectangles. Cardboard destinies.

	Slim dispensed the cards. Zhongo picked up his three hole-cards. There was something of the bored academic in him as he read them. It was as if he hadn't seen the strikingly beautiful woman standing behind and to the right of Slim. She turned once around, and Zhongo looked briefly up from his cards at her ass. Then he looked back at important matters.

	"Call," he said, more into the cards than anywhere else.

	Mississippi Slim arranged his cards, flipping one more hole-card over, "Four-of-a-Kind, Ace kicker." He leaned back in his chair. His shoulder brushed Leona's left leg. She stepped back. Slim looked up at her; she didn't look down at him: her eyes were riveted on Zhongo Teketon.

	Slim looked across a table that seemed light-years wide. Zhongo frowned at his cards, looking over them as if they were good, but not quite good enough. Allen Hightower looked on, interested but studiously neutral. Deliberately so. Zhongo put one of them next to the four threes. A two of clubs.

	A wild card.

	Space-Time Conversion

	[Priority Process]  Slim felt the gulf between them widen. He had not exactly forgotten about the "deuces wild" part of the game, they'd been playing that way for most of the evening. No wild cards had come up in the deal in this hand, and he had been lulled, just a little. Just enough.

	[Parallel Process]  He felt a brush of air by his right shoulder; she was leaving. He watched her walk up to Zhongo, and rest her hands on his shoulders. Slim felt a pang of regret, or at least what passed for regret. She had been a good guest, a friend....He cut the thought off. This was as easy a way to do the job as there was. Zhongo was looking up at Leona, and Slim wondered if she would get the robe back before going to Zhongo's quarters.

	He thought of his wife and his small son waiting back at the large apartment he called "home." He shuddered, internally. It had been close, finding his son where he had been.

	The rescuer of his little boy—Slim was no longer able to remember who it was, just that he owed that rescuer the proverbial Big One. His main stake in this game, Leona, lately his houseguest, and now, his final act for that nameless rescuer. Placing Leona. Then finally forgetting her.

	Slim looked at Zhongo Teketon and Leona across vast spaces. The Maestro had already scooped up Zhongo's cash winnings; Zhongo had other things to take care of.

	Mission accomplished.

	The Visitors

	[Process, Asynchronous]  At an uninhabited house on Milwaukee's South Side, a car pulled into the driveway and drove all the way to the back, to the parking area near the garage. A man got out, looked around. There were houses whose back yards were contiguous with the yard on which this house was built, but a thick hedge, taller than the first floor of the house, prevented anyone else from looking within. Large trees occulted the views from upper floors.

	He looked around for minutes, before his associate got out of the car. The second man removed a key from his pocket and unlocked the back door of the house. He looked in. The back entrance led into a large kitchen, which was unlit. The second man looked intently this way and that, then returned to the back. He nodded to the driver, and the driver opened the trunk of the car.

	Together they carried the boxes into the kitchen, then emptied the back seat of the car of more containers.

	The driver put the car into the empty garage, secured the garage and returned to the house, where the other man was opening the first carton.

	Within was a small but very powerful computer. The driver opened another carton and removed another compact piece of electronic hardware. Then a flat-screen monitor for the computer.

	An hour later, all of the boxes were empty, and an unused bedroom in the house was well stocked with precision equipment, laptops and less-portable systems networked by encrypted spread-spectrum interfacing. One of the men opened a flat portfolio, and removed several large photographs, which he tacked neatly on the wall above one of the displays.

	The pictures were of a recognizable landmark: a low complex of buildings dominated by three geodesic domes of clear glass.

	He nodded to his associate.

	On The Screen

	[Match Cut: Load Backup; A Year After]  His partner had gone to bed earlier and immediately to sleep: now he was able to get to one of the digital video disk players to take a look at his find. It wasn't anything really odd or threatening: just an ordinary DVD. The hand-written label read, "Design: Preliminary Computer Animation." Yet, he could sense a tension. Not from the small disk, or its unprepossessing label, but around him, from the surroundings to which his travels had brought him.

	He placed the disk in the player. The device clicked gently, locating the start point. Then the monitor came to life. A figure danced and spun on the screen: a form lifelike but not living, a creature of lines and angles, of sines and tangents. Windows appeared around it as it performed: these windows contained numerics, still pictures, commentary. The spectral form moved through a series of stop-motion frames, each frame preceded by others, that faded slowly, multi-colored phantoms trailing until each phantom faded out. The whirls, thrusts and kicks moved silently through several modes: slow-motion, real-time, fast. Occasionally arcs of light, vestiges of previous frames, would look as if the dancer were holding long sabers, slicing savagely.

	For a moment, unbidden, came the words of a fragment of verse, something his associate had shown him earlier:

	"What else in words of fire,

	Chanted by the Midnight Choir...."

	—-and—,

	"On the Green when Sun is up,

	No one may refuse the cup."

	Amateurish, but then there was nothing that could be described as "normal" about the background of the author of those lines. There was nothing to suggest adequate background to write a sonnet or a sestina. Simple couplets were a massive effort, even if the intellect typing those lines was truly formidable in many other ways.

	"And I may sail

	Into The Eyes of the Setting Sun...."

	There was a soft noise from the hall; someone was coming.

	Who was it?

	He removed the disk, switched the player off, and left the room.

	Hyper Space

	[Truck Shot; Compiling]  The screens form elsewhere in a place that is not quite space or time. On an infinite plane, the only demarcation is a grid of fine straight lines. There are thousands of them to the centimeter, almost at the limits of the resolving powers of the eyes that haven't seen them yet. Quiescent, they wait, glowing slightly below the surface. They extend infinitely in two dimensions. Above, there is only the all-pervasive omni-directional yet directionless light that serves as the only source of illumination: the color of a liquid crystal display screen displaying nothing.

	The square screens form in a circle facing inwards. There are twelve of them spaced like the numerals of an analog clock. Images form in the screens; externally specified indices, loaded from some other place, from a database outside the infinite plane.

	The images are scenes of desolation and wreckage. Torn-down buildings, houses afire, conflagrations, fire-storms across city blocks, car and train wrecks; a dozen windows into the wreckage of a civilization.

	And yet the distant, aloof stars glitter and flicker at the edges of the sky, amid the closer flashes of the sheet-lightning in the luminescent clouds.

	Hyper Solid

	[Truck Shot; Link]  At the center of the circle of images, a point of white light appears. It solidifies into a small, glowing sphere of luminescence.

	Then it divides.

	Where there was one light, now there are two. Then each luminescent dot twins again, to make four, then eight.

	A cube appears where the single dot had been, delineated by the eight corners of the shape.

	Then each of the dots marking the corners of the cube twin once more. The result is one cube that interlocks with the other cube, one corner of one connected to a corner of the second cube above it.

	The cubes separate from each other, and the twelve screens move to become the sides of the cubes: six screens on each.

	The slowly rotating cubes with their moving images are the only objects that occupy the center of the infinite plane.

	Then they are not.

	Determinants

	[Run Process]  They fall from out of a blackness darker than space itself: twin cubes, gigantic dice without the usual spots, but rather having images. Tumbling, rotating, they fall, the colored pictures on their sides ever changing.

	Moving into reality. Images accompanied by directives. Data containing programs.

	The continuum moves aside to contain them.

	Initialization

	[Press REWIND, Press PLAY, Long Shot] 

	Echo Video Image of desolation: row of brownstones shattered asunder: insect owners in panic; trivial scattered toys of omnipotent maniacal deity, angrily thrown into the corners of a chamber of inordinate dimension. Red flame below the horizon silhouettes wreckage of ancient habiliment. Primeval battles lost and forgotten: histories lost amid the antediluvian chaos.

	[Fast Forward] Point of view falls away, malignant greenery amid the wreckages of ages where the sons of man play as children in a treacherous garden. Where the daughters play the gardeners. Where the virulent court the venomous as the watched wait.

	[Animate] First it is terminal. Then it is germinal.

	[Medium Close Up] 

	Where the real rulers remain hidden.

	Where their excesses are in the hands of sightless caretakers.

	Where the private torments of the damned are made a project.

	Where the projects are subject to meticulous quality-control.

	Where the control is absolute.

	Where the absolution is a matter of opinion.

	Where the opinions are those of the real rulers.

	[Close Up]  Who remain hidden in lost places where it is best not to go.

	Background Backscatter

	[Screen Clear / Start]   Program running;

	System Ready.




	


Part One: Departures

	——>>> ONE <<<——

	"The World is restless, Heaven in flux,
Angels appear from the Bright Star;
The world is restless...Up There Down There...."

	—Patti Smith, 1988

	Is Not

	[Initialization]  He was Joe Davis, and the rest of the Universe was cold, remote and dark.

	One minute there had been Light, the next Nothing.

	He was Joe Davis, and the rest of everything was not.

	Not dark; dark is the absence of light. This was Nothing.

	Sensory depravation? Was the Tech Bloc—?

	No.

	Restart. System ready. Waiting for input.

	He was Joe Davis, and he had been about to cross the Milwaukee City Limits.

	But the Limits had vanished. There were No Limits.

	Then where was everything?

	There was Nothing.

	He pushed at the Nothing: No Thing pushed back.

	He fought the Nothing, Nothing replied to his attack.

	He struck out blindly, although his limbs did not move in the not-light not-dark of Nothing. He looked with not-eyes at the absence of all things. Chaos!

	But Chaos was not Nothing.

	(A little fat thing with a small round head, and streamers like electric sparks flashing blue against the blackness). (Fiery equations aglimmer in the murky calculus). Not places/planets rise over No Horizons. A galaxy yonder!

	But Blackness is not Nothing.

	There was an effect (not a thought) a precursor to a thought, an input, a feeling—

	(I have made a mistake).

	I?

	I am Joe Davis.

	(Nothing returned). ((VOID *) (*IS)()).

	I Am. All There. IS!

	I was coming to Milwaukee. I had a mission. My Mission.

	My Capital M Mission. To Capital M Milwaukee.

	I am not alone. ("We Are With You....").

	I crossed into the city. I remember Nothing.

	Nothing.

	"There's an Echo in here—" Who/Where/What are you?

	Is

	[Memory Allocation]  Light!

	Sunrise.

	Gray/dawn-color/wet-light.

	He struck out at the gray light, the light receded, returned.

	Rubber Light. Plastic images. A screen!

	A. Screen?

	His Universe took form, the form of a back alley.

	You can do better than this.

	[You] .

	[Fail] .

	His universe was inhabited.

	By trolls.

	Between Is and Is Not

	[Traveling Matte] (Kaleidoscope input return of images lost; data burst of scenes: Parking on a side street; leaving the car; walking up the street to the McDonalds, preoccupied. Something behind him snuffling).

	He had come from the West: Highway-90 to Madison, then East on Ninety-Four to Milwaukee.

	Joe Davis levered himself up off his back where he had fallen, and reached out for anything handy to use as a weapon. The trolls marched up to him in a compact group, flung an object on him. Something large and white. A sheet.

	On The Field

	[Link!]  He felt the universe recede from him, as black curtains of unconsciousness folded across his sight. The associations of being covered up by a single white sheet surfaced, unpleasantly. He was aware of something wet and slimy sliding up to him, moving against his body, covering him.

	Descriptor—I

	[Prelude to the System; Long Shot]  Joe Davis had entered Milwaukee early in the evening. The long drive had left him tired, but not unduly so. Mostly, he was hungry and there were several places on Wisconsin Avenue where he could get dinner.

	George Webb's up there. Two electric clocks hung in the front window below a sign announcing Webb's as a twenty-four hour operation. Further ahead, a McDonalds.

	It had been a long trip to this time and this place.

	Or Off

	[Loading]  Joe revived on the floor of a room that was all white. His head ached. The whiteness was from indirect lighting. Joe got to his feet. Clumsily.

	He was dressed in a pair of greenish-gray trunks that were just a bit more than indecent. His ankles were connected by more of the greenish-gray material: he could just walk without tripping. His wrists were likewise secured. He stood up, looked around.

	The furnishings were minimal: a bed, wide for a single bed, a rectangular solid that seemed to ripple across a surface that remained flat. He touched it. Although ripples sped away from his finger-touch, the bed remained flat. He pressed his palm against the surface.

	Odd. A pleasant touch, soft, yet unyielding. It looked comfortable in spite of its severe shape.

	There were a table and a chair. He could see himself in a mirror that was a polished area on the opposite wall.

	There was no door.

	He walked over to the wall. His movements were clumsy and he felt strange tugs inside his body. He looked at the wall closely; it was a smooth expanse of featureless—what? Plastic? Ceramic? It had the "touch" of either, or maybe neither.

	Joe checked the walls, the floor. The ceiling was about three meters up, a blank expanse. He sat on the edge of the bed. His reflection contemplated him from the opposite, a slender, well-muscled man in his early thirties, dark of hair, gray of eye. His eyes looked a shade of blue in the ambient lighting.

	He raised an eyebrow at his reflection and it returned the gesture.

	He looked down at his one item of clothing. The material from which it was made had no seams, no stitching and scales. A thin web-work of edges delineated a network that looked exactly as if the "fabric" had come from a rather large fish.

	Joe tugged at the waist band.

	It didn't move.

	He pulled at it again, a bit harder. The band tightened against his stomach.

	"Riiight," he said to the white walls. He attempted to slide the garment off. It wouldn't budge. It seemed to pulsate slightly. Joe leaned back, and stared at the opposite wall. The—individual—he was looking for was reputed to be good at biological tinkering. He slid his hand into the waistband again, and the scaly garment tightened up. Joe wanted to laugh, but didn't; the room might be bugged. It's the first time I've heard "chew my shorts" reversed!

	He started to get up, sat back again. A set of cracks or openings had appeared in one of the blank walls. The section of the wall within the cracks fell back and moved to one side. An illuminated rectangle of light led into what appeared to be a short hallway. Joe stood.

	His welcoming committee entered.

	Descriptor-II

	[Prelude to the System; Medium Shot]  The distance extended behind Joe Davis like cigarette smoke vanishing into arabesques of nothingness. The past. What had been.

	The road stretched before him: kilometers of unlit deserted pavement in varying degrees of repair, visible from the presence of the markers at the roadsides and the wanly luminous center line.

	Otherwise the road was pretty much the same color as the land to each side of him, or the color of the night, itself.

	Pawn, Knight, Queen

	[Rewind Recursive; Single Frame]  She sits in graceful comfort on her silken cushions, irreversible immaculate shades of black and white in her silk-lined receiving room. Her four legs fold with a natural ease beneath her.

	[Extreme Close Up]  Onyx shimmering: her hair falls in cascades around nearly perfect features; eyebrows so black they are almost blue; finely chiselled nose, wide mouth in a sardonic half-smile; thin colorless lips.

	Her eyes shimmer, glittering in the ambient illumination. The light sources throw off the multicolors of prismatic components from the lenses that cover the vertical slits in gold irises, in spectral counterpoint to the reflections in her retinae. Her upper left arm grips the arm of the wide chair in which she lounges; her lower right arm plays idly with the controls of some small device. Her lower left arm holds, in an off-handed way, a small creature with many legs attached to a roughly hexagonal body. Its eyes blink: one red, one blue, a coloration electric in its intensity; it seems to enjoy its shelter within her large hand. Her upper right arm rests on her hip.

	She is bare from the waist up. In other places, at other times, there would be an element of the exhibitionist in her; here, it is transmuted by steps of demeanor into arrogance. Her hair falls, a raven cataract, over her shoulders and down her back; her breasts, conical in shape, stand by themselves. Standing, she is 214 centimeters, or just over seven feet tall. Sitting, she is coolly intimidating in her presence, well within herself. Her nipples are red. They are the only color about her other than her enormous glittering gold eyes.

	Her throne is 122 centimeters off the floor; the cushions upon which she reclines add another twenty-five.

	She looks down on those who have come—two, voluntarily, one, not—to her.

	The Written

	[Prelude to the System: Close-Up]  Victor Lyle was young, active, but lately, reserved. The accident that had taken his sight was one of those preventable things that strikes with the suddenness of an elemental force. One moment, his sight was perfect. On the distant side of that moment, he was sightless.

	The liquid weed-killer, designed for "no-plow" farming had splashed across his face. Not enough to burn his features irrevocably, but enough to destroy the outer portion of one eye and to burn the other eye out completely, leaving an empty socket. One eye still registered light, but there was no resolution, no color, no detail.

	Victor spent the following weeks getting used to the new conditions: books were spoken or read by a scanner-reader furnished by a local hospital. At the very worst, he could read by running his fingers over little bumps embossed into the page.

	For navigation, Victor used a cane.

	 

	Joe had been planning a trip East and was already packed for it, when the phone call from his cousin came in.

	He made a quick detour to the bank for cash as well as several cashier's checks to get the funds he needed. A set of replacement eyes would run..., well, it would cost a lot.

	His tour of duty at UCLA had ended predictably with the end of the current semester, he had cleaned out his office, put most of his belongings in storage, and had the rest with him.

	As he was getting ready to leave, another phone call had obviated the need for the funds he had obtained. He dispersed the cash to various parts of his luggage, and, slightly later than planned, drove east.

	It would be simple to change his plans to go to Montana to see the Lyles. He didn't need to spend fifteen large on a set of replacement eyes. Now all he had to do was explain the miracle.

	From his vantage point on the road, it looked as if he would be on a very long sabbatical.

	Possibly permanent.

	The First Mile

	[Start Scan Run]  Two short humanoids entered the room. Joe stood 183 centimeters, or a fraction over six feet tall; these creatures couldn't have been more than four foot six. They looked like very short rubber-faced caricatures of men with luminescent cat-green eyes. Above the eyes, there was a single golden orb—an aperture—in the forehead of each. Yellow as sunlight, each orb pulsed at Joe, scanning him with spasmodic vertical and horizontal motions.

	As if on a signal the creatures each extended one hand.

	Sitting on each of the hands was a small animal that looked like a spider. The spiders reared up on five or six of their legs, their hexagonal bodies showing the other legs in a wide, threatening, display.

	Large eyes glowed red and blue. One of the spiders turned and ran up its owner's arm. It had another glowing eye that looked straight back, it was green.

	The humanoids regarded Joe with a wide-eyed stare.

	Membranous crests on their heads rose.

	The movement surprised him. He had expected weapons, that was what the spiders had to be. What were the crests for?

	Joe stood unmoving, watching.

	Another humanoid entered. It had a hex-spider riding on its shoulder. This humanoid produced an item that looked like a short pool cue with a bifurcated end. He pointed it at the belt of joe's single garment, and the end of the tool merged with the belt. Joe took a step back, and a wash of pain swept over him, engulfing, nauseating. The humanoid took a step forward and the pain stopped. Joe blinked. It was as if the agony he'd felt had never happened. The creature pointed to the door. Joe took a tentative move towards it, and the other two fell into step behind him, their spiders on display. Joe started walking; they left the room.

	A movement caught his eye, he looked back at it; they waved their hands, onward, but the movement was striking, for all its silence.

	The bed was retracting into the wall.

	 

	The hall was filled with shelves.

	The shelves held packing cases, electronic devices, books and other items all neatly labeled in a large, round hand. Joe and his escorts walked the corridor's center on a narrow strip of carpet that served as a guide.

	Ahead was a turn-off: the walls of this area were hung with curtains, white curtains that looked to Joe like silk.

	|Camera|Mirror|Lens|

	[Prelude to the System; Extreme Close-Up]  Victor's eyes were as good as new.

	He had run out to meet Joe when Joe pulled in. Victor ran up to Joe's car, laughing, his eyes wide.

	"Hi, Uncle Joe, you're looking good!"

	Seeing Joe.

	Somehow, the lens and iris sections of one eye had been repaired. More amazing, his other eye was undamaged. It was as if it had grown back. Getting a bod-mod was easy, the well-heeled could do largely what they wished to themselves if they found what they had been born with unacceptable.

	That would have been fine, Victor's eyes could have been re-installed from cloned tissue samples, and modified back to functioning. If the Lyle Family had been rich.

	But they weren't. How was this possible?

	Criticality

	[Running]  Joe's cousin was small wiry, and agile. He had the typical blond hair and light complexion of someone of Northern European ancestry. He was (again) a happy, healthy nine-year-old kid.

	The look in Victor's dark green eyes made him seem older.

	Hanna Lyle was Joe Davis's cousin. Joe had known Victor since birth and had visited them whenever he was in the area. Which was damned seldom! he thought.

	 

	When he had been at UCLA, his studies had entailed late night hours, all-nighters, and weekends usually spent monitoring experiments on a bank of hi-res monitors connected to the latest developments in computing.

	UCLA's budget was always the first item on California's agenda. The reason for this was the abrupt departure of qualified graduates to other places and other countries. Perhaps if the green were greener where a lot of student researchers actually got their educations some small number of them might be enticed to stay.

	Joe hadn't wanted to leave: either California or the country. He had discovered something that would actually do a lot of people a lot of good, if his discovery could be properly exploited. It needed to be handled rather carefully until the safety precautions could put in place.

	Unfortunately, others had thought otherwise.

	If what had been planned would come to fruition, he would be leaving the green fields of California Higher Education behind.

	It would be better this way.

	Waiting

	[Processing]  She awaits her visitor, wavering between doubt and certainty. Shortly the doubts vanish: I'm in control here. He is mine to manipulate as I wish. The bravado helps; then icy insinuations of uncertainty intrude. She looks around her at the room she has selected for the initial interview; the room has been set as a stage is set: each prop in the exact place.

	But something is missing.

	Net Central—-I

	This route could be a lot more direct, Joe thought as the little procession passed shelves filled with boxes labeled "New-Reality-Selector." He wondered whether his host was a game fan, or if the units were more valuable for parts. Joe turned a corner, one of the creatures separated the white curtains, opened a door—

	His destination.

	Net Central—II

	He doesn't cringe or even seem to worry. His heartbeat...has increased now that he's here and sees me, but it remained steady in the cell, and out in the passageway. She expands her vision to more than the standard bandwidth; his skin looks almost normal. No sweat, no tremors, nothing! He doesn't know who I am. Or does he? He has the usual masculine reaction to me, but....

	Why is there not enough fear?

	A Congeries of Observations

	Joe looked up. And further up. She was lounging on a wide cushion covered chair designed for her. From underneath one of the cushions, something resembling a crazy-quilt stuck out. Joe willed himself to breathe regularly, to stay calm. She was topless, and her nudity was that of a classical statue. He found himself responding to it. Michelangelo never had a model with that many arms! he thought, and...her face, in spite of the roundness, is pure classical Greek. He stood as casually as he was able, centering himself, willing himself back into calmness, looking at her even as she returned his gaze. Her face was aristocratic; there was pride in the lines of that face. Her hair was velvet black, falling over her shoulders. Joe could see a curl of it lying on the cushions at her waist. Nice, but not too functional, he observed, She wears her hair long, because she likes it that way, it must not be dangerous here. To her. Neither was her lack of dress. Whatever Joe had expected, he had not expected an almost arrogantly erotic display of flesh. Her eyes—

	They were larger than the general-issue human eyes.

	Her enormous eyes were the same shade of gold as the scanning apertures in the short humanoids. Similarity of function? Ego? Her eyes scanned Joe, but there was none of the passive generality of the humanoids' scan. There was a lively and high intelligence in this scan that took in all of Joe and he returned her favor, scanning back. He took a step forward, a deliberately decisive step, and studied her overtly.

	His interest was genuine. Was this The Agent that various low-brow supermarket tabloids, that he had gotten while visiting Hannah, had discussed with hyperbolically lurid articles, trying to create an urban legend which no one had ever seen? The abandoned vessel in the Long Beach Harbor registered to Mexico's Transportación Nacional Maritima Mexicana had furnished enough to the tabloids' staff writers. The writers had mentioned the Marie Celeste; the Mexican ship had been found with all hands missing.

	The Internet had other rumors that all seemed to come from the same Long Beach area. Rumors about someone (or maybe Someone!) who could do just about anything.

	Net Central-III

	[Initialized Inputs]  She adjusts the data from her hearing, and with a soundless gesture of her mind, creates a sonic hologram that manifests in a window in her right eye.

	She gestures again and a cross-correlation matrix forms. He is more uneasy than he is letting on, she thinks, her face impassive, his demeanor is practiced, his attitudes rehearsed. His fear is buried deeply within his disposition. But it's there. I would have to hunt deeply for it.

	She wants to scratch one of her right legs, but suppresses the sensation internally, instead.

	A third gesture, and she generates a scatter plot of galvanic skin response, surface body temperature, and pulmonary activities. Does he know about the ship? He is from Southern California....If he's made the connection, he's the only one—

	She blinks her eyes slowly, in thought.

	Verge

	Was she—? he thought.

	She didn't conceal the extra pair of legs placed just behind and slightly outside the front pair. The legs were slim, and they looked as if they would be unable to carry the bulk of her form. Hyperfilaments Joe wondered? Her four arms held various items, what does she do with those spiders?, and looked muscular and capable of more articulation than a "normal" human's. Her waist was narrow, her breasts were large without sagging.

	The redness of her nipples contrasted sharply with the alabaster white of her skin.

	Her face was round. Laugh lines. A prominent nose, that was not out of place. Those incredible gold eyes. Eyes that didn't miss a thing. Joe looked closer. Were those eyes faceted or was that a trick of the lighting?

	Sargon!

	"I know that you have been looking around Milwaukee. I observed when you arrived here. Your techniques and your discoveries precede you and would complement mine. You have brought information to me, even if you're not aware of it." Her gaze is unwavering, a cat's gaze.

	"I have your knowledge already. I need but to remove it from its container. In the end, you will aid me. The only question is when: now or later.

	"I have been waiting for you. I knew that you would come to me."

	No Passive Voice

	[Load Status]  His heartbeat is, is measured! He is interested and in the usual way. But he does not tremble: is he ignorant? Below the surface there is turmoil, but he controls it. He is attentive, interested—even turned on, in spite of his position, here. Does he know where he is? Again, does he recognize me? Who is this man that he wants to come here? Am I sure of his actions?

	My words were all of a piece. I spoke too fast. Am I afraid of him? Am I—?

	She motions with her mind; a window opens in her field of view that seems to hover in the space next to the man before her. Within it a heartbeat display dances and vibrates; there is a graph of his pulmonary functions and other data. She wills it and the will is reality: a schematic of his body stands next to him, regarding him from some Other place, his circulatory system picked out in red and green, his nerves in yellow and black, the lymphatic system in blue. She starts a correlation run using her earlier data. The reality of the black-haired, gray-eyed rather handsome man stands unknowing within the data. His features seem to be watching the schematic that stands next to him only in the virtual reality of her own gaze. How real is my perception: there is no window, just my mind, my systems and their abilities; his doppelgangers don't know they stand there! They are so—limited.

	Is he a volunteer?

	Why?

	Immovable Retort

	"The data are readily available. My techniques are documented. You'll have to kill me to get the rest," he answers in level tones, a slight vibrato added, "And then you'll be in deeper trouble than you are now: you need me and my voluntary consent for my protocols to be implemented safely." He shivers internally, as he says it. The creatures flank him, but wear their spiders on their shoulders. The lead creature holds his probe ready.

	"Thank you," her inflection is that of a professional speaker, her voice clipped BBC English: her words seem to take on a separate existence between them, "But this is my home, and I am Yezeletta Zargkonji."

	She pauses as if the saying of her cognomen is all that is needed; the incantation of the angular sounds of her name-title.

	"There are parts of you that are redundant or unnecessary. I will remove them, and keep just that part of you which can remember alive."

	He turns a slightly lighter shade beneath his tan at this, but says nothing. She raises an eyebrow. I have his attention, but anyone else would be shaking with fear. He stands there, seeing me as, as....

	"Or better yet," she purrs, "I will remove all of you but your memories, and add you to my data base. She smiles widely now, showing her teeth.

	"I always need extra mass storage. Your brain has a large capacity, and I can engineer the interfaces within a day. Do think about it." She gestures with three hands to the two guards. Nothing more need be said.

	Then, almost as an afterthought, she adds: "The Madflowers are mine."

	She points to the door with her free hand, her upper right: dismissed.

	The Immovable Mover

	[Retrospective Recursive: Extreme Close Up]  She sits, not moving from her place. She is still: the images playing in her line of sight, the recordings, one a window into another place, the other a man that never was, a design of artificially stimulated phosphines, an electronic virtual image. She blinks her eyes, and the lap-wipe of her eyelids removes the reality for a short time, leaving her displays into her own derivations. Her own decisions. Does he desire me?

	And reality just beyond a door.

	The Hill at Rest—I

	[Telephoto; Extreme Close-Up]  The red brick building stands at the top of a hill, on the east side of the City of Madison, Wisconsin. The building, designed with all of the modern accessories appropriate to a place constructed in the late part of the Twentieth-Century, is pleasant, well-lighted, and easy to approach, even though it is at the hilltop.

	(Albert Miller wasn't aware of this.)

	The land that surrounds the building was tended carefully during construction, and provides a park for the civil servants that work there.

	(But Albert Miller didn't particularly care about this.)

	This is the main office building of the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection, usually known by its initials as DATCP. It is primarily Wisconsin's Department of Agriculture and, lately, an important arm of the Wisconsin state government.

	Far more important than many realize.

	 

	[17.58 CST]  From WKOW-TV: "News Net Communications with Washington DC cut off about a minute ago. We have no further information at this time. We will keep you posted on further developments."

	When the DATCP Building had been planned and built in the mid nineteen-nineties, no one had heard of Albert Miller.

	Soon everyone would. In the past tense. His one act was of brazen efficiency; a single brutal deed executed with speed and finesse.

	The news reports arrived from the east coast: a desolate poem in the blank verse of disarray and disgust. The notices of the communications breakdown arrived first, cutting into sporting events and even into commercials.

	[18.05 CST]  "Wisco-Net reports loosing East-Coast server connections at 18.04 Hours Local Time. The facilities, located in Baltimore Maryland, provide Wisco-Net's main feed for service from and to the Nation's Capitol and are used by many in local Government."

	For a viewing public rendered numb by terrorists, locally grown and imported, it was a matter of being patient and waiting to see how bad it (whatever "it" was) would become. The wait wasn't long.

	Satellite lookdowns, mostly used for accurate weather reporting provided most of the early data. Various private networks, and the National Reconnaissance Office joined forces.

	[18.10 CST]  "Bright double flash reported in the sky north of Falls Church Virginia, The Weather Channel has been contacted for confirmation."

	The disjointed dispatches came in by telephone, TV, the Internet and by several amateur radio operators running shielded equipment located in the Washington suburbs.

	The report of the first mushroom cloud eradicated all programming for a week. Emergency assistance had to be brought in from Maryland and Virginia for a very sound reason: there was nothing left in Washington.

	[W1SQL: 18.35 CST]  "Listen! There was a bright flash, like lightning, then a cloud that glowed from the inside, purple! Christ!, it's a mushroom! There's another flash—

	Few would forget the final broadcast from the Ham Operator who was closest to the destruction, cut off in mid-sentence describing the ultimate expression of terrorist desire.

	In the weeks following, what remained was determining WHO.

	And Why.

	 

	At the Wisconsin Ag Department, personnel dug in against the inevitable new security requirements from Washington, or wherever such directives would be appearing. Most simply buried themselves in the comfortable routine of people whose jobs were to be sure that farmers, always important in Wisconsin, continued to have farms (equally important) and that those farms stayed farms: the most important task of all.

	The Wisconsin State Journal—

	Destruction of Washington not work of "Loner"—FBI

	(AP) Authorities have found no connection to international terrorists in the attack on Washington.

	The FBI continues its investigation and a report is expected, shortly.

	No existing organizations have claimed responsibility for the attack; All indications point to this disaster originating completely within the US.

	No one could have known of Albert Miller.

	The earliest news reports mentioned the possibility of local talent in the form of the rather loud radicals that a free country could produce on a moment's notice. Another report suggested that a single individual could conceivably drive a pair of six-kiloton nukes into Washington. The news media considered this impossible.

	This was understandable.

	It merely happened to be wrong.

	In a time when terrorists were part of large organizations, some functioning with the help of governments, Albert Miller was a loner. Miller had been a single man with a single idea, who, in spite of this, or, perhaps, because of it, was able to carry out his plan.

	No one was sure how he had obtained the devices. The pair of "tacticals" could have come from almost any place in the world. The black market was rife with such things, some real and obtainable, most of the rest, just stories.

	But even stories have to be read. If for no reason, than to discount them. To make them irrelevant.

	Albert Miller had gone out in a blaze of glory, remotely detonating one and driving the other to the White House. The barriers erected to close off Pennsylvania Avenue in 1990 were designed to bar conventional explosives packed by conventional criminals: but buried deep in a classified archive in Washington were any number of files covering contingencies that ran on a continuum from the merely annoying to the obscene.

	The "Nuclear Option" fit nicely in the latter category.

	The double explosion took out the President, the Vice President, both houses of Congress, and many senators, congressmen, their aides, and sundry lobbyists, cabinet members, advisors, judges.

	The Madison Capital Times—

	Secretary Eva Harrington Sworn in as President

	(AP) Eva Harrington, formerly Secretary of Education, took the Oath of Office today backstage at the Los Angeles Hilton Convention Center....

	The American government folded, paralysed. When a proper succession was made, it was to the Secretary of Education, an overworked woman who had been the designated cabinet member to be absent from the joint session. She had taken advantage of this to go to Los Angeles to address the National Education Association. There Secret Service agents had walked out onto the stage and removed her; a judge had accompanied the agents to swear her in backstage.

	The destruction of Washington had created a power vacuum; State Governments moved in to fill it. The Nation's Capital was removed to Philadelphia. The passing of the U. S. Government caused the formation of cartels based on scientific research, power production or for other purposes in other countries.

	The result was a United States of America in name only—the states were hardly united. Only a common heritage of the people being Americans, kept such things as highways open.

	The United States and its new capital at Philadelphia went into a quiet eclipse.

	The Watchers on the Hill kept waiting.

	And watching.

	The Lock And The Key

	[Sign Extension; Panorama: Wide-Angle] 





--Listen with your eyes, and I will tell you. See with your ears.

Descriptor;

Modality;

Access Point;



[Load Backup] There is a place where the residents fit with the precision of a key into a Yale lock. A place beneath gray midwestern clouds, where the tall buildings against the sky look like jagged teeth, where the great lake on which the city is located slouches up to the city's border like a derelict intent on the city's last resources. The fangs of the buildings reach upwards for the sky's grayness and have been punched down as if by a mindless mad god with big clumsy fists. Only a small grouping of buildings—a poker hand claiming a shabby win—dare brave the gray skies of Fall-Time. The wind blows through the desolate streets of the city, but only to disturb the pollution, to move the filth. In the Autumn, the sun rarely shines, and when it does, there is only a flat white light: a stage light, a toy illumination.

	[Travelling Matte]  A smile with broken teeth, a yawn in the darkness. An idiot's grin; an expression as vacant as a politician's promise.

	[Process Shot]  Waiting for the traveller with a master key.

	The First Report

	[Processing]  The dwellers in the brownstone on Milwaukee's southeast side were established in their routines, now. The prominent landmark known locally as the Mitchell Conservatory was under constant observation. This observation, so far, was from a distance, as none of the men who now lived in the upper floors of the old house had been able to get any data-collecting devices into the Conservatory, itself.

	This caused modest concern in the last report to their superiors. The discreetly encrypted email whose overt destination was Kiev, and whose ultimate destination was an estate in the countryside south of Kiev, was not as complete as either the superiors, or the agents on the front-lines, desired.

	The directions from that country estate were explicit: get as much data as possible, but above all, do not compromise your own security.

	That concern was a nice gesture, but the field agents knew that such orders were designed to make them feel at ease. They could be told to go active at any time. If this middle echelon director, a man named Malasnikov, were to be believed, this would never happen. The more experienced agents knew otherwise.

	Where He Was Placed

	[Wait State]  Joe stood in the center of the room to which he had been returned. The door had closed, leaving an expanse of white wall.

	Meals were delivered by silent humanoids that came for the left-overs precisely forty-five minutes later.

	Was she interested?

	Who was she?

	What did she want?

	Within The Jackdaw's Nest

	[Peripheral Access]  The pickup was long and black, and the load in the back was no higher than the rear window. Where other truck drivers would throw a tarp over the contents, this truck's bed was made neatly with a waterproof covering which, like the rest of the vehicle, was black. There were no highlights on this truck.

	A creature of the night, invisible in the dark.

	The driver, a tall man, was concentrating intently on the road ahead. A darkhaired woman as tall as the man seated in the front passenger seat held a lighted clipboard with a road map attached.

	Sitting in the rear seat of the cab, and looking on with frank curiosity, was a girl of about sixteen. She had her mother's dark hair, her father's height. She, too, had a clip-board, a duplicate of the one her mom was using. She was following the same course.

	The radio hisses and crackles, receiving nothing. The digital read-out blinks thoughtfully in the gray light.

	Jackdaw's Algorithm

	It's always a good idea to have a backup in unfamiliar territory.

	The Owl In The Tree

	[Establishing Shot]  He drives into the city beneath the witches' branches of up-reaching trees. Alone in this silent universe, he moves resolutely eastward on the highway, his deliberately anonymous automobile leaving the only indication of his passage: tracks in the road, tracks in the dust of times past. There is a flickering on the horizon: sheet lightning from some lost technology; forlorn remnants of man. The gray land through which his driving takes him is a leaden bowl within which he has found the lowest level. A single man coming out of the west to the Place on the horizon: a Signal Man to the waiting System; the Seeds Man bearing the answer, the key to the lock.

	[Long Shot]  And above him, the roiling clouds yet cover the canceled sky.

	Close-up:

	He lies on his back, on the couch, his legs apart, supported on back and sides by at least a dozen velvet pillows. His hands migrate into the hair of the woman before him, seeking a resting place. Her head is between his legs, and she is pleasuring him aggressively. He watches her through narrowed eyes, in lost comprehension, moving his hips in sweaty ecstasy: syncopated time to the motion of her head.

	Medium Shot:

	[Paradox; Access; Camera Goes With]

She is slender, tall and tanned an even light brown.

He is pasty white, the white of a creature of the underground.

She is firm-breasted, wide hipped: her hair is waist length and a flawless black.

He is rather heavy, but in good shape. He has bathed recently; the cleanest part of him is where she is giving her attentions.

She has pink nipples, straight muscular legs, wide-set violet eyes, strong thighs, long legs, a tight ass.

He looks like what he is: a middle-aged man receiving the services of his lover. The most alive parts of him are the muscles in his legs and hips and his ever watching unwavering eyes. They hold steady: biological radar as she continues.


	Long Shot:

	[Load, Execute]  Room of art-deco wallpaper, painted plaster, old but serviceable furniture. Fresh paint visible on the ceiling, shelves climbing to the tops of three of the walls.

	In a corner above several old books: a fly buzzing near death-trap of web. Gray spider waiting indolently as dinner approaches: arachnid thoughts of food and sex. Tremor of dinner-is-served (prepackaged): leap!

	The man's eyes close in bliss on his one-way trip to desideratum. His hands relax in her hair, letting go as he lets go.

	Beat. Zoom.

	He moans in ecstacy, as she finishes her performance. A hand enters her field of view.

	His.

	His Master Plan

	He gets up; she moves away as his bulk ascends into the room. She approaches, runs one hand down the center of his chest. His eyes, twin photometers, scan the intimate area. There is a door in the room to the right of the window. Ineluctably, he strides towards it, taking her by one hand, the left one. He leads her through the door into a room that is similar in decor to the room in which his interlude has transpired: this room, also, is clean, dust-free, comfortable, although rather more sparsely furnished. He takes her to the king-size waterbed, pushes on her and she lands on her back on the bed. Her legs spread; there is just a hint of summer lands glittering within her perfect black triangle. He looks down upon her, a smile of satisfaction, and more—admiration, perhaps?—on his face. He nods once to her, and leaves via the door connecting to the other room. Shortly, she hears the door from that room to the hallway slam and his footsteps echo in the hall.

	Her Retort

	She listens intently. When she is sure that he is gone, when his footsteps can no longer be heard, she reaches under the mattress of the waterbed, for the small object that is there. She takes it out, and eyes it for a moment. It is a small flashlight. She turns it on and makes an adjustment.

	Several small spiders with hexagonal bodies and luminous red and blue eyes emerge.

	The spiders line themselves up on the frame of the bed, as if they're awaiting orders. She gently touches the velvet body of one of the spiders, and it stands on its rear legs and spreads its forelegs in a wide gesture. Small claws extrude, claws that secrete something liquid.

	She nods. All Well.

	Her friend had promised her weapons. These were more than enough.

	She laughs: Zhongo has had the fiction of her being his mistress for the last year: ever since his underling was directed to let Zhongo win her in that poker game.

	In the upper corner of the outer room, the spider munches thoughtfully on early dinner to go (formerly fast food).

	The Answer

	She lifts the floorboard up, glances momentarily at other equipment hidden there. She smiles. A predator's smile.

	Her communicator has activated. It is time for her to make her report. The communicator crawls up into the window. It looks at her expectantly. Its eyes glow.

	Algorithmic Reply

	It's always a good idea to have a backup in unfamiliar territory.

	Then—

	[About a Year Earlier]  The elevator took Leona up into the tall building. She realized that she had been chased into the parking ramp beneath one of the tallest buildings in Milwaukee, the Wisconsin Farmer's Mutual Building at 777 East Wisconsin Avenue.

	She had no idea that the place was inhabited.

	Her tall rescuer was silent during the elevator ride. She looked around again at the short humanoids that accompanied them.

	The doors opened.

	Before her was a long hallway that was neatly laid out, with well-filled shelves along both sides.

	"Please come this way," the stranger said. She followed the tall woman into a living room that contained several large couches, a big collection of electronic components, and which had several layers of curtains covering the windows.

	"May I ask your name?" her tall guide said.

	"Leona," she replied, "My name is Leona Mathieson."

	The other woman removed the wrap-around mirrorshades she had been wearing. She looked at Leona.

	Leona's nerves felt as if they had turned to ice. The eyes...they were large, gold, and they looked like the eyes of a cat.

	Those gold eyes regarded her calmly.

	"My eyes are not like yours," the tall woman said. "They're a custom design job that I had when I was very young." Leona relaxed incrementally at this; she had seen other sorts of self-adornments in other places. Eyes could be changed using contact-lenses, for example, just...weren't these eyes a little large?

	"I understand your misgivings," the tall lady said. She shook her head, and the hat fell from her head, to be fielded by one of the short humanoids. Her hair was obviously long, tucked into the neck of the coat, and of a uniform shiny black color.

	"I have had some custom work done on me," she said, "Now, all I ask is that you try to accept me as I am. I won't hurt you."

	"If you'd wanted to, you would have, right?" Leona asked.

	"Exactly."

	"You have my name, what's yours?"

	The tall woman began to unbutton her coat, "My name is Yezeletta. Yezeletta Zargkonji. It is a derivation of the name of the organization that performed the modifications I have."

	Yezeletta let the trenchcoat fall to the floor. A humanoid scurried in to grab it.

	But Leona didn't notice that.

	Determinants Loading

	[Operations]  The Images on the square screens load themselves into associative memory: take up residence in data tables, establish cross-references in the system in which they find themselves.

	Their programming component goes active.

	They start moving, again.

	Descending. Images moving.

	Falling.

	In The Network

	[1]  They lie in wait, dormant, yet conscious. With a time sense compressed by external means, the days pass by as if they were seconds, yet the various activities of the Hive, while slow, are purposeful. The incoming Hive-units replace the outgoing. The Travellers must be welcomed. Occasionally, a Hive-member may be dispatched. Liaison must be kept with other Hives. The Signals must be answered. //// [2]  The dispatched vanish as they answer the Call. It is an exalting and strange experience to be time-stretched, to watch the Hive-members slow down into immobility, to pass the Wardens, to enter upon a Mission. //// [3]  Missions may be small: maintenance of the Data Link and its accompanying power source. The power source may have to be sent down to the Hive for regeneration and regrowth or be replaced entirely. The mission may involve transport of messages, spores or genetic prototypes to other Hives. Nutrients may have to be procured. This is difficult: the materials must be taken alive, but need be taken infrequently. Alive, the food stores well. //// [4]  The Hives live, grow in a genteel way, and the life-units die or leave, and are replaced. From time to time, instructions arrive by data-link or by courier or by other means. Life goes on.

	——>>> TWO <<<——

	She is benediction,

	She is addicted to Thee.

	She is the Root Connection,

	She is connecting with He.

	Here I go, well I don't know why

	I spin so ceaselessly—

	Could it be He's taking over me?

	I'm dancing barefoot, heading for a spin.

	Some strange music draws me in,

	Makes me come on like some heroine.

	—Patti Smith, 1979

	Thlipsis

	The structure visible through his single window stretches out before him in a network of garishly colored wires. Bright reds, glowing greens and radioactive blues counterpoint with red-gold, off-white, and a yellow that glints as if it were trapped sunlight. Winding through the colored cabling are organic components of more somber colors: light and dark browns, dark greens, dark-blues, and a single branching cable of turquoise.

	The cables are attached to large turnip-shaped gray containers that sprout printed circuit boards that look as if they had been grown instead of installed. To Joe's eye, they resemble large, vertical fungi with wires.

	The gray containers connect to pipes, some of transparent plastic, others of metal angling out of the pointed bottoms of the turnip-shapes like supporting legs. The transparent pipes carry liquids of various colors, or of no color. One arrangement of pipes appears to be a water supply. Multicolored ribbon-cables connect each gray turnip to a cable run in a triangular conduit leading to the floor above.

	There are elements of an oil refinery, a chemical engineering plant, an excessively large data processing system. And what else? he asks himself.

	Before him, the answer to his question: the pipes, veins and arteries, conduits and wiring, winding through narrow passages and along the spider-webs of supporting steel grids.

	Joe's cell overlooks this system. This is her holding area, a room with a view into what may be an intelligent organism in its own right.

	He looks down at the grayish-green cords attached to his neck, wrists, thighs, ankles, elsewhere. They have grown around his limbs to form an unbroken circumference. Let her think she's secure: I've got her curious. She'll want to find out more before she takes any kind of action at all. She's supposed to be good at doing this! He feels pulling sensations in his muscles: the cords have grown into him as well. A green belt surrounding his waist extends downwards in front and back, meeting below. The outer surface is tough green leather. The inside is inaccessible; waste products are absorbed by the gray-green tissues. They give off a sweetish odor that reminds him of greenhouses gone mad, bad, or both.

	He observes the construct that stands just outside the glass door of his cell. Superficially, it is humanoid. Internally, it is of a different order, entirely.

	Before, below, and above him, the color coded pipes bring in unknown chemical substances, presumably nutrients; convey other substances away, presumably waste products, and provide the interconnections for the elaborate logic network that controls the mechanism. Two or three of the gray shapes in the system's center have irregularly shaped components: boards that were clearly designed and hand-built with less than optimal equipment and with more enthusiasm than skill. The most important aspect is that they function. Joe studies these a bit closer: do they look older than the containers with the almost glistening fungoid constituents? I wonder, he thought, are those the first ones? The mechanism is a riot of colors and textures, except for a tough-looking metal box in the center of the confusion, painted a flat military olive-drab.

	The gray containers look like dark turnips with vertical veins. Most of the pipes and conduits lead into or out of these. Apparently she has placed Joe in a cell overlooking this massive piece of equipment in a attempt to impress him with her power.

	He is secretly amused, although he is careful not to show it. This is a perfect study in contradictions. First, it's obvious that she has power. The complex before him is an incredible feat of engineering. Her constructed assistants appear to be able to follow complex instructions, but don't appear to be capable of originating any (can they do anything original?). She seems to be trying to impress him. She is alone among her sycophants; does she want companionship? She expected some specific reaction. She stated her name, as if I should know it, as if I should do something when she intones it. Does she really think that she can intimidate him and gain companionship from that intimidation?

	Does she know that little of human nature?

	How old is she? When was she born—or constructed?

	Joe looks at another window on the opposite side. There is a comfortable living room there. He has seen her resting on a large divan, reading or viewing something on a large screen. Earlier, when she saw him watching, she drew a blue curtain across the window.

	There are no curtains on his window.

	Below, a spectre of black and white appears in the colors of the system. It is Yezeletta Zargkonji; her walk is a kind of rolling gait, as she strides forth on her four legs. She looks up at him, and their eyes lock in momentary data communication. She smiles sardonically and he wonders if she can smile in any other way. His other thoughts are kept concealed. Deep in the back of his mind is the suspicion that she may be telepathic. Her destination is just ahead: a root cluster that hangs at her eye level.

	He turns away. The construct at the door looks at him with the unwavering gaze of the programmed. The third eye in its forehead, gold as a sunset, brilliant as a sun, seeing, yet not seeing.

	And before this, there were other eyes, also seeing without seeing.

	The Kid with the Eyes

	[Scan: Load Symbiont; A year Earlier]  Joe sat in Hannah Lyle's kitchen with a plate of eggs over easy, sausages, home-made bread, cantaloupe and a glass of cold orange juice half-finished in front of him.

	Victor, a wide-eyed gaze on his face, sat across from Joe, describing his miracle.

	"It was a lady! A big, tall lady who had a noisy heart beat! Sounded like hearts, y'know? She called herself Jesse. She cuddled me in her arms and put this cold thing on my face. I could tell from the way she did it, that she didn't expect me to know what she was doing, but I could feel the cool when she brought it up by my face."

	"What happened, then?" Joe asked gently.

	"I could feel something happen in my eyes. Like, when you get something in them that's sharp. Only this wasn't sharp, it was like getting water in your eye. Or Jello."

	"Cold," Joe prompted, Hannah looked on with a mildly quizzical expression.

	"It sat on my eyes then it seemed to curl up and fall off, almost like it was alive," Victor continued.

	"Then?"

	"I hadda go home, and the lady took me up to the road. She hugged me once, and I came home. A couple days later I woke up and I had eyes, again! I saw these two cats that live up the road!"

	"Did you notice anything else about her besides that?" Joe prompted for anything more.

	Victor blinked. He seemed in thought for a moment, as he tried to express an outrageous idea. "There was," he said. "When she hugged me, she had four arms, I could tell; she had four hands. She hugged real good!"

	"Interesting," Hannah said, speaking for the first time. "Was there anything else besides her arms?"

	"When I sat in her lap....She had really big boobs!"

	They laughed at that. Breakfast finished in the kind of small-talk that occurs at that meal.

	Victor ran out into the gathering Autumn, and Hannah regarded Joe with an intent gaze.

	"What did he encounter, really? UFO Aliens?"

	"I doubt it," Joe said, "There has to be an explanation for this. It could be anything from a researcher passing by to—uh, well—aliens. My money's on something in Victor's immune system kicking in and regenerating whatever it was that had damaged his eyes. Has he had any of the usual post-natal treatments?"

	"Just the minimal immunizations they do at birth. We couldn't afford the trip to San Francisco. The local hospital got him a cane!"

	There was an unpleasant edge to her voice when she said it.

	Rewrite Return

	[Wait State]  Joe's thoughts return to the present for a moment. His guardian watches him with the compulsive attention of the designed, and Joe sees one of his own creations in this creation of another.

	At the Edges of Memory

	[Running]  He walked across the campus with such single-minded inattentiveness that he barely noticed the people around him.

	He was headed for the Biochemistry Building, where he was to meet with the Chairman of the Department.

	He did not anticipate it being pleasant.

	Joe Davis had done something that only a young researcher with a lot of luck could have done. He had started a process both in the laboratories of UCLA, and in the world outside of academia that would affect many others in many ways.

	That was the problem.

	Joe had discovered—as a by-product of other work—a way of "convincing" rather simple biological constructs to produce compounds of arbitrary complexity. His first success had been with a rhododendron. Then ordinary African violets had been put to work.

	An ordinary plant could become a cheap, low-scale factory for just about anything.

	Anything at all.

	On The Edge

	[Load]  The black truck rolled to a stop at the City Limits. The decline on the other side was shallow: the Wisconsin State highway system was built up on banks from which the exit ramps fell away. As the Chevy took the exit, the city spread out before them.

	"Where do we meet him," Ondreya Lenhaden said.

	Hank removed a notepad from his shirt pocket, keyed in a command. "My instructions are to contact 'Big John' when we reach the center of town at a restaurant, there. I can make the transfer, get paid, and we can be on our way, fairly quickly."

	"Hank," Ondreya said, "We talked about stopping here for a while, shopping perhaps. I think I'd like to just stop for eats, and get moving."

	"Agreed" Hank said. "This delivery came to Winterhaven by the usual channels, and I'd like to get rid of it. I'd be doing this by myself, but we're on the way home."

	"The last time I was here, was two years ago. Wonder what it's like, now—try the radio, Dad," Anne asked, "Maybe this ruin has a little life."

	"Good idea." Hank flipped a cover up on the dashboard. The front of the cover looked like a normal analog AM-FM radio. What was underneath was a late model Bearcat Scanner. "Let's see what AM has." He punched a button and bright red digits displayed the low end of the AM band: [540] . He hit another button and the readout began to increase. They watched it for a moment, as the scanner sampled each frequency in the AM band (and played several seconds of it) to see if anything was being transmitted.

	[890] : The readout stopped, and a sound like waves on a beach filled the truck's cab: the ethereal tide ebbed and flowed around them for a moment. Hank studied the other indicators on the scanner with narrowed eyes. "Weird," he said at last. His wife looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "This is an actual signal," Hank said, "It's coming in rather strongly, but it sounds like a phone connection from New York to Los Angeles with bad side-band suppression."

	The hissing and roaring surrounded them. Hank continued, "You'd only pick up something like this on a scanner. If you were tuning across the frequencies with a portable, you'd lock on to the next station, without getting to this signal. It would be rejected as static." He took the notepad out of his shirt pocket, keyed in the frequency.

	"It does sound like a phone connection with a lot of multipath distortion," Anne said, "but why would anyone want to send that kind of noise? Steganography, perhaps?"

	Anne's question was rhetorical. Hank punched the [SCAN]  button again.

	[1250] : The scanner stopped on another broadcast: a pretentious voice was saying "— deaths in Mitchell Park. Also on the south side, there are rumors that the Oak Creek Dynamos will be moving into the Nightwalkers Turf in an offensive beginning some time next week. The 'Walkers publicist said, and I quote, 'This is nonsense. We've kept our turf for two years without fighting. No one can stop us.'

	"We'll be back in a moment with the Highway casualty report, after a word from Dyna-Jak's...."

	The frenetic announcer and easily remembered jingle were more typical of fast-food chains, but appeared to be selling a massage service. "Dyna-Jak's, huh," Hank said, "I can't believe I'm hearing this on a Milwaukee station. What the hell is the 'Highway Casualty Report'?"

	The advertisement ended, and the announcer came back on the air. "And now, the Highway Casualty Report, brought to you by Dyna-Jak's, for service that can stand on its own, Dyna-Jak's, off Wisconsin Avenue on Sixteenth Street!"

	The announcer continued, briskly: "On the south side, there were fourteen deaths, one suicide, three murders, and ten dead in a brief skirmish between a squad of Thor's Hammers and the South Side Gayboys. The Hammers have removed their dead, except for one body that was cut in half by a ram-charger cruising north. His next of kin have been notified. Allen Hightower had no comment.

	"Also on the Highway 894 Bypass, there was an apparent suicide attempt by an individual who jumped in the way of a long-haul bullet freighter. The freighter's undercarriage left few remains. Identification was later made by the Coroner's office from dental records. The body was implanted with an improved model of the Holo-Facial Omni-Cover disguising system used in this country, but there was no serial number or logo on the device. The disguise appeared to have been in use, as the truck driver reported that he was unable to see the victim clearly. As we find out more, we will follow up on this."

	Hank hit the [MUTE]  button. "I don't believe what I just heard!"

	"Sounds like Milwaukee's answer to some of the stuff we hear out of Chicago," Ondreya said. "Move on, Hank." He pressed the [SCAN]  button.

	[1480] : There was no mysterious surf. The gabbling they heard resembled several demented ducks arguing with a small squad of equally demented cats. In the background there was a twittering bird-like screech that was on the edge of falling into coherency in counterpoint to a series of regular chirps reminiscent of an old-style telex transmission. Hank grabbed at a leather case slung behind Ondreya's end of the bench seat, but Anne was faster. She slapped the key-chain jump-drive into Hank's hand with the precision of a nurse passing a scalpel to the lead surgeon. Hank's motion was one of obvious practice: he stabbed the drive into the radio's interface port, as if he were inserting a magazine into an automatic weapon.

	Interlude with Receiver

	[Input]  On the wall above the black truck, it waits, watching, listening. The Signals confuse those who listen below, but the Receiver pursues the Signals with the intensity that is a function of its design.

	Processing

	[Run]  "'Curiouser and curiouser'", he said. "What is that stuff?"

	"Scrambling?" Ondreya suggested.

	"Maybe. Or data-comm," Hank said. "Let's listen for a moment."

	The high-pitched voices only needed a sense of rhythm to be singing a tune, even of the syllables being sung were random groupings of vowels and consonants. The noises like discordant but very logical birds that backed it up, formed a continuo that complemented the "music," but in a way that Hank didn't find obvious. Then the signal changed abruptly to several musical sounds: plangent chimes in a minor key. The transmission ended. They listened briefly to the hissing of an unmodulated carrier before Ondreya spoke, "That was the most musical end-of-transmission marker I've ever heard. Could either of you get anything out of that?"

	The others shook their heads.

	Hank put the engine in gear and the Chevy started moving. No one spoke as he drove off, each of them thinking of the oddly musical EOT marker (if that was what it was) and the disarray of sounds that preceded it.

	As the jump-drive took in the data, Hank thoughts came back to the news report. Idly, his mind played with the clipped sentences of the newsman.

	An implanted Holo-Facial, huh, he thought, Not exactly a cheap toy!

	The Hill Takes Note

	The gray daylight from the western exposure at DATCP took all the depth out of the vista visible from the top of the hill. Even the Madison Capital Square with the imposing dome of the Statehouse looked like a toy that could be covered by one hand.

	Edna S. V. M. Smith, a middle-aged woman of medium build, looked into the open window on her monitor. The window she was reading displayed:

	Frank Everett, Molly Everett - August 10, 2010 - 30 Years - Sturtevant, Racine County

	Jake Tasker, Louis Haggerty - September 5, 2015 - 25 Years - Kenosha County

	Mr and Mrs Alvin Wayless - October 4, 2020 - 20 Years - Milwaukee County

	These were three farmers, with initial data for their DATCP Land-Use Agreements. Other data were a mouse-click away, but these were the important dates: the dates their agreements took effect, along with the time each agreement would run. All of them would be expiring before long.

	Edna reached up and adjusted the venetian blinds behind her computer. She usually kept them closed; it made it easier to see her screen, but the gray day (there had been so many of late!) didn't bother her, and it was nice to be able to look out.

	Then she looked back at the three farmers' locations. They were practically in line: a straight line that leaned slightly to the west at its southern-most end. Although Messrs Tasker and Haggerty had a Kenosha City address (a post office box), their farm was up in the north-central area of Kenosha County, similarly, the Everett's farm was in the approximate center of Racine County, just "below" the Wayless Establishment.

	Edna pulled up a map of southeastern Wisconsin in another window, and fed the township and range coordinates of the three farms to the mapping sub-system. The program thought to itself briefly, and the three farms were outlined in red on the satellite photo-mosaic map kept on the DATCP network server.

	Odd.

	The farms were all of the same general longitude. On the map they described a north-south line that ran just slightly to the West. Interesting she thought, puzzled.

	She opened another window and made a quick enquiry.

	And shook her head.

	The land in that area was a uniform gray-green. More gray than green, even in the warmer months. The satellite look-down that her data were superimposed on had been taken a week earlier, and what should (and had been) fertile farm land was the greenish gray of dead vegetation, chiefly weeds.

	The changes in the vegetation in Southeastern Wisconsin brought on by the plague created by eco-terrorists had changed the growing season in Southern Wisconsin and Northern Illinois. The kindest description she could come up with for their area was "amateur dust-bowl."

	A small one. Which could get bigger. A lot bigger, if certain things weren't done.

	And getting them done was the exact mission of the Farmland Preservation Project.

	Edna closed the windows she had been using, looked out of the larger (glass) window across the east side of Madison at the State Capitol, and called up the sub-system that would take those three addresses and start a series of actions. The actions that Edna knew about were that the printer on the table near her desk would print out a letter to each farmer, indicating that his FPP Land-Use Agreement would be expiring in about six months. Other things would be that the same letter would be e-mailed to each recipient and a reminder would be posted on the LAN for one of the Program Directors—it might even be Edna, herself—to call each of the farmers to see if there was anything that the Department could do to lend a hand.

	Edna wasn't too happy about that last. The Department of Agriculture usually came in dead last at appropriations time. More important things like redecorating the Governor's Suite at the Statehouse had precedence. Still, DATCP would do its best.

	As it always had.

	Data-Comm

	[Processing]  The black truck pulls out and accelerates down the road. Its movement kicks up a plume of dust on the primordial concrete. The emaciated arms of the light poles at the road's edge rise up from the road-bed. Old cables whip the pole and the surrounding air in the wind that blows from the edges of time itself. A flicker of lightning accompanies the ancient wind. High on one pole, on the light bracket, a small creature sits, attached to its resting place by a dozen or more multi-jointed skinny legs. Its body turns slightly as its single large eye follows the motion of the black pickup.

	As the truck vanishes into the dusty distance, the creature goes into a spasm of rapid motion. First, from the bracket to the pole itself, then down the pole in a precipitous but controlled plunge. Then it runs across a refuse-and-weed-cluttered vacant lot and up the side of a partially crushed brick structure.

	The little creature runs deftly past broken windows and holes blown in the sides of the building's brick outer covering, and across the roof. Another building butts up against the first, and the creature crouches down and springs, the way a cat would, onto it. Ahead, a ventilator gapes wide, a black egress. The little beast jumps into it and, sticking its legs out to break its fall, skids down the shaft. Although it can go to any of the installations, it selects its current destination as "home."

	The warmth and security of the Hive lies below.

	Ten Items Or Less

	[Parallel Task]  Zhongo Teketon descended the cracked concrete steps and approached the slim, gray limo parked in front of the brownstone. The driver had placed the back passenger door of the vehicle directly before the steps, and the door gaped open into the car's dark interior. Several men in black jump suits and several others wearing conservative, even archaic, gray pinstriped suits warily waved automatic weapons around at everything and nothing, watching the street and the upper floors of the other buildings that lined the street.

	One of the men aimed his weapon at an object hanging from an the alley-side wall of an apartment building across the street. His gun spoke eloquently in the morning silence, and something small and spherical fell from a place near a cracked window to the cluttered alley below. Zhongo stuck his head out the street-side window, "Christ, Looey! Can't you keep that thing under control once?"

	"It's another one a them things, Boss, I seen it crawling up the side a that building!"

	Someone stuck his head out of the indicated window, "Goddam gangsters! What's the use of paying protection, if you don't get protected?"

	"Yo' Mama!" another of Zhongo's men shouted back.

	Looey ran across the street into the alley opening. Zhongo could hear him swearing as he looked for the object he'd shot. "Frank," he said to the driver, "Determine who it was that Looey fired at, and placate him appropriately. We have some luxury items that he might find useful." The wheel-man nodded.

	"Alphonse," he called to another of the gun-men, "'Yo-Mama' isn't an appropriate response to one of our neighbors. I will have to apologize on behalf of my men. I do not like to do that. Be forewarned?"

	"Yes, boss."

	"That's better. Ah, here comes Looey, back from a hard day of time-wasting! Looey!" he called to the returning thug, "Did you find it?"

	"No. Just a, like, a sort of stain on the ground."

	"Your actions have made me," he looked at his watch, "fifteen minutes late. I do hope that you can confine your hunting expeditions to your own time after this?"

	"Yes, Mr. Teketon."

	Zhongo pressed the button and rolled up the window. He looked through the tinted glass at his men as they made an orderly retreat into the driver's passenger's side, and the guards' positions behind him. Frank shifted into gear, and the limo started moving.

	He opened a compartment in the backside of the driver's seat. A flat surface flopped down, disclosing a compact wet bar. He poured bourbon into a shot glass and swallowed, poured another shot and sipped it somewhat slower.

	"I assume your regular Wednesday stop, Mr. Teketon," the driver said.

	"Yeah," he replied, studying the amber liquid.

	The limo, a silver gray wraith in a gray morning, moved silently through cluttered streets, past amorphous piles of trash, packing cases filled with things at which he didn't care to look too closely, tangles of metal objects. Several dirty plastic bags blew by on the fitful wind: urban tumbleweeds in the flat light.

	"Jeezus, doesn't this place ever brighten up," he said, "I've seen better colors on a black and white T. V. set."

	"No shit, boss," one of his torpedoes leaned over Zhongo's seat, "Anyone who tries to plant flowers and stuff hasta be a pansy anyway; the gangs run a pussy like that off their turf."

	"'Has to', not 'hasta', Jackson; use proper enunciation when in my presence. I may use slang, you may not. I shall have to remind Looey of that also. I do agree with you. The only real colors are those labels," he gestured at the liquor bottles. Off in the distance came the rattle of machine gun fire, muffled by the closed windows, absorbed by the upholstery.

	"Christ, can't those fuckers keep quiet for one day, at least?"

	The limo wound its way through the refuse-laden streets, its destination a brick building surrounded by what looked like abstract concrete sculpture. Others would recognize those sculptures as tank traps.

	But they hadn't arrived, yet.

	A Spectral Spectrum: Spectre

	[Data Extraction]  The green digits read: [99.6] , the voice from the speaker spoke in clearly enunciated tones that were made by nothing human:

	"Nhad-sza-rop-tic-ton. Ber-obh-sil-ohm-ji.

	For-sten-dar-tak-yar. Shar-sen-sro-shi-shen.

	Out."

	"Any takers?" Hank asked.

	Ondreya broke the silence: "The last word was English. The rest of it was no language I've ever heard, or know; and that voice was never alive, it's a synth."

	Anne added: "The words were all five syllables long. It sounds artificial. Not a cipher. Code?"

	"Very likely," Hank said drily, "Worth hanging onto for a little while, anyway, rather like those numbers that get transmitted on eighty meters from Rio every Sunday night. I haven't the slightest idea what those 'numbers stations' are either, but they've been clock-regular for as long as I've been listening on that frequency.

	"What's going on here, anyway?"

	Status Check

	[Update]  The message is uploaded to the biological construct that is the file server for the area. The transmission is completed, verified, and reverified with a satisfaction that creates within almost a warm feeling of contentment.

	Interlude

	If the terrain is difficult for a two-legs, it is an unbelievable obstacle for anything smaller. The small creature, however, finds it easy to navigate the minute cracks and crevasses of its vertical world. The claws on the ends of each multi-jointed leg allow it to move easily on any surface. Its gray matte finish makes it very hard to discern in the twilight in which it normally moves. Compelled without knowing, moving with the blind fanaticism of the created, it can only focus on a single desire, and all of its actions concentrate on the fulfillment of this desire. That which it knows must be conveyed. If it conveys well, it will not cease to function: it will be allowed to convey again. Contemplating this with something akin to contentment or pleasure, it scales the walls, easily.

	Of Thoughts And Circuits

	Call her a project.

	Call her a secret weapon. One which was never to have been used. This is said of all weapons: the final weapon is always the last resort, the overlarge spear that is never used, save as a threat. The cave-man said it about his club. No doubt the inventor of the wheel said it as well, even as he designed his war-chariot.

	Call her a discarded weapon. A sentient weapon to be returned to Civilian status. Call her a weapon with intelligence, volition—Knowledge.

	Decommissioned, not disarmed; inactive, not demobilized. Testing the skills she was taught; taking the most final of final exams. Pass and live—for a while. Fail and move aside for the next version. The system corrects for cheating, all appeals are denied.

	The winners escape. Or live. There are no incomplete grades.

	 

	The root-like protuberances close around her head, forming an induction connection, becoming a living cage of sensors. The world of the Matrix Engine closes down around her; the quiet disembodied intelligences of running tasks glimmer as the light of distant galaxies. Here, there is the lambent flickering array of a silicon processor, there, silicon and carbon processes exchange data in cometary streamers of braided complexity. If she looks closely, she can see what is being interchanged. All around her are the various processes of the Engine, and before her a familiar pattern, the details of its spiral arms welcoming her. Her mother is somewhere in here: the first flickering rosette that she ever knew; first as human, then in the Engine as a young girl—

	 

	[Phosphines flicker in the not-space: a voice in the Engine speaks from afar in a language of shape and somber color: Lost then found; darkness background to synaptic flicker of random inputs, luminous dials set at the vanishing point; points of light argent on a sable substrate—] 

	The images are seen as from an infinite distance, rippling as though seen through water or some kind of thick, clear oil. High walls are covered with graphs and charts. A blackboard is covered with lines, angles and little triangles. Something like a stretched out letter "S" appears frequently: sometimes with funny-looking fractions and little triangles. What does the "S" stand for? Is it like the letters she is taught in the Schoolroom? The Machines are everywhere! From the little cameras and recorders the newsmen and others are always using, to the Computers on each desk, to the immense Machines in the Room of Hurting. One of those is called a CAT Scanner, but the only cat she has ever seen is a pet brought in one day by one of the secretaries. She was allowed to hold it, and the little creature climbed up her chest and licked her nose with its raspy pink tongue. The kitten's claws dug into her skin, but she couldn't feel the claws very well in her lower arms. Her upper arms felt the claws with as much pain as a three month old kitten could inflict. When she told the Big People this, there was much activity, and she was taken into the Hurting Room again. The next time she saw the kitten, it was a year older, and she could feel its claws in her lower arms easily.


	[— in an environment of stainless steel instruments, flashing lights, complex circuitry, and the Scientists who saw her as somewhere between a young goddess and an experimental animal].

The galaxy grows before her inner eye. The edges become asymptotically more complex the closer she approaches them.

Effortlessly, a part of her mind solves a sheaf of simultaneous equations using fractal geometry that describe those edges. [Load Library File.] Another series starts forming to describe the interior; soundless mathematics, alphanumeric Catherine wheels [Light!], forever expanding in the System [Dark!], but it is not finished. Soundlessly, she speaks a name.




And the galaxy expands and replies.

It stands out first among many:




--Hello, Child, how are you, and what would you like?

It stands out first among many:



	




	[Establishing Shot, Extending Upper]  The words come comfortingly out of the patterned darkness, from blank spaces of loneliness, out of velvet silence.




I need your advice.





--In what way?

Interrogative;





Have you seen him?





--I've watched him on the System.

Locative;





He has the last and latest information. He knows. And he knows that I know this, also.





--He is your prisoner.

Nominative; Genitive; Dative; Accusative;





	He is. But he's a willing prisoner. Maybe too willing. [A point source of light in the depths of the System.]  It's as if he wants to be here. [Light source moving.] With me.





--Child, he will not help you as long as you hold him against his will.

Declarative;
Conditional;




	
I could break him! [A matrix of lights strobing in the patterned darkness.] I could use the techniques they taught me at the Project.






--There's another way. A way that's implicit in who and what you are.

[System Access]
<Short-Cut Key>;





I think he's interested in me. I won't say that he likes me much, yet. Would have have any reason to do so?






--I've watched his physical state. He finds you attractive. He is aroused by your intelligence, by your differences.

Descriptor: Extending Upwards;




	He's still a man from the Outside. Could he be? From...the project? [Stellate lights at the edges of her vision. Moving in.]  He doesn't appear to be, but I've learned how devious my ex-owners can be.







--No. Definitely not. Yet, he is with you, here: Inside.

Locative;





I threatened him with inclusion in the Engine. [Fanlight: Luminescent.] I think I spoke too soon about that.







--He is yours to do with as you wish. What you need to be sure of is what it is exactly that you do wish. There's only one way to do this that won't fail.

Descriptor;





Turning him into data processing components wouldn't help any of us. You, me or him. Does he know what I did to that little boy...Could he be-related?







--He knows more than he's letting on. I can see it in his body language. I think that he has an idea. It's one of the reasons why he's walked into your life.  Joe is a means to an end, a tool. A Facilitator. But a means to whose end?

Suppositional Statement of Function;





	Yes. MY tool. My ends? Or his? Ours?







--May I suggest that a high level of possessiveness may be contraindicated, Child. He is a resource, but not as a collection of computer parts! He's a better friend than an enemy, a better ally than an adversary.

Substantiative;





	My trainers were always talking about taking care of your materiel, to the point where it got monotonous.







--Take care of him. He may be from the Outside, but he came to you of his own free will. If you treat him well, he will give you his knowledge. By his own free will.

Declarative;
Lexical;
Parse;
Compilation;
Code-Generation;





Would that make him [a pause in the dark stellations of the Engine]  one of...us? [A single point-source of light in the infinite. A signal.] 







--That's your decision, Child. You have the Mind with which to analyze this. Your training can help, but you must allow for factors that are beyond your control. Remember what that instructor from India taught you. Your life has been circumscribed by divisiveness, deceit and dissension. Can you go beyond this?

Interrogative; Inquest; Descriptor; Extension;





	[A glimmer along the horizon in the darkest night.]  I'll make an ally of him [Remembering to breathe] . I hope he's willing. If "Mr. Director" could see me now, I think he'd have apoplexy. We could, would...will? work together. You can't see me grinning out here, but I am. He's from the outside, [A shake of her head]  but perhaps all outsiders aren't as awful [Load Database]  as I was led to believe [Parse!]  at Alice Springs.


	





--I was the first, Child. [Light, Exfoliate.] The Others, those from Outside, put me here before all the rest. You rescured me. Thank you.

Declarative;
Historical;






	They would have disfigured me [A converting light beam] and far worse [Ray-Trace, outward]: I would still have lived. [Key Light.] They would have destroyed you. It was time to go.







--We all must. I will one day.

Predictor;





You can live forever!

	




--Forever? As this? Here? Someday I will be among the stars. Remember me when that time comes.

Predictor;
Constructor;
Descriptor;





Always.





--I am here now, Child, farewell is for later, and if.

Non-Zero Field-Branch-Backward Non-Destructive;





	I love you, Mum. Love you.

	 

	[Medium-Close-Up: A Bit of the old Computer-Generated Swagger] 

	[Hexhedrons actinic quasi-numinous expansion extensions webwise in the murky discontinuity; discrete quanta of black/white frames: videos of—] 

	—the returning river-rush of sensation, a waterfall of input, reality taking form around her again.

	 

	She looks back upwards to the glass cell on the next floor. He is still standing there, motionless, watching, waiting. Her visitor, her prisoner, her—partner?

	The attendant removes the induction contacts, pulling them gently from around her head. Another construct combs her hair until it's smooth and wavy again. Its fingers have long split nails that make this job easy.

	This is the purpose for which she has designed it.

	There? Where!

	Zhongo Teketon's driver brought the limo to a precise stop before what looked like a brick wall. Mounds of trash were heaped up against the wall except for one place: there the wall, and the area in front of it, were meticulously clean.

	There was something colored in the ground at the base of the wall.

	"Hey, Boss, I thought you said that there wasn't any color in town."

	Zhongo looked in frank fascination at the spot of purple-red apparently growing out of a small pile of dirt. "Send someone out to get that, later," he said, "I want a closer look at it. Open the door."

	The driver pressed a concealed button under the dashboard, and Zhongo waited impatiently as the heavy metal door slid to the side enough to admit the limo. Eddie drove into the car-sized space beyond, and the door slid shut as another, similar door opened before them. Beyond the inner door were the lights of a wide open place. A warehouse.

	He thought of the colored object once more, then forgot about it totally. He wasn't much fond of such candy-ass things anyway, but some forgotten memory rose up out of his past with the name of what he had seen.

	A gloxinia.

	A Silent Friend

	[Link; Long-Shot]  He has nearly reached his destination: he looks back along the timeline of the road on which he has driven, and is satisfied. His backpack, sitting next to him in the front seat, is heavy with the instruments of his trade.

	The watchers lie in waiting.

	The Neighbors

	[Process]  Hank became aware of the gun-fight by driving into the edge of it. One minute, the sounds of gunfire were distant, remote undercurrents in the dusty air, the next they were all around him. "Attackers!" he said loudly. It was all he had time for.

	Hank put the truck in reverse with a yank on the shift lever, and the truck started moving. He backed the truck around and accelerated in the direction from which they had come. Anne looked fearlessly out the back window. She didn't need to hide; the back of the truck was bullet-proof, and the mud flaps covering the run-flat tires were kevlar and steel reinforced.

	There were several figures in the road ahead.

	Two or three men, and a woman. The men were dressed in leathers; the woman was topless, a brown leather jacket tied around her waist. She waved, and called out. As one of the men grabbed her arms and twisted, Hank started to slow down. "Don't stop, Dad, it's a trap!" Anne shouted. Hank's foot fell on the accelerator, and the truck sped up, as:

	Several men in black appeared from an alley on the right and began shooting across the front of the truck. One of the men and the woman ducked into the open doorway of a burned-out building. Hank swerved and dodged the fire, the steel belted radials shrieking as they bit and took hold.

	Another man pulled out a short square machine pistol, an Ingram Mac-Ten, and one of the other men took aim with a forty-five. They started firing into the street.

	The Chevy sped past them.

	Anne shot back with a Sony 8-millimeter video camera. Hank turned sharply around a corner, and the attackers disappeared. His last sight through the rear-view mirror was of several men in black shooting across the street at something on the opposite side. They appeared not to notice the half-naked woman and her friend, almost as if the both of them didn't exist. Odd! Hank let out a breath. There was a reasonably clear road ahead. He steered the pickup into it. A sign read:

	 

	# Wisconsin Avenue #

	# Six Kilometers #

	# Gas - Food - Lodging - Ahead #

	 

	With some relief, Hank took the road, putting another turn between his family and the shooters. As he drove away, he could hear the rattle of automatic weapons fade out behind him.

	He looked at Ondreya; raised an eyebrow. "What kind of a place," he asked, "has random gunfights right out in a residential street?"

	"The South Side of Chicago," his wife answered.

	"This isn't Chicago. It isn't even the South Side. It's the North."

	"I know."

	Retro View

	[Long Shot; Process; Load Descriptor]  Hound-Dog watched as the black vehicle dwindled in the distance. Bobbi looked levelly at him, as she made a little show of putting her brown leather jacket back on. She watched him with an equally steady gaze as he swept his eyes over her tanned upper body. Then Hound-Dog put his thirty-eight back in his waistband, and carefully—very carefully, indeed!—sheathed his knife. The blade itself wasn't that dangerous, but what was on it made even the slightest cut an experience that he looked forward to. Even Bobbi licked her lips at that.

	For what it did to their victims.

	Preceptor Imperator

	[Pattern Match]  A distant sound: disturbance in the hall. Footsteps. Turnkey approaches. Transparent curtain of glass door moving. Sunlight nova flicker above programmed cat's eyes. Imperious prominence of recognition: Come Here.

	The guardian construct extends a manipulator towards Joe. It everts and merges with the greenery growing from his hands. The slightest tug is painful. That is built in. The construct walks away.

	He follows.

	The corridor takes him back along the path he has just taken. The corridor contents have a kind of familiarity on his second tour of them. The walls are covered with equipment, acquisitions of various kinds, and things for which there are no names.

	Perhaps they may be useful some day.

	Ahead the walls are covered with curtains of the whitest silk.

	The Interview

	He stands as he had the previous day. She sits at ease on her dais, as is her custom, after the manner of her precedential introduction.

	"What is it that you wish the most?" she asks.

	"I—" he starts.

	"I will release you. I wish a partnership for the time interval of a project. At the end of that project, you will be allowed to leave. Is this what you wish?"

	He nods. Warily.

	"Learn this. Learn this well, Joe Davis. I said that I will have your techniques and the Madflowers. That is part of the project. You will not hold out on me. Do you wish anything else?"

	"Yes. Get this garbage off of me! NOW!"

	She approaches him, extending her four hands. As if she is opening a safe with four dials, she moves her long fingers over gray-green leather. Her presence is erotic, close, threatening. He is tall, but she towers a head above him. She touches, each touch a subtle manipulation, adjusting the things that appear to grow from his wrists, from thighs, from ankles, from his neck. Her conical breasts are close. He studies their movements as the muscles beneath her alabaster skin move with the actions of her arms. Her red nipples are erect, hard. With a feeling of mixed revulsion and elation, he feels the growing bonds retracting from within him, loosening from around him. In a short time, the gray green things fall to the floor, dead.

	"You forgot one."

	Yezeletta Zargkonji takes his hand, and leads him to a door behind her throne.

	He follows.

	Advances

	Her lower arms encircle his waist; she pulls him closer. He looks up at her, though now it seems not that great a distance up, and the hardness of her expression seems to change just a little. It is almost as if she is in the habit of keeping a defiant look, but would like something different. In a sudden flash of insight, he realizes that she is much younger than he thought. Without releasing him, she brushes away a strand of dark hair from her right eye. Her eyes are wide, gold. The vertical slits are open to nearly round apertures in the half-light of the room. Joe reaches up with his left hand and rearranges the strand, smoothing it down and then running his fingers through the silken smoothness of her hair.

	And she lets him.

	Rewind Recursive

	Joe watches her from a window as he has before. This time from the window in her living room. The cell opposite is dark, empty, now, but earlier one of her constructs had swept it out. She strides into the same place she was the day before.

	[Load; Execute.]  [Of shapes and sounds: the scripted sheets of memory slide in from an infinite place, and cut across and down excising cross-sections of ambience from the dimness of past times. Cubical lights of madness within lights other days. Unseeing despair in the corridors of arithmetic discontinuity—] 

	The pain never stops. Always there are the Doctors around her with their sharp flashing steel and complex instruments. The pain is as if her very nerves are on fire, and perhaps they are, although her skin remains its flawless white, without charring or discoloration. She wonders if the pain will ever stop, but there is one day when its fire subsides, and bright colors shine through. There is the schoolroom and the letters and numbers are replaced with equations, brightly colored screens, thick books. She sees a pair of stretched out "S's" and recognizes a Double Integral. She understands Differentiation, and the solutions to the equations containing both come to her with a degree of speed and clarity that leaves her teachers astounded. One teacher, a gray-haired woman, tutors her in Logic, and sees in her a kindred soul. The gray-haired lady is the only one of her teachers with whom she is close. She feels as a daughter to her.

	Joe watches her as she sits in one of the large articulated chairs which seem to be everywhere in the complex where she spends much time. The chair is an odd beast (he thinks wryly); perhaps it is a beast (with amusement). It appears to have been extruded from some sort of substrate and, as she makes herself comfortable, parts of the velvet surface seem to adjust to her being there.

	The interface, a bundle of large supple dull-brown roots, almost jump at her head. The spindly arms of the attending construct dart in and guide the rapidly moving extensors into their cage configuration. Then it steps back and freezes.

	The construct remains immobile until it is needed again.

	A time comes when the gray-haired lady grows closer, yet does not. She is still there with knowledge, understanding, and a warm hug for the young goddess who roams the hallways looking into everything, talking to anyone, while the Doctors look on with awe, at what they have created. The hugs only come up to just above her waist, now. She looks down on the top of the head of the Gray Haired Lady, where once she could snuggle up to her and sit in her lap, leaning close to hear her single heart with its odd monotonic beat.

	Now the Gray head leans next to her, and listens to the wild and free syncopation of her hearts, and they beat loudly in the warm silence. Lately she has called the Gray Haired Lady by a word for which she has never seen the referent. The Gray Haired Lady encourages this. Her smile is as of summers gone, replaced by the colors of autumn, as she hears the Name she is called: Mum.

	Lightning In His Blood

	[Meanwhile....]  It was night on the eastern seaboard.

	The night had fallen with the gray completeness of late autumn; the blue and purple shadows were sliding towards dark blue, and then to black.

	The room in the West Wing of Walter Reed Hospital was dark; the Night Nurse hadn't turned the lights on here, yet. It wouldn't make any difference, she reminded herself, the insensate creature in the single bed wouldn't notice the difference if the lights were on.

	The nurse she was relieving paused for a minute. The glow from the coal on her cigarette was the only light in the gloomy room. "How's our zombie today?" she asked.

	"No change. Life signs are steady, the brain-wave activity is strictly alpha rhythms. The autonomic system's working fine, as usual; nothing else is."

	The Day Nurse took a drag on her cigarette, "When he came here I thought that he was one of those Army experiments. The ones involving implants. There wasn't anything in the way of medical records. We had to compile a fresh set."

	"I know that," the Night Nurse said, "He came in on my shift; we were given his name and his blood type. Have you anything new?"

	The dark blue of the window had deepened to nearly indigo. A shaft of bluish-white mercury vapor light pierced the window, as the outside lights came on, and caught the Day Nurse in a black and white profile.

	"I think so," the Day Nurse answered, "just a rumor that I heard from the Watch Surgeon. This is way off the record, but he thinks that Joe Zombie over there is from the Agency."

	"Which one?"

	There's only one. Central Intelligence. Or some outfit close to it. He was on some hush-hush mission out of the country, and just barely got back. My informant," she winked at the other, "told me that Joe Zombie got back with some scribbled notes, and one photograph." She exhaled smoke. "He wouldn't tell me of what."

	"Fascinating!" The Night Nurse craned her neck at the recumbent man. "Doesn't look like James Bond."

	"At least they're still making those movies. This one's probably in disguise." She paused to light another cigarette from the first, then stubbed the first out. "There are some brass hats from the Surgeon General's Office coming the day after tomorrow. Psychiatrists, I'm told. Maybe they can bring him back from the Twilight Zone."

	"It'll take a lot more than that. He doesn't know anyone's out here!"

	"I know."

	An Indirect Address

	[Two Months Earlier]  They had contacted Peter Rudenko at his residence in Chicago. He had been living on the Northwest Side in Humboldt Park for a year. His employers had given him a civilian job after his last mission: he was to research certain things which his Agency found useful for him to research, and to await a call back to active duty from a specific individual. The call would take the form of a sign and a countersign, and he would know that he had another mission: something that would take him away from his comfortable life on the bench. When he was called back to duty, he would have to be prepared to go anywhere and do anything.

	Peter's strong skills lay, as with most members of his profession, in observation, deduction, and cross-correlation analysis. He was a field agent, and his job was to get the necessary data and survive to return it to the Agency, where others would take his initial observations and derive the hidden meanings that such data have.

	One night, the second line rang. The line had been installed by a quiet, clean-cut, very earnest young man wearing the uniform and carrying the credentials of AT&T. Actually, his line of work was very different: telephones were only a sideline. His real business was Communications. The second line was the first utility that had been put in service, even before the electricity had been turned on. It had rung very seldom; sometimes, Peter had picked up the receiver to see if there was still a dial tone (there was). Usually when it had rung, it was a wrong number or one of those machines that dialed entirely through an exchange to find likely marks for automated telemarketing. This time, the voice on the calling end was the familiar baritone: "Hello, there, how are things?"

	It was as he had expected. The pause after the word "there," the emphasis on the word "things." He replied: "Things are fine." It wasn't much of a counter-sign, but the dead feeling of the connection, a total lack of "presence," indicated that there was something, an Artificial Intelligence, in common usage, an "AI," (or at least a well-programmed voice recognition system) monitoring the line and watching the voice-print that his speech made. The chances of Peter's being misrecognized were vanishingly small.

	Peter was gone on the United flight to Philadelphia the next morning. A month after that by way of a trip to Madison, he was driving through the dusty parts of Interstate-94 east-bound into Milwaukee.

	On Silent Wings

	[Long Shot; Unsigned]  The witches' fingers reaching out for him are left in the mist. The ageless dust, born of ancient experimentation, puffs up around his booted feet. Behind him, the flickering of the ever-present sheet lightning strobes insistently, intensely, incessantly in the sparsely furnished rooms of the restless solitude of Autumn. Ahead, the outer limits of the City appear in the flat light. The leaden bowl of his passage gives out into a larger place, the buildings wavering in the updrafts.

	The Deal

	[Loading]  The organic electronics industry had largely developed outside of the United States in several countries in South America, in Canada and Australia. The South American countries—Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil—all had access to abundant natural resources and people eager to exploit them. Custom biological design work requires ever-increasing computational capabilities, and the "growth" industries there hoped to fabricate equally custom electronic fabrications that would make the best silicon-on-anything creations look sparsely ill-designed by comparison.

	To this end, the countries developing these new artifacts attracted prominent scientists ranging from graduate school level to PhD's with many years of experience. These people would leave the US, and—vanish.

	The vanishing wasn't overt. It would take rather a lot of detective work in several musty college libraries, reading through musty academic publications to notice that certain names that had published in the past were no longer publishing in the present. Then the interested detective would have to tally a list of these names, correlate them with dates of publication and the travels of each individual, to see the pattern.

	One of the Data Processing professionals at the Agency which employed Peter Rudenko had actually done this. Diana Koerner, analyst extraordinary, had been given carte blanche to research a project that she had proposed. This subtle draining away of qualified personnel in a particularly useful interlocking set of disciplines was something she had found mildly absorbing at first, then fascinating and, finally, at the end of her research, riveting.

	The three nations in South America and their friends in Australia had displayed interest in certain aspects of custom DNA fabrication, and in corresponding areas of computer hardware and software development. Argentina and Australia—Diana realized that something as simple as alphabetic order could have positioned them so—were particularly engrossing.

	It wasn't a matter of the studies in which these countries maintained official interest, but rather in what they were not interested. There was a long list of subjects on which both countries were silent.

	Two agents that had been sent in to investigate had been found dead and had been left in other parts of the world.

	Then another individual had started up developments of a similar kind in the American Midwest. Peter's employers, always aware of the annual battle for funding, decided to send him first to this new local developer of custom biologicals. What he found here could be used to further other investigations in other parts of the world. And, perhaps later, to avenge the two agents lost in Buenos Aires.

	It was time to activate Peter Rudenko.

	The Agent

	His plane had been met by a limousine, the personal transportation of the actual owner of the baritone voice, himself: no one else was sufficiently cleared to receive field agents.

	"You will recall," the Director said precisely, "That one of your recent assignments was to research the subject of anomalous disappearances. What did you find?"

	The Director's question reminded Peter of the oral tests he had been given, first in grade school, later in more advanced schools, and finally in the Agency's own scholastic system. Mistakes were allowed, except at the Agency. Too many, and the student making them vanished.

	"There are a lot of so-called 'missing children' who turn up at grandma's or at a friend's house, and are never taken off the lists. That explains a lot of the disappearances. Others are exaggerations by the over-zealously 'concerned': those pictures of sad-faced urchins that you see in bus stations, toll-booths and other public places."

	"Go on."

	"There are those who, for various reasons, never file changes of address, or who get their mail at post office boxes, and their actual address becomes, shall we say, clouded from multiple moves. Deliberately mobile people. Emigrants who don't bother to inform the U.S. that they aren't citizens any longer. Then, there are the more typical types: the underworld, people who want to 'start over', and the like."

	"Any others?"

	"Well, yes. There is a small number of disappearances that can't be attributed to clerical errors, information-hungry bureaucrats, or sloppy record keeping. Essentially, there is a small number of people who walk off the edge of the Earth and are not seen again. Anywhere. People who enter the underworld, or, more accurately, an underworld, and stay there.

	"Then there's the kind of individual that my contact at the Chicago Police Department put me onto: sometimes the vanished person shows up again, out of nowhere. He takes care of business as if he has never been away; he acts perfectly normal.

	"Then he vanishes into thin air, or at least another locale, again."

	 

	The Director wrapped a thoughtful silence around himself as if wrapping himself in a warm cloak. He was still as the limousine made progress along the highways towards Headquarters. He lit his pipe, and the aromatic tobacco and the smells from the leather upholstery caused the car's insides to smell like the drawing room of a men's club from a bygone century: one of those places where businessmen gathered to discuss industrial matters.

	Then he spoke, and then the car was silent with the separate thoughts of each man: "After today, you will be interfacing with my assistant. We will not see each other again. One of our analysts has discovered another source of such disappearances: the migration of key skills out of this country. By invitation of agencies in other countries. Then she found a correlative to this source in the Midwest. I would like to send you to check on this source. Have you ever been to Milwaukee?"

	The Hill Listens

	[Telephoto; Enhanced]  Suzanne Watson hung up the telephone, her face and ears burning. She leaned back in her chair, and contemplated what she had just heard. Farmers usually called the Program Directors for the Farmland Preservation Project once or twice during the term of their Land-Use Agreements. It was a fairly predictable thing; most farmers were satisfied with being in the Project, and found its benefits useful. That was why it, existed after all. But there was the occasional dissatisfied individual who always found something wrong.

	Suzanne had just been talking to one.

	Actually listening.

	"Bad one?"

	She turned. Tintinator Davidson, a tall, skinny rather sharp-featured, blue-eyed guy was standing just outside her office.

	"I'm afraid so," she said, brushing a strand of ash-blond hair out of her eye, "Some people just aren't happy, no matter what you do for them, and this fella...."

	"Didn't have much to say that wasn't longer than four letters per word?" Tintinator had been named for his mother's favorite uncle, but most people (he encouraged it) used his middle name, which was Frank.

	"You got it! His command of invective was," she made a face, "very skilled."

	Another woman, of medium build, slender, and brown-haired, joined them. Elaine Lawford was the Senior Administrator for the Preservation Project. "Was he in Milwaukee or Racine?"

	Suzanne consulted a print-out, "Neither. He's one of the farmers in Kenosha." She read off the listing: "Jake Tasker and Louis Haggerty, started on September 5, 2015, expires same-date, 2040: 25-Year agreement."

	Edna stuck her head out of her office, "Tasker and Haggerty? I just sent them their six-month expiration letters."

	"I don't think that they want to renew," Frank said, drily.

	"Count on it!" Suzanne added, "Apparently they're trying to farm a dust bowl. That isn't what he called it, by the way; he was rather more descriptive."

	"Frank," Elaine asked, "Can you get the latest satellite photos for that area?"

	"Cartography ought to have them," Frank said, "I'll bring a set to you right after lunch. Why?"

	"I'm wondering if other farmers are going to be hit by the remaining effects of the Southeastern Wisconsin Epidemic, or the climatic shifts we've been experiencing," Elaine said, "We may have more calls like this one."

	Project Proposal

	[Load Data Descriptor]  "Where did you get this device?" Joe asks.

	"I brought it with me," Yezeletta replies.

	"Good god, how?"

	"In its early form, it was designed to be portable. That olive-drab box there, in the center? That was only one processor case. It's called a 'vivarium;' it was hardened and easily moved."

	"How did you move it?"

	"Several large lorries. Six in all."

	"Just that?"

	"No," Yezeletta says. "I moved all of my things out, also. Six servitors drove the lorries. They were large, but well packed; one was an eighteen-wheeler. We had help leaving the Australian Continent. If it weren't for that help, I might not have escaped."

	"What is, or was, it? You always talk about 'mass-storage'."

	"It is a biological data-processing system, among other things. The processing units—you would think of them as parts of mostly synthetic brains—are kept alive in the vivaria."

	"Where did you get the—?"

	"It was developed as I was developed. The purely electronic parts, of course, came first. The bio-components were added later. I am told this, I do not remember it, or the memories are buried too deep, that I spent my earliest life in one such vivarium."

	Eyes

	[Seek Operation, Far Past] 

	The darkness of the sky overhead was disturbed by an opening in the clouds that disclosed the early evening stars. The nurse carried the baby entrusted to her out of the light of the nursery room onto the balcony, and held it closely. To the south, the familiar equatorial constellations were beginning to appear. The baby looked up at the constellations with an intelligence far in excess of its age. The baby raised one arm, its left, and touched the nurse's face. The nurse looked down at her charge, and smiled. The baby smiled up at her in return.

	Descriptor

	[Seek Operation: The Present]  Joe Davis sits in an armchair in her living quarters. In contrast to her imperious manners earlier, she has built up the armchair with cushions so that his eye-level is as high above the ground as hers. Eyes of steel-gray face off with eyes of brilliant gold. Her eyes looked faceted, the first time he was before her. Now he sees that it was a trick of the lighting of her "audience chamber." A small creature brings Joe a vodka martini, and runs off.

	"Why did you bring the vivarium? It must have been difficult taking it out, making sure that the living components would stay alive, and so on."

	"As I said, that central core, that component there, was designed for portability. The rest of it was difficult to move; I moved it in pieces. Most of the rest, I built here. I saw to it that there were plenty of servitors to do the purely physical work. The rest was the result of planning that I had done much earlier. I knew that I would have to leave at some time. When that time came, my servitors had their assigned tasks. It was a formidable and complex problem. I am able to solve formidable and complex problems easily.

	"It is one of the tasks for which I was designed."

	 

	Joe files that final verb for future reference. The edge to her voice precludes any further conversation in that area. He dismounts from the armchair, walks to the window. The window doesn't look outside (he still doesn't know where he is; she refuses to tell him that) and gazes at the tangle of circuits, conduits, plumbing and logic. An onion-shaped vivarium sits in its support brackets about three meters from the window. Others are scattered seemingly randomly throughout the colorful tangle of the system.

	Who do you interface with in there?"

	"If you do not mind, I would like to defer that question to another time." The edge in her voice is more pronounced, now.

	"Where did the 'servitors' come from?"

	"I grow them as I need them. I have a facility several floors below this one."

	"Let me see if I've got this straight. You're a biologist, right?"

	"Right."

	"You were in a big project, and it involved something I discovered. Right?"

	"Indirectly. I came before your discoveries. I am older than they are, although the principles are similar."

	"'Indirectly'." He turns and leans against the window-sill, "You're one of the reasons the Tech Bloc has been so interested

	in biological information, aren't you?"

	"No. I am one of the reasons.

	"You are the other."

	——>>> THREE <<<——

	Standing in the Doorway...No longer Presidents....

	But Prophets.

	—Patti Smith, 1977

	The Night Sky

	Once she had been allowed out at night.

	She had looked North to the grinning crescent moon, riding the clouds like a lover across velvet blackness. In a more normal context, she would have been celebrating her twelfth birthday. She thought of her liberation out to the great back yard of the Australian plains, as a present. Vague feelings stirred within her: hints of sensations that she had read of, but had never known. She felt uneasy, looking backwards and into an uncertain future at the same time. Here, the wind in her face, her hair streaming away behind her, it was as if the whole Outback were her private estate.

	Some had promised the world.

	Others had not. She could tell this from their heartbeats, respiration and other characteristics. She could see the surface temperature of their skin changing with her improved vision.

	She wanted to stay in this great dark place forever, beneath the night, caressed by the wind. Would she be caressed by another? She looked down at her arms, the lower set. She would be good at hugging, certainly.

	Would there be another...Friend?

	Losses

	Zhongo scanned the man before him, impatiently. He wasn't angry, although his underling might think so. Zhongo was overwhelmingly interested in what he had to say. Some sensitivity was indicated.

	"We were driving the trucks in from Chicago, up I-94 on the monthly run," the man started.

	"I know that part, Larry," Zhongo said, "Get to the attack."

	"Look, Boss, that's the beef: it wasn't no attack. The trucks quit working. The engines died. The wheel-men tried to start them up, but it was, like, I mean, as if the batteries had died, dead—uh—completely."

	"Then what?"

	"My driver tried to start us up for a couple of minutes, and got out to look under the hood, like. He opened the hood—on the driver's side—and looked inside. He screamed once and sorta fell back over. Al jumped out to help, and discovered Eddie was out of it."

	"Killed?"

	"Either that, or Eddie was knocked out. Al looked under the hood—he stood back a ways when he did it!—and didn't see nothing, I mean, anything. He shut the hood somehow, and pulled Eddie's body into an alley. Then we made it back here."

	Zhongo thought for a moment. He picked up the intercom. "Get me Jake," he said into it. Then: "Jake, Zhongo. There's someone hijacking my trucks. Get some of your men out there, and check the route the last shipment took—What?" He paused for a moment. "Make that 'would have taken'. It never got here. I have Larry from shipping security here. I'm sending him over. Find out what you can from him. Later." He hung up the phone.

	He turned back to Larry. He was less apprehensive at actually finding out what Zhongo wanted done.

	"Get over to Jake's," Zhongo said, "Go out with him, if it's necessary. Take his boys to the place where you got waylaid, and see what you can find." Larry got up and left.

	"Death in an engine, eh?" Zhongo said to himself. "Sounds like a bad stage-play. Or a movie." He rose and left the office. He looked out into the open area of the warehouse, at the stack of boxes of various foodstuffs. A young man with a clipboard walked around the corner of one of the stacks, intently counting the boxes in the nearest. Zhongo waved at him.

	The man bounded over with the enthusiasm of an adolescent cocker spaniel. "Yo, Zhongo," he said, "What's up?"

	"How are we holding? Are we short of anything in particular?"

	"Low on dairy products. We're always low on those. It's the shortage of refrigerated trucks. Also meats. Canned goods are at about seventy-five percent of warehouse capacity, cereals, fifty percent, specialty foods are at thirty percent. Hardware—well, we always have plenty of hardware. That's about normal: scarce things are scarce, other things aren't, and the situation in Chicago doesn't look good for any more."

	"No imports?"

	"No. The imports that interest us are going to locals in Chicago, and to the village-states around there. The Chicago outfits are closer to the shipping than we are—nobody seems to come to Milwaukee, any more—and the trade from the Power and Technology Blocs gets absorbed practically at ship-side. With the Bloc trade restrictions on power production equipment, we're left at the end of the line. Then the Shanghai Stock Market's taken another deep plunge, Tokyo's wavering, and the various other exchanges around the world are following suit. It almost looks like another Albert Miller is going to come out of the wood-work."

	"I'm working on a solution of sorts," Zhongo said, "Several of the other outfits may have some competition in the near future." He gestured a dismissal, and strode off through the stacks, thinking, O. K., Big Man, what's your Big Plan? Besides open war? Thinking of Leona in her own office on the same street near his, Zhongo went off through the stacks. To the Exit.

	After news like that, he needed a little.

	The Detectives

	It would feel good to stretch his legs. Hank had been driving for a bit more than three hours and, for someone who actually liked to drive, that was trivial. He didn't begin to get fatigued until about hour sixteen. However, the ladies were getting tired of sitting in the truck cab and besides, it was time to find out just exactly where in Milwaukee they were.

	It was also time for something to eat.

	Speaking of eats...."You feel like a burger?" he asked.

	"'Elmer Perky's," Anne read, "Brings you the Highway Casualty Report!" she imitated the radio announcer's pretentious tones. "Actually, it wasn't Perky's, was it?" She grabbed her purse, slung it from one shoulder. "I'm up for a dog or three. All I've had is McDonald's. This morning. YUCK!"

	Hank had been to a number of the Elmer Perky Restaurants, but this one was atypical. It was a building that combined all of the less desirable characteristics of a naked vault, a franchise fast-food joint and something better placed in an old war movie. There were skinny slits visible in the part of the building where the food-preparation area would be, and the front windows had the slight cyanosis of bullet-proof glass. Hank studied the slit windows. They were an odd combination of blatant and not-exactly-conspicuous. The slits seemed to be placed as warnings, visible indications of the force that could be directed through them, unlike the camouflaged versions in his own truck which were intended only as a last resort.

	He tooled the truck into the sparsely populated parking lot. There was another one of the ports looking down on the lot from a place in a broken neon sign, where the plump, harlequin figure of Elmer Perky himself waved spasmodically. It was too bad that one of Perky's eyes was missing; it was just an empty light socket. Hank killed the ignition, and they looked the place over for a moment. "Looks like a run-down bank," Ondreya said. "This is the first time I've ever seen bars, other than the drinking kind, on a restaurant."

	"This place is creepy," Anne said. "Makes you wish you had eyes in the back of your head. If you don't have them there already."

	"Right," Hank said. "Let's see what this palace has to offer."

	They got out, locked up, and went to the side entrance. As they went in, someone ran full-tilt out the exit. Hank looked around the Entrance at the counter. A skinny youth in black pants, a pink silk shirt and shades was holding a knife out in front of him over the counter. "Just gimmie what I asked for, and I won't cause no trouble."

	The recipient of this speech was a skinny middle-aged man with a cigarette dangling out of the corner of his mouth, five o'clock shadow and a malevolent expression. He had well muscled arms with thick wrists. He was standing casually behind the counter, one hand out of sight below it, the other on his hip. "You're new here," he stated to the would-be attacker/hold-up-man. It was a declaration, not a question. "You know who you're talking to?"

	The knife made sinuous passes through the air just centimeters before the counterman's face, "Just give me the goddam sandwich and I'll be going!"

	Hank stepped quietly up to the knife-wielder's back. He grabbed the kid by the scruff of his neck and the knife arm, spun him around, twisting his arm quickly, then smashing the arm into the edge of the counter. There was a sound like that of dry sticks being broken. The knife dropped to the floor, and Hank propelled the weeping kid towards the door. As Hank turned, he saw Anne taking her headset from her purse. Hank turned back to the counterman, who watched him with a stony expression. The forearm the counterman had hidden below the counter-top came up. In his scarred hand was a sawed-off twelve-gauge. "You new here?" the man repeated, now addressing Hank. He seemed disappointed.

	Hank watched the shotgun. The counterman didn't actually threaten with it, but the difference between "threat" and "no threat" was too small to notice.

	"Your customers usually wave knives at you?" Hank countered.

	"Nope. You new here?"

	"No, I've actually been through Milwaukee a number of times."

	"But you don't live here. You're from another town, right?"

	"Yes." Hank didn't feel like volunteering information.

	Somehow the counterman managed not to lose the cigarette when he talked. "Milwaukee ain't like it used to be," he said. The man's expression disappeared behind a shifting, pearlescent fog, then reappeared changed, as if he had thrown a switch. Now he was all smiles, and seemed, if possible, to be fatter, "May I help you?" Even his voice had changed.

	Hank wanted to take a step back. He wasn't very fond of the type who hid behind a Holofacial Omni-Cover Assistant. He didn't exactly like countermen—or anyone else—who could change attitudes that quickly. The hairs on his neck rose. Hank looked up at the menu. He hadn't really wanted to, but the rolling of his eyes upward couldn't be helped. It was the usual bland, grease-intensive fare that fast food joints offered.
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