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It is not true that the map of freedomw ||l be conplete
with the erasure of the last invidious border when it remains for us to chart the attractors of
t hunder
and delineate the arrhythnmi as of drought to reveal the nolecular dialects of forest and savanna
as rich as a thousand human tongues and to conprehend the deepest history of our passions
anci ent beyond nythol ogy' s reach
So | declare that no corporation holds a nonopoly on nunbers
no patent can enconpass zero and one
no nati on has sovereignty over adenine and guani ne
no enpire rul es the gquantum waves
And there nust be roomfor all at the celebration of
under st andi ng
for there is a truth which cannot be bought or sold inposed by force, resisted or escaped.

From Technol i berati on by Miteba Kazadi, 2019

Part One

I

«Al'l right. He's dead. Go ahead and talk to him"

The bioethicist was a |l aconic young asex with blond dreadl ocks and a T-shirt which flashed up the
sl ogan SAY NO TO TOE! in between the paid advertising. Ve countersigned the perm ssion formon the
forensic pathologist's notepad, then withdrew to a corner of the room The trauma specialist and
t he paranedi c wheel ed their resuscitati on equi pnment out of the way, and the forensic pathol ogi st
hurried forward, hypodermic syringe in hand, to adnminister the first dose of neuropreser-vative.
Usel ess prior to legal death-massive |y toxic to several organs, on a tine scale of hours-the
cocktail ofglutamate antagoni sts, calcium channel blockers, and antioxidants would halt the nost
damagi ng bi ochem cal changes in the victims brain, alnost inediately.

The pat hol ogi st's assistant foll owed cl ose behind her, with a trolley bearing all the

par aphernalia of post-mortemrevival: a tray of disposable surgical instruments; several racks of
el ectronic equipnment; an arterial punp fed fromthree glass tanks the size of water-coolers; and
sonmet hing resenbling a hairnet nade out of gray superconducting wre.

Lukowski, the homicide detective, was standing beside ne. He nused, "If everyone was fitted out
Iike you, Worth, we'd never have to do this. W could just replay the crime fromstart to finish
Li ke reading an aircraft's black box."

I replied without |ooking away fromthe operating table; | could edit out our voices easily
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enough, but | wanted a continuous take of the pathol ogi st connecting up the surrogate bl ood
supply. "If everyone had optic nerve taps, don't you think nurderers would start hacking the
menory chips out of their victinms' bodies?"

"Sometines. But no one hung around to ness up this guy's brain, did they?"

3 (Note: The nuneration of pages preserves the page nuneration of the original copy. the page
nunbers i ndicate the bottom of the page)

"Wait until they've seen the docunentary." The pathol ogist's assistant sprayed a depilatory enzyme
onto the victims skull, and then wi ped all the close-cropped black hair away with a coupl e of
sweeps of his gloved hand. As he dropped the ness into a plastic sanple bag, | realized why it was
hol di ng together instead of dispersing |ike barber's shop waste; several |ayers of skin had cone
with it. The assistant glued the "hairnet"-a skein of electrodes and SQ D detectors- to the bare
pi nk scal p. The pathol ogi st finished checking the blood supply, then made an incision in the
trachea and inserted a tube, hooked up to a snall punp to take the place of the collapsed | ungs.
Nothing to do with respiration; purely as an aid to speech. It was possible to nmonitor the nerve

i mpul ses to the larynx, and synthesize the intended sounds by wholly el ectronic nmeans, but
apparently the voice was always less garbled if the victimcould experience sonmething |ike the
normal tactile and auditory feedback produced by a vibrating colum of air. The assistant fitted a
padded bandage over the victims eyes; in rare cases, feeling could return sporadically to the
skin of the face, and since retinal cells were deliberately not revived, sone kind of tenporary
ocular injury was the easiest lie to explain away the pragmatic blindness.

I thought again about possible narration. In 1888, police surgeons photographed the retinas of one
victimof Jack the Ripper, in the vain hope that they m ght discover the face of the killer
enbalmed in the light-sensitive pignents of the hunman eye .

No. Too predictable. And too misleading; revival was not a process of extracting information from
a passive corpse. But what were the alternative references? O pheus? Lazarus? "The Mnkey's Paw?"
"The Tell-Tale Heart?" Reanimator? Nothing in nyth or fiction had really prefigured the truth.
Better to make no glib conparisons. Let the corpse speak for itself.

A spasm passed through the victims body. A tenporary pacenmaker was forcing his damaged heart to
beat - operating at power |evels which would poison every cardiac nuscle fiber with el ectrochenica
by-products, in fifteen or twenty mnutes at the nost. Pre-oxygenated ersatz bl ood was being fed
into his heart's left atrium in lieu of a supply fromthe |lungs, punped through the body once
only, then renoved via the pulmonary arteries and di scarded. An open systemwas | ess trouble than
recirculation, in the short term The half-repaired knife wounds in his abdomen and torso nmade a
mess, leaking thin scarlet fluid into the drai nage channels of the operating table, but they posed
no real
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threat; a hundred tines as nmuch bl ood was being extracted every second, deliberately. No one had
bothered to renmove the surgical |arvae, though, so they kept on working as if nothing had changed:
stitching and chemically cauterizing the smaller blood vessels with their jaws, cleaning and

di sinfecting the wounds, sniffing about blindly for necrotic tissue and clots to consune.

Mai ntai ning the flow of oxygen and nutrients to the brain was essential but it wouldn't reverse
the deterioration which had al ready taken place. The true catal ysts of revival were the billions
of |ipo-sones-mcroscopic drug capsul es nade fromlipid nenbranes-being infused along with the
ersatz bl ood. One key protein enbedded in the nmenbrane unl ocked the bl ood-brain barrier, enabling
the Iiposonmes to burrow out of the cerebral capillaries into the interneural space. O her proteins
caused the nmenbrane itself to fuse with the cell wall of the first suitable neuron it encountered,
di sgorgi ng an el aborate package of biochem cal machinery to re-energize the cell, nop up sone of
the nol ecul ar detritus of ischaem c danage, and protect against the shock of re-oxygenation

O her |iposones were tailored for other cell types: nuscle fibers in the vocal fold, the jaw, the
lips, the tongue; receptors in the inner ear. They all contained drugs and enzynmes with sinilar

ef fects: hijacking the dying cell and forcing it, briefly, to marshal its resources for one final-
unsust ai nabl e-burst of activity.

Revi val was not resuscitation pushed to heroic extrenes. Revival was pernmitted only when the |ong-
termsurvival of the patient was no | onger a consideration, because every nethod which nmight have
achi eved that outconme had already fail ed.

The pat hol ogi st gl anced at a display screen on the equipnent trolley. | followed her gaze; there
were wave traces showing erratic brain rhythms, and fluctuating bar graphs neasuring toxins and

br eakdown products being flushed out of the body. Lukowski stepped forward expectantly. | foll owed
hi m
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The assistant hit a button on a keypad. The victimtw tched and coughed bl ood-sonme of it still his
own, dark and clotted. The wave traces spiked, then became snoother, nore periodic.
Lukowski took the victims hand and squeezed it-a gesture which struck me as cynical, although for

all I knew it might have reflected a genui ne conpassi onate inpulse. | glanced at the bioethicist.
Vis T-shirt
5

now read CREDIBILITY IS A COWMDDITY. | couldn't decide if that was a sponsored nmessage or a

per sonal opi ni on.

Lukowski said, "Daniel? Danny? Can you hear ne?" There was no obvi ous physical response, but the
brain waves danced. Daniel Cavolini was a nusic student, nineteen years old. He'd been found
around el even, bl eeding and unconscious, in a corner of the Town Hall railway station-with watch
not epad, and shoes still on him unlikely in a random nuggi ng gone wong. |'d been hangi ng out
with the honicide squad for a fortnight, waiting for something like this. Warrants for reviva
were issued only if the evidence favored the victimbeing able to name the assail ant; there was
little prospect of obtaining a usable verbal description of a stranger, let alone an identikit of
the killer's face. Lukowski had woken a magistrate just after mdnight, the mnute the prognosis
was cl ear.

Cavolini's skin was turning a strange shade of crinmson, as nore and nore revived cells began
taki ng up oxygen. The alien-hued transporter nolecule in the ersatz blood was nore efficient than
henogl obi n-but like all the other revival drugs, it was ultimately toxic.
The pathol ogi st's assistant hit sone nore keys. Cavolini twitched and coughed again. It was a
del i cate bal ancing act; snmall shocks to the brain were necessary to restore the major coherent
rhythns . . . but too much external interference could wi pe out the remmants of short-term nenory.
Even after |egal death, neurons could remain active deep in the brain, keeping the synmbolic firing-
pattern representations of recent nmenories circulating for several mnutes. Revival could
tenporarily restore the neural infrastructure needed to extract those traces, but if they'd

al ready di ed away conpl etel y-or been swanped by the efforts to recover theminterrogati on was
poi nt | ess.

Lukowski said soothingly, "You' re okay now, Danny. You're in hospital. You' re safe. But you have
to tell me who did this to you. Tell me who had the knife."
A hoarse whi sper energed from Cavolini's nouth: one faint, aspirated syllable, then silence. My
skin craw ed with predictable nonkey's paw horror-but | felt an idiotic surge of exultation, too,
as if part of me sinmply refused to accept that this sign of life could not be a sign of hope.
Cavolini tried again, and the second attenpt was nore sustained. Hs artificial exhalation
detached fromvoluntary control, nade it sound like he was gasping for breath; the effect was
pitiful-but he wasn't actu-

6 ally short of oxygen at all. H's speech was so broken and tortuous that | couldn't rmake out a
single word, but an array of piezoelectric sensors was glued to his throat, and wired to a
conmputer. | turned to the display

panel

Why can't | see?
Lukowski said, "Your eyes are bandaged. There were a couple of broken bl ood vessels, but they've

been repaired; there'll be no permanent danmege, | promise. So just... lie still, and relax. And
tell ne what happened.”

What time is it? Please. | better call home. | better tell them "W've spoken to your parents.
They're on their way, they' Il be here as soon as possible.”

That much was true-but even if they showed up in the next ninety seconds, they would not be

all owed into the room

"You were waiting for the train hone, weren't you? Platformfour. Remenber? Waiting for the ten-
thirty to Strathfield. But you didn't get on. Wat happened?' | saw Lukowski's gaze shift to a
graph bel ow the transcript w ndow, where half a dozen rising curves recording inproved vital signs
wer e extended by dashed conputer projections. Al of the projected curves hit their peaks a m nute
or so in the future, then swiftly declined.

He had a knife. Cavolini's right armbegan to twitch, and his slack facial nuscles cane to life
for the first time, taking on a grinmace of pain. It still hurts. Please help nme. The bioethici st

gl anced calmy at sone figures on the display screen, but declined to intervene. Any effective
anest hetic woul d danp down neural activity too nmuch to allow the interrogation to continue; it was
all or nothing, abort or proceed.

Lukowski said gently, "The nurse is getting some painkillers. Hang in there, man, it won't be
long. But tell nme: who had the knife?" The faces of both of themwere glistening with sweat now,
Lukowski's armwas scarlet up to the elbow | thought: If you found someone dyi ng on the pavenent
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in a pool of blood, you' d ask the same questions, wouldn't you? And tell the sane reassuring |lies?
"Who was it, Danny?" My brother. "Your brother had the knife?"

No he didn't. | can't renenber what happened. Ask ne later. My head's too fuzzy now.
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"Way did you say it was your brother? Was it him or wasn't it?" O course it wasn't him Don't
tell anyone | said that. I'Il be al

right if you stop confusing me. Can | have the painkillers now?

Pl ease?

Hi s face flowed and froze, flowed and froze, |like a sequence of nasks, making his suffering seem
stylized, abstract. He began to nobve his head back and forth; weakly at first, then with manic
speed and energy. | assunmed he was having sone kind of seizure: the revival drugs were over-

stinmul ati ng some danaged neural pathway.

Then he reached up with his right hand and tore away the blindfold. H's head stopped jerking

i medi ately; maybe his skin had grown hypersensitive, and the blindfold had become an unbearabl e
irritation. He blinked a few tines, then squinted up at the roonmis bright lights. 1 could see his
pupils contract, his eyes noving purposefully. He raised his head slightly and exam ned Lukowski,
then | ooked down at his own body and its strange adornnments: the pacemaker's brightly col ored

ri bbon cable; the heavy plastic bl ood-supply tubes; the knife wounds full of glistening white
maggot s. Nobody noved, nobody spoke, while he inspected the needl es and el ectrodes buried in his
chest, the strange pink tide washing out of him his ruined lungs, his artificial airway. The

di spl ay screen was behind him but everything else was there to be taken in at a glance. In a
matter of seconds, he knew, | could see the wei ght of understandi ng descend on him

He opened his nouth, then closed it again. His expression shifted rapidly; through the pain there
was a sudden flash of pure astonishnment, and then an al nost anused conprehensi on of the ful
strangeness-and maybe even the perverse virtuosity-of the feat to which he'd been subjected. For

an instant, he really did | ook |like sonmeone adniring a brilliant, vicious, bloody practical joke
at his own expense.

Then he said clearly, between enforced robotic gasps: "I ... don't. . . think . . . this ... is
... a... good ... id... dea. I... don't. . . want. . . to ... talk . . . any . . . nore."

He cl osed his eyes and sank back onto the table. His vital signs were descending rapidly.

Lukowski turned to the pathologist. He was ashen, but he still gripped the boy's hand. "How coul d

the retinas function? What did you do? You stupid-" He raised his free hand as if to strike her
but he didn't follow through. The bioethicist's T-shirt read: ETERNAL LOVE | S A LOVEPET. MADE
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FROM YOUR LOVED ONE' S OAWN DNA. The pat hol ogi st, standi ng her ground, screaned back at Lukowski
"You had to push him didn't you? You had to keep on and on about the brother, while his stress
hornone index clinbed straight into the red!" |I wondered who'd deci ded what a nornal |evel of
adrenal i ne was, for the state of being dead from knife wounds but otherw se rel axed. Soneone
behind nme emtted a long string of incoherent obscenities. | turned to see the paramedi c, who
woul d have been with Cavolini since the ambul ance; | hadn't even realized that he was still in the
room He was staring at the floor, his fists clenched tight, shaking w th anger

Lukowski grabbed ny el bow, staining ne with synthetic blood. He spoke in a stage whisper, as if
hopi ng to keep his words off the soundtrack. "You can filmthe next one. Okay? This has never
happened before-never-and if you show people a one-in-a-million glitch as if it

was-

The bioethicist ventured mldly, "I think the guidelines fromthe Tay-lor conmittee on optiona
restraints make it clear-"

The pat hol ogi st's assistant turned on her, outraged. "Wo asked you for an opinion? Procedure is
none of your business, you pathetic-"

An ear-splitting alarmwent off, somewhere deep in the electronic guts of the revival apparatus.
The pat hol ogi st's assi stant bent over the equi pnment, and bashed on the keypad |ike a frustrated
child attacking a broken toy, until the noise went away.

In the silence that followed, |I alnbst closed ny eyes, invoked Wtness, stopped recording. 1'd
seen enough.

Then Dani el Cavolini regained consci ousness, and began to scream

| watched as they punmped himfull of norphine, and waited for the revival drugs to finish himoff.
9

2
It was just after five as | wal ked down the hill from Eastwood railway station. The sky was pal e
and col orl ess, Venus was fading slowy in the east, but the street itself already |ooked exactly
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as it did by daylight. Just inexplicably deserted. My carriage on the train had been enpty, too.
Last - human-on-Earth ti ne.

Birds were calling-loudly-in the lush bushland which lined the railway corridor, and in the

| abyrinth of wooded parks woven into the surrounding suburb. Many of the parks resenbled pristine
forest-but every tree, every shrub was engineered: at the very least drought and fire resistant,
sheddi ng no nmessy, flanmmable twi gs, bark or |eaves. Dead plant tissue was resorbed, cannibalized,
I'"d seen it portrayed in tinme-lapse (one kind of photography | never carried out nyself): an
entire brown and wilting branch shrinking back into the living trunk. Mst of the trees generated
a nodest amount of electricity-ultimately from sunlight, although the chem stry was el aborate, and
the rel ease of stored energy continued twenty-four hours a day. Specialized roots sought out the
under ground superconductors snaking through the parks, and fed in their contributions. Two and a
quarter volts was about as intrinsically safe as electric power could be-but it required zero
resistance for efficient transm ssion

Sone of the fauna had been nodified, too; the nagpies were docile even in spring, the nosquitoes
shunned mamal i an bl ood, and the nbst venonmous snakes were incapable of harmng a human child.
Smal | advant ages over their wild cousins, tied to the biochenistry of the engi neered vegetation
guaranteed the altered species domnance in this mcroecol ogy-and snall handi caps kept them from
flourishing if they ever escaped to one of the truly wild reserves, distant from human habitati on
10

I was renting a small detached unit in a cluster of four, set in a zero-nmaintenance garden which

merged seam essly with the tendril of parkland at the end of a cul-de-sac. |1'd been there for

ei ght years, ever since ny first conm ssion from SeeNet, but | still felt like a trespasser. East-
wood was just eighteen kiloneters fromthe center of Sydney, which- although ever fewer people had
reason to travel there-still seened to hold an inexplicable sway over real -estate prices; |

couldn't have bought the unit myself in a hundred years. The (barely) affordable rent was just a
felicitous by-product of the owner's el aborate tax evasion schenes-and it was probably only a
matter of time before sone quiver of butterfly wings in world financial markets rendered the
networks slightly | ess generous, or my |andowner slightly less in need of a wite-off, and I'd be
pi cked up and flung fifty kiloneters west, back to the outer sprawl where | bel onged.

| approached warily. Home should have felt |like a sanctuary after the night's events, but |
hesitated outside the front door, key in hand, for something |like a minute.

G na was up, dressed, and in the mddl e of breakfast. | hadn't seen her since the sane time the
day before; it was as if |I'd never left.

She said, "How was filmng?" I'd sent her a nmessage fromthe hospital, explaining that we'd
finally got I|ucky.

"I don't want to talk about it." | retreated into the living roomand sank into a chair. The
action of sitting seemed to replay itself in ny inner ears; | kept descending, again and again. |
fixed ny gaze on the pattern in the carpet; the illusion slowy faded.

" Andr ew? \What happened?" She followed nme into the room "Did sonmething go wong? WIIl you have to
reshoot ?"

"I said | don't want to-" | caught nyself. | |ooked up at her, and forced nyself to concentrate.
She was puzzled, but not yet angry. Rule nunber three: Tell her everything, however unpleasant, at
the first opportunity. Wether you feel like it or not. Anything less will be treated as
del i berate exclusion and taken as a personal affront.

| said, "I won't have to reshoot. It's over." | recounted what had happened.

G na looked ill. "And was anything he said worth . . . extracting? Did nentioning his brother make
the slightest sense or was he just brai ndanaged and ranting?"
"That's still not clear. Evidently the brother does have a history of violence; he was on
probation for assaulting his nother. They've taken

11

himin for questioning . . . but it could all come to nothing. If the victims short-term

menories were |l ost, he could have pieced together a fal se reconstruction of the stabbing, using
the first person who cane to m nd as being capable of the act. And when he changed his story he

m ght not have been covering up at all; he mght sinply have realized that he was amesic."

G na said, "And even if the brother did kill him... no jury is going to accept a couple of words,
instantly retracted, as any kind of proof. If there's a conviction, it will have nothing to do
with the revival."

It was difficult to argue the point; | had to struggle to regain some perspective.

"Not in this case, no. But there have been tines when it's nade all the difference. The victins
word al one might never stand up in court- but there've been people tried for murder who would
never have been suspected otherw se. Cases when the evidence which actually convicted them was
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only pieced together because the revival testinony put the investigation on the right track."

G na was dismissive. "That nmay have happened once or twice-but it's still not worth it. They
shoul d ban the whole procedure, it's obscene."” She hesitated. "But you' re not going to use that
footage, are you?"

"COf course |'mgoing to use it."

"You're going to show a man dying in agony on an operating table- captured in the act of realizing
that everything which brought himback to life is guaranteed to kill hinP" She spoke calnmy; she
sounded nore incredul ous than outraged.

| said, "What do you want ne to use instead? A dramatization, where everything goes according to
pl an?"

"No. But why not a dranmtization where everything goes wong, in exactly the way it did |ast

ni ght ?"

"Why? It's already happened, and |'ve already filmed it. Who benefits froma reconstruction?"
"The victims famly. For a start.”

| thought: Possibly. But would a reconstruction really spare their feelings? And no one was goi ng
to force themto watch the docunentary, in either case

| said, "Be reasonable. This is powerful stuff; | can't just throwit away. And | have every right
to use it. | had permission to be there-fromthe cops, fromthe hospital. And I'I|l get the
famly's cl earance-"
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"You mean the network's lawers will browbeat theminto signing some kind of waiver 'in the public
interest.""

I had no answer to that; it was exactly what would happen. | said, "You' re the one who just
declared that revival is obscene. You want to see it banned? This can only help your cause. It's
as good a dose of frankensci ence as any dunb luddite could ask for."

G na | ooked stung; | couldn't tell if she was faking. She said, "I have a doctorate in materials
sci ence, you peasant, so don't call nme-" "I didn't. You know what | neant,"

"If anyone's a luddite, you are. This entire project is beginning to sound |ike Edenite
propaganda, 'Junk DNAI' Wat's the subtitle? ' The biotechnol ogy nightmare?' " "d ose."

"What | don't understand is why you couldn't include a single positive story-"

| said wearily, "W've been over this before. It's not up to ne. The networks won't buy anything
unl ess there's an angle. In this case, the downsi de ofbiotech. That's the choice of subject,
that's what it's about. It isn't meant to be 'bal anced.' Bal ance confuses the nmarketing people;
you can't hype sonethi ng which contains two contradictory nessages. But at least it m ght
counteract all the hymms of praise to genetic engineering everyone's been gagging on lately. And-
taken along with everything else-it does show the whole picture. By adding what they've all [left
out."

G na was unnmoved. "That's disingenuous. 'Qur sensationalismbalances their sensationalism' It
doesn't. It just polarizes opinion. Wat's wong with a calm reasoned presentation of the facts-
which mght help to get revival and a few other blatant atrocities outl awed-w thout playing up all
the ol d transgressi ons-agai nst-nature bullshit? Show ng the excesses, but putting themin context?
You shoul d be hel pi ng peopl e nake infornmed deci sions about what they demand fromthe regul atory
authorities. Junk DNA sounds nore likely to inspire themto go out and bonb the nearest biotech

I ab. "

| curled into the arnchair and rested ny head on ny knees. "All right, | give up. Everything you
say is true. I'ma nmanipul ative, rabble-rousing, anti-science hack."

She frowned. "Anti-science? | wouldn't go that far. You're venal, |azy, and irresponsi bl e-but
you're not quite Ignorance Cult nmaterial yet."

13

"Your faith is touching."

She prodded me with a cushion, affectionately |I think, then went back to the kitchen. | covered ny

face with ny hands, and the roomstarted tipping.

| should have been jubilant. It was over. The revival was the very last piece of filmng for Junk
DNA. No nore paranoid billionaires nutating into self-contai ned wal ki ng ecol ogi es. No nore

i nsurance firnms designing personal actuarial inplants to nonitor diet, exercise, and exposure to
pol lutants-for the sake of endlessly reconputing the wearer's nost probable date and cause of
death. No nore Voluntary Autists |obbying for the right to have their brains surgically nmutil ated
so they could finally attain the condition nature hadn't quite granted them.

1 went into nmy workroom and unreeled the fiber-optic unbilical fromthe side of the editing
console. 1 lifted ny shirt and cleared sone unnanabl e debris fromny navel, then extracted the
skin-colored plug with ny fingernails, exposing a short stainless-steel tube ending in an
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opal escent | aser port.

G na called out fromthe kitchen, "Are you perform ng unnatural acts with that machi ne agai n?"

I was too tired to think of an intelligent retort. | snapped the connectors together, and the
console lit up.

The screen showed everything as it came through. Eight hours' worth in sixty seconds-nost of it an

i nconprehensi ble blur, but | averted ny gaze anyway. 1 didn't nuch feel like reliving any of the
night's events, however briefly.
G na wandered in with a plate of toast; | hit a button to conceal the inage. She said, "I stil

want to know how you can have four thousand terabytes of RAMin your peritoneal cavity, and no
visible scars."

I glanced down at the connector socket. "What do you call that? Invisible?"

"Too small. Eight-hundred-terabyte chips are thirty nmillimeters wide. | |ooked up the

manuf acturer's catal ogue. "

"Sherl ock strikes again. O should | say Shyl ock? Scars can be erased, can't they?"

"Yes. But . . . would you have obliterated the marks of your nobst inportant rite of passage?"
"Spare ne the anthropol ogi cal babble.” "I do have an alternative theory."
14

"I'"'mnot confirm ng or denying anything."

She | et her gaze slide over the blank console screen, up to the Repo Man poster on the wall behind
it: a notorcycle cop standi ng behind a dil api dated car. She caught my eye, then gestured at the
caption: DON T LOOK I N THE TRUNK

"Why not? What's in the trunk!"

| laughed. "You can't bear it anynobre, can you? You're just going to have to watch the novie."
"Yeah, yeah."

The consol e beeped. | unhooked. G na | ooked at nme curiously; the expression on ny face nmust have
betrayed sonmething. "So is it like sex, or nore |ike defecation?"

"It's more |ike Confession."

"You' ve never been to Confession in your life."

"No, but I've seen it in the novies. | was joking, though. It's not |ike anything at all."

She gl anced at her watch, then kissed ne on the cheek, |eaving toast crunbs. "I have to run. GCet
sonme sleep, you idiot. You look terrible."

| sat and listened to her bustling around. She had a ninety-minute train journey every norning to
the CSIRO s wind turbine research station, west of the Blue Muntains. | usually got up at the
same tine nyself, though. It was better than waking al one.

I thought: 1 do love her. And if | concentrate, if 1 followthe rules, there's no reason why it
can't last. My eighteen-nonth record was | ooning-but that was nothing to fear. We'd snash it,
easily.

She reappeared in the doorway. "So, how |l ong do you have to edit this one?"

"Ah. Three weeks exactly. Counting today." | hadn't really wanted to be rem nded.

"Today doesn't count. Cet sone sleep.”

We kissed. She left. | swung nmy chair around to face the blank consol e.

Not hi ng was over. | was going to have to watch Daniel Cavolini die a hundred nore times, before
could finally disown him

I linmped into the bedroom and undressed. | hung my clothes on the cleaning rack, and sw tched on

the power. The polymers in the various fabrics expelled all their noisture in a faint hunmd
exhal ati on, then packed the remaining dirt and dried sweat into a fine, |oose dust, and

15

discarded it electrostatically. | watched it drift down into the receptacle;

it was always the sanme disconcerting blue-something to do with the particle size. | had a quick
shower, then clinbed into bed.

| set the alarmclock for two in the afternoon. The pharmunit beside the clock said, "Shall I
prepare a melatonin course to get you back in synch by tonorrow eveni ng?"

"Yeah, okay." | stuck nmy thumb in the sanpling tube; there was a barely perceptible sting as bl ood
was taken. Non-invasive NMR nodel s had been in the shops for a couple of years, but they were
still too expensive.
"Do you want sonething to help you sleep now?"
"Yes. "
The pharm began to hum softly, creating a sedative tailored to nmy current biochem cal state, in a
dose in accordance with ny intended sleeping tinme. The synthesizer inside used an array of
progranmabl e catal ysts, ten billion electronically reconfigurable enzymes bound to a seni conduct or
chip. Inrersed in a snmall tank of precursor nolecules, the chip could assenble a few m|1igrans of

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (7 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:37 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

any one of ten thousand drugs. O at |east, any of the ones for which | had software, for as |ong
as | kept paying the license fees.

The machine disgorged a small tablet, still slightly warm | bit intoit. "Orange-flavored after a
hard ni ght! You renmenbered!"

I lay back and waited for the drug to take effect.

I'd wat ched the expression on his face-but those nuscles were palsied, uncontrollable. |I'd heard
his voice-but the breath he spoke with was not his own. | had no real way of know ng what he'd
experi enced.

Not "The Monkey's Paw' or "The Tell-Tale Heart."

More |ike "The Premature Burial."

But | had no right to nourn Daniel Cavolini. | was going to sell his death to the world.

And | had no right even to enpathize, to inagine nyself in his place.

As Lukowski had pointed out, it could never have happened to ne.

16

3

I'"d seen a nineteen-fifties Mwviola once, in a glass case in a nuseum Thirty-five-nmillimeter
celluloid traveled a tortuous path through the guts of the nachi ne, noving back and forth between
two belt-driven spools held up on vertical arns behind the tiny view ng screen. The whine of the
nmotor, the grinding of the gears, the helicopter whir of the shutter blades-sounds com ng from an
AV of the nmamchine in action, showi ng on a panel below the display case-had nade it seemnore |ike
a shreddi ng device than any kind of editing tool. An appealing notion. |I'mvery sorry . . . but
that scene has been lost forever. The Mwviola ate it. Standard practice, of course, had been to
work only with a copy of the canera original (usually an unvi ewabl e negative, anyway)-but the idea
of one slip of a cog transfornm ng neters of precious celluloid into confetti had stuck in ny head
ever since, a glorious, illicit fantasy.

My three-year-old 2052 Affine Graphics editing console was incapabl e of destroying anything. Every
shot | downl oaded was burnt into two independent wite-once nenory chips-and al so encrypted and
sent automatically to archives in Mandela, Stockholm and Toronto. Every editing decision that

foll owed was just a rearrangenment of references to the untouchable original. | could quote from
the raw footage (and footage it was-only dilettantes used pretentious neol ogisns |ike 'byteage')
as selectively as | wished. | could paraphrase, substitute, and inprovise. But not one franme of

the original could ever be damaged or misplaced, beyond repair, beyond recovery.

| didn't really envy ny anal og-era counterparts, though; the painstaking mechanics of their craft
woul d have driven me mad. The sl owest step

17 in digital editing was human deci sion-nmaking, and 1'd learned to get nost judgments right by
the tenth or twelfth attenpt. Software could

17

tweak the rhythns of a scene, fine-tune every cut, finesse the sound, renpve unwanted passersbhy;
even shift whole buildings, if necessary. The mechanics was all taken care of; there was nothing
to distract fromthe content.

So all | had to do with Junk DNA was transform one hundred and eighty hours of real-tine into
fifty mnutes of sense.

I'd filmed four stories, and | already knew how |I'd order them a gradual progression fromgray to
bl ack. Ned Landers the wal ki ng bi osphere. The Heal thGuard actuarial inplant. The Voluntary Autists
| obby group. And Daniel Cavolini's revival. SeeNet had asked for excess, for transgressions, for
frankenscience. |'d have no trouble giving themexactly what they wanted.

Landers had made his nmoney in dry conputers, not biotech, but he'd gone on to buy several R&D

i ntensi ve nol ecul ar genetics corporations to hel p himachieve his personal transformation. He'd
begged ne to filmhimin a seal ed geodesi c done full of sul phur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, and
benzyl conpounds-ne in a pressure suit, hinself in swming trunks. W'd tried it, but ny face

pl ate kept fogging up on the outside with oily carcinogenic residues, so we'd had to neet again in
downt own Portland. Pronising as the noxi ous done had seemed, the immacul ate bl ue skies of the
state which was racing California to zero-enission laws for every known pollutant had turned out
to be a nore surreal backdrop by far.

"l don't need to breathe at all if | don't want to," Landers had confided, surrounded by a visible
abundance of clean, fresh air. This tinme, |'d persuaded himto do the interviewin a small, grassy
park opposite the NL Group's nodest headquarters. (There were children playing soccer in the
background-but the consol e woul d keep track of any continuity problens, and offer solutions to
most of themwi th a single keystroke.) Landers was in his late forties, but he could have passed
for twenty-five. Wth a robust build, golden hair, blue eyes, and gl owi ng pink skin, he |ooked
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more |ike a Hollywood version of a Kansas farmworker (in good tines) than a rich eccentric whose
body was swarm ng with engi neered al gae and alien genes. | watched himon the console's
flatscreen, and |istened through sinple stereo speakers. | could have fed the playback straight
into ny optic and auditory nerves, but nobst viewers would be using a screen or a headset-and
needed to be sure that the software really had constructed a steady, plausible, rectilinear grid
of pixels out of my own retinas' highly conpressed visual shorthand.

18

"The synbionts living in nmy bl oodstream can turn carbon dioxide back into oxygen, indefinitely.
They get some energy through nmy skin, fromsunlight, and they rel ease any gl ucose they can spare-
but that's not nearly enough for me to live on, and they need an alternative energy source when

they're in darkness. That's where the synbionts in nmy stomach and intestines cone in; | have
thirty-seven different types, and between them they can handle anything. | can eat grass. | can
eat paper. | could live off old tires, if |I had a way of cutting theminto pieces small enough to
swal low. If all plant and aninmal |ife vanished fromthe face of the Earth tonorrow, | could
survive off tires for a thousand years. | have a map showing all the tire dunps in the continental
USA. The mpjority are schedul ed for biological renediation, but I have court actions in progress
to see that a number of them survive. Apart fromnmy own personal reasons, | think they're a part

of our heritage which we owe to future generations to | eave untouched."

I went back and intercut sone m croscope footage of the tailored al gae and bacteria inhabiting his
bl ood and digestive tract, then a shot of the tire dunp map, which he'd displayed for me on his
notepad. | played with an animation |1'd been preparing, a schematic of his personal carbon

oxygen, and energy cycles, but | wasn't yet sure where it bel onged.

I'd pronpted him "So you're immune to fam ne and nass extinctions -but what about viruses? Wat
about biol ogical warfare or sone accidental plague?" | cut ny words out; they were redundant, and
| preferred to intrude as little as possible. The change of topic was a bit of a non sequitur as
thi ngs stood, though, so I synthesized a shot of Landers saying, "As well as using synbionts,"
computed to nerge seam essly with his actual words, "I'mgradually replacing those cell lines in
my body which have the greatest potential for viral infection. Viruses are nade of DNA or RNA
they share the sane basic chem stry as every other organismon the planet. That's why they can
hijack human cells in order to reproduce. But DNA and RNA can be nmanufactured with totally nove
chemi stry-wi th non-standard base pairs to take the place of the normal ones. A new al phabet for
the genetic code: instead of guanine with cytosine, adenine with thymne-instead of Gwith C, A
with O-you can have X with Y,Wwith Z."
I changed his words after "thym ne" to:
in nature at all." The sense was the
19

sanme, and it nmade the point nore clearly. But when |I replayed the scene, it didn't ring true, so
| reverted to the original

Every journalist paraphrased vis subjects; if I'd flatly refused to enploy the technique,
woul dn't be working. The trick was to do it honestly- which was about as difficult as inposing the
sanme criterion on the editing process as a whol e.

I cut in sone stock nol ecul ar graphics of ordinary DNA showi ng every atomin the paired bases
whi ch bridged the strands of the helix, and | col or-coded and | abel ed one exanple of each base.
Landers had refused to specify exactly which non-standard bases he was using, but I'd found plenty
of possibilities inthe literature. | had the graphics software substitute four plausible new
bases for the old ones in the helix, and repeated the slow zoomin and rotation of the first shot
with this hypothetical stretch of Landers-DNA. Then | cut back to his tal king head.

"A sinple base-for-base substitution in the DNA isn't enough, of course. Cells need some brand new
enzymes to synthesize the new bases-and nost of the proteins which interact with DNA and RNA need
to be adapted to the change, so the genes for those proteins need to be translated, not just
rewitten in the new al phabet." | inprovised some graphics illustrating the point, stealing an
exanple of a certain nuclear binding protein fromone of the journal articles |I'd read-but
redrawi ng the nolecules in a different style, to avoid copyright violation. "W haven't yet been
able to deal with every single human gene whi ch needs transl ation, but we've nade sone specific
cell lines which work fine with mni-chronosones containing only the genes they need.

"Sixty percent of the stemcells in nmy bone marrow and thyrmus have been replaced with versions
using neo-DNA. Stemcells give rise to blood cells, including the cells of the immune system |
had to switch nmy i mune system back into an immture state, tenporarily, to nmake the transition
work snoothly-1 had to go through sone of the childhood clonal deletion phases all over again, to
weed out anyt hing which night have caused an autoi mmune response-but basically, |'mnow able to
shoot up pure HV, and | augh about it."

'-you can use four alternative nolecul es which don't occur
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"But there's a perfectly good vaccine-"

"Of course." | cut my own words out, and nmade Landers say: "O course, there's a vaccine for
that."” Then: "And | have synbionts providing a second, independent inmune system anyway. But who
knows

20
what's coming along next? |I'Il be prepared, whatever it is. Not by anticipating the specifics-
whi ch no one could ever do-but by naking sure that no vulnerable cell in ny body still speaks the

same bi ocheni cal |anguage as any virus on Earth.”

"And in the long ternv It's taken a | ot of expensive infrastructure to provide you with all of
t hese safeguards. What if that technol ogy doesn't survive |ong enough for your children and
grandchil dren7" This was all redundant, so | ditched it.

"In the long term of course, I'"'maimng to nodify the stemcells which produce nmy sperm M/ wife
Carol has already begun a program of ova collection. And once we've translated the entire human
genone, and replaced all twenty-three chromosones in spermand ova . . . everything we've done

will be heritable. Any child of ours will use pure neo-DNA-and all the synmbionts will pass from
nmot her to child in the wonb.

"We' Il translate the genonmes of the synbionts as well-into a third genetic al phabet-to protect
themfromviruses, and to elimnate any risk of accidental gene exchange. They'll be our crops and
our herds, our birthright, our inalienable dominion, living in our blood forever

"And our children will be a new species of life. Mdre than a new speci es-a whol e new ki ngdom "
The soccer players in the park cheered; soneone had scored a goal. | left it in.

Landers beaned suddenly, radiantly, as if he was contenplating this strange arcadia for the very
first tinme.

"That's what |'mcreating. A new ki ngdom"

| sat at the consol e eighteen hours a day, and forced nyself to live as if the world had shrunk
not to the workroomitself, but to the tinmes and places captured in the footage. Gna left me to
it; she'd survived the editing of Gender Scrutiny Overload, so she already knew exactly what to
expect.

She said blithely, "I'Il just pretend that you're out of town. And that the lunp in the bed is a
| arge hot water bottle."

My pharm programred a small skin patch on ny shoulder to release carefully tinmed and cali brated
doses of nelatonin, or a nelatonin bl ocker-adding to, or subtracting from the usual biochenica

si gnal

21

produced by ny pineal gland, reshaping the normal sine wave of alert-ness into a plateau followed
by a deep, deep trough. | woke every norning fromfive hours of enriched REM sl eep, as wi de-eyed
and energetic as a hyperactive child, my head spinning with a thousand di sintegrating dreans (nost
of them el aborate rem xes of the previous day's editing). | wouldn't so nuch as yawn until el even
forty-five-but fifteen minutes later, 1'd go out like a light. Melatonin was a natural circadi an

hornone, far safer and nore precise in its effects than crude stinulants |ike caffeine or
anphetanines. (1'd tried caffeine a fewtinmes; it made ne believe | was focused and energetic, but
it turned ny judgnent to shit. Wdespread use of caffeine explained a |lot about the twentieth
century.) | knew that when | went off the nelatonin, |'d suffer a short period of insomia and
dayti me drowsi ness-an overshoot of the brain's attenpts to counteract the inmposed rhythm But the
side-effects of the alternatives were worse

Carol Landers had declined to be interviewed, which was a shane-it woul d have been quite a coup to
have chatted with the next Mtochon-drial Eve. Landers had refused to coment on whether or not
she was currently using the synbionts; perhaps she was waiting to see if he'd continue to
flourish, or whether he'd suffer a popul ation explosion of sone nutant bacterial strain, and go
into toxic shock.

I'd been permitted to speak to a few of Landers' senior enpl oyees- including the two geneticists
who were doi ng nost of the R&D. They were coy when it cane to discussing anything beyond the
technicalities, but their general attitude seened to be that any freely chosen treatnent which

hel ped safeguard an individual's health-and which posed no threat to the public at |arge-was
ethically uni npeachable. They had a point, at |east fromthe biohazard angle; working with neo- DNA
meant there was no risk of accidental reconbination. Even if they'd flushed all their failed
experiments straight into the nearest river, no natural bacteriumcould have taken up the genes
and nade use of them

I mpl enenti ng Landers' vision of the perfect survivalist famly was going to take nore than R&D,

t hough. Maki ng heritable changes in any hunman gene was currently illegal in the US (and nost other
pl aces)-apart froma list of a few dozen 'authorized repairs' for elimnating diseases |ike
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muscul ar dystrophy and cystic fibrosis. Legislation could always be revoked, of course-although
Landers' own top biotech attorney insisted that changing the base pairs-and even translating a few
genes to acconmpdat e t hat

22
change-woul dn't actually violate the anti-eugenics spirit of the existing law. It wouldn't alter
the external characteristics of the children (height, build, pignmentation). It wouldn't influence
their 1Q or personality. Wien |I'd raised the question of their presumed sterility (barring
incest), he'd taken the interesting position that it would hardly be Ned Landers' fault if other
people's children were sterile with respect to his owmn. There were no infertile people, after all-
only infertile couples.
An expert in the field at Colunbia University said all of this was bullshit: substituting whole
chronosones, what ever the phenotypic effects, would sinply be illegal. Another expert, at the

Uni versity of Washington, was less certain. If I'd had the tine, | could probably have collected a
hundred sound-bites of em nent jurists expressing every conceivabl e shade of opinion on the
subj ect .

I'd spoken to a nunmber of Landers' critics, including Jane Summers, a freel ance bi otech consultant
based in San Franci sco, and a prom nent nenber of Mol ecul ar Biologists for Social Responsibility.
Six nonths earlier (witing in the sem-public MBSR netzine, which ny know edge ni ner al ways
scrutinized diligently), she'd clainmed to have evidence that several thousand wealthy people, in
the US and el sewhere, were having their DNA translated, cell type by cell type. Landers, she'd
said, was nerely the only one to have gone public-to act as a kind of decoy: a |one eccentric,
defusing the issue, making it seemlike one man's ridiculous (yet al nost Quixotic) fantasy. If the
research had been exposed in the media with no specific person associated with it, paranoia would
have reigned: there would have been no linit to the possible nmenbership of the nanel ess elite who
pl anned to divorce thensel ves fromthe biosphere. But since it was all out in the open, and al
down to harm ess Ned Landers, there was really nothing to fear.
The theory made a certain anount of sense-but Summers' evidence hadn't been forthcom ng. She'd
reluctantly put nme in touch with an 'industry source' who' d supposedly been involved in gene
translation work for an entirely different enployer-but the 'source' had deni ed everything.
Pressed for other |eads, Sunmers had becone evasive. Either she'd never had anything substantia
or she'd made a deal with another journalist to keep the conpetition away. It was frustrating, but
inthe end 1 hadn't had the tine or resources to pursue the story independently. If there really
was a cabal of genetic separatists, |'d just have to read the exclusive in the Washi ngton Post
i ke everyone el se.
23

I closed with a nedl ey of other comrentators-bioethicists, geneticists, sociologists-nostly
di snmissing the whole affair. "M . Landers has the right to live his owm life, and raise his own
children, any way he sees fit. W don't persecute the Amish for their inbreeding, their strange
technol ogy, their desire for independence. Wiy persecute him for essentially the sanme 'crimes' ?"
The final cut of the story was eighteen nminutes long. In the broadcast version, there' d only be
roomfor twelve. | pared away nercilessly, summarizing and sinplifying-taking care to do a
prof essional job, but not too worried by the |oss of detail. Mst real-tine broadcasts on SeeNet
served no purpose but to focus publicity, and to guarantee reviews in sonme of the nore
conservative nmedia, junk DNA was scheduled for eleven P.M on a Wdnesday; the vast majority of
the audi ence would log on to the full, interactive version at their convenience. As well as a
slightly longer linear backbone, the interactive would be peppered with optional detours to other
sources: all the technical journal articles I'd read for my own research (and all the articles
they in turn cited); other nedia coverage of Landers (and of Jane Summers' conspiracy theory); the
rel evant US and international statutes-and even trails leading into the quagnmire of potentially
rel evant case | aw
On the evening of the fifth day of editing-right on schedule, reason enough for mnor jubilation-
tidied up all the loose ends, and ran through the segnment one last time. | tried to clear away al
my nenories of filmng, and all ny preconceptions, and watch the story |ike a SeeNet viewer who'd
seen nothing at all on the subject before (save a few nisleading pronotions for the docunentary
itself).

Landers came across surprisingly synpathetically. 1'd thought |I'd been harsher. 1'd thought |'d at
| east given himevery opportunity to damm hinmself with his earnest account of his surrea
anbitions. Instead, he seened far nore good-hunored than po-faced; he al nost appeared to be
sharing all the jokes. Living off tire dunps? Shooting up HV? | watched, amazed. | couldn't
decide if there really was a faint undercurrent of deliberate irony, a hint of self-deprecation in
his manner which |'d sonehow mi ssed before-or whether the subject matter sinply made it inpossible
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for a sane viewer to interpret his words any other way.

What if Summers was right7 What if Landers was a decoy, a distraction, a consunmate performn ng
clown? What if thousands of the planet's

24

weal t hi est people really were planning to grant themselves, and their offspring, perfect genetic

i solation, and absolute viral immunity?

Wuld it matter? The rich had al ways cut thenselves off fromthe rabble, one way or another

Pol lution levels woul d continue to decline, whether or not algal synbionts rendered fresh air

obsol ete. And anyone who chose to follow in Landers' footsteps was no great loss to the human gene
pool

There was only one snmall question which renmai ned unanswered, and | tried not to give it too nuch

t hought .

Absolute viral immunity . . . against what7

25

4

Del phi ¢ Bi osystens had been too generous by far. Not only had they arranged for ne to interview
ten tines as many of their Public Relations staff as | could ever have nmade tine for, they'd
showered me with ROVs packed with seductive mcrographs and dazzling animation. Software flow
charts for the HealthGuard inplant were rendered as air-brushed fantasies of inpossible chroned
machi nes, jet-black conveyor belts noving i ncandescent silver nuggets of "data" from subprocess to
subprocess. Ml ecul ar schematics of interacting proteins were shrouded with delicately beautiful -
and utterly gratuitous-electron-density naps, veils of pink and blue aurorae nelting and nerging,
transform ng the hunbl est chemical wedding into a microcosmc fantasia. | could have set it all to
Wagner -or Bl ake-and flogged it to nenbers of Mystical Renaissance, to play on a | oop whenever they
wanted to go sl ack-jawed w th num nous inconprehension

| slogged nmy way through the whole norass, though-and it finally paid off. Buried anpbngst all the
technoporn and sci ence-as-psychedelia were a few shots worth sal vagi ng.
The Heal thGuard inplant enployed the | atest programmabl e assay chip: an array of el aborate
proteins bound to silicon, in many respects |ike a pharm s synthesizer, but designed to count

mol ecul es, not make them The previous generation of chips had used a multitude of highly specific
anti bodi es, Y-shaped proteins planted in the sem conductor in a checkerboard pattern, |ike
adjoining fields of a hundred different crops. Wen a nol ecul e of cholesterol, or insulin, or
what ever, happened to strike exactly the right field and collide with a matching antibody, it
bound to it long enough for the tiny change in capacitance to be detected, and |ogged in a

m croprocessor. Over time, this record of serendipitous collisions yielded the anbunt of each
substance in the bl ood.

26
The new sensors used a protein which was nore like a Venus flytrap with brains than an antibody's
passi ve, single-purpose tenplate. "Assayin" in its receptive state was a |ong, bell-shaped

mol ecul e, a tube opening out into a broad funnel. This conformati on was netastabl e; the charge
distribution on the nolecule rendered it exquisitely sensitive, spring-loaded. Anything |arge
enough colliding with the inner surface of the funnel caused a |ightning-fast wave of deformation
engul fing and shrink-wapping the intruder. The m croprocessor, noting the sprung trap, could then
probe the captive nolecule by searching for a shape of the assayin which inprisoned it even nore
snugly. There were no nore wasted, m smatched collisions-no nore insulin nolecules striking

chol esterol antibodies, yielding no information at all. Assayin always knew what had hit it.

It was a technical advance worth conmunicating, worth explaining, worth denystifying. Watever the
social inmplications of the HealthGuard inplant, they could no nore be presented in a vacuum
divorced fromthe technol ogy which nade the device possible, than vice versa. Once peopl e ceased
to understand how the machi nes around them actually functi oned, the world they inhabited began to
di ssolve into an i nconprehensi bl e dreanscape. Technol ogy noved beyond control, beyond discussion
evoki ng only worship or |oathing, dependence or alienation. Arthur C. C arke had suggested that
any sufficiently advanced technol ogy woul d be indistingui shable frommagic-referring to a possible
encounter with an alien civilization-but if a science journalist had one responsibility above all
else, it was to keep Clarke s Law from applying to human technol ogy in human eyes.

(Lofty sentiments . . . and here | was peddling frankensci ence, because that was the niche that
had needed filling. | salved ny conscience-or nunbed it for a while-with platitudes about Trojan
horses, and changing the systemfromwithin.)

I took the Del phic Bi osystens graphics of assayin in action, and had the console strip away the
excessi ve decoration so it was possible to see clearly what was going on. | threw out the gushing

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (12 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:37 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

comrentary and wote ny own. The console delivered it in the diction profile |I'd chosen for all of
Junk DNA's narration, cloned from sanples of an English actor naned Juliet Stevenson. The |ong-
vani shed "Standard English” pronunciation-unlike any contenporary UK accent-remai ned easily
conpr ehensi bl e across the vast Angl ophone world. Any viewer who wi shed to
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hear a different voice could cross-translate at will, though; | often listened to prograns
redubbed into the regional accents | had nost trouble follow ng-US south-east, northern Irish, and
east-central African- hoping to sharpen ny ear for them

Her mes- nmy conmuni cati ons software-was progranmed to bounce al nost everyone on Earth, while | was
editing. Lydia H guchi, SeeNet's Wst Pacific Conmm ssioning Executive Producer, was one of the few
exceptions. It was nmy notepad that rang, but | switched the call through to the console itself;
the screen was |l arger and clearer-and the canera stanped its signal with the words AFFLNE graphics
EDI TOR MODEL 2052-KL, and a tine code. Not very subtle, but it wasn't nmeant to be

Lydia got straight to the point. She said, "I saw the final cut of the Landers stuff. It's good.
But I want to tal k about what comes next."
"The HealthGuard inplant? Is there sone problen?" | didn't hide nmy irritation. She'd seen
sel ections of the raw footage, she'd seen all ny post-production notes. |If she wanted anything
significant changed, she'd left it too damm | ate.
She | aughed. "Andrew, take one step back. Not the next story in Junk DNA. Your next project."”

| eyed her as if she'd casually raised the prospect of imminent travel to another planet. | said,
"Don't do this to me, Lydia. Please. You know | can't think rationally about anything el se right
now. "
She nodded synpathetically but said, "I take it you've been nonitoring this new di sease? It's not
anecdotal static anynore; there are official reports coming out of Geneva, Atlanta, Nairobi."

My stomach tightened. "You nean Acute Cinical Anxiety Syndrone?"
"A k.a. Distress." She seened to savor the word, as if she'd already adopted it into her
vocabul ary of deeply telegenic subjects. My spirits sank even further

| said, "My know edge nminers been | ogging everything on it, but I haven't had tine to stay up to
date."” And frankly, right now .
"There are over four hundred di agnosed cases, Andrew. That's a thirty percent rise in the last six
nont hs. "
"How can anyone di agnose sonet hi ng when they don't have a clue what it is?"
"Process of elimnation."
"Yeah, | think it's bullshit, too."
28
She mimed brief sarcastic anmusement. "Get serious. This is a brand new nental illness. Possibly
communi cabl e. Possi bly caused by an escaped nmilitary pathogen-"
"Possibly fallen froma conet. Possibly a punishnment from God. Amazing how nmany things are
possible, isn't it?"
She shrugged. "Watever the cause, it's spreading. There are cases everywhere now but Antarctica.
This is headline news-and nore. The board decided |ast night: we're going to commission a thirty-
m nute special on Distress. High profile, blitz pronotion, culmnating in synchronous prinmetine
br oadcasts, worldwi de."
Synchronous didn't nmean what it should have, in netspeak; it meant the sane cal endar date and
local tinme for all viewers. "Wrldw de? You nmean Angl ophone worl d?"
"l nmean world world. We're tying up arrangenents to on-sell to other-Ianguage networks."
"Well. . . good."
Lydia smled, a tight-lipped inpatient snile. "Are you being coy, Andrew? Do | have to spell it
out? W want you to make it. You're our biotech specialist, you're the |ogical choice. And you'll
do a great job. So ... ?"
I put a hand to ny forehead, and tried to work out why | felt so claustrophobic. | said, "How | ong
do | have, to decide?"
She sniled even nore widely, which neant she was puzzl ed, annoyed, or both. "W're broadcasting on
May 24th-that's ten weeks from Monday. You'll need to start pre-production the mnute Junk DNA is
finished. So we need your answer as soon as possible."
Rul e nunmber four: Discuss everything with Gna first. Wiether or not she'd ever admit to being
of fended i f you didn't.
| said, "Tonorrow norning."
Lydi a wasn't happy, but she said, "That's fine."
| steeled nyself. "If | say no, is there anything else going?"
Lydi a | ooked openly astonished now "Wat's wong with you? Prine-tinme world broadcast! You'l
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make five rines as nuch on this as on Gender."

"I realize that. And |I'mgrateful for the chance, believe nme. | just want to know if there s.
any ot her choice.™

"You coul d al ways go and hunt for coins on the beach with a netal detector.’
softened. Slightly. "There's another project
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about to go into pre-production. Although |I've very nearly pronmised it to Sarah Knight."

"Tell me."

"Ever heard of Violet Msal a?"

"OfF course. She's a ... physicist? A South African physicist?"

"Two out of two, very inpressive. Sarah's a huge fan, she chewed ny ear off about her for an
hour . "

"So what's the project?”

"Aprofile of Mbsala . . . who's twenty-seven, and won the Nobel Prize two years ago-but you knew
that all along, didn't you? Interviews, biography, appraisals by colleagues, blah blah blah. Her
work's purely theoretical, so there's nothing nmuch to show of it except conputer sinmulations-and
she's offered us her own graphics. But the heart of the programw |l be the Einstein Centenary
conference-"

"Wasn't that in nineteen seventy-sone thing?" Lydia gave ne a withering |ook. | said, "Ah.
Centenary of his death. Charming."

"Mpsala is attending the conference. On the |last day of which, three of the world's top
theoretical physicists are scheduled to present rival versions of the Theory of Everything. And
you don't get three guesses as to who's the al pha favorite."

| gritted ny teeth and suppressed the urge to say: It's not a horse race, Lydia. It mght be
another fifty years before anyone knows whose TOE was right.

"So when's the conference?"

"April 5th to 18th."

I blanched. "Three weeks from Monday."

Lydi a | ooked thoughtful for a noment, then pleased. "You don't really have tine, do you? Sarah's
been prepared for this for nonths-"

| said irritably, "Five seconds ago you were tal king about nme starting pre-production on D stress
in less than three weeks."
"You could wal k straight into that. How nuch nodern physics do you know?"

| feigned indignation. "Enough! And |I'mnot stupid. | can catch up."
"When?"
"Il make time. I'Il work faster; 1'll finish Junk DNA ahead of schedule. Wen's the Msal a
program goi ng to be broadcast ?"
"Early next year."
Whi ch neant ei ght whole nonths of relative sanity-once the conference was over.
30

Lydi a gl anced at her watch, redundantly. "I don't understand you. A high-profile special on

Di stress woul d be the | ogical endpoint of everything you' ve been doing for the last five years.
After that, you could think about sw tching away from bi otech. And who am | going to use instead
of you?"
" Sarah Kni ght ?"
"Don't be sarcastic.”
"Il tell her you said that."
"Be ny guest. | don't care what she's done in politics; she's only nade one sci ence program and
that was on fringe cosnology. It was good- but not good enough to ranp her straight into sonething
like this. She's earned a fortnight with Violet Msala, but not a prinetine broadcast on the
wor | d' s al phanost virus."

Nobody had found a virus associated with Distress; | hadn't seen a news bulletin for a week, but
my know edge miner would have told ne if there'd been a breakthrough of that magnitude. | was
begi nning to get the queasy feeling that if | didn't nake the program nyself, it would be
subtitled: How an escaped military pathogen becane the 21st-century Al DS of the mnd.

Pure vanity. Wat did | think-that | was the only person on the planet capable of deflating the
runors and hysteria surroundi ng Di stress?

She saw ny face, and

I said, "I haven't made any decision yet. | need to talk it over with Gna."
Lydi a was skeptical. "Ckay, fine. "Talk it over with Gna,' and call ne in the norning." She
gl anced at her watch again. "Look, | really have to go. Sone of us actually have work to do." |

opened ny nouth to protest, outraged; she sniled sweetly and ained two fingers at nme. "Gotcha. No
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sense of irony, you auteurs. 'Bye."

I turned away fromthe console and sat staring down at ny clenched fists, trying to untangle what
I was feeling-if only enough to enable nme to put it all aside and get back to Junk DNA

I'd seen a brief news shot of someone with Distress, a few nonths before. I'd been in a hotel room
in Manchester, flicking channels between appoi ntnments. A young wonan-| ooki ng heal t hy, but

di shevel ed-was |ying on her back in a corridor in an apartnent building in Mani. She was waving
her arms wildly, kicking in all directions, tossing her head and tw sting her whol e body back and
forth. It hadn't |ooked like the product of any kind of crude neurol ogical dysfunction, though: it
had seened too coordi nated, too purposeful
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And before the police and paranmedics could hold her still-or still enough to get a needle in-and
punp her full of sone high-powered court-order paralytic |like Straitjacket or Medusa-they'd tried
the sprays, and they hadn't worked-she'd thrashed and screaned like an animal in nortal agony,

like a child in a solipsistic rage, like an adult in the grip of the blackest despair.
I'"d watched and |istened in disbelief-and when, nercifully, she'd been rendered comat ose and
dragged away, |'d struggled to convince nyself that it had been nothing out of the ordinary: sone

kind of epileptic fit, some kind of psychotic tantrum at worst sone kind of unbearabl e physica
pai n the cause of which would be swiftly identified and dealt with.

None of which was true. Victins of Distress rarely had a history of neurol ogi cal or mental
illness, and bore no signs of injury or disease. And no one had the slightest idea how to dea
with the cause of their suffering;

the only current "treatment” consisted of sustained heavy sedation

| picked up nmy notepad and touched the icon for Sisyphus, ny know edge m ner

| said, "Assenble a briefing on Violet Msala, the Einstein Centenary conference, and the |ast ten
years' advances in Unified Field Theories. I'Il need to digest it all in about... a hundred and
twenty hours. Is that feasible?"

There was pause whil e Sisyphus downl oaded the rel evant sources and scrutinized them Then it
asked, "Do you know what an ATMis?"

"An Automatic Teller Machine?"

"No. In this context, an ATMis an All-Topol ogi es Mdel ."

The phrase sounded vaguely famliar; 1'd probably skinmed through a brief article on the topic,
five years before.

There was anot her pause, while nore el enentary background material was downl oaded and assessed.
Then: "A hundred and twenty hours woul d be good enough for |istening and noddi ng. Not for asking
intelligent questions."

| groaned. "How long for ... ?"
"A hundred and fifty."
Ilm it.ll

I hit the icon for the pharmunit, and said, "Reconpute ny mela-tonin doses. Gve nme two nore
hours of peak alertness a day, starting i mediately."

32

"Until when?"

The conference began on April 5th; if | wasn't an expert on Violet Msala by then, it would be too
late. But... | couldn't risk cutting |loose fromthe forced rhythns of the nel atonin-and rebounding
into erratic sleep patterns-in the nmddle of filmng.

“"April 18th."

The pharmsaid, "You'll be sorry."

That was no generic warning-it was a prediction based on five years' worth of intimate biochem ca
know edge. But | had no real choice- and if | spent the week after the conference suffering from

acute circa-dian arrhythma, it would be unpleasant, but it wouldn't kill nmne.

| did sone calculations in ny head. Sonehow, |'d just conjured up five or six hours of free tine
out of thin air.

It was a Friday. | phoned G na at work. Rule nunber six: Be unpre' dictable. But not too often

| said, "Screw Junk DNA. Want to go danci ng?"

33

5

It was G na's idea to go deep into the city. The Ruins held no attraction for nme-and there was far
better nightlife closer to hone-but (rule number seven) it wasn't worth an argunent. \Wen the
train pulled into Town Hall station, and we took the escal ators up past the platformwhere Dani el
Cavol i ni had been stabbed to death, | blanked ny nind and smil ed.

Gna linked arms with me and said, "There's sonething here | don't feel anywhere else. An energy,
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a buzz. Can't you feel it?"

| 1 ooked around at the station's black-and-white tiled walls, graffiti-proof and literally

anti septi c.

"No nore than in Ponpeii.'

The denographic center of greater Sydney had been west of Parra-natta for at |least half a century-
and had probably reached Bl ackt own, by now but the demi se of the historical urban core had begun
in earnest only in the thirties, when office space, cinemas, theatres, physical galleries and
public nmuseuns had all becone obsolete at nore or less the same tine. Broadband optical fibers had
been connected to nost residential buildings since the teens, but it had taken another two decades
for the networks to nature. The tottering edifice of inconpatible standards, inefficient hardware,
and archai c operating systens thrown together by the fin-de-siecle dinosaurs of conputing and
communi cati ons had been razed to the ground in the twenties, and only then-after years of

premat ure hype and wel | -earned backl ashes of cynicismand ridicule-could the use of the networks
for entertai nment and tel ecommuting be transmuted froma form of psychol ogical torture into a
natural and convenient alternative to ninety percent of physical travel.

We stepped out onto George Street. It was far fromdeserted, but |1'd seen footage from days when
the country's popul ati on was hal f as nuch,
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and it shamed these neager crowds. G na | ooked up, and her eyes caught the lights; many of the old
office towers still dazzled, their wi ndows decorated for the tourists with cheap sunlight-storing

| um nescent coatings. "The Ruins" was a joke, of course-vandalism |et alone tine, had scarcely
made a mark-but we were all tourists, here, come to gawk at the nonunments |eft behind, not by our
ancestors, but by our ol der siblings.

Few bui | di ngs had been converted for residential use; the architecture and econonics had never
added up-and sone urban preservationists actively canpai gned against it. There were squatters, of
course-probably a couple of thousand, spread throughout what was still referred to as the Central
Busi ness District-but they only added to the post-apocal yptic nood. Live theatre and nusic
survived, out in the suburbs-with small plays in small venues, or crowd-pulling col osseum bands in
sports stadi a-but nainstreamtheatre was perfornmed in realtime VR over the networks. (The Opera
House, foundations rotting, was currently predicted to slide into Sydney Harbor in 2065-a

delightful prospect, though | suspected that sonme group of saccharine-bl ooded killjoys would raise
the noney to rescue the useless icon at the last nonent.) WAlk-in retailing, such as it was, had
| ong ago noved entirely to regional centers. There were a few hotels still open on the fringes of

the city, but restaurants and nightclubs were all that remained in the dead heart, spread out
between the enpty towers |like souvenir stalls scattered anbngst the pyramids in the Valley of the
Ki ngs.

We headed south into what had once been Chinatown; the crunbling decorative facades of deserted

enporia still attested to that, even if the cuisine didn't.
G na nudged nme gently and directed ny attention to a group of people strolling north, on the
opposite side of the street. Wen they' d passed, she said, "Wre they ... ?"

"What ? Asex? | think so."

"I'"'mnever sure. There are naturals who | ook no different."

"But that's the whole point. You can never be sure-but why did we ever think we could discover
anything that mattered about a stranger, at a gl ance?"

Asex was really nothing but an unbrella termfor a broad group of philosophies, styles of dress,
cosnetic-surgi cal changes, and deep-biological alterations. The only thing that one asex person
necessarily had in
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common with another was the view that vis gender paraneters (neural, endocrine, chronosonal and
genital) were the business of no one but ver-self, usually (but not always) vis |lovers, probably
vis doctor, and sonmetinmes a few close friends. What a person actually did in response to that
attitude could range fromas little as ticking the "A" box on census forms, to choosing an asex
nane, to breast or body-hair reduction, voice tinbre adjustnment, facial rescul pting, enpouchnent
(surgery to render the male genitals retractable), all the way to full physical and/or neura
asexual ity, hermaphroditism or exoticism

| said, "Wy bother staring at people and guessing? En-nale, en-fern, asex . . . who cares?"

G na scow ed. "Don't nake nme out to be some kind of bigot. I'mjust curious."

I squeezed her hand. "I'msorry. That's not what | neant."

She pulled free. "You got to spend a year thinking about nothing el se-being as voyeuristic and
intrusive as you liked. And getting paid for it. | only saw the finished docunentary. | don't see

why | shoul d be expected to have reached sone final position on gender mgration just because
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you' ve rolled credits on the subject.”

| bent over and kissed her on the forehead.

"What was that for?

"For being the ideal viewer, above and beyond all your nmany other virtues."

"I think I"'mgoing to throw up."

W turned east, toward Surry Hills, into an even quieter street. A grimyoung man strode by al one,

heavily nuscled and probably facially sculpted . . . but again, there was no way to be sure. G na
gl anced at me, still angry, but unable to resist. "That-assum ng he was unmal e-1 understand even
|l ess. If soneone wants a build like that . . . fine. But why the face, as well? It's not as if

anyone would be likely to mistake himfor anything but an en-male, without it."

"No- but being m staken for an en-nmale would be an insult, because he's mgrated out of that gender
as surely as any asex. The whol e point of being umale is to distance yourself fromthe perceived
weaknesses of contenporary natural males. To declare that their 'consensual identity'- stop

| aughi ng-is so much | ess mascul i ne than your own that you effectively bel ong to another sex
entirely. To say: no nere en-nale can speak on ny behal f, any nore than a woman can."”
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G na nined tearing out hair. "No wonman can speak on behalf of all wonen, as far as |'m concerned
But | don't feel obliged to have nyself sculpted ufemor ifemto nake that point!"

"Well . . . exactly. | feel the sane way. \Whenever sone Iron John cretin wites a manifesto 'in
the nane of all nen, |I'd much rather tell himto his face that he's full of shit than desert the
en-mal e gender and | eave himthinking that he speaks for all those who remain. But. . . that is

the comonest reason people cite for gender mgration: they're sick of self-appointed gender-
political figureheads and pretentious Mystical Renai ssance gurus claimng to represent them And
sick of being libeled for real and inmagi ned gender crines. If all nmen are violent, selfish

dom nating, hierarchical . . . what can you do except slit your wists, or mgrate frommale to
imale, or asex? If all women are weak, passive, irrational victinms-"
G na thunped ne on the arm adnoni shingly. "Now you're caricaturing the caricaturists. | don't

bel i eve anyone talks like that."

"Only because you nove in the wong circles. O should | say the right ones? But | thought you

wat ched the program There were people |I interviewed who nade exactly those assertions, word for
word." "Then it's the fault of the nmedia for giving thempublicity." W'd arrived at the
restaurant, but we lingered outside. | said, "That's partly true. | don't know what the sol ution
is, though. When will soneone who stands up and proclains, '|I speak for no one but myself get as
much coverage as soneone who clains to speak for half the popul ati on?" "Wen people |ike you give
it to them"

"You know it's not that sinple. And . . . inmagine what woul d have happened with fem nismor the
civil rights nmovenments, for that matter-if no one could ever be permtted to speak 'on behal f of
any group, without their certified, unaninous consent? Just because sone of the current l|unatics
are |like parodies of the old | eaders, it doesn't mean we'd be better off now if TV producers had
said: '"Sorry Dr. King, sorry Ms. Geer, sorry M. Perkins, but if you can't avoid these sweeping
general i zations and confine your statenments to your own personal circunstances, we'll have to take
you off the air.""

G na eyed ne skeptically. "That's ancient history. And you're only arguing that position to try to
squi rm out of your own responsibilities.”

"Of course. But the point is ... gender nmigration is ninety percent politics. Some coverage stil
treats it as a kind of decadent, gratuitous,
37

fashi onabl e nimcry of gender reassignnment for transsexual s-but npbst gender migrants go no
further than superficial asex. They don't cross right over; they have no reason to. It's a protest
action, like resigning froma political party, or renouncing your citizenship ... or deserting a
battlefield . . . but whether it will stabilize at some low | evel, and shake up attitudes enough
to renmove the whole reason for mgration, or whether the population will end up evenly divided

bet ween all seven genders in a couple of generations, | have no idea."

G na grinmaced. "Seven genders-and all of them perceived as nonolithic. Everyone stereotyped at a
gl ance. Seven pigeon-holes instead of two isn't progress.”

"No. But maybe in the long run there'll only be asex, umale and ufem Those who want to be pigeon-
holed will be-and those who don't will remain nysterious."

"No, no-in the long run we'll have nothing but VR bodies, and we'll all be nysterious or
revelatory in turns, as the nood takes us."

"I can't wait."

We went inside. Unnatural Tastes was a converted departnment store, cavernous but brightly lit,

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (17 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:37 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

opened up by the sinple expedient of cutting a large elliptical hole in the m ddle of every floor
I waved ny notepad at the entry turnstyle; a voice confirmed our reservation, adding, "Table 519
Fifth floor."

Gna smled wickedly. "Fifth floor: stuffed toys and lingerie."

I glanced up at our fellow diners-nostly umal e and ufem couples. | said, "You behave yourself,
redneck, or next time we're eating in Epping."

The place was three-quarters full, at least, but the seating capacity was less than it seened,;

nmost of the volune of the building was taken up by the central well. In what was |left of each
floor, human waiters in tuxedos weaved their way between the chronmed tables; it all | ooked archaic
and stylized, alnpbst Marx Brothers, to nme. | wasn't a big fan of Experinmental Cuisine;

essentially, we'd be guinea pigs, trying out nedically safe but otherw se untested bi oengi neered
produce. G na had pointed out that at |east the neal would be subsidized by the nmanufacturers.
wasn't so sure; Experinental Cuisine had becone so fashionable lately that it could probably
attract a statistically significant sanple of diners for each novelty, even at full price.

The tabl etop flashed up nenus as we took our seats-and the figures
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seermed to confirm ny doubts about a subsidy. | groaned. '"Crinmson bean salad' ? | don't care what
color they are, | want to know what they taste like. The last thing | ate here that |ooked like a

ki dney bean tasted exactly |ike boil ed cabbage."

G na took her tine, prodding the nanes of half a dozen dishes to view the finished products, and
screens of data on the design of the ingredients. She said, "You can work it all out, if you pay
attention. If you know what genes they noved from where, and why, you can make a fair stab at
predicting the taste and texture."

"CGo ahead, dazzle nme with science."

She hit the CONFI RM ORDER button. "The green leafy stuff will taste |ike spinach-flavored pasta-
but the iron in it will be absorbed by your body as easily as the haemiron in aninal flesh

| eavi ng spinach for dead. The yell ow things which look Iike corn will taste |like a cross between
tomato and green capsi cum spiced with oregano-but nutrients and flavor will be |l ess sensitive to
poor storage conditions and overcooking. And the blue puree will taste al nost |ike parnesan
cheese. "

"Way bl ue?"

"There's a blue pigment, a photoactivated enzynme, in the new self-fermenting | actoberries. They
could remove it during processing, but it turns out we nmetabolize it directly into vitam n D which
is safer than making it the usual way, with UV on the skin."

"Food for people who never see the sun. How can | resist?" | ordered the sane.
The service was swift-and G na's predictions were nore or |ess correct. The whol e conbi nati on was
actually quite pleasant.

| said, "You' re wasted on wi nd turbines. You could be designing the spring collection for United
Agronom cs. "

"Cee, thanks. But | already get all the intellectual stirmulation | can handle."

"How is Big Harold com ng al ong, anyway?"

"Still very nmuch Little Harold, and likely to stay that way for a while." Little Harold was the
one-t housandt h-scal e prototype of a projected two-hundred-nmegawatt turbine. "There are chaotic
resonance nodes turning up which we missed in the sinmulations. It's starting to | ook Iike we're
going to have to re-evaluate half the assunptions of the software nodel."

39

"I can never quite understand that. You know all the basic physics, the basic equations of air-
fl ow dynami cs, you have access to endl ess superconputer tine ..."

"So how can we possibly screw up? Because we can't conmpute the behavior of thousands of tons of
air noving through a conplex structure on a nol ecul e-by-nol ecul e basis. Al the bulk flow

equati ons are approxi mations, and we're deliberately operating in a regi on where the best-
under st ood approxi mati ons break down. There's no nmagi cal new physics comng into play-but we're in
a gray zone between one set of convenient sinplifying assunptions and another. And so far, the
best new set of conprom se assunptions are neither convenient nor sinple. And they're not even
correct, as it turns out."

"I msorry."

She shrugged. "It's frustrating-but enough of it's frustrating in an interesting way to keep ne
from goi ng i nsane."

| felt a stab of longing; | understood so little about this part of her life. She'd explained as
much as | could follow, but | still had no real idea of what spun through her head when she was

sitting at her work station juggling airflow simulations, or clanbering around the w nd tunne
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maki ng adj ustnments to Little Harold.

| said, "I wish you'd let nme filmsone of this."

G na regarded ne balefully. "Not a chance, M ster Frankenscience. Not until you can tell ne
categorically whether wind turbines are Good or Evil."

I cringed. "You know that's not up to ne. And it changes every year. New studies are published,
the alternatives cone in and out of favor-"

She cut ne off bitterly. "Alternatives? Planting photovoltaic engineered forests on ten thousand
times as nuch | and per negawatt sounds |ike environmental vandalismto ne."

"' mnot arguing. | could always nake a Good Turbine docunentary . . . and if | can't sell it
straight away, just wait for the tide to turn again."

"You can't afford to nmake anything on spec."

"True. 1'd have to fit it in between other shooting."

G na laughed. "I wouldn't try it. You can't even nanage-"

"What ?"

"Not hing. Forget it." She waved a hand, retracting the comment. | could have pressed her, but |
woul d have been wasting ny tine.

| said, "Speaking of filming ..." | described the two projects Lydia
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had offered ne. G na listened patiently, but when | asked for her opinion, she seened baffled
"I'f you don't want to nmaeke Distress . . . then don't. It's really none of my business."

That stung. | said, "It affects you, too. It would be a lor nore noney." G na was affronted. "All

I nmean is, we could afford to take a holiday, or sonmething. W could go overseas next tine you
have | eave. |f that's what you wanted."
She said stiffly, "lI'mnot taking | eave for another eighteen nmonths. And | can pay for my own
hol i days. "
"Al'l right. Forget it." | reached over to take her hand; she pulled away, irritated.
We ate in silence. | stared down at ny plate, running through the rules, trying to decide where
I"d gone wong. Had | broken sonme taboo about npbney? W kept separate accounts, sharing the rent
fifty-fifty- but we'd both hel ped each other out, nmany tines, and given each other small | uxuries.
What shoul d | have done? Gone ahead and nade Distress-purely for the noney-and only then asked if
there was anything we could spend it on together that woul d nmake it worthwhile?
Maybe 1'd made it sound as if | thought she expected to dictate the projects |I chose-of fending her
by seeming to have failed to appreciate the independence she allowed me. My head spun. The truth
was, | had no idea what she was thinking. It was all too hard, too slippery. And | coul dn't
i magi ne what | could say that mght begin to put it right, without the risk of naking everything
far worse.
After a while, Gna said, "So where's the big conference being hel d?"
| opened ny nmouth, then realized | didn't have a clue. | picked up nmy notepad and qui ckly checked
the briefing Sisyphus had prepared.
"Ah. On Stateless.”
"Statel ess?" She | aughed. "You're a burnt-out case on biotech ... so they're sending you to the
worl d's | argest engi neered-coral island?"
"I'monly fleeing Evil biotech. Stateless is Good."
"Ch, really? Tell that to the governments who keep it enbargoed. Are you sure you won't get thrown
in prison when you cone hone ?"
"I"'mnot going to trade with the w cked anarchists. I"'mnot even going to filmthem"
"Anar cho-syndi calists, get it right. Though they don't even call thenselves that, do they?"
41

| said, "Who's '"they'? It depends who you ask."
"You shoul d have had a segnent on Stateless in junk DNA Enbargoed or not, they're prospering-and
all thanks to biotechnol ogy. That woul d have bal anced the tal king corpse."
"But then | couldn't have called it Junk DNA, could |?"
"Exactly." She smled. Watever |1'd done, |I'd been forgiven. | felt ny heart pounding, as if 1'd
been dragged back at the | ast nonent fromthe edge of an abyss.
The dessert we chose tasted |ike cardboard and snow, but we obligingly filled out the tabletop
guestionnaires before | eaving.
We headed north up George Street to Martin Place. There was a nightclub called the Sorting Roomin
the old Post Ofice building. They played Zi nbabwean njari rnusic, nulti-layered, hypnotic,
poundi ng but never netronomic, leaving splinters of rhythmin the brain |like the marks of
fingernails raked over flesh. G na danced ecstatically, and the nusic was so |oud that speech was,
nmercifully, alnmost inpossible. In this wordless place | could do no wong.
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W left just after one. On the train back to Eastwood, we sat in a corner of the carriage, Kkissing

i ke teenagers. | wondered how nmy parents' generation had ever driven their precious cars in such
a state. (Badly, no doubt.) The trip hone was ten m nutes-al nost too short. | wanted everything to
unfold as slowly as possible. | wanted it to last for hours.

We stopped a dozen tines, wal king down fromthe station. W stood outside the front door for so
long that the security systemasked us if we'd | ost our keys.

When we undressed and fell onto the bed together, and ny vision lurched, | thought it was just a
si de-effect of passion. When ny arns went nunb, though, | realized what was happeni ng.

I'd pushed nyself too far with the nmelatonin bl ockers, depleting neu-rotransnmtter reserves in the
regi on of the hypothal anus where al ertness was controlled. |I'd borrowed too nmuch time, and the
pl at eau was crunbling.

Stricken, "I said, | don't believe this. I'msorry."

"About what?" | still had an erection

| forced myself to concentrate; | reached over and hit a button on the pharm "G ve ne half an
hour . "

"No. Safety limts-"

"Fifteen minutes," | pleaded. "This is an energency."
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The pharm hesitated, consulting the security system "There is no energency. You're safe in bed,
and the house is under no threat."

"You' re gone. You're recycled."

G na seened nore amused than di sappoi nted. "See what happens when you transgress natural limts? |
hope you're recording this for Junk DNA. " Mockery only nmade her a thousand times nore desirabl e-
but | was already lapsing into microsleeps. | said dolefully, "Forgive ne? Maybe . . . tonorrow,
we coul d-"

"I don't think so. Tonorrow you'll be working till one a.m And |I'm not waiting up.
by the shoulders and rolled me onto nmy back, then knelt astride my stomach

I made sounds of protest. She bent over and kissed ne on the nouth, tenderly. "Cone on. You don't

She took ne

really want to waste this rare opportunity, do you?" She reached down and stroked ny cock; | could
feel it respond to her touch, but it barely seened to be a part of ne anynore.
I murnured, "Ravisher. Necrophiliac." | wanted to nake a | ong earnest speech about sex and

communi cati on, but G na seened intent on disproving my whole thesis before | could even begin.
"Tal k about Bad Timng."

She said, "Is that a yes or a no?"

| gave up trying to open ny eyes. "CGo ahead."

Sonet hi ng vaguel y pl easant began to happen, but ny senses were retreating, nmy body was spinning
off into the void.

I heard a voice, light-years away, whisper something about "sweet dreamns."

But | plunged into bl ackness, feeling nothing. And | dreanmed of silent oceanic depths.
O falling through dark water. Al one.
43

6

I'd heard that London had suffered badly fromthe com ng of the networks, but was |ess of a ghost
town than Sydney. The Ruins were nore extensive, but they were being exploited far nore
diligently; even the last glass-and-aluminiumtowers built for bankers and stockbrokers at the
turn of the mllennium and the last of the "high tech” printing presses which had
"revol uti oni zed" newspaper publishing (before becom ng conpletely obsolete), had been | abel ed
"historic" and taken under the wing of the tourismindustry.

| hadn't had tinme, though, to visit the hushed tonbs of Bishopsgate or Wapping. 1'd flown straight
to Manchest er-whi ch appeared to be thriving. According to Sisyphus's potted history, the bal ance
bet ween real -estate prices and infrastructure costs had favored the city in the twenties, and
t housands of information-based conmpanies-with a largely tel ecomruti ng workforce, but the need for
a small central office as well-had noved there fromthe south. This industrial revival had al so
shored up the acadenic sector, and Manchester University was w dely acknowl edged to be | eading the
world in at |east a dozen fields, including neu-rolinguistics, neo-protein chenistry, and advanced
medi cal i magi ng.

| replayed the footage |1'd taken of the city center-swarmng with pedestrians, bicycles and

quadcycl es-and picked out a few brief establishing shots. I'd hired a bicycle, nyself, fromone of
the automated depots outside Victoria Station; ten euros and it was mne for the day. It was a
recent nodel Wiirlwi nd, a beautiful nmachine: light, elegant, and nearly indestructible-nmade in

nearby Sheffield. It could sinulate a pushbike if required (a trivial option to include, and it
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kept the masochistic purists happy), but there was no nmechani cal connection between pedal s and
wheel s; essentially, it was a human-powered el ectric notorbike. Superconducting current |oops
buried in the chassis acted as
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a short-termenergy store, snoothing out denands on the rider, and taking full advantage of the
energy-reclaimng brakes. Forty k.p.h. took no nore effort than a brisk walk, and hills were

al rost irrel evant, ascent and descent nearly canceling each other out in energy |ost and gai ned.
It nmust have been worth about two thousand euros-but the navigation system the beacons and | ocks,
were so close to tamper-proof that | would have needed a snall factory, and a PhD in cryptol ogy,
to steal it.

The city's trans went al nost everywhere, but so did the covered cycleways, so |I'd ridden the
Whirlwind to ny afternoon appoi ntnent.

Janmes Rourke was Media Liaison Oficer for the Voluntary Autists Association. A thin, angular man
in his early thirties, in the flesh he'd struck me as painfully awkward, with poor eye contact and
mut ed body | anguage. Verbally articulate, but far fromtel egenic.

Wat ching himon the consol e screen, though, | realized how wong |I'd been. Ned Landers had put on
a dazzling performance, so slick and seanless that it left no roomfor any question of what was
goi ng on beneath. Rourke put on no performance at all-and the effect was both riveting and deeply
unsettling. Coming straight after Del phic Biosys-tens' elegant, assured spokespeople (teeth and
skin by Masarini of Florence, sincerity by Operant Conditioning pie), it would be |Iike being
jolted out of a daydream by a kick in the head.

I'd have to tone hi mdown, sonmehow.

| had a fully autistic cousin nyself-Nathan. 1'd net himonly once, when we were both children. He
was one of the lucky few who'd suffered no other congenital brain danmage, and at the tinme he was
still living with his parents in Adelaide. He'd shown ne his conputer, cataloguing its features

exhaustively, sounding scarcely different fromany other enthusiastic thirteen-year-old
technophile with a new toy. But when he'd started denonstrating his favorite prograns-stultifying
sol o card ganes, and bizarre nenory quizzes and geonetric puzzles that had | ooked nore |ike
arduous intelligence tests than anything | could think of as recreation-ny sarcastic conments had

gone right over his head. I'd stood there insulting him ever nore viciously, and he'd just gazed
at the screen, and smled. Not tolerant. Cblivious.
I'd spent three hours interviewing Rourke in his small flat; VA had no central office," in

Manchest er or anywhere el se. There were nenbers in forty-seven countries-al nost a thousand peopl e,
wor | dwi de-but only Rourke had been willing to speak to me, and only because it was his job.
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He was not fully autistic, of course. But he'd shown ne his brain scans.

| replayed the raw footage.
"Do you see this small lesion in the left frontal |obe?" There was a tiny dark space, a minuscule
gap in the gray matter, above the pointer's arrow. "Now conpare it with the same region in a
twenty-nine-year-old fully autistic nmale.” Another dark space, three or four times larger. "And
here's a non-autistic subject of the sane age and sex." No lesion at all. "The pathology isn't
al ways so obvious-the structure can be mal forned, rather than visibly absent-but these exanples
make it clear that there's a precise physical basis to our clains."
The viewtilted up fromthe notepad to his face. Wtness manufactured a snmooth transition from one
rock-steady "camera angle" to another-just as it snoothed away saccades: the rapid darting
movenents of the eyeballs, restlessly scanning and re-scanning the scene even when the gaze was
subj ectively fixed
| said, "No one would deny that you've suffered danage in the sane part of the brain. But why not
be thankful that it's mnor danage, and leave it at that? Wiy not count yourself |ucky that you
can still function in society, and get on with your life?"
"That's a conplicated question. For a start, it depends what you nean by 'function."'"
"You can live outside of institutions. You can hold down skilled jobs." Rourke's main occupation
was research assistant to an acadenic |inguist-not exactly sheltered enpl oynent.
He said, "OF course. If we couldn't, we'd be classified as fully autistic. That's the criterion
whi ch defines 'partial autismi: we can survive in ordinary society. Qur deficiencies aren't
overwhel m ng-and we can usually fake a lot of what's missing. Sonetines we can even convi nce
ourselves that nothing's wong. For a while."
"For a while? You have jobs, noney, independence. What el se does it take to function!"
"I nterpersonal relationships.”
"You nean sexual relationships?"
"Not necessarily. But they are the nost difficult. And the nost . . . illumnating."
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He touched a key on his notepad; a conplex neural map appeared. "Everyone-or al nost everyone-
instinctively attenpts to understand
46
ot her human beings. To guess what they're thinking. To anticipate their actions. To ... 'know
them' People build synbolic nodels of other people in their brains, both to act as coherent
representations, tying together all the information which can actually be observed-speech
gestures, past actions-and to hel p make inforned guesses about the aspects which can't be known
directly-notives, intentions, enmotions." As he spoke, the neural nap dissolved, and re-forned as a
functional diagramof a "third person” nodel: an el aborate network of bl ocks |abeled with
obj ective and subjective traits.
"I'n nost people, all of this happens with little or no conscious effort:
there's an innate ability to nodel other people. It's refined by use in childhood-and total
isolation would cripple its developnment... in the sane way as total darkness would cripple the
vi sual centers. Short of that kind of extreme abuse, though, upbringing isn't a factor. Autism can
only be caused by congenital brain danmage, or later physical injuries to the brain. There are
genetic risk factors which involve susceptibility to viral infections in utero-but autismitself
is not a sinple hereditary disease."

I'd already filnmed a white-coated expert saying nuch the sanme things, but VA nenbers' detailed
know edge of their own condition was a crucial part of the story . . . and Rourke's explanation
was cl earer than the neurol ogist's.
"The brain structure involved occupies a small region in the left frontal |obe. The specific
details describing individual people are scattered throughout the brain-like all nmenories-but this
structure is the one place where those details are automatically integrated and interpreted. If
it's damaged, other people's actions can still be perceived and renenbered- but they |ose their
speci al significance. They don't generate the sane kind of 'obvious' inplications; they don't make
the sane kind of imredi ate sense.” The neural map reappeared-this time with a lesion. Again, it
was transfornmed into a functional diagram now visibly disrupted, overlayed with dozens of dashed
red lines to illustrate | ost connections.

Rour ke continued, "The structure in question probably began to evolve toward its nmodern human form
in the primates, though it had precursors in earlier mamuals. It was first identified and studi ed-
i n chi npanzees-by a neuroscientist called Lanment, in 2014. The correspondi ng human versi on was
mapped a few years later.
"Maybe the first crucial role for Lanment's area was to hel p make deception possible-to | earn how
to hide your own true notives, by
47

under st andi ng how ot hers perceive you. |If you know how to appear to be servile or cooperative-
whatever's really on your nind-you have a better chance of stealing food, or a quick fuck with
soneone else's partner. But then . . . natural selection would have upped the ante, and favored
those who could see through the ruse. Once |ying had been invented, there was no turni ng back
Devel oprent woul d have snowbal | ed. "

| said, "So the fully autistic can't lie-or judge soneone else to be lying. But the partially
autistic ... ?"

"Some can, sonme can't. It depends on the specific damage. We're not all identical."

"Ckay. But what about relationships?”

Rour ke averted his gaze, as if the subject was unbearably painful-but he continued w thout
hesitation, sounding like a fluent public speaker delivering a famliar |ecture. "Modeling other
peopl e successfully can aid cooperation, as well as deception. Enpathy can act to inprove socia
cohesion at every level. But as early hunans evol ved a greater degree of nobnogany-at |east,
conpared to their imedi ate ancestors-the whole cluster of nental processes involved in pair-
bondi ng woul d have becone entangl ed. Enpathy for your breeding partner attained a special status:
their life could be, in sonme circunstances, as crucial to the passing on of your genes as your
own.

"OfF course, nost animals will instinctively protect their young, or their mates, at a cost to
thensel ves; altruismis an ancient behavioral strategy. But how could instinctive altrui smbe nade
conpati bl e with human sel f-awareness? Once there was a burgeoning ego, a growi ng sense of self in
the foreground of every action, how was it prevented from overshadow ng everything el se?

"The answer is, evolution invented intimacy. Intimcy nakes it possible to attach sone, or all, of
the conpelling qualities associated with the ego-the nodel of the self-to nodels of other people.
And not just possible-pleasurable. A pleasure reinforced by sex, but not restricted to the act,
Iike orgasm And not even restricted to sexual partners, in humans. Intinmacy is just the belief-
rewarded by the brain-that you know the people you love in al nost the sanme fashion as you know
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yoursel f."
The word "l ove" had come as a shock, in the mddle of all that socio-biology. But he'd used it
wi thout a hint of irony or self-consciousness-as if he'd seam essly nerged the vocabul ari es of
enotion and evolution into a single | anguage.
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| said, "And even partial autism nakes that inpossible? Because you can't nodel anyone well enough
to really know them at all?"

Rourke didn't believe in yes-or-no answers. "Again, we're not all identical. Sometines the

nodel ing i s accurate enough-as accurate as anyone's-but it's not rewarded: the parts of Lanments
area whi ch nmake nost people feel good about intinmacy, and actively seek it out, are m ssing. Those
peopl e are considered to be 'cold,' '"aloof.' And sonetines the reverse is true: people are driven
to seek intimacy, but their nodeling is so poor that they can never hope to find it. They mi ght
lack the social skills to formlasting sexual relationships-or even if they're intelligent and
resourceful enough to circunvent the social problens, the brain itself m ght judge the nodel to be
faulty, and refuse to reward it. So the drive is never satisfied-because it's physically

i mpossible for it to be satisfied."

| said, "Sexual relationships are difficult for everyone. It has been suggested that you've nerely
i nvented a neurol ogi cal syndrone which allows you to abdicate responsibility for problens which
everyone faces, as a matter of course.”

Rour ke stared down at the floor and smiled indulgently. "And we should just pull ourselves
toget her, and try harder?"
"Either that, or have autografts to correct the damage." A small nunber of neurons and glial cells
could be renoved fromthe brain without harm regressed to an enbryonic state, nultiplied in
tissue culture, then reinjected into the damaged region. Artificially maintained gradients of
enmbryoni ¢ mar ker hornones could fool the cells into thinking that they were back in the devel opi ng
brain, and guide themthrough a fresh attenpt to build the necessary synaptic connections. The
success rate was uni npressive for the fully autistic-but for people with relatively small [ esions,
it was close to forty percent.
"The Voluntary Autists don't oppose that option. Al we're canpaigning for is the |egalization of
the alternative."
"Enl argement of the |esion?"
"Yes. Up to and including the conplete excision of Lament's area."
" \Npy 2"
"Again, that's a conplicated question. Everyone has a different reason. For a start, |1'd say that
as a matter of principle, we should have the wi dest possible range of choices. Like transsexuals."
That was a reference to another kind of brain surgery which had once been highly controversi al

NCR. Neural gender reassignnment. People
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born with a m smatch between neural and physical gender had been able to have their bodies

rescul pted-with increasing precision-for alnbost a century. In the twenties, though, another option
had becone feasi bl e:
changi ng the gender of the brain; altering the hardwired neural map of the body inage to bring it
into line with the existing flesh and bl ood. Many peopl e-i ncl udi ng many transsexual s- had
canpai gned passionately agai nst | egalizing NCR fearing coercion, or surgery carried out on
infants. By the forties, though, it had becone generally accepted as a legitimte option, freely
chosen by about twenty percent of transsexuals.

I'd interviewed peopl e undergoi ng every kind of reassignment operation, for Gender Scrutiny
Overl oad. One neural man born with a femal e body had procl ai ned ecstatically-after being
rescul pted en-male- "This is it! I'mfree, |I'mhone!" And another-who'd opted for NGR- had gazed
into a mrror at her unchanged face and said, "It's Iike |I've broken out of some kind of dream
some kind of hallucination, and | can finally see nyself as | really am" Judgi ng from audi ence
f eedback to Gender, the anal ogy would attract enornous synmpathy-if it was allowed to stand.

| said, "The endpoint of either operation on transsexuals is a healthy man or woman. That's hardly
the sane as beconming autistic."

Rour ke countered, "But we do suffer a mismatch, just |ike transsexuals. Not between body and brain
but between the drive for intinmacy and the inability to attain it. No one-save a few religious
fundament al i sts- woul d be cruel enough to tell a transsexual that they'll just have to learn to
live with what they are, and that medical intervention would be a w cked sel f-indul gence."
"But no one's stopping you fromchoosing nedical intervention. The graft is legal. And success
rates are sure to inprove."
"And as |'ve said, VA don't oppose that. For sone people, it's the right choice."
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"But how can it ever be the wong choice7"

Rour ke hesitated. No doubt he'd scripted and rehearsed everything he'd wanted to say-but this was
the heart of it. To have any hope of w nning support for his cause, he was going to have to nake

t he audi ence understand why he did not want to be cured.

He said carefully, "Many fully autistic people suffer additional brain damage, and various ki nds
of mental retardation. In general, we don't. Whatever damage we've suffered to Lanent's area, nost
of us are intelli-
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gent enough to understand our own condition. W know that non-autis-tic people are capabl e of
believing that they've achieved intimacy. But in VA we've decided we'd be better off wthout that

talent." "Wy better off?"
"Because it's a talent for self-deception.”
| said, "If autismis a lack of understanding of others . . . and healing the I esion would grant

you that |ost understandi ng-"

Rour ke broke in, "But how nmuch is understandi ng-and how nmuch is a delusion of understanding? Is
intimcy a formof know edge, or is it just a conforting false belief? Evolution isn't interested
in whether or not we grasp the truth, except in the nost pragmati c sense. And there can be equally
pragmati c fal sehoods. If the brain needs to grant us an exaggerated sense of our capacity for
knowi ng each other-to make pair-bonding conpatible with self-awareness-it will lie, shanelessly,
as much as it has to, in order to make the strategy succeed."

I'd fallen silent, not knowi ng how to respond. Now | watched Rourke waiting for ne to continue.
Though he appeared as awkward and shy as ever, there was something in his expression which chilled
me. He honestly believed that his condition had granted himan insight no ordinary person could
share-and if he didn't exactly pity us our hardwired capacity for blissful self-deception, he
couldn't help but perceive hinself as having the broader, clearer view.

| said haltingly, "Autismis a ... tragic, disabling disease. How can you . . . romanticize it
into nothing nore than some kind of ... viable alternative |ifestyle?"

Rour ke was polite, but disnmissive. "I'mnot doing any such thing. |I've nmet over a hundred fully
autistic people, and their famlies. |I know how much pain is involved. If | could banish the

condition tonorrow, |'d do it.

"But we have our own histories, our own problens, our own aspirations. We're not fully autistic-
and excision of Lamont's area, in adulthood, won't render us the sane as soneone who was born that
way. Mbst of us have | earned to conpensate by nodeling people consciously, explicitly-it takes far
nmore effort than the innate skill, but when we | ose what little we have of that, we won't be |eft
hel pless. O 'selfish,' or nerciless,' or 'incapable of conpassion'-or any of the other things the
murdochs like to claim And being granted the surgery we've asked for won't nean | oss of

enpl oyment, let alone the need for institutional care. So there'll be no cost to the community-"
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| said angrily, "Cost is the least of the issues. You're talking about deliberately-surgically-
riddi ng yourself of something . . . fundanental to hunmanity."”

Rour ke | ooked up fromthe floor and nodded calmy, as if I'd finally nade a point on which we were
in conpl ete agreenent.

He said, "Exactly. And we've lived for decades with a fundamental truth about hunman rel ationshi ps-
whi ch we choose not to surrender to the conforting effects of a brain graft. All we want to do now
is make that choice conmplete. To stop being punished for our refusal to be deceived."

Sonmehow, | whipped the interviewinto shape. | was terrified of paraphrasing Janes Rourke; with
nost people, it was easy enough to judge what was fair and what wasn't, but here | was on
treacherous ground. | wasn't even sure that the console could convincingly mimc himwhen | tried

it, the body | anguage | ooked utterly wong, as if the software's default assunptions (normally
used to flesh out an al nost-conplete gestural profile gleaned fromthe subject) were bei ng punped
out in their entirety to fill the vacuum | ended up altering nothing-nerely extracting the best
lines, and setting themup with other nmaterial-and resorting to narration, when there was no other
way.

| had the console show ne a diagram of the segnents |I'd used in the edited version, slivers
scattered throughout the long |inear sequence of the raw footage. Each take-each unbroken sequence
of filmng-was clearly "slated": labeled with tinme and place, and a sanple frame at the start and
end. There were a few takes fromwhich |'d extracted nothing at all; | played themthrough one
last tine, to be sure | hadn't left out anything inportant.

There was sone footage where Rourke was showing nme into his "office"-a corner of the two-room
flat. 1'd noticed a photograph of himprobably in his early twenties-with a wonan about the sane
age.
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| asked who she was.

"My ex-wife."

The coupl e stood on a crowded beach, somewhere Mediterranean-1ooki ng. They were hol di ng hands and
trying to face the canera-but they'd been caught out, unable to resist exchanging conspiratoria

si deways gl ances. Sexually charged, but. . - knowing, too. If this wasn't a portrait of intinacy,
it was a very good inmitation
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Sonetimes we can even convi nce ourselves that nothing's wong. For a while.

"How | ong were you narried?" "Al nost a year."

I'd been curious, of course, but | hadn't pressed himfor details, junk DNA was a science
docunentary, not sone sleazy expose; his private life was none of my business.

There was al so an infornmal conversation |I'd had with Rourke, the day after the interview W'd
been wal ki ng through the grounds of the university, just after I'd taken a few m nutes' footage of
hi m at wor k- hel ping a conputer scour the world' s Hi ndi-speaking networks in search of vowel shifts
(which he usually did fromhone, but I'd been desperate for a change of backdrop, even if it neant
distorting reality). The University of Manchester had ei ght separate canpuses scattered throughout
the city; we were in the newest, where the | andscape architects had gone wild w th engi neered
vegetation. Even the grass was inpossibly lush and verdant; for the first few seconds, even to ne,
the shot | ooked like a badly forged conposite: sky filmed in England, ground filmed in Brunei

Rour ke said, "You know, | envy you your job. Wth VA, I'mforced to concentrate on a narrow area
of change. But you'll have a bird' s eye view of everything."
"Of what ? You nean advances in biotechnol ogy?" "Biotech, imaging, Al. . . the lot. The whole

battle for the Hwords." "The H words?"

He smiled cryptically. "The little one and the big one. That's what this century is going to be
remenbered for. A battle for two words. Two definitions."

"I don't have the slightest idea what you're talking about.” W were passing through a mniature
forest in the mddle of the quadrangle; dense and exotic, as wayward and broodi ng as any
surrealist's painted jungle.

Rourke turned to ne. "Wat's the nbst patronizing thing you can offer to do for people you

di sagree with, or don't understand?" "I don't know. Wat?" "Heal them That's the first H word.
Health." "Ah."

"Medi cal technology is about to go supernova. In case you hadn't noticed. So what's all that power
going to be used for? The nmi ntenance-or creation-of 'health.' But what's health? Forget the
obvi ous
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shit that everyone agrees on. Once every last virus and parasite and oncogene has been bl asted
out of existence, what's the ultinmate goal of 'healing ? Al of us playing our preordai ned parts

in some Edenite 'natural order'"-he stopped to gesture ironically at the orchids and lilies

bl ossom ng around us-"and being restored to the one condition our biology is optimzed for
hunti ng and gathering, and dying at thirty or forty? Is that it? O ... opening up every
technical |y possi bl e node of existence? Wioever clains the authority to define the boundary

bet ween heal th and di sease claims. . . everything."

| said, "You're right: the word's insidious, the neaning' s open-ended-and it will probably always
be contentious.” | couldn't argue with patronizing, either; Mstical Renaissance were forever
offering to "heal" the world's people of their "psychic nunmbing," and transformus all into

"perfectly bal anced” human beings. In other words: perfect copies of thenselves, with all the sane
beliefs, all the sane priorities, and all the sanme neuroses and superstitions.

"So what's the other Hword? The big one?"

He tipped his head and | ooked at ne slyly. "You really can't guess? Here's a clue, then. Wat's
the nost intellectually lazy way you can think of, to try to win an argunent?"

"You're going to have to spell it out for me. I'mno good at riddles."

"You say that your opponent |acks humanity."

I'd fallen silent, suddenly ashaned-or at |east enbarrassed-wondering just how deeply I'd of fended
himwith some of the things |I'd said the day before. The trouble with neeting people again after
interviewi ng themwas that they often spent the intervening tinme thinking through the whole
conversation, in mnute detail-and concluding that they'd come out badly.

Rourke said, "It's the ol dest semantic weapon there is. Think of all the categories of people
who' ve been classified as non-human, in various cultures, at various tinmes. People from other
tribes. People with other skin colors. Slaves. Wnen. The nentally ill. The deaf. Honpbsexual s.

Jews. Bosnians, Croats, Serbs, Armenians, Kurds-"
| said defensively, "Don't you think there's a slight difference between putting sonmeone in a gas
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chanber, and using the phrase rhetorically?"

"Of course. But suppose you accuse nme of 'lacking humanity.' What does that actually nmean? What am
I likely to have done? Miurdered soneone in cold blood? Drowned a puppy? Eaten neat? Failed to be
54

nmoved by Beethoven's Fifth? O just failed to have-or to seek-an enptional life identical to your
own in every respect? Failed to share all your values and aspirations?"

I hadn't replied. Cyclists whirred by in the dark jungle behind nme; it had begun to rain, but the
canopy protected us.

Rour ke continued cheerfully. "The answer is: 'any one of the above.' Wiich is why it's so fucking
| azy. Questioning soneone's 'humanity' puts themin the conpany of serial killers-which saves you
the trouble of having to say anything intelligent about their views. And it lays claimto sone
vast inmaginary consensus, an outraged nmajority standi ng behind you, backing you up all the way.
When you claimthat Voluntary Autists are trying to rid thenselves of their humanity, you're not
only defining the word as if you had some divine right to do that . . . you're inplying that
everyone el se on the planet-short of the reincarnations of Adolf Hitler and Pol Pot-agrees with
you in every detail." He spread his arns and declainmed to the trees, "Put down that scal pel, 1
beseech you . . . in the nane of all humanity!"

| said lamely, "Okay. Maybe | shoul d have phrased sone things differently, yesterday. | didn't set
out to insult you."

Rour ke shook his head, amused. "No offense taken. It's a battle, after all-1 can hardly expect
instant surrender. You're loyal to a narrow definition of Big H and maybe you even honestly
believe that everyone el se shares it. | support a broader definition. W'll agree to disagree. And

I'"l'l see you in the trenches."

Narrow? |'d opened ny nouth to deny the accusation, but then | hadn't known how to defend nyself.
What could | have said? That |'d once nade a synpathetic docunmentary about gender migrants? (How
magnani nous.) And now | had to balance that with a frankenscience story on Voluntary Autists?

So he'd had the last word (if only in real tine). He'd shaken ny hand, and we'd parted.

| played the whole thing through, one nore tinme. Rourke was renarkably el oquent-and al nbst
charismatic, in his own strange way- and everything he'd said was relevant. But the private
term nol ogy, the nmanic outbursts... it was all too weird, too nmessy and confrontational

I left the take unused, unquot ed.

I'd gone on to another appointnent at the university: an afternoon
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with the famobus Manchester M RG Medical |magi ng Research Group. It had seened |i ke too good a
chance to miss-and imaging, after all, lay behind the definitive identification of partial autism

| skimred through the footage. A lot of it was good-and it would probably nmake a worthwhile five-
mnute story of its own, for one of SeeNet's mmgazi ne prograns-but it was clear now that Rourke's
own conci se notepad denonstration had supplied all the brain scans junk DNA really needed.

The main experinment 1'd filmed involved a student volunteer reading poetry in silence, while the
scanner subtitled the inage other brain with each line as it was read. There were three

i ndependent|y-conputed subtitles, based on prinmary visual data, recogni zed word-shapes, and the
brain's final senantic representations . . . the last sonmetines only briefly matching the others,
before the words' precise neanings diffused out into a cloud of associations. However eerily
conmpel ling this was, though, it had nothing to do with Lanent's area.

Toward the end of the day, one of the researchers-Margaret WIlIlianms, head of the software

devel opnent team had suggested that | clinb into the wonb of the scanner, nyself. Mybe they
wanted to turn the tables on nme-to scrutinize and record ne with their machinery, just as |'d been
doing to themfor the past four hours. WIllians had certainly been as insistent as if she'd
believed it was a matter of justice.

She said, "You could record the subject's-eye view. And we could get a look at all your hidden
extras."

I'"d declined. "I don't know what the magnetic fields would do to the hardware."

"Nothing, | promise. Mdst of it nust be optical-and everything else will be shielded. You get on
and off planes all the tine, don't you? You wal k through the normal security gates?"

"Yes, but-"

"Qur fields are no stronger. W could even try reading your optic nerve activity, via the scanner-
and then conparing the data with your own direct record.”

"I don't have the downl oad nodule with nme. It's back at the hotel ."

She pursed her lips, frustrated-obviously dying to tell me to shut up, do as | was told, and get

i nside the scanner. "That's a pity. And | suppose you'd have problens with the warranty if we

i mprovi sed sonet hi ng-our own cable and interface . .. ?"
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"I"'mafraid so. The software would | og the use of non-standard equi prent, and then |'d be in deep
trouble at the next annual service."

But she still wasn't ready to give up. "You were tal king about the Voluntary Autists, before. If
you want ed sonething spectacular to illustrate that... we could inage your own Lament's area-while
you brought to mind a sequence of different people. W could record it all, and play it back for

you. Then you could show your viewers a real-tine working copy of the thing itself. Not sone

gl ossy animation: flesh and bl ood, caught in the act. Neurons punping cal ciumions, synapses
firing. W could even transformthe neural architecture into a functional diagram calibrate it,
identify trait synbols. W have all the software-"

| said, "It's very kind of you to offer. But . . . what kind of tenth-rate

57 journalist would | be, if |I started resorting to using nyself as the subject of nmy own
stories?"
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7
Two weeks before the Einstein Centenary conference was due to begin, | signed a contract with
SeeNet for Violet Msala: Symmetry's Chanpion. As | scrawl ed nmy nane on the el ectronic docunment
with ny notepad's stylus, | tried to convince nyself that |1'd been given the job because 1'd do it

wel | -not merely because |1'd pulled rank and begged for a favor. There was no doubt that Sarah

Kni ght was inexperienced-she was five years younger than me, and she'd spent nost of her career in
political journalism Being a self-confessed 'fan' of Msala mght even have worked agai nst her

no one at SeeNet woul d have wanted a gushi ng hagi ography. But for all mny alleged professionalism
I'"d still only glanced at Sisyphus's briefing, | still had no real idea what | was taking on

The truth was, | didn't care about the details; all that mattered was putting Junk DNA behi nd ne,
and running as far away fromDistress as | could. After twelve nonths drowning in the worst
excesses of biotechnology, the pristine world of theoretical physics shone in nmy mind s eye like
some anesthetized mat hemati cal heaven, where everything was cool and abstract and gl oriously

i nconsequential ... an image which nerged seam essly with the white coral snowfl ake of Statel ess
itself, growing out into the blue Pacific |like a perfect fractal star. Part of ne understood full
well that if | took these beautiful mrages to heart, | was certain to be disappointed-and | even

struggl ed to i magi ne the nost unpl easant ways in which | night be brought back down to Earth. 1
could suffer an attack of nultiple-drug-resistant pneunpnia or malaria, a strain to which the

| ocal s were inmune. High-level pharns which could anal yze the pathogenic organi sns and design a
cure on the spot would be unavail able, thanks to the boycott, and I'd be too weak for the flight

back to civilisation ... It wasn't an inpossible scenario; the boycott had killed hundreds of
peopl e over the years.
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Still, anything had to be better than coning face-to-face with a victimof Distress.

I left a message for Violet Mosala. | assunmed she was still at her hone in Cape Town, though the
sof tware whi ch answered her nunmber was giving nothing away. | introduced nyself, thanked her for
generously agreeing to give her tine to the project, and generally spouted polite cliches. | said
not hi ng to encourage her to call ne back; | knew it wouldn't take nmuch real-time conversation to
reveal ny total ignorance of her |life and work. Pneunopnia, nalaria . . . naking a conplete fool of
nyself. | didn't care. All | could think of was escape.

I'd psyched myself up to be "forced to relive" Daniel Cavolini's revival-but |I should have known
all along how absurd that was. Editing never re-created the past; it was nore |like performng an
autopsy on it. | worked on the sequence di spassionatel y-and every hour | spent reshaping it made
the job of imagining the responses of a viewer, seeing it all for the first time, nore and nore a
matter of calculation and instinct-and | ess and | ess connected to anything | felt about the events
mysel f. Even the final cut, superficially fluid and i mediate, was for ne a kind of post-nortem
revival of a post-nortemrevival. It had happened, it was over; whatever brief illusion of life
the technol ogy managed to create, it was no nore capable of clinbing out of the screen and wal ki ng
down the street than any other twi tching corpse

Dani el 's brother, Luke, had been charged with the nurder-and had al ready pl eaded guilty. | |ogged
on to the court records system and skimred t hrough footage of the three hearings which had taken
pl ace so far. The magi strate had ordered a psychiatric report, which had concluded that Luke

Cavol ini suffered from occasi onal bouts of "inappropriate anger" which had never quite put himfar
enough out of touch with reality to have himclassified as nentally ill and treated against his
will. He was conpetent, and cul pable, and understood precisely what he'd done-and he'd even had a
"notive": an argunment the night before, about a jacket of Daniel's which he'd borrowed. He'd end
up in an ordinary prison, for at |least fifteen years.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (27 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:37 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

The court footage was public donain, but there was no time to use any of it in the broadcast
version. So | wote a brief postscript to the revival story, stating the bare facts: the charges
laid, the guilty plea.
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didn't nention the psychiatric report; | didn't want to nuddy the waters. The console read the
words over a freeze-frane of Daniel Cavolini screaning

| said, "Fade-out. Roll credits."

It was Tuesday, March 23rd, 4:07 p.m
Junk DNA was over

I left a note in the hall for Gna and wal ked up to Epping to get nyself inoculated for the
journey ahead. Scientists on Statel ess broadcast |ocal "weather reports"-both neteorol ogical and
epi demi ol ogical -into the net, and despite all the other bizarre acts of political ostracism the
rel evant UN bodies treated this data just as if it had enmerged froma sanctified nmenber state. As
it turned out, neither pneunonia nor malaria shots were indicated-but there'd been recent
out breaks of several new strains of adenovirus-none of themlife-threatening, but all of them
potentially debilitating enough to ruin ny stay. Alice Tomasz, ny GP, downl oaded sequences for
sonme smal |l peptides which m mcked appropriate viral surface proteins, synthesized their RNA and
then spliced the fragnments into a tail ored-harmn ess-adenovirus. The whol e process took about ten
ni nut es.

As 1 inhaled the live vaccine, Alice said, "I liked Gender Scrutiny Overload."

"Thank you."

"That part at the end, though . . . Elaine Ho on gender and evolution. Did you honestly believe
t hat ?"

Ho had pointed out that humans had spent the last few nmillion years reversing the ancient
mamal i an extremes of gender di norphi sm and behavioral differences. W'd gradually evol ved

bi ochemi cal quirks which actively interfered with ancient genetic programnms for gender-specific
neur al pathways; the separate blueprints were still inherited, but hornmonal effects in the wonb
kept them frombeing fully enacted-essentially "masculinizing" the brain of every femal e enbryo,
and "fem nizing" the brain of every nale. (Honpbsexuality resulted when the process went- very
slightly-further than normal.) In the long termeven if we took an Edenite stand and refused al
geneti c engi neering-the sexes were already convergi ng. Wether or not we tanpered wth nature,
nature was tanpering with itself.
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"It seened |ike a good way to end the program And everything she said was true, wasn't it?"
Alice was nonconmittal. "So what are you working on these days?"

| couldn't bring nyself to own up to Junk DNA . . . but |I was just as afraid to nmention Violet

Mosal a, in case nmy own doctor turned out to know nore about Msala's TOE-in-progress than | did.

It wasn't an idle fear; Alice was obscenely well read on everything.

| said, "Nothing, really. I'mon holiday."

She gl anced again at ny notes on her desk screen-which woul d have i ncluded data fromny pharm
"Good for you. Just don't relax too hard."

| felt like an idiot, caught out in an obvious lie-but as | wal ked out of the surgery, it ceased
to matter. The street was dappled with | eaf-shadows, the breeze fromthe south was soft and cool
Junk DNA was over, and | felt as unburdened as if 1'd just been granted a reprieve froma fata

di sease. Epping was a qui et suburban center: a doctor, a dentist, a small supermarket, a florist,
a hairdresser, and a couple of (non-experinmental) restaurants. No Ruins; the commercial sector had
been bul | dozed fifteen years before and given over to engineered forest. No billboards (though
advertising T-shirts alnost made up for the loss). On rare Sunday afternoons when nothing el se
clainmed our tinme, Gna and | wal ked up here for no reason at all, and sat beside the fountain. And
when | canme back from Statel ess-with eight whole nonths to edit Violet Msala into shape-there'd
be nore of those days than there'd been for a | ong while.

When | opened the front door, G na was standing in the hall, as if she'd been waiting for ne to
return. She seened agitated. Distraught. | noved toward her, asking, "Wat's wong?" She backed
away, raising her arns, alnost as if she was fending off an attacker.

She said, "Andrew, | know there's no good time. But | waited-"

At the end of the hall were three suitcases.

The world drew itself away from me. Everything around nme took one step back

| said, "What's going on?"

"Don't get angry."

"I'"'mnot angry." That was the truth. "I just don't understand,"

G na said, "I gave you every chance to fix things. And you just kept right on, as if nothing had
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changed. "

Sonet hi ng odd was happening to ny sense of balance; | felt as if | was
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swayi ng wi ldly, though | knew | was perfectly still. Gna |ooked mserable; | held out nmy arnms to

her-as if | could confort her

| said, "Couldn't you tell nme sonething was w ong?"

"Did I need to? Are you blind?"

"Maybe | am”

"You're not a child, are you? You're not stupid.”

"1 honestly don't know what |'m supposed to have done."

She | aughed bitterly. "No, of course you don't. You just started treating nme |ike sone kind of
arduous obligation. Wiy should you think there was anything wong with that?"

| said, "Started treating you . . . when? You nean the |last three weeks? You al ways knew about
editing. | thought-"
G na screaned, "I'mnot tal king about your fucking Job.""

I wanted to sit down on the floor-to steady nyself, to regain ny bearings-but | was afraid the
action nmight be msinterpreted.
She said coldly, "Please don't stand there bl ocking the way. You're naking nme nervous."

"What do you think I'mgoing to do? Take you prisoner?" She didn't reply. | squeezed past her into
the kitchen. She turned and stood in the doorway, facing ne. | had no idea what to say to her.
had no i dea where to begin.

"1 love you."

"I'"'mwarning you, don't start."

"I'f I'"ve screwed up, just give ne a chance to put things right. I'Il try harder-"

"There's nothing worse than when you try harder. The strain is so fucking obvious."

"I always thought 1'd-" | met her eyes: dark, expressive, inpossibly beautiful. Even now, the
sight of them cut through everything else | was thinking and feeling, and transforned part of me
into a helpless, infatuated child. But I'd still, always, concentrated, |1'd always paid attention
How had it cone to this! Wat signs could | have missed . . . when, how? | wanted to demand dates
and times and pl aces.

G na | ooked away and said, "It's too late to change anything. |'ve found soneone el se. |'ve been
seei ng soneone else for the last three nonths. If you really didn't know that. . . what kind of
message did you need? Did | have to bring himhonme and screw himin front of you?"

I closed ny eyes. | didn't want to hear this; it was just noise that made
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everything nore conplicated. | said slowy, "I don't care what you've done. W can still-"

She took a step toward nme and shouted, "I care! You selfish noron! | care!" Tears were stream ng
down her face. Beneath everything | was struggling to understand, | just ached to hold her; |
still couldn't believe | was the reason for all her pain.

She said contenptuously, "Look at you! I'mthe one who's just told you |I've been screw ng someone
el se behind your back! I'mthe one who's wal king out! And it still hurts ne a thousand tines nore
than anything will ever hurt you-"

I must have thought about what | did next, | must have planned it, but | don't remenber turning to
the sink and hunting for a knife, | don't remenber opening ny shirt. But | found nyself standing

by the kitchen doorway, carving lines back and forth across ny stomach with the point of the

bl ade, saying calmy, "You always wanted scars. Here are sone scars."

G na threw herself at me, knocking ne off my feet. | pushed the knife away, under the table.
Before | could get up, she sat on nmy chest, and started sl appi ng and punching ne. She screaned,
"You think that hurts? You think that's the sane? You don't even know the difference, do you? Do

you?"

I lay on the floor and | ooked away from her, while she pumeled nmy face and shoulders. | felt
nothing at all, | was just waiting for it to be over-but when she stood up and started to | eave,
meki ng sni veling noi ses as she staggered around the kitchen, | suddenly wanted to hurt her, badly.

| said evenly, "What did you expect? | can't cry on cue like you do. My prolactin level's not up
toit."”

| heard her dragging the suitcases along the hall. | had a vision offal-1ow ng her out the door
offering to carry sonething, naking a scene. But my desire for revenge had already faded. | |oved
her, | wanted her back . . . and everything | could imgine doing to try to prove that seened

guaranteed to hurt her, guaranteed to nmake everythi ng worse.
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The front door slammed shut.

I curled up on the floor. I was bleeding nessily and gritting nmy teeth as nuch agai nst the
nmetallic stench, and a sense of hel pl ess incontinence, as against the pain-but I knew | wasn't cut
deeply. | hadn't gone insane with jeal ousy and rage and severed an artery; |'d always known
exactly what | was doing.
63

Was | neant to feel ashamed of that? Ashaned that | hadn't broken the furniture, disenbowel ed
mysel f-or tried to kill her? I could still feel the sting of Gna's contenpt-and if |'d never
really known her thoughts before, |I'd understood one thing as she knocked nme to the floor: because
I hadn't been overwhel ned by enotion, because | hadn't lost control ... in her eyes, | was sonehow

| ess than hunman.

| wrapped a towel around nmy superficial wounds, then told the pharm what had happened. It buzzed
for several ninutes, then exuded a paste of antibiotics, coagulants, and a col |l agen-Iike adhesive.
It dried on my skin like a tight-fitting bandage.

The pharm had no eye of its own, but | stood by the phone and showed it our handi worKk.

It said, "Avoid strenuous bowel novenents. And try not to |augh too hard."
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8

Angel o said glumy, "lI've been sent.” "Then you'd better come in."

He followed nme down the hall into the living room | asked, "How are the girls?"

"CGood. Exhausting."

Maria was three, Louise was two. Angel o and Li sa both worked from hone-in soundproof offices-
taking the childcare in shifts. Angelo was a nmathematician with a net-based, nom nally Canadi an
uni versity; Lisa was a polyner chem st with a conpany whi ch nmanufactured in the Netherl ands.
We' d been friends since university, but I hadn't met his sister until Louise was born. G na had

been visiting nother and daughter in hospital; 1'd fallen for her in the elevator, before I had
any i dea who she was.
Seat ed, Angelo said cautiously, "I think she just wants to know how you are."

"I sent her ten nessages in ten days. She knows exactly how | am"
"She said you stopped suddenly."

"Suddenl y? Ten acts of ritual humiliation is all she gets, without a reply.” | hadn't nmeant to
sound bitter, but Angel o was al ready beginning to |l ook |ike a peace envoy stranded on a
battlefield. | laughed. "Tell her whatever she wants to hear. Tell her |'mdevastated . . . but
recovering rapidly. | don't want her to feel insulted . . . but | don't want her to feel guilty,
either."

He snmiled uncertainly, as if 1'd nade a tasteless joke. "She's taking it badly."

I clenched ny fists and said slowy, "I know that, and so aml, but don't you think she'd fee
better if you told her ..." | stopped. "Wat did
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she say you should tell ne if | asked if there was any chance of her coning back?"
"She said to say no."

"Of course. But . . . did she nmean it? What did she tell you to say if | asked if she neant it?"

" Andr ew "

"Forget it."

A long, awkward sil ence descended. | considered asking where she was, who she was with, but | knew
he wouldn't tell ne. And | didn't really want to know

| said, "I"'mneant to be flying out to Stateless tonorrow "

"Yeah, | heard. Good luck."

"There is another journalist who'd be willing to take over the project. I'd only have to nake one
call-"

He shook his head. "There's no reason to do that. It woul dn't change anything."
The silence returned. After a while, Angelo reached into a jacket pocket and pulled out a smal

plastic vial of tablets. He said, "I've got sone Ds."

I groaned. "You never used to take that shit."

He gl anced up at ne, wounded. "They're harmess. | like to switch off sonetinmes. Wat's wong with
t hat ?"

"Not hi ng. "

Di si nhi bitors were non-toxi ¢ and non-addictive. They created a nmld sensation of well-being, and
i ncreased the effort required for considered thought-rather |ike a noderate dose of al cohol or
cannabis, with few of the side effects. Their concentration in the bl oodstream was self-1limnting-
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above a certain level, the nolecule catalyzed its own destruction-so taking a whole bottle was
exactly the same as swallowing a single D

Angel o offered me the vial. | took out a tablet reluctantly, and held it in ny palm

Al cohol had al nost vani shed frompolite society by the tine | was ten years old, but its use as a
"social lubricant" always seened to be |lauded in retrospect as unequivocally beneficial, and only
the viol ence and organic damage it induced were viewed as pathol ogical. To ne, though, the magic
bull et which had taken its place seened like a distillation of the real problem G rrhosis, brain
damage, assorted cancers, and the worst traffic accidents and crines of stupefaction had been

mercifully banished . . . but |
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still wasn't prepared to concede that hunan bei ngs were physically incapabl e of conmunicating or
rel axi ng without the aid of psychoactive drugs.

Angel o swal | owed a tablet and said adnoni shingly, "Cone on, it's not going to kill you. Every
known human cul ture has used sone kind of-"

I mined putting the thing in nmy nouth, but palned it. Screw every known human culture. | felt a
nmonentary pang of guilt at the deception, but | didn't have the energy for an argunent. Besi des,
my di shonesty was well intentioned. | could inmagine nore or | ess what G na had told her brother
Get himDd, it's the only way he'll start talking. She'd sent Angelo here in the hope that |I'd
unburden nyself, spill nmy guts, and be healed. It was a touching gesture-on the part of both of

themand the least | could do in return was reduce the nunber of lies he'd have to tell her to
meke her believe she'd done some good.

Angel o s eyes gl azed over slightly, as the chem cal shut down various pathways in his brain. It
occurred to ne that Janes Rourke should have added a third di sputed HHword to his |ist: honesty.
Freud had saddl ed Western culture with the bizarre notion that the |east considered utterances
were always, magically, the truest-that reflection added nothing, and the ego nerely censored or
lied. It was an idea born nmore of conveni ence than anything else: he'd identified the part of the
m nd easiest to circunvent-with tricks like free association-and then declared the product of all
that remmined to be "honest."

But now that ny words were chem cally sanctified, and would at |ast be taken seriously, | got
straight to the point. "Look: tell Gna |I'mgoing to be okay. I'msorry | hurt her. | know | was
selfish. I'mgoing to try to change. | still care about her . . . but | knowit's over." | hunted
for nmore, but there really was nothing el se she needed to know

Angel o nodded significantly, as if |1'd said sonmething new and profound. "I could never understand
why you were al ways breaking up with wonmen. | thought you were just unlucky. But you're right:
you're a selfish bastard. Al you really care about is your work."

"That's right."

"So what are you going to do about it? Find a new career?"

"No. Live alone."

He grimaced. "But that's worse. That nmekes you tw ce as selfish.”

I laughed. "Really? Do you want to explain why?"

"Because then you're not even trying!"
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"What if trying is at other people's expense? What if I'mtired of hurting people, and | choose
not to do that anynore?"
This sinmple idea seened to confound him He'd taken up Ds late in life; maybe they addl ed his
brain nore than they did for soneone who'd devel oped a tol erance for the drug in adol escence.

| said, "I honestly used to think |I could nmake soneone happy. And nyself. But after six attenpts,
I think I've proved that | can't. So |I'mtaking the Hi ppocratic oath: Do no harm Wat's wong
with that?"
Angel o gave nme a dubious look. "I can't exactly picture you living Iike a nonk."

"Make up your mind: first I'mbeing selfish, then |I'm being pious. And | hope you're not inpugning
my masturbatory skills."

"No, but there's one snmall problemw th sexual fantasies: they nake you want the real thing even
nore."

I shrugged. "I could always go neural asex."
"Very funny."
"Well, it's always there as a last resort.” | was already growi ng sick of the whole stupid ritual

but if I threw himout too soon there was the risk that he'd give Gna a | ess-than-satisfactory
catharsis report. The details didn't matter, he'd be allowed to keep themto hinself-but he had to
be able to say with a straight face that we'd kept on baring our souls right into the small hours.
| said, "You always clainmed that you'd never get nmarried. Mnogany was for the weak. Casual sex
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was nore honest, and better for all concerned-"

Angel o | aughed, but gritted his teeth. "I was nineteen when | said that. Howd you like it if |
dug up a few of your wonderul filns fromthe sane

era ?"

"If you've got copies . . . nanme your price." It seened inconceivable, but |I'd spent four years of

my |ife-and thousands of dollars fromassorted part-tinme jobs-making half a dozen termnally
pretentious experinmental dramas. My underwater butoh version of Waiting for Godot was perhaps the
single worst creation of the digital video era.

Angel o stared at the carpet, suddenly pensive. "I neant it, though. At the tinme. The whol e i dea of
a fam|ly-" He shuddered. "It sounded |ike being buried alive. |I couldn't inmagine anything worse."
"So you grew up. Congratul ations."

He glared at ne angrily. "Don't be so fucking glib."
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"I"'msorry." He didn't seemto be joking; I'd struck a nerve.

He said, "No one grows up. That's one of the sickest lies they ever tell you. People change.
Peopl e conpromi se. People get stranded in situations they don't want to be in ... and they nake
the best of it. But don't try to tell ne it's some kind of... glorious preordai ned ascent into

enotional maturity. It's not."

| said uneasily, "Has sonething happened? Between you and Lisa?"

He shook his head apol ogetically. "No. Everything's fine. Life is wonderful. | love themall. But.
" He | ooked away, his whole body visibly tensing. "Only because I'd go insane if | didn't. Only

because | have to make it work."

"But you do. Make it work."

"Yes!" He scow ed, frustrated that | was nmissing the point. "And it's not even that hard, anynore.

It's pure habit. But ... | used to think there'd be nore. | used to think that if you changed from
, - . valuing one thing to valuing another, it was because you'd | earned sonethi ng new, understood
sonmet hing better. And it's not like that at all. | just value what I'mstuck with. That's it,

that's the whol e story. People make a virtue out of necessity. They sanctify what they can't
escape.

"I do love Lisa, and | do love the girls . . . but there's no deeper reason than the fact that
that's the best | can make of nmy life, now | can't argue with a single thing | said when | was
ni net een years ol d-because | don't know better now. |I'mnot wiser. That's what | resent: all the

fucking pretentious lies we were fed about growmh and maturity. No one ever cane clean and
admtted that 'love' and 'sacrifice' were just what you did to stay sane when you found yoursel f
backed into a different kind of corner."”

| said, "You really are full of shit. | hope you don't take Ds at parties."

He | ooked stung for a nonment, then he understood: | was promising to keep ny nouth shut. | wasn't
going to throw a word of this back at hi mwhen he was sober

| wal ked himto the station just before midnight. There was a warm breeze bl owi ng, and ten

t housand stars.

"Good luck with Statel ess.”

"CGood | uck with your debriefing."

"Ah. 1'Il tell Gna. . ." He trailed off, frowning |like an aphasic
"You'll think of sonething."
"Yeah."
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| watched the train until it disappeared, thinking: She did help ne, after all. |I actually forgot
about both of us, for a while. And she'll survive. And |I'Il survive. And tonorