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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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EPILOGUE


EVEN LAST NIGHT, death was no more than the brightest of the stars. The suns have drawn close together in the sky, as if to hide themselves from that which nears, and Phaethon was lord of the dark. Outshining Sol, its whiteness stood like a light kindled in a prayer for peace, a beauty almost too great to bear. Strengthening hour by hour, it was still clear to unaided sight when it set at midmorning.


We will not shelter our awareness on dayside. There is no shelter. We will be here, beholding. I will do whatever I can to calm the terror of my poor beasts, who must see and not understand.


The weather has been calm. Snow decked the hills, their glens were full of blue shadow, trees gone leafless bore icicles that shivered light into a thousand colored brilliances. But some clouds came to veil the west, and our last sunset flamed. Now a wind has sprung up, shrill and keen. A dust of ice grains drifts across the land. Through roots and rock I feel how monstrously the seas rage afar.


Phaethon’s radiance goes before it, a pallor that mounts from the southeast until it touches the zenith. Birds rouse at this strange dawn, I hear them calling their wonderment; a stag bugles, wolves howl.


I must help my creatures. Abide me. I love you.


—And I love you. I’ll wait.


The planet starts to rise. So huge has it grown that more than an hour passes before it is aloft. Meanwhile it swells further. Gibbous, it is wanly aglow on its night part, where starlight falls on its own troubled weather, but in the eyes that are left among us, it has drowned every star. The day part dazzles, a writhing of storms between which I glimpse mountain ranges, glaciers, and frozen oceans melting. Our snow glisters begemmed. Eastward, thunderheads rear. Phaethon makes phosphorescent their battlements. Lightning plays in their depths. Unnatural at the heart of winter—no, this too is nature, is the reality to which we belong.


The ground shudders. Wind shrieks. I bring what comfort I may to hawk and hare, fox and crow, vole and sparrow. They will not have long to be afraid, but I will spare them as much as I can.


Black spots appear on Phaethon: smoke, ash. Volcanoes have awakened in hordes. A line races across the disc, jagged, a crack open on molten depths. A quake billows beneath us. Hillsides crash down, louder than the oncoming hurricane.


I return. Our spirits embrace.


Phaethon begins to sunder. It will strike before it breaks fully apart, but an incandescent tide spills forth. This world shakes and roars.


Farewell, beloved.


The first meteors blaze.


—Thank you for all you gave and all you were. I love you.




PART ONE


kyra




1





HER CHANCE WAS one in seven, unless the ghost lay at none of his old lairs. Then it would be zero, and finding him become a race against his enemies. Kyra more than half hoped that she, at least, would draw blank. Beyond Earth she dealt with vastness, vacuum, sometimes violence, but she had never been quarry. Por favor, let her simply and honestly report that Guthrie wasn’t here, and return to space.


Nerve stiffened. She had given troth.


Besides, if the task did fall on her, with any luck it shouldn’t prove dangerous. She’d merely be a rider on crowded public carriers. Nobody ought to suspect that she bore Fireball’s lord. If somehow the hunters learned she had visited Erie-Ontario Integrate, there were ready answers to whatever questions they might ask. The first several years of her life had passed in Toronto. How natural that she spend a short groundside leave taking a look at childhood scenes. Nor would she have to respond personally. By that time, supposing the occasion arose at all, she and Guthrie would be on the far side of the sky.


It tingled in her. She, his rescuer!


Maybe. Whatever happened, she’d better keep a cool head and a casual bearing. First concentrate on traffic. Scores of little three-wheeled cycles like hers wove and muttered their way among hundreds of pedestrians. On most the canopies were deployed, nearly invisible, shields against the weather. She had left her bubble folded, in an irrational wish to be free, today, of even such slight confinement. Nothing larger was allowed on this street, but vans threw their noise and shadows down off the monorail overhead. Now and then a flitter went whistling above them. No matter how hard the times, here the megalopolis churned.


Turbulence eddied from each of the bodies and bodies and bodies that hurried, dodged, dawdled, gestured, swerved, lingered. Colors and faces lost meaning in their swarm. The air was thick with their breath, harsh with their footfalls and voices. Wind drove clouds like smoke across the strips of sky between walls. It struck through Kyra’s hapi coat. Her blood welcomed the sharpness, which cut away part of the stench and claustrophobia.


Had this sector gone hellward in the past couple of decades, or was memory just softening itself? She wasn’t sure. Her parents had seldom brought her east of the lakes. Whatever the truth, she ought not to feel threatened. These were human beings, and better off than many. Yes, look, that dark woman in her sari, that caballero with bells on his wide-brimmed hat, that hombre whose brother-hood emblem and big scarred hands declared him a manual worker, that couple who by their green garments defiantly proclaimed themselves believers in the Renewal as their grandparents had been, what harm could they do? The menace was High World, the wielders of forefront technology, money, influence—more exactly, those of the High World who in this country were the government. It sprang from a mathematical theory.


Nevertheless grimy cliffs, murky doorways, guards in shops where the windows once held more and better goods, the crowd above all, took on a nightmarishness. Was she following an asymptote, struggling closer and closer to the Blue Theta but never quite to reach it?


Abruptly she did.


Gigantic though it was, the complex had been hidden from her by the surrounding masses. Nor could she now see it as a whole. A kilometer away and well aloft, vision would have swept up walls, piers, arches, roofs, towers, a-soar in azures and whites, to the Greek letter crowning the central spire. Here she made out only height and a broad gate standing open.


It was enough. Gladness leaped.


For a moment Kyra frowned. Why these mood swings? She’d been at risk before and stayed zen. Exhaustion? It hadn’t been a long drive from the tricycle rental to here. Of course, earlier she’d cabbed from Kamehameha to Honolulu, ridden the suborbital to Northwest Central, and changed maglevs twice on her way to Buffalo Station; but that was scarcely an ordeal.


Bueno, no doubt the knowledge of what was at stake had gnawed at her more than she knew. Silently reciting a peace mantra, she sought a place to park.


There. She stopped her motor, dismounted, wheeled the machine over to the rack, inserted a coin, and keyed the lock to her thumbprint Fifty centos paid for an hour, which should be plenty. If not, she had cash to release it Because rain appeared possible, she sprang the canopy loose. No sense in risking wet saddles, control board, and luggage box, when she might depart with such a cargo—and maybe a passenger—that discomfort would distract her attention from danger.


No time to gas off, either, though she’d better not make herself conspicuous by haste. She passed through the crowd and the gate into the court.


Tumult faded away. Again she felt naked. The area wasn’t deserted. People went to and fro, tenants, personnel, shoppers, visitors. Traffic seemed so sparse, though, so subdued. Maybe, Kyra thought, it was the contrast with the scene outside, not only thronged but alien—poor, primitive, powerless, the Low World that everywhere on Earth underlay the high technology yet had no real part in it.


Or maybe the magnificence here simply overwhelmed its occupants. Mosaic pavements surrounded fountains, gardens whose flowers and shrubs were the work of genetic artists, an outsize holo presenting a ballet recorded on a low-weight level of L-5. Against the curtain wall, ten stories of arcades lifted to a transparent roof. Sunbeams lanced past clouds. Beyond them stood the wan daylight Moon, like a homeland glimpsed in dream. Yes, she thought, right now the very Lunarians were in her mind more akin to her than these fellow citizens.


She bit her lip and strode on to the keep. The foyer at this entrance was almost empty. A maintainor rolled by on an errand, but a metal zodiac in the ceiling had gone dull for lack of polishing. Two men sat in loungers. One, sepia-hued, wore a drab coverall and smoked a cigarette. Kyra caught a whiff of cheap tobacco-marijuana blend and reflected with a moment’s wryness that however well or ill the Avantists had succeeded in controlling the ideas of North Americans, the vices had usually eluded them. The other man, robed, was totally hairless, his skin deep gold, his features  … peculiar? A metamorph, his heritage left over from days when in certain jurisdictions on Earth experimentation with DNA was almost unfettered? They didn’t speak, probably they weren’t acquainted, nor did they watch the multiceiver. It showed a woman exhorting a youth group to learn and live by correct principles and report anyone who deviated to the authorities so they could enlighten that person.


Kyra shivered a bit. She had mostly dwelt apart from such things. Snatches came to her on newscasts, in written accounts, from the lips of witnesses. Sometimes they struck hard. (A child taken from his parents and they charged with abuse because they had repeatedly told him not to believe what he heard in school about Xuan’s great insights. An importer, who made her objections to various regulations conspicuous in foreign media, harassed to bankruptcy by the tax examiners and then convicted of tax evasion. A documentary on a rehabilitation center, the blank smiles of the inmates and the bland denial that they were there for political reasons: “This nation is in the process of transcending all politics.”) Always, though, she told herself that it was unfortunate but it couldn’t spread farther nor last much longer. Today she had seen, felt, smelled a piece of the reality.


At the directory board she keyboarded “Robert E. Lee” instead of speaking the name. Ridiculous; did she think yonder men were secret agents listening? Bueno, she wasn’t used to this game. The screen displayed “D-1567,” which she already knew, and directions for getting there. Her memory being excellent, she didn’t pay for a printout, but went straight to the fahrweg and signalled. The door retracted. She entered. Having no need of a cuddler to help her absorb the slight shock of acceleration, she stepped immediately from strip to strip until she was on the fastest.


The ride took a bad ten minutes, with three changes, including the vertical. To keep tension from ratcheting within her, she observed other folk as they got on or off or traveled along. They were less varied than what she had seen in cities elsewhere on Earth or on the streets here. Their garb ran to the same kinds of coat and trousers, tunics and tights, or unisuits, conservatively colored. Even fancy clothes, a man’s ruffled blouse, a woman’s iridon dress, had little of the flamboyant about them. Men were beardless and the haircuts of either sex seldom reached below the earlobes. For twenty-three years, now, among High Worlders and many Low Worlders of the North American Union, conformity had been a requirement of success. More and more, it was becoming a requirement of survival.


She noticed exceptions. Three boys flaunted scalplocks, feathers, and fringed garments. Several bearded men in headcloths accompanied women in veils and muffling ankle-length gowns. Also bearded were a pair of obvious Chasidim and a man displaying a pectoral cross whom she guessed was an Orthodox priest. That one talked with a burly fellow in blue, who wore a cap badged by a silver two-headed eagle and a truncheon at his belt. Most likely he was a constable of a tenants’ association. In a complex this size, whole blocks of units could be the sites of special communities, internally autonomous—not unlike Fireball, Kyra thought, except that in North America the present government tolerated their existence only reluctantly, because it wasn’t feasible to abolish them, and tried to keep a close eye on their doings.


Nevertheless it was a shock when another large man boarded. His outfit was tan, crisply form-fitting, a sidearm at the hip. An armband bore the infinity symbol of Avantism. Silence spread around him like waves when a stone falls into a pool Officers of the Security Police seldom came here in uniform.


Did his glower single Kyra out? Her pulse quickened. Dryness prickled her tongue. What a stupid oversight it had been, hopping to the mainland in bright tropical jacket, shorts, sandals. Even in Hawaii, she remembered, such were frowned on nowadays. She’d paid little attention, for Earthside she mainly associated with company people on company property.


She braced herself. She wasn’t doing anything illegal, yet. Her identicard showed she was a citizen, nominally.


Scant comfort. A foreigner, arrested, would have more rights, more help to appeal for, than she would.


The Sepo got off. Kyra let out a breath. For an instant, she leaned on the cuddler beside her. Nonconformers looked at each other and, bit by bit, resumed their conversations.


The telltale flashed that she was approaching her destination. She crossed the strips, signalled jerkily, went through the door while it was still withdrawing, and caught the safety rail lest she stumble.


Anger flared. This was nonsense! She was a spacecraft pilot, able to handle herself at anything from zero g to ten. She wasn’t aged or sick, she was twenty-eight years old and her genome promised her another century or so of robust health if she heeded her medical program. All right, she was on a job new to her, possibly hazardous, but that was no excuse for blinkiness. Get on with it, girl.


Nobody else was in the corridor. She jogged through its pastels to the door marked 1567. The exercise warmed blood and spirit. Odds were that nothing waited for her, and that she’d return directly to the spaceport. She grinned. After this much fidgeting, what a letdown. She touched the bell plate.


At the station she had used her informant to make a quick, anonymous audio call, verifying that Lee was at home. He ought to be; these rooms were his main workplace as well as his quarters. When she now got no response, misgiving wakened again. Had he gone out? She dismissed the emotion. Doubtless he wanted to scan her first. It was a natural precaution under the circumstances. She straightened, shaped a smile, and hoped he enjoyed the view.


Men had told her she was handsome. She agreed, without letting it go to her head. Tall, broad-shouldered for a woman, otherwise slender but well outfitted fore and aft, she cut her sandy hair in a Dutch bob to frame hazel eyes, prominent cheekbones, straight nose, full mouth. When she spoke, her voice was a bit husky. “Saludos, consorte. I’m Fireball too, my name is Kyra Davis, and I’ve got urgent company business.”


The door slid aside. “Come in,” Lee said. He saw the surprise she failed to hide, and the strained tone yielded to a chuckle. “I reckon you haven’t seen a picture of me. With a name like mine—and as a matter of fact, my folks live in Roanoke, where I was born. But Lee is a good old Chinese name.”


He was short, slim, clad with the carelessness of a bachelor who need not keep up appearances at work. His features were boyish, though Kyra didn’t believe a professional intuitionist could be much younger than she. As she entered, nervousness resurged and made him talk on, pointlessly: “The family’s been over here for a couple of hundred years, genes were getting pretty diluted, but when the refugees arrived in Jihad times, some were ethnic Chinese from Southeast Asia and three or four of them married into my lineage. Since then, bueno, you know how people tend to stick close to those they know and can trust—endogamy’s gotten common—”


He stopped and swallowed. Kyra sympathized. “’Fraid you might have said too much?” she answered. “Don’t worry, I’m not a psychomonitor, not any kind of police. I’m Fireball, I told you. Here, let me prove it.” From a coat pocket she drew her card case, to offer him the company ident that stood for so much more than any government issue.


“Yes, gracias,” he mumbled. “Excuse me. I’ve got to—Excuse me. No offense meant, but  … if you’d follow me, por favor?” He led her toward an inner door.


On the way she observed her surroundings. This living room was unpretentiously furnished, cluttered with souvenirs, keepsakes, a chessboard, a bookcase holding codices that could well be heirlooms. Pictures on the walls, not activated at the moment, were probably of kinfolk and the hills of his homeland. A large viewscreen gave an outlook from the topmost spire, just below the theta. That scene was heartcatching. The integrate became a geometrical wilderness of pinnacles and green biospaces, glimmering away on every hand till it lost itself in the hazy air, as fantastic as anything at Luna or L-5. Westward she spied the giant leap of waters in Niagara Park and, dim beyond them, certain towers she remembered. North and south she made out the lakes, dull silvery sheenings in the mist. She decided she liked Robert E. Lee.


The next room was cramful of equipment. It included three big multiceivers, as many different computer terminals, and a vivifer that must be for full-sensory input, not entertainment. A molecular scanner quickly verified that her ident was genuine and had not been tampered with. The informant on his wrist was a fancy one indeed; maybe the company had supplied it, considering what it must have cost. It checked not only her thumbs but her retinae, and confirmed that the patterns matched those in the card.


Lee smiled apologetically. “This was required, you understand,” he said. “We scarcely need to take a DNA sample! Now, uh, consorte Davis, what can I do for you?”


Kyra’s heart lurched. She must gulp before she could utter the question. “Do you have Guthrie?”


He stared. “Huh?”


“Anson Guthrie. The jefe. Are you hiding him?”


“Why—uh—”


“Listen. I’ve proven myself to you, but if I have to go further, muy bien.” The story tumbled from her. “Washington Packer sent me. You know who he is? Director of Kamehameha Spaceport. He called several of us into his office earlier today. He told us Guthrie’s been in the Union since shortly after the government occupied Fireball’s North American headquarters. He was smuggled in and squirreled away so he could be on hand to mastermind our strategy on the spot. It wasn’t really a gyroceph thing to do, Packer said. We needed to react fast and decisively. International communications are too likely tapped, but we have secure lines inside the country.


“Packer had just gotten word. He didn’t say where from, but prob’ly it was a mole in the Security Police. Whether a Chaotic or an agent of ours, I don’t know. The government’s planning a second stage of crackdown on us. Within the next two or three days, they’ll take over everything. And it seems they’ve learned the jefe is on hand. They have a list of half a dozen places where he may very well be.


“Packer was able to retrieve that list from our cryptofile. Of course, he’d been careful not to know, himself, where Guthrie was hiding. His information didn’t include how to access safe lines to those places, so he dared not phone them. The best he could do was send one of us to each.


“Us—I mean, we were that number of persons out of those who happened to be on hand. I’m a pilot myself. We were also ones he figured he could rely on, and who could leave the port without it seeming particularly suspicious to the watchers outside, and soon return looking just as natural. Whoever finds Guthrie is to carry him back, so he can be put in a spacecraft and sent out of reach before the Avantists are there to stop it.


“Bueno, is he here?”


Kyra stopped, out of breath, faintly dizzy. Had she really needed to go on at such length?


Lee’s gaze stabbed at her. “God damn,” he murmured, “you are genuine.” And: “Yes. This way.”


The words hit like a thunderclap. Then suddenly she was altogether alert and cool. It felt as if a singing went through her bones, but every sense was opened full, the universe grew supernaturally vivid, while her mind sprang. Thus had she felt before when her life came to depend on nothing but herself, once in a boat wreck on a surf-swept Pacific reef, more than once in space.


Lee brought her to another room, where he had his bed, a closet and dresser, a desk and some hobby material. He played with model aircraft, she saw. A half-finished historical piece, skeletal biplane, wistful centuries-old memory of days when humans flew in machines they could build with their hands, effused a tang of glue. A viewscreen was tuned to a nature reserve—the North Woods, Kyra guessed fleetingly, for the well-ordered, well-tended trees were conifers, and canoes glided over the water behind them. Only a few people were in sight, but background noise indicated a campsite was close by. Not that a campsite was ever far away, in any such area.


The irrelevancy evaporated. Lee was saying: “He stays out of the circuits except when he’s in contact with his officers. Those lines are tap-proof, we hope, but why take unnecessary chances? Otherwise he’s in a hidden, shielded safe. He had it installed by the first agent of his who rented this apartment, which was decades ago, I reckon. He can look out, listen, call me by voice, and of course I can provide him with whatever material he wants for information or pasatiempo.”


Curiosity flickered in Kyra. What did Guthrie enjoy hearing, reading, watching, vivifying, after more than a hundred years as a wraith in a box? His personal style kept the earthiness recorded during his mortal existence, but maybe that was a fake, a public relations ploy.  … 


Lee halted before a flatscreen. Like those in the living room, the image it projected was not in motion. Full face, a man’s head and shoulders—that haircut and high-collared tunic went out of style generations ago, the subject must be somebody Guthrie had liked or admired or—Wait! She’d seen him in a history show, hadn’t she? Mamoru Tamura, the mayor who guided L-5 through its first great crisis—


Lee saluted. “Emergency, sir.” Now that action was upon him, he had lost his own hesitancies. “Pilot Kyra Davis brings news from Director Packer. The government’s preparing a raid. We’d better get you out of here.”


“Judas priest!” exploded a rough basso. “Move!”


Lee touched the ornate frame at certain points. The entire unit swung aside. Was it a dummy? Had Guthrie watched through the portrait’s eyes, heard with its ears, as he almost seemed to speak with its lips? The space behind held an object. Lee reached in, detached it from a portable terminal, and brought it forth.


“You take him, consorte,” he said. “Explain the situation while I get a bag or something to carry him in.”


Kyra held out her hands. The weight that descended into them was oddly little, two or three kilos. Shouldn’t the founder and captain of Fireball mass more? His undertakings ranged from end to end of the Solar System and on toward the stars. The person, the mind that had been copied into this program, it had itself—no, he had himself—fared the whole way to Alpha of the Centaur and back. Surely there must be more to him than this.


But no. A human brain held less material.


And ghost-Guthrie required no complete brain. A neural network equivalent to a cerebral cortex. Sensory centers capable of handling electronic, magnetic, photonic inputs. Motor centers capable of outputs into control devices. A memory unit. Software encoding what he was. Maybe a bit more than that. Kyra didn’t know; psychonetics wasn’t her field. But not much more, surely. Otherwise, the rest of what she held was instrumentation, minimal auxiliary apparatus, a battery, a case.


The whole of what she held was her liege lord. They had never before met, but he it was to whom she had ultimately given her troth, and who had given her Fireball’s.


“Sir,” she whispered. “Sir.”


She had seen the case depicted and described, and others like it. (How very few like it.) Yet to confront, to grasp the presence was as overwhelming as had been her first encounters with love and death.


The sheer simplicity became incomprehensible. This was just a box of dark blue organometal, hard, glassy smooth, edges rounded off, seams nearly invisible. Its flat bottom was about twenty by thirty centimeters, with five-millimeter discs set flush to protect several connectors. It rose about another twenty centimeters to a curved top. Two more discs on either side marked additional connectors. Between each pair a larger circle, four centimeters across, covered the diaphragm that served as an ear. A similar one on the front surface was for the speaker. On that same face—so must she think of it—were two hemispheres, the diameter of the audio caps.


The volume was approximately the same as for a large human head. Anson Guthrie’s? He had been a big man.


The hemispherical shells split and drew back, like eyelids. Two flexible stalks, five or six millimeters thick, emerged. Their ends bulged out in knobs about three centimeters wide. With snakish deliberation they extruded themselves to their full fifteen centimeters and twisted in her direction. From within the knobs, lenses gleamed at her.


“Hey, don’t drop me, girl,” boomed the voice. “Put me down and pick your jaw up off the floor.”


Could a man make jokes after he was dead? Bueno, Guthrie often did, unless that was a calculated pretense. But now, with the hunt on his track? Most carefully, Kyra lowered him to the desk beside the model airplane.


“Okay, brief me,” Guthrie ordered. The synthesized sounds, which could have come from a living throat, bore an accent. She had heard that it was American English as spoken in his youth, and knew he was apt to use expressions from that era.


She rallied her wits and repeated what she had told Lee.


Guthrie shaped a whistle. “Sanamabiche! How the devil—? Yes, we’d better up anchor right away. Good man, Wash. Good lass, you. I won’t forget.”


Lee brought in a daypack. “Will this do?” he asked. Kyra frowned, uncertain. “It won’t draw attention,” he said. “You see them everywhere these days. They leave both hands free.”


She nodded. “Muy bien.”


“You mean you didn’t have something of your own, Davis?” Guthrie growled. “No forethought?”


“I’m sorry, sir,” she replied, stung while acknowledging that the criticism was fair. “We were terribly rushed.”


“And you and Wash and the rest aren’t schooled in skullduggery. Sure, I understand. Take me and stuff me,” which sounded obscurely like another jape, “and we’ll be off.” The lenses swung toward Lee. “You sit tight. When the cops bust in, be surprised. You don’t know nothin’. Nobody been here but us chickens. Can you do that? They’ll interrogate you, which’ll be no fun, but I don’t expect they’ll deep-quiz, if you give them no cause to suspect you. Are you game?”


Lee stood straight. “Yes, sir.”


“You can run and try to hide if you’d rather. I don’t think it’s a good idea, though. That’ll show them you probably are involved, and they’ll be on your trail with every high-tech sort of bloodhound they’ve got. Chances are they’ll catch you pretty quick. You’re marked, known, registered, identified, forty ways from Sunday, you being a resident citizen of this great free republic. As a member of Fireball, you must have a lot of extra data in your dossier, too. When they’ve run you down, they will squeeze your information out of you, and worry about Fireball’s wrath later. That won’t be nice at all.”


Indeed it wouldn’t be, Kyra thought. Not torture; that could bring trouble with the World Federation, and wasn’t guaranteed effective anyway. Rehabilitative medical care. Chemicals and phased electropulses opened up a mind as a man peels an orange. They often left it in a very similar condition.


“I truly believe your best bet is to stay put and play dumb,” Guthrie finished.


Lee nodded, a spastic jerk. “Yes, sir.”


Guthrie’s tone gentled. “I’m sorry, Bob. Sorrier than I can say. The one solitary excuse I’ve got for skiting off and leaving you is that a lot of people are at hazard.”


And a lot of hopes, Kyra thought.


“I understand,” Lee said, thinly but steadily. “If anybody can balance this skewed-up equation, it’s you. Go.”


The phone chimed. He turned toward the room’s outlet.


“Hold,” Guthrie rapped.


“What?” Lee asked. The phone chimed again.


“Don’t answer.” A lens cocked itself at Kyra. “Davis, how did you know Bob was at home? You wouldn’t have wanted to hang around waiting for him and getting noticed.”


“I, I called,” Kyra said. “Public booth. When he responded, I broke off.”


“I supposed it was a miscall,” Lee added. The phone chimed. “They happen. I didn’t think any more about it.” The phone chimed.


“That could be a Sepo scout.” Guthrie declared starkly. “They’re mighty quick off the mark when they want to be.”


“Packer said—the mole said—in two or three days,” Kyra stammered.


“That’s what the mole said, whoever he is. How long did it take him to get to someplace where he could halfway safely pass on what he’d learned? How precise was it? Did the main office meanwhile decide to advance the schedule?”


Kyra recalled the officer who boarded the fahrweg. As far as she knew, even nowadays uniformed Security Police weren’t too common a sight anywhere. (Plainclothesmen might be something else.) Had he been on a different assignment, or was he a forerunner?


“They like to case the territory and stake it out good before they make a pinch,” Guthrie went on. “Let’s have a quick reconnaissance of our own. Bob, your big screen can sweep the area.”


The phone fell silent. Lee moved to play whatever message was perhaps being recorded. “Halt!” Guthrie commanded. “They’ll have meters to show you’re doing that, if it is them.”


Lee yanked his hand back. “Right,” he gasped. “I forgot. Yes, you are the jefe.” A world of meaning pulsed in that informal word. He took the case and bore it into the living room. Kyra followed.


They stared at the sky view from the spire. Something glinted high overhead. Lee set Guthrie on a table and operated the controls. Vision sprang upward, magnified, amplified. A lean teardrop poised, black and white, on its jets. Kyra estimated its altitude as three kilometers. From that distance, with optics less capable than what she routinely used in her spacecraft, you could count ants on the pavement below. She sensed her sweat, acrid and chill.


“Yeah, Sepo,” Guthrie said. “You didn’t get here any too soon, Davis.”


“What can we do?” she heard herself ask.


“Let me think. I’ve studied those cochinos over the years, and I remember others like them in the past, around the globe. Maybe you could still walk out with me and ride off, unmolested. I wouldn’t bet on it, though. Chances are, they’ve already got the gateways watched. By men in civilian dress, naturally.”


Kyra wondered if that had been so when she arrived. Probably. Maybe not. It made no difference, she supposed. They wouldn’t stop every person who went in or out. It would be too laborious. Worse, it could alarm their prey, who might then wipe incriminating data or otherwise inconvenience them. But anybody who emerged looking the least bit suspicious—as it might be, with a bulging sack between her shoulders—would get an instrumental scan. If anything the least bit unusual registered—as it might be, a neural network—that would be that.


Acid burned her gullet.


“Since you haven’t touched the phone, Bob, they’ll assume you’ve stepped out,” Guthrie continued. “They’ll try again in a while. Eventually, of course, whether you answer or not, they’ll come in. Two-three hours from now, maybe. Let’s see what your pals in B-24 will do for us.”


“That may be nothing, you know,” Lee said harshly. “At best, it can’t be much.”


“Beats sitting still, doesn’t it? Come on. Bag me and hit the road. The sooner we leave, the less likely we are to encounter a Sepo along the way.”


“Where to?” asked Kyra. This fragment of hope calmed her belly and turned her heartbeat high.


Lee went to shut the safe and fetch the daypack. “I’ve kept tabs on the occupants of my safe houses,” Guthrie explained meanwhile. “Not to meddle in their private lives, nor in any great detail. Christ knows I’ve had plenty else to keep me busy. But I’d gathered enough that when Wash Packer’s man left me in my temporary lodgings, it was Bob Lee I signalled, by an innocent-looking message on a computer bulletin board, to come get me. You see, he’d cultivated some folks in this complex who don’t like the Avantists either. That was smart of him, though I suspect he did it mainly because he’s a friendly, outgoing, curious type. Anyway, it decided me on the Blue Theta. Every fox wants two holes to his burrow.”
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THEY DARED NOT talk on the fahrweg. As they left it, Lee thrust himself past Kyra, who carried Guthrie, muttering, “Let me go first everywhere. Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.”


Arabesques swirled multicolored on corridor walls and Arabic script above doorways. Many entrances stood open. Behind some were shelves bearing wares for sale, food, clothing, utensils, flowers, gewgaws. In front a man would sit cross-legged on a cushion, smoking or crying out enticements or seemingly lost in meditation. Occasional rooms had been converted to serve coffee or simple meals exotic to her. Odors enriched the air, cooking, smoke, perfume, scents wholly strange. Noise did too, voices, soft-shod feet, now and then a plangent flute and a thuttering little drum. Ordinary North American outfits were less in evidence than loose, flowing garments, whether robes or gowns or blouse and trousers, usually white. Those who wore them and filled these spaces with commotion were dark caucasoids, men bearded and often sporting headcloths, women veiled. Yes, she’d spied a few of them earlier. Here they were in their own domain.


Arabian Nights! She had seen the Near East on multiceiver news, documentaries, and dramas. Sand, dust, dried wells, salt rivers, desolation. Machines and nanotechnic arrays, hectare by hectare reclaiming the land. Ordered, carefully designed life advancing in their wake, green fields, sparkling buildings, modern industries, new societies. Reservations for those few remnants who had hung on in starveling fashion after the ecology crumbled, ample provision, excellent medical care, rehabilitative education for their children. Oh, the World Federation had a right to be proud of what it was doing there. Why would anybody want to inhabit a fantasy, a past that never was?


Lee threaded his way through the crowd. At his heels, Kyra observed closer. No, she decided, whatever this might be, it wasn’t an act, it wasn’t a pseudo-culture to fill the void in people who had nothing real to belong to, like the Na-Dene or the Amazons or the Manors. She glimpsed a coppersmith in his shop, but he used a power tool and his neighbor was repairing an electrical appliance. The technology was as good as anything that Low Worlders could afford or handle. When a wide sleeve happened to pull back, she saw an informant like hers on the wrist beneath; obviously the owner needed to know more than the time; he wanted quick access to calculation, databanks, and communications. Another man’s insigne declared his employer to be Global Chemistry, which meant that he was concerned with building structures atom by atom. Two small boys in djellabahs passed, their heads shaven except for topknots, but the books under their arms were science texts.


And yet, Kyra thought, this was all just about as contrary to Avantism as she could imagine. Surely no one here seriously believed that Xuan had quantified the forces of history to the point where it could be managed, nor shared the ideal of a world thus brought ever closer to total rationality. Surely the government, from its Advisory Synod on down to the average local administrator, itched to break up every such old maverick community, scatter its elders and take over entirely the schooling of its children. In theory that was possible, of course: an internal matter over which the Federation had no authority. In practice, traffic and communications wove Earth too closely together; too little could be covered up; too many High Worlders of all nationalities were in constant touch and shared too many opinions; they, or the general public itself, might well force other governments, at least those that were democratic, to apply pressures still more severe than Fireball had lately been doing—Her mind was adrift She hauled it back into real time.


Twice Lee paused to exchange brief greetings with a man. Kyra grew aware of disapproving glances. She must seem luridly immodest. She told herself this wasn’t a sealed-off enclave. They’d get a lot of outsiders, some on business, some curiosity seekers. Doubtless a certain part of their economy depended on it. Still, she felt vastly relieved when Lee stopped at a door and it retracted for them.


They entered a room of opulent carpeting, low furniture, gilt and silver tracery. The young man who admitted them signed the door to close. He bowed deeply as another, gray-bearded and strong-featured, attired in caftan and keffiyeh, came in through an arch at the rear. To that one Lee made respectful salutation, saying, “Salaam aleyk.” Kyra stood miserably self-conscious.


“Aleykom es-salaam,” replied the older man. His gravity surrendered to a smile. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked in English with slight accent. As he looked closer, the smile faded. “Do you have trouble, my friend?”


“Ana nuzîlak,” Lee said awkwardly.


“A-a-ah. Come, then.” The man issued a sharp order. The servant hastened off. The host led the new arrivals onward. In a chamber behung with white perlux, suggestive of a pavilion, he gestured them to sit on the floor at a table of genuine wood. Joining them, he nodded at Kyra. “Remove your burden if you wish, señorita.”


“Gracias, sir, but—” Catching a glance from Lee, Kyra said hurriedly, “Gracias,” and slipped the pack off.


Lee spoke with full formality. “Sheikh Tahir, may I present Kyra Davis, a consorte of mine in Fireball Enterprises? Pilot Davis, por favor, meet Zeyd Abdullah Aziz Tahir, Sheikh of the Beny Muklib. He is among the leaders of  … his nation.”


Tahir regarded the woman narrowly, yet somehow courteously. “Bienvenida, Pilot Davis,” he said. “A space pilot, I presume?”


“Y-yes, sir,” she answered. “Uh, por favor, excuse how I’m dressed. There wasn’t time and I didn’t know—”


He nodded. “Of course. Robert Lee would not appear this suddenly were it not an emergency situation. Nor would you, I am sure.”


“I’m a, a total stranger  … to your customs, sir.”


Tahir smiled again, crinkling his craggy face. “Wellah, but it shall be forgiven you. I hope you will find time to tell me something of your work and yourself. If you fare among God’s stars, you are fortunate.”


Lee shifted where he sat. “Neither of us is right now, I’m afraid,” he ventured. “In fact, we’re desperate.”


“You made that plain.” A tap sounded on the door. At Tahir’s bidding, it opened. A boy brought in a tray with coffee service and a bowl of date cakes. He set the refreshments on the table, bowed, and left. When the door had shut behind him, Tahir invited: “Partake. Kheyr Ullah.”


Lee blinked. “Beg pardon?”


“You do not know? Since you said you had alighted at my tent, thus claiming my protection, I thought you understood what follows. Bueno, this is the Lord’s bounty. Eat, drink, be my guests.”


“You’re too kind.” Lee cleared his throat. “We’ll be honest with you. I’m not of your tribe or faith or anything. Not much more than an acquaintance, really, who’s picked up a few tag-ends of information about your people. I’ve no claim on you.”


“You have shown friendship and more than friendship. I rejoice if we can respond.”


“The Security Police are after us.”


Tahir threw back his head and laughed aloud. “Bismillah! Why, that makes it all the better!” Immediately he harshened. “Are they close behind?”


“No, I hope not. I think we have a few hours before they decide I’ve flown the coop. But then they’ll ransack the Theta.”


“That will take time and much manpower, as large and varied as it is. Will they have reason to guess you are here?”


“I, I don’t believe so. That is, they’ve kept somewhat of a watch on me, I being Fireball, but I’m nobody important and there are hundreds like me. Many of them are getting raided too. And it was ordered only a couple of days ago.”


Why was it? Kyra sought comfort in her tiny cup of coffee, hot, thick, and supersweet.


Tahir stroked his beard. “ Wah. Then they will not search this quarter early, unless they know you have been in the habit of visiting us.”


“I visited plenty of other places, in this complex and elsewhere. I don’t remember ever mentioning to—my neighbors, my casual associates—that I went here for anything except a cafe with good food and entertainment.”


But Guthrie got wind of that, had an inquiry made, and found out that more was involved, Kyra thought. An old fox, all right. Through the fabric of the pack, the case nudged hard against her thigh.


“You were seen in the corridors today,” Tahir pointed out.


“Excuse me,” Kyra blurted. “I wonder if I wasn’t noticed harder than he was.”


The sheikh chuckled. “I am certain of that. It is helpful.”


“I met two men I know,” Lee admitted.


“Give me their names later. I will speak to them, and perhaps find them errands in distant parts. As for anyone else, you know we are not friends of the Avantists. If the Sepo ask questions among us, they will probably have to do it at random, and they will get very few frank answers.” Tahir took a cake and munched it as if this were a social call.


“You can’t keep us long,” Lee said.


“True. Word would leak out like  … like electrons quantum-tunneling through any potential barrier I can raise. But insh’llah, I can shelter you until tomorrow, and then help you proceed. You wish to leave soon in any case, do you not?”


“Crack, yes! We—that is—” Lee’s gaze dropped to his lap.


Tahir considered his guests. “What do you feel free to tell me? Bear in mind, what I do not know, I cannot reveal, should worst come to worst and I go under deep-quiz.”


Kyra shuddered. Tahir noticed. “That will scarcely happen, señorita,” he assured her. “Likelier would I die first, resisting arrest, in such wise that not enough brain is left for them to probe. But let us be cautious.”


She ran tongue over parched lips. “You have a, a right to know—something,” she stammered. “We, Lee and I, we aren’t simply escaping to save ourselves. If we could explain—” If Guthrie would speak—


Lee raised a hand. “We can’t go into detail,” he said fast “That would be really dangerous. But, bueno, you know how friction’s grown between Fireball and the government, till it suddenly claimed to have found evidence that agents of ours were behind the supposed accident that had scrambled the database in the Midwestern Security Center. You may remember how the company offered to cooperate in an investigation, and you certainly know how, regardless, the government occupied our North American headquarters to—probe this and related matters in depth, it announced. The Sepo have been burrowing and snooping since then. Bueno, I can tell you, it’ll be in the news, now they’re going to take over everything of ours in this country.”


Tahir shaped a soundless whistle. “Hayâtak! Will you not then shut down all your operations dealing with the Union? A catastrophe for it, surely. Its economy is in a poor enough state already.”


Lee sighed. “I don’t understand their logic either. They’re doing it, however. I’d better not say how I learned, but never mind, the whole Solar System will soon hear. Davis and I have, uh, extremely important information to convey. Uh, we can’t trust any communication lines any longer, you realize. We’ve got to go in person.”


Tahir’s glance drifted across the table and downward. Kyra thought uneasily that he wasn’t admiring her legs. He looked back at Lee. “I am glad to pay some of the debt I have owed you,” he said, “and by your trust you honor my people and me. Gracias. We will try to be worthy of it.”


A memory flitted through Kyra, someone historical whom she’d once read about. Yes, Saladin.


“You’ve done Señor—Sheikh Tahir a favor, consorte?” she asked. Too late she recalled Lee’s warning, that she should play passive.


Their host took no umbrage. He must be used to dealing with outsiders. “Indeed he did,” he told her. “Two years ago, a nephew of mine fell into trouble. He is a proud young man, fire is in him. All of us know that Avantism will bring our way of life to oblivion if it goes on. Most of us bide our time, believing that God will not let this happen. Hamid studied biotic engineering. The blasphemies he was required to study also, Xuanist doctrine, and that he met even in the scientific programs, at last enraged him beyond endurance. He began to speak out openly, in public, until he was arrested. When Robert Lee heard, he got Hamid released, and then enrolled in a company school safely off in Ecuador.”


“Aw, it wasn’t much,” the other man mumbled. “Fairly minor charge, first offense, and he was still classed as ‘developmentally disadvantaged,’ which meant he might not have known any better. All I had to do was speak to my coordinator, who influenced the right person in the government. Fireball and the Synod were at odds, yes, had been for a long time, but no open break had come yet, and plenty of people on both sides were anxious to avoid one. Of course, with the charges dropped, Hamid would’ve been marked ever after, and probably soon come to real grief. But he’s bright, and the company likes to acquire new blood when it can, you know. Actually, I got some boost out of the affair myself.”


Alarm prickled in Kyra. “But that shows you have connections here!” she exclaimed.


“No, no. I told you I went through Fernando Pardo, my superior. He passed it on to somebody else, who ‘took an interest in the case’ and did the negotiating. No records were kept where they could be traced. Fireball’s been heedful of such things in North America since before I went to work for it.”


Guthrie taught it how, Kyra thought.


“I hope your nephew is happy now,” she said to Tahir.


Did pain flit across his countenance? “Yes,” he answered slowly. “We hear from him. Of course, he is becoming  … a full dweller in the High World  … the secular world. But that was  … inevitable. And he is free. They will never take him and remake his mind.”


Best shift the subject. “You must have been well acquainted here already, to learn about the matter,” Kyra remarked to Lee.


“Only a bit,” he said. “Sheikh Tahir and I happened to fall into talk in a coffeeshop one evening. We repeated that a few times, he invited me to dinner in his home, I showed him through local company workplaces. Don’t worry, that was on multiceiver, not in person. Nobody there knows about the relationship. But it was just mutual curiosity and, uh, friendliness, nothing more. I was surprised when he told me about his nephew.”


“I was full of rage and grief,” Tahir said. “Sr. Lee struck me as a compassionate man. He might have influence. What could I lose? God provides.”


“Gracias,” Lee said ruefully. “You flatter me. To tell the truth, I never read you even that well. This culture is too foreign to me. No offense. I didn’t grow up dealing with a lot of different kinds of people, the way you did. But today, my turn to be desperate, I guessed you might be willing to help us.”


More than a guess, Kyra reflected, and mainly Guthrie’s idea. Having gotten word of Lee’s connections among these folk—How? The Hamid incident? Would news of that have circulated through the company clear to its master?


Not directly, she supposed. Still, virtually all that happened could go into hypertext, stored in a secret database that was probably located off Earth. From time to time Guthrie could plug into the main computer.


During that while, he would be it, with all its capacity to store and search and correlate. When something seemed especially interesting, he would put it in his personal memory before he disengaged, and investigate further.


Having, then, gotten word of Lee’s connections among these folk, Guthrie must have sent an agent or two to go quietly among them and write him a report. When he needed a base in North America, his knowledge of this possible escape route decided him on Lee’s dwelling.


Yes, a quasi-immortal could think that widely, that far ahead.


Regardless, he had barely gotten away, and the hunters might well bring him down.


Kyra realized that a silence had fallen while she sat alone with herself. Tahir stirred. “Let us go to business,” he said. “I do not see how the police can blockade the Blue Theta for long, if at all. Too many people go in and out, often on necessary errands. For example, this community gets most of its food from a nanofac it owns in the Syracuse district. Similarly for others, such as the Crusoes. The gates will be closely watched for some time to come, of course. Disguise—but will you be carrying anything that might betray you to eyes or instruments?”


“I’m afraid so,” Lee admitted. “A special computer.”


Tahir nodded. “I thought as much.” He pursued that no further. Instead: “Bueno, perhaps I can arrange for something plausible that will screen it. Meanwhile, you two must plan. We brothers cannot do more than convey you to someplace nearby. Consider what your moves after that shall be.”


“We will,” Kyra breathed. “Oh, yes.”


“It is wise that you wait secluded,” Tahir counselled. “I regret that this establishment has but a single guest room, with just one bed. If you wish, Pilot Davis, we can put you in the harim.”


Kyra started. He grinned. “That means my wife’s domain,” he said. “My only wife.”


“But how can we talk then?” She met Lee’s eyes. He half shrugged. “No, gracias, sir, but better we share that room.” Recollection stirred. “Uh, if you don’t mind too much.”


Tahir’s amusement continued. “We are no Wahhabis. It is reasonable that a young couple who have been separated should desire a night’s privacy.”


He’d better give his household more of a story than that, Kyra thought. Unless he simply told them this was none of their business, and they accepted and kept their mouths shut.


Lee flushed to the tips of his ears. “I can behave myself, consorte,” he promised her.


Comic relief. Laughter whooped from Kyra. “I’ll try!” she answered. Did Guthrie guffaw to himself?


Tahir rose. The fugitives followed suit, Kyra picking up the bag. “A boy will shortly bring you a meal,” the sheikh said. “He will knock and wait until you admit him. If you want anything else, press zero-three on the telephone. That will activate my informant. Otherwise you will be strictly isolated. May I someday be able to offer you better hospitality.”


“You c-couldn’t better this, sir,” Kyra vowed.


The room was down a short hall. Tahir stood aside and beckoned his guests in. “Yerhamak Allah,” he said low. Kyra guessed that was a blessing. The door shut on him.


She looked about her. The chamber was of modest size but decently equipped. Behind panels, a minibath adjoined a closet with drawers. A multi stood beside a table which accommodated a basic computer terminal. Two Western-style chairs suggested that others from her milieu stayed here occasionally. The floor was luxuriously carpeted. Although the walls were plain white, a viewscreen beneath the ventilator showed palms and jasmine around a pool. She couldn’t tell whether the scene was real or synthesized. It seemed too pretty to be true, but tightly managed nature tracts did exist. The bed—the bed was wide enough that two could lie well apart.


Not that she expected anything carnal, under these circumstances. Certainly she felt no such urge. As tension ebbed, weariness flooded up through her marrow.


Lee saw. “Me too,” he said, “and I didn’t travel through six time zones before this chase began.”


“Should we take Sr. Guthrie out?”


“You bloody well better,” rasped from the pack.


Lee drew the case forth and placed it on the table. The eyestalks emerged and swung to position. Kyra thought of aimed guns. Warmth took her by surprise: “You done fine, you two. Now relax, why don’t you? No booze handy, I guess, but a hot shower could work wonders.”


A tingle ran the length of Kyra’s spine. She groped for something commonplace to say. “Aren’t you pretty high-wired too, sir?” After lying helpless in the blackness of a sack while his fate played itself out.


A wolf might have laughed. “What’s a spook got to be scared with? No glands, remember?” Softly: “Do slack off, lass. You’re bushed, as well you might be. We’ll talk later.”


“I—” A sense of how thirsty she was overran everything else. “Bueno, gracias, sir.”


In the bath cubicle she swallowed three tumblers of deliciously cold water and splashed more on her face. Besides towels, she noticed, toothbrushes were provided, manual but new in their plastic cases. Yes, and a comb, a shaver, mouthwash, mild stimulants and painkillers. She’d found a good dock. Refreshed by the knowledge, she postponed showering and returned to perch on a chair. Lee followed her example.


“We’ve lucked out, haven’t we?” Kyra said. “For the time being, anyhow.”


“Luck’s not a function just of chance,” Guthrie replied.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean there hadn’t been intelligence.” Kyra straightened where she sat. By all accounts, the jefe máximo despised sycophants. “But we are lucky in having Tahir on our side. He’s quite a man, isn’t he?”


“A leo,” Guthrie agreed. “I’ve considered Islam to be one of the human race’s bigger mistakes, but he might change my mind for me.”


“He doesn’t seem like a, a Low World leader.”


“He isn’t, really,” Lee said. “Besides being a councillor and judge in this community, he’s the purchasing agent for whatever supplies that its industries need from outside sources. That involves him with high as well as low tech, and everything it implies.”


Kyra hesitated. “I don’t rightly understand,” she confessed. “That is, I know a little about the economics. People, the majority on Earth, those who haven’t the skills or abilities that the forefront of the world wants—of course most of them don’t struggle along in some kind of primitive self-sufficiency. It isn’t that simple. But I’m not sure how it does work.”


“No reason why you should be,” Guthrie said. “If you’re a space pilot, you’ve had plenty else to occupy you. And you spend your Earthside time in High World enclaves, don’t you?”


“Bueno, I—”


“Judas priest, woman, don’t feel guilty about doing what’s sensible!”


Lee brought Kyra back to her question. “It doesn’t work in any single fashion,” he said. “It’s as varied and variable as the groups involved. In fact, ‘High World’ and ‘Low World’ are a false dichotomy. They not only interact in countless ways, they shade into each other.”


She frowned. “Can’t you give me some specific data, though? For instance, Tahir’s society. If it needs something more than basic citizens’ allowance, it has to pay. That means it has to produce and sell something for which there’s a demand. What, in this case?”


“No one specialty. Assorted goods and services. A little tourism and entertainment, though mostly these people are too proud and clannish for that. Handmade items—mainly curio value, because North Africa floods the market with the same kind of art.” (Yes, Kyra thought, each piece unique, individually machine-made according to a self-diversifying program.) “But most of the men here have outside jobs, some fairly high-tech, some not. Gunjins, for instance. This culture has a martial tradition.”


“Where did it come from?”


“Part old American. There was a wave of conversions to Islam in, uh, the twentieth century. Especially among afros, I believe. But the ancestors of these folks were mainly Near Easterners, refugees from the Holy League, after the Befehl broke down and the Europeans pulled out. Muslims were already unpopular in the West, often discriminated against. This immigration made matters worse. Things got really horrible during the Grand Jihad—segregation, restriction, outright persecution. They were driven in on themselves, their own resources. Naturally, they reacted by emphasizing their cultural identity; you may think they’ve exaggerated it. By the time they could mingle freely, many didn’t want to. Also, by then the tech development curve was rising too fast for a lot of them to catch up. The end result was communities like this.”


“You do like to hear yourself talk, don’t you?” remarked Guthrie.


“I’m sorry, sir.” Kyra heard the hurt in Lee’s voice and felt a twinge of resentment on his behalf.


“Oops,” said Guthrie. “I’m sorry. No insult meant. When I haven’t got any effectors, just this damn box, it’s hard to make plain I’m twitting you. You’re a scholar by temperament, you want to explain things in full, sure, fine. I’m an occasional motormouth myself, they tell me.”


Kyra straightened on her chair. “Maybe we should concentrate less on the past and more on the future,” she snapped. “Our future.”


“If we aren’t too nervous to make sense,” Lee said unevenly.


“I don’t think you are,” Guthrie told them. “You’re both first-chop people, with more reserves than you know. Anyway, thinking about things before going to sleep, you’re apt to wake up with a few solutions to your problems.”


Even he, Kyra thought, required a strange kind of slumber. Certain lines rose through memory to chill her.


For in that sleep of death what dreams may come


When we have shuffled off this mortal coil—


The prosaic voice hauled her back: “Assume Tahir can get us smuggled out. He warned us that’s about all he can do. We’ve got to plan beyond then. First we’d better review the situation as she is. What should we warn Tahir about? What spoor are we leaving for the cops, and how might we cover it?” The eyes swiveled toward Lee. “Bob, they’ll soon pull your lock code from the file and let themselves into your place. I’m sure you weren’t so stupid as to have an unregistered code.”


“N-no, sir, of course not,” Lee said. “I’d have been in trouble in case of a spot check or, or anything unusual.”


“Once upon a time in this country, some men composed a fairy tale and called it the Bill of Rights. It said something quaint about the right of the people to be secure against that kind of thing.”


“I know. I was educated in a company compound.”


“Me too,” Kyra murmured.


“Yeah,” Guthrie said. “One point of friction between Fireball and the government. We resisted having our kids dragooned into the public school system. Well, never mind now. I get grumpy, that’s all.


“The point is, the Sepo will make a fine-filament sweep of your quarters. Have you left anything to indicate I may have stayed there? Be honest, and don’t be bashful. I won’t think the less of you because you aren’t a cloak-and-dagger pro.”


Lee frowned, stared into space for a few seconds, then shook his head. “I don’t believe I did. They may find the safe, though it’s pretty well screened, but in that case they’ll see it was installed long before my time. I recorded nothing germane to you. The communication lines you used also go back to well before I moved in. You know better than I how safe they are.”


“Quite safe, as far as detectors and taps are concerned. When they’re not in service, they cut themselves off without trace from the rest of our net. Okay. You’ll need an explanation of why you were absent, one they’ll accept without much inquiry. That wants corroboration. Think. What might you have been doing? Having a fling in a Low World den of iniquity? I’ve got the connections to arrange for witnesses to that on fairly short notice, if you’re willing.”


Lee’s scowl darkened. “I don’t know, sir. I mean, I don’t care if they snicker. But if they ask around, they’ll learn that sort of thing isn’t in character for me. That could be hard on  … your friends too.”


“Any better ideas, then?”


“No, I’m afraid not. At first, you said I should simply play ignorant. It doesn’t look so straightforward now. Let me think more.”


“Do.” The lenses focused on Kyra. “Your turn, Pilot Davis. Any reason for them to suspect you’ve had a hand in this?”


“No,” she said. “I’m just a spacer who chanced to be at Kamehameha when Dr. Packer needed couriers.”


“Anything in your background that might single you out?”


“Bueno—bueno, I’m third-generation Fireball, but that’s common enough, isn’t it?” Kyra paused. She must force herself a little. “My parents are North American born, but they’ve lived in Russia the past, m-m, fourteen years. They didn’t want to move, but the company transferred them, actually to better positions—for their safety, I suspect. You see, Dad’s fierily anti-Avantist. He grew more outspoken for every new law and regulation the Synod got passed.” A smile twitched. “Mother’s a cooler head.”


“I see. Yours isn’t the only family we’ve had to move. What do they do?”


“Dad’s an analytical physicist.” She heard the pride rising. “These days he works on antimatter, designs for improving the large-scale production of heavy nuclei. Mother’s a biotics programmer. I have a younger brother in the Academy.”


“Wait. Those Davises?” Guthrie was still for a moment. “Damn, I know I’ve met their names before, but most of my memories are banked elsewhere. I’m sorry.”


It was decent of him to apologize, Kyra thought. “Not your fault, jefe. You can’t store everything in  … your personal database.”


If he were hooked to his main hypercomputer, she thought, he could summon anything in Fireball’s files, including detailed recollections of his direct experiences. He’d need less computer capability than that to project a face of his own into a multi, a human play of expressions, instead of having to speak from within a blank box.


“Thanks,” he said. After another silence: “Close-knit family, eh? I daresay you’ve spent a lot of your Earthside time in Russia with them.”


“Yes. And otherwise, oh, sightseeing, vacationing around the globe. Hardly ever in the Union, except Hawaii.” Mountain, forest, strand, surf, reef, ocean, remnants of a past that had been wonderfully alive; a hula, a luau, done for the tourists but still remnants of a past that had been wonderfully human; the Keiki Moana, graceful, wistful, remnants of a future that had failed. “Otherwise this country is depressing.” How sour that word tasted. “Not that I’ve been much on Earth at all since getting my captain’s rating. I’ve had some long hauls.”


“Really? Where?”


“Asteroid and cometary prospecting tours, as far as the Kuiper Belt. Outer planets, ferrying for the scientific stations. Once on Taurid work, emergency call.”


Muy bien, she was bragging, and quite aware of Lee’s awed stare. But the idea was less to impress Guthrie than to give him an estimate of her potentials.


“Whew!” exclaimed the artificial voice. “You’ve put yourself in my everyday memory for certain, Pilot Davis, and when I consult your file, that’ll also go permanently into this can. God damn, in the old days I’d’ve met you personally and congratulated you. In my flesh days I’d’ve given you a big wet kiss as well. Fireball’s gotten too mucking huge.”


Virtually a nation in its own right, Kyra’s mother had remarked once. It is a nation, her father replied, more so than most that bear the name nowadays.


Oh, yes, he added for the benefit of the child who was listening (as she understood later), legally it’s nothing but a privately held corporation, chartered in Ecuador, carrying on a variety of enterprises across Earth and throughout the Solar System. Their importance gives it nothing but enormous wealth and influence—legally. In fact, though, it provides most of its people with most of what they need, from homes and schools and medical care to help against the governments that claim them. If we choose to swear full fidelity to it, Fireball will pledge us the same; and then we are no longer just employees, we are consortes. That’s no mere contract, that’s a constitution. And think about our customs, generations-old traditions, everything we share, far over and beyond any material treasures—A nation, I tell you.


That wasn’t quite correct, Dad, Kyra now thought. The nation, that’s us, and our sovereign territory is all of space.


Yet through his computers and his communication lines, a single ghost was still able to rule it, keep it together, stave off its foes, set it reaching for the stars. How much longer could he? Already his grip was loose—No, wrong. He had always left the members as independent as possible. That was the real wellspring of Fireball’s strength.


Guthrie recalled her mind to him. “Okay,” he asked, “what brought you to Earth this time? Vacation?”


“Not really,” Kyra said. “I was in L-5 while my ship got a routine overhaul. A special cargo was going to North America, organic cryocells. That meant regulations called for a human pilot. The usual man had taken an accidental radiation dose and was in DNA therapy. I offered to substitute and they agreed.” Why not, given a person of her qualifications, humdrum though the flight was? “Turn-around time would be about three days, because unloading that stuff is finicky. It’d allow me to visit my parents or maybe get in some surfing.”


“In short, you arrived by pure happenstance, and if the cops play back the log, that’s what they’ll confirm. Your family’s dossier might raise eyebrows, but I doubt they’ll check that. When you don’t report back for liftoff, they may wonder. On the other hand, they’ll have a lot else on their minds. Besides, once the clampdown on the company has been announced, it’ll seem perfectly natural for you to sit tight wherever you are.”


“I’m safely anonymous?” Excitement fluttered. “I can walk right out of this place?”


“Um-m, maybe not that easy. Let’s double check. How’d you travel here?”


Led by sharp questions, Kyra described her itinerary. With dismay she remembered the bubbletrike, locked in a time-expired rack and traceable through her thumbprint.


“What about the rental period?” Guthrie demanded.


“I entered that I might return today or it might be tomorrow. I didn’t know which, you see.”


“Smart girl. Well, if you can’t spring the vehicle tomorrow, I don’t suppose anybody will notice the unpaid meter right away, and then the matter will be for city maintenance, not the cops—at first, anyhow.”


“You can do better than that,” Lee proposed. “Call on a public line once you’re outside, tell the agency you had to go elsewhere because of an emergency and they should send somebody to pick up the trike. It’ll carry their code, which the lock will open for. Charge the extra expense to your credit. I daresay that sort of thing happens every once in a while, and they’ll think little or nothing of it.”


“Hey, Bob, you have the makings of a pretty slick desperado,” Guthrie said.


“Bueno, then,” Kyra said gladly, “I can leave you in a safe place, sir, and convey in person whatever message you want to send Dr. Packer. Or someone else?”


She heard grimness revive. No, she realized, it had been there all the while, under the surface.


“Unfortunately, we can’t lay that straight a course. For openers, I wonder if I have any safe place left me, anywhere in this country. The more I think about it, the more I suspect who’s behind the whole halloo. The worst enemy I could have.”


The breath hissed between Lee’s teeth. Had he guessed? Kyra could merely whisper, in sudden cold, “Who?”


“Myself.”


“What?”


“My duplicate. My Doppelgänger. The copy of me that went to Alpha Centauri.”


Memory stormed back. How old was she when the Juliana Guthrie came home? Seven, eight? Yes, seven. The event was not a triumphal entry. After all, the data had been beamcast ahead, received long in advance. The samples being brought were necessarily few and small, their molecular structures already analyzed, mere trophies. Nevertheless, that arrival was oddly muted, and everything about it dropped out of the news, out of public attention, with a speed that in retrospect seemed equally peculiar. She had half forgotten it.


Guthrie went on. His matter-of-factness was more frightening than any dramatics. “We downloaded into each other, he and I. I had more experience to enter, of course. He was inoperative for a lot of years in empty space, outbound and returning. Else he’d’ve gone bananas from boredom. But the idea had been that I would be on the trip, and yet not miss out on everything that happened to me at home. While he was gone, things changed in the Solar System. I never wanted to stay in charge forever, but I decided that under present conditions Fireball had better have a backup. So I arranged to keep his return as inconspicuous as possible. By agreement, after he was brought up to date we deactivated him and I had him tucked away against a day of need.”


And when that second Guthrie was awakened again, Kyra thought, it would be as if no time whatsoever had passed for him.


Momentarily she wondered which of the two she confronted physically, the original or the double. Then she saw that it made no difference.


“In North America,” she foreknew.


“Yeah. A silly choice, with the Avantists in power? Shouldn’t we have stashed him someplace really secure? Well, a judgment call. When Fireball built new headquarters for this country, I had secret crypts and capabilities put in. I’d seen the Renewal and the Jihad and a slew of lesser disasters, and Avantism was then on the horizon. Be prepared. It seemed to me he could be as safely hidden there as anywhere on Earth, more safely than in most locations. Off Earth, this one of me ought to have ample protection.


“The Synod was making the Union government heavier-handed every day, and our conflicts with it were getting worse, but I never expected it’d dare violate our contractual rights the way it’s done. I smelled too many weaknesses under the preaching and the swaggering. I knew the Kayos in embryo, as an organized resistance, already then. Nothing that happened since, till very lately, caused me to change my opinion. Someday in the not too distant future, all hell was going to let out for noon in North America. At that time, it might well be important to have another me on the spot, taking charge locally. That might save quite a lot of lives and property.”


The part of Kyra that stood aside wondered whether this was conceit bordering on megalomania. No, she decided. Guthrie had proved himself too often, and he was too realistic to be modest. The plain truth was that he, hooked into a net, could steer Fireball, or a cut-off section of Fireball, through a crisis better than any junta of humans or any purely artificial intelligence. The power sprang from more than experience, knowledge, innate generalship. It was authority. Divine right, almost; something that could call on men to die, and be heeded, because it spoke for that which gave meaning to their lives. He was the founder, the master, the presence. He was Fireball.


But leaders could fail and their causes perish.


Kyra heard a sigh. Wryness recognized that Guthrie had shaped it without lungs, as he shaped every word he uttered. “When the troops occupied that building, I was caught flat-footed,” he said. “Suddenly there was no way to reach my double, let alone brief him. The best thing I could think of to do was have myself sneaked to Earth and into the Union.”


A bold move, Kyra thought, but it had worked well until now. Instead of being paralyzed, dependent on communication with a center which the Sepo now oversaw, the company’s North American subdivisions acted shrewdly, on their own, in the Fireball tradition. Their directors protested and negotiated. Meanwhile a shipment of isotopically pure titanium ordered by a government plant in the Union somehow went to Québec, which somehow chose to keep this treasure despite the indignation of its powerful neighbor. Meanwhile the company’s Southwestern energy receiver central regretted that for technical reasons it could no longer feed surplus megawatts into the national grid. Meanwhile guardsats reported mysterious small objects arcing over the ocean between California and Hawaii, and a Guatemalan delegate to the World Federation Assembly called for the Peace Authority to investigate what might be a North American violation—


“I hoped we could force a settlement that’d give us back our status and leave the Synod weakened,” Guthrie continued. “Again I’ve been surprised. The big crackdown’s begun, and we three are on the lam.” (Kyra guessed that that meant they’d perforce gone hyperbolic.) “Why? Are they so hard up they’ll court a retaliation that could ruin them? None of the intelligence I’ve collected suggests that. They’re in a bad enough way that they’re willing to take risks, but they aren’t kamikaze yet. They must think they have a pretty fair chance of coming out ahead of the game.


“How? Each minute of the past few hours, I’ve gotten more convinced that they’ve clapped hands on my other self.”


Concentrating on the background of events, Kyra had not seen what that implied. Awareness came like a blow to the belly.


“But they didn’t know where he was,” Lee protested, as if trying to fend off the fact.


“Somehow the Sepo learned,” Guthrie replied. “With hindsight, I can make a guess. Three persons besides me knew. I won’t name names, even to you, but they were close associates of mine. Two still are, off Earth. One, a North American, was visiting here several months ago when he was killed in an accident. Or so the world was informed, in the usual way, with the usual material, including the body. I was sorry, but I’ve said goodbye to many friends.  … Now I recall how such things can be faked, if you have very good technicians and a very well-organized operation. Including a synthesized corpse. It wouldn’t need to pass close inspection, only to fool his relatives. It was cremated according to his wishes.


“I suspect he was kidnapped and deep-quizzed. Probably with no specific object in mind, just to get a lead on anything that might be helpful against us. Sayre is capable of arranging any outrage. He’s also a bright son of a bitch, who must know that if his government doesn’t soon do something drastic, it’s doomed. If I’m right, he learned about my twin.”


“What really became of your friend?” Lee asked low.


“Dead, after they finished with him,” Guthrie answered flatly. “I hope. For his sake.”


Kyra shuddered.


“If the Synod knew my double was hidden in our HQ, it could invent a pretext and seize the building,” Guthrie proceeded. “Then the government would stall, make a fuss, claim it wanted to compromise, but drag matters out, while it—” the machine voice barely stumbled—“reprogrammed its prize. Now it has me on its side, knowing most of what I know.”


“Surely not!” Kyra cried.


“Not everything, but enough,” said remorselessness. “Everything that was in his personal memory, which means more or less everything a human would retain, including the locations of my old-established hideaways. News of the last two decades, easily downloaded into him. Ample information about the company, from the discs they’ve seized—nothing top secret, of course, but Fireball doesn’t have many top secrets.


“Mainly, he knows how I think. He knows I’ve entered the country, because he’d’ve done the same, because he is me. He’ll make some almighty shrewd estimates of what I’ll do next.”


Kyra kicked out against the nightmare, like Lee. “Are you sure of this? It sounds awfully far-fetched.”


“If you can suggest a hypothesis that fits the facts better, I’d be delighted to hear it.”


“But could they really  … change him  … and not destroy him, make him useless? How?”


“They could,” Lee told her. “The theory of it touches my field, so I can imagine the methods.” Briefly, his hand touched hers. “I would rather not describe them.”
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THE CONTROL PROVIDED by the World Federation Meteorological Service was limited, and over weather, not climate. Northwest Integrate would always have more rain and clouds than clear skies, until Earth as a whole had profoundly changed. However, the previous week a lengthy wet spell had yielded for a while to dazzling sunshine. On the first day of this, Enrique Sayre took a moment to admire it.


The local Security Police building was broad and deep rather than high, a fortress. Still, the view from the roof bore comparison with what he saw from his flitter before he landed; and after he stepped out, a boisterous cool wind laved his face and yodeled in his ears. It smelled of salt water, with the slight tang of chemicals and ozone that bespoke energies at work. Traffic sounds rose through it, an oceanic murmur, up toward soaring gulls and glinting aircraft. The city climbed likewise, from streets, bridgeways, monorails, dymaxions and other lesser edifices, to prideful tower heights. Biospaces glowed intensely green; although they were negligently maintained of late, nature was moving in, grass, weeds, saplings. Some distance off, Elliott Bay shone argent, less troubled than formerly by shipping and sailboats. Beyond the structures on the farther side, Cascade snowpeaks raised white against blue.


Sayre could understand why Anson Guthrie located his North American headquarters here. The man had been born and raised in Port Angeles, on the Strait and not far from the Olympic Peninsula’s mountains and forests. The disembodied program must have yearned back. Sayre threw a glance at the Fireball building. It reared on Queen Anne Hill, its lines suggestive of a spacecraft at launch, arrogantly higher than his. But now the infinity flag flew on its pole too.


Guards saluted as Sayre walked from his flitter. He returned the gestures. The men were mainly ceremonial, an adjunct to robotic monitors and guns, but ceremony was important. Xuan himself had admitted that human-kind remained largely a creature of instinct and emotion. Taming the brain stem and limbic system to the service of the cerebrum would be the work of lifetimes.


Sayre had progressed sufficiently in the disciplines to recognize, and not to care, that he was physically unimpressive—a short, slight man, sharp-featured but with a receding chin and blond hair plastered in thin strands to a round head. He had refrained from getting any makeover except correction of myopia and of a liability to stomach ulcers. His uniform was plain, hardly distinguishable from a common officer’s. It was what he did that rated salutes.


Entering a fahrweg turret, he descended to the office he had commandeered. Personnel sprang to their feet with more salutes. Impatient, he brushed past them and sequestered himself in the room beyond. From his desk he phoned the laboratory. The line switched him immediately to Clarice Yoshikawa.


“Sir!”


“Is the new program ready?” Sayre asked.


“Yes, sir,” replied the chief of the technicians whom he had summoned from Central Command back east in Futuro. “We were testing all night.” More than that showed in her haggardness. Stim and supp would keep a person going only up to a point, and Sayre had driven the team pitilessly since they arrived.


“Have you gotten it right at last?”


Exasperation, close to anger, spoke, however levelly: “Sir, you know we have just the single piece of Guthrie hardware. All we can do is make copies of the software, revise them, and check them out in limited ways, till we put them in that one computer and they become conscious.”


“While you’re at it,” Sayre replied, “tell me what month this is.”


Fear stirred behind the firm visage. “I’m  … very sorry, sir. Wasn’t thinking. Dead tired.”


Sayre smiled. “I know. You people have worked like engines. Never fear, the files will record your loyalty. I may be overstrained myself. This is so important, so urgent.”


He heard the quiver of relief. “Gracias, sir. I hope this time we’ve succeeded, not produced something that raves or gibbers.”


“We’ll find out.”


Yoshikawa ran tongue over dry lips. “You realize, sir, even if it seems right, we won’t know for sure. Excuse me for repeating what’s elementary, but psychomedicine isn’t an exact science yet. A live person given ideational reconditioning can still surprise us occasionally. Here we’re trying it for a download. There’s scarcely any experience with them.”


Sayre clicked his own tongue. “You are exhausted, aren’t you? Talking like that. However things develop today, you and your team shall have, m-m, twenty-four hours of deep sleep and twenty-four of recuperative treatment. Keep going for another two or three hours first. Can you do that?”


“Of course, sir,” Yoshikawa said, instantly livening. “We’re anxious to know the results too. It’s for the Transfiguration.”


Sayre’s finger drew the infinity sign. “It is.” He leaned forward. “As for the uncertainty, yes, I’m well aware of it, not merely because you warned me at the outset. If the new Guthrie appears satisfactory, the government will go ahead with him. My duty will be to keep close watch, as one does over any important person whose loyalty isn’t unquestionable. If he seems to deviate, we have punishments to bring him back in line, and rewards to offer for good behavior. With luck, given computer speed, we’ll soon condition any remaining intransigence out of him.”


His statement was so obvious that he wasn’t revealing any secrets, although Yoshikawa and her people had not been told explicitly what the authorities planned. To give a self-aware program a virtual hell or a virtual heaven should be technically simpler than to do it for flesh and blood. The trick was to discover what were horror and ecstasy in this particular case. Sayre’s career had made him skilled in finding such things out.


“Eventually,” he added, “we’ll have to let him go forth on his own, but by then we ought to be sure of him.”


“Muy bien, sir,” Yoshikawa said. “Shall we make the change immediately?”


“Stand by,” Sayre ordered. “I want a preliminary private session with him as he is. I’ll call you when I’m ready.”


He left the office and proceeded to the laboratory level. At first, as he strode down those corridors, activity buzzed and clicked. For the most part it was machines at work. Reports flowed in, this suspicious activity, that incorrect idea expressed, such and such a citizen who had dropped out of registry, now and then an outright crime that the civil police thought might be politically motivated, inquiries from other command posts throughout the Union, intelligence from abroad that had relevance to the tasks of Security. The computers assimilated, scanned, retrieved, made correlations, determined who should have what information. Nevertheless plenty of personnel sat at the consoles or went from room to room, carrying materials. Humans still had to make the final judgments.


Soon that should not be the case. Sayre often regretted that none of the current progress in artificial intelligence was North American. But when government insisted that the mind was algorithmic, because this was what Xuan had said, and scientists who suggested otherwise got into trouble—


Sayre had argued on their behalf. In his position he could dare do so. The quantum-mechanical, nonalgorithmic approach was not necessarily subversive, he maintained whenever circumstances allowed. It simply required careful handling. Were it true, Xuan’s great insights would stand basically unchallenged.


Within his own mind, Sayre shrugged. The work going on in Europe and on the Moon was bearing him out. Doctrine would have to adapt itself to reality. And consider what power would soon be available, to revitalize Xuanism by striding light-years toward the Transfiguration. Not the obsolescence and extinction of humankind, but its apotheosis in union with the thinking machine—for thought had proved to be of a subtler nature than cyberneticists foresaw, yet it was a set of physical processes.


As witness Anson Guthrie. Sayre quickened his steps.


Halfway down a certain hall, two guards ported their shock guns when he appeared. Pistols were holstered at their sides. Beyond them reached empty rooms and quietness. His team had taken over the psych lab. That handicapped the Northwest cadre, but they could refer any problems elsewhere. As imperative as secrecy was, Sayre had instructed that Guthrie be moved no farther than from the Fireball building to here. A closed door showed where Yoshikawa and her subordinates waited. Sayre went on. Near the end of the passage, he signalled another door to retract and entered a small, viewless, sparsely furnished chamber.


The box on the table turned its eyestalks to look at him. “Alpha,” Sayre greeted with Avantist formality.


Predictably, Guthrie did not respond, “Omega,” but formed a grunt.


Sayre kept his tone mild. “Surliness is stupid, you know. I hoped that sheer boredom, if nothing else, would have made you ready to communicate.”


“I’ve got my thoughts and memories for company,” said the download. “When I’m not subactive.”


“That state interests me,” Sayre remarked. “Equivalent of sleep, but none of your kind has ever made quite clear what it  … feels like.”


“I couldn’t make clear what any part of being a download feels like,” Guthrie answered. “Not that I’d try for you.”


“Do you enjoy your condition, or dislike it?”


Guthrie sat mute. For a moment, irrationally, chill went along Sayre’s backbone as he wondered what this truly was before him. Humans and their machines had made it. Did they afterward understand it? Would they, ever?


The whole thing had seemed so cleanly scientific. Given the theoretical knowledge and the technological capability, you could download a personality, map it into the software of a neural network which itself mapped the unique brain that bore the personality. True, the process was slow, complex, expensive, imperfect. It performed no clean, swift scan, but instead a pervasion, the special molecules in their legions, brought by bloodstream and cerebrospinal fluid to conduct their cell-by-cell examinations while the subject lay half-conscious under electrophasing. Then came resonances with external fields, to recover the data. Then a battery of hypercomputers to interpret and order the findings. Meanwhile, treatment to rid the subject of his tiny inquisitors and bring him back to normal. Design, test, redesign, retest. Eventually, the program, the download—approximation, sketch, ghost of his mind. It had his memories, with the inclinations, beliefs, prejudices, hopes, outlook, style of thinking, entire awareness. But it was not the flesh-and-blood person. It ought to be as comprehensible as any other artifact. It ought to be as controllable.


The stories of all downloads declared that it wasn’t.


How controllable, ultimately, was anything?


Sayre quelled a shudder. He told himself he was over-tired, overwrought. Discipline returned, and he spoke levelly. “See here, I’m making one final effort to be friendly. Have you enough knowledge to appreciate that? You were oblivious a long time, and the updates you have since received were audiovisual only. I wonder if you realize what a concession this visit of mine is.”


“I know you’re the head of the Security Police, and therefore ex officio a member of the Advisory Synod, which quietly tells the legislature what laws to pass, the judiciary what decisions to reach, and the executive what to do.” Guthrie sounded unimpressed. “I also know you’re nothing special in history. It’s had your sort again and again, like outbreaks of acne.”


Sayre couldn’t hold down a flick of anger. He flushed. “You betray your ignorance,” he snapped. “Unique, decisive, irreversible events do happen. Fire. Agriculture. The scientific method. Xuan Zhing and his system.”


“I’ve heard that one before, too.”


“You have not! Who else properly analyzed the dynamics of social action? Science, not witch doctors or folk remedies, science put an end to smallpox, AIDS, heart disease, cancer. Do you imagine anything but science can put an end to injustice, wastefulness, alienation, violence, all the horrors humans make for themselves? If you had troubled to study Xuan’s mathematics—”


Sayre broke off. It was ridiculous, preaching like this at a program in a box. Yes, he certainly needed some rest and recreation.


Yet the concept caught him as often before, uplifted him, refreshed and recharged his spirit. Not that he claimed personally to have seen or grasped every facet of the vast achievement. Few intellects reached that high. Even Xuan, throughout the decades of his labors, had drawn heavily on the computer resources of the Academic Internet, as well as acknowledging his debt to earlier thinkers. The likes of Sayre must depend on what they were taught in school, with lectures and semipopular writings to deepen it somewhat afterward. Nevertheless he could appreciate the fittingness of it all—the same processes shown to have been at work in Han Dynasty China and Imperial Rome, in Islam and Cao-Dai, in chronometry and calculus. He could be convinced by its arguments that, given modern information processing, the market economy was obsolete, with its inefficiencies and inequities. He could be inspired by the prospect of establishing and maintaining conditions so well planned that society must evolve toward a sane order of things, as a spacecraft launched on the right trajectory must pass among the multitudinously changeable forces upon it to the desired destination.


Fleetingly, not for the first time, he knew that what made and kept him a dedicated Avantist was none of these proven propositions, not really. It was a logical non sequitur—a vision, if you will—and therefore nonrational. But Xuan’s scheme allowed for nonrationality, irrationality, and the chaos of nonlinear systems. They were powerful elements in the course of events; his reasoning took them fully into account. What had captured Sayre’s imagination was Xuan’s afterword. The thinker was at last simply speculating, the prophet was no longer prophesying but imagining. He agreed that nobody alive in an imperfect and limited present can foresee what will happen in a future that has approached perfection and abolished limitations. Still, one dared look ahead, and in fact there had been those already in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who did. They saw dimly, Xuan more clearly, the Transfiguration—a thousand years hence, a million?—and it in its turn might be only a beginning—the whole cosmos evolving from blind matter to pure intelligence—


A surprise jolted Sayre back into Guthrie’s hereness. “I did study the math,” he heard the download reply. That had not been said earlier, no matter how intensive the interrogation. “After all, as a doctrine it was acquiring more true believers every day. Your Avantist Association was becoming a political force to reckon with, uh-huh. Though mainly because of the half-believers, the hordes who supposed the scheme must have something going for it because everybody said it was objective and scientific, didn’t they? I’d better check it out for myself. So I got a logician to help me, and we waded through the psycho-tensor matrices, the lao-hu operator, the quantitative studies, enough of the whole schmeer to give me a pretty fair notion, before I decided my time was worth more than this.”


“Which proves you learned nothing,” Sayre retorted. “Did you never ask yourself why those ideas appealed to so many?”


“Sure I did, and came up with the usual reasons. Oh, yes, the world was in a bad way, in the wake of the Renewal and the Jihad and the other hydrophobias it’d been through. This country wasn’t the worst off, but it had better days to remember than most did, which made its people feel like they’d fallen further and harder. Xuan had made some predictions that were more or less right and issued some prescriptions that weren’t totally absurd. North Americans always have been suckers for salvationism. Enough of them swallowed Xuanism—or, I should say, its sound-bite slogans—that your gang got itself elected, never mind how. The last halfway free election the country had.”


“Nonsense. The public saw what was being accomplished.”


“Some positive things, yeah. Mostly of the flashy sort, tenements, reclamation, universal genetic counseling, et cetera, et cetera. Nothing I couldn’t have thought of myself, with common sense and experience of people.”


“Untrue. You might as well claim that Einstein thought of nothing you could not have yourself.”


“Different case entirely. General relativity was new. It explained a good-sized chunk of reality. At bottom, under the fancy language and equations, Xuanism is the same collectivist quackery that’s been peddled these past two or three thousand years, over and over and over. Longer than that, I’ll bet.”


“No. For the first time, we have a theory that explains the facts of history.”


“Some of the facts. Astrology or a flat Earth explain some of the facts too. The rest of Xuanism is just about as useful as they are. Or as disastrous, rather. Exactly how well has the Union done under its Avantist government? Where have all your restructurings and redistributions and reorientations brought you, except deeper into the swamp? Somebody said once that a fanatic is a man who, when he’s lost sight of his purpose, redoubles his efforts.


And your purpose was never scientific anyway. It was religious. Crank religious. Why, your power elite don’t call themselves a board or a council but a synod. Interesting connotations, hey? As for your pipe dream of a world-intelligence that’ll eventually embrace the whole universe—”


“Bastante!” Sayre exclaimed. “I didn’t come here to listen to your nescient ranting.”


“No, you’re an intellectual,” Guthrie gibed. “You believe in the free exchange of ideas.”


“Among minds capable of it, minds that have learned sanity.”


“Yeah, I reckon I am an anti-intellectual. Always have been. Listen. I was born in 1970, when the young intellectuals were rampaging over the college campuses. They admired Mao and Castro, the way the earlier generation of them had admired Stalin. They went on to become tenured faculty, and I was glad to drop out of school. Their successors bred the Renewal and cheered it into power, because it was going to save the environment and purify society. But you are different Sure.”


Sayre took three long breaths. Slowly, his hands stopped trembling. “Are you absolutely sealed in the past? I came to give you one last opportunity. Don’t make it impossible for me.”


“Why, what’d you like to do?”


“Preserve you. We need your hardware, custom-made as it is, but in due course we can have another unit made for you. I have thought we might then talk. Not necessarily dispute; converse. You have been through so much, you are such a large part of history yourself. My colleagues and I—scholars, scientists—would be very interested.” Sayre paused. “You might also be. So I’ve hoped.”


“When my past self was young,” Guthrie replied, “he’d argue with true believers in assorted glorious causes. Gradually he found out that at the core, fanatics are all alike. Sayre, you’re a bore. You’re a busybody too, and more than a bit of a sadist, but mainly you’re a bore. Spare me.”


The man struggled with indignation and managed to keep his voice steady. “Have you given the slightest consideration to what will happen to you if you continue in this attitude? First, disconnection.”


“What, again?” asked sarcasm.


“Bueno, of course we have to do that in any case. We need your hardware for the newest replacement we’ve developed. If it works properly, and my techs think that this time it will, then it will continue in your network. But as I said, eventually we can make a new one for you, and you’ll waken again. That’s if you’ll give me reason to expect at least a minimum of cooperativeness from you. Otherwise, I’m afraid you’ll be too great a potential danger. With regret, I’ll have to order your discs wiped.”


Guthrie was silent.


“Oblivion,” Sayre told him. “Nonexistence. As if you never had been.”


“No different from what’s always waited for everybody.” Guthrie sounded cool. Had he been linked to an imaging computer, the picture would likely have shrugged. “Unless there is something after death. I doubt that very much, but if there is, I suppose I’ll get a share of it.”


It really would be too bad, having to destroy this fascinating relic. Maybe he could be frightened into reasonableness. “Or we can use you as experimental material,” Sayre warned.
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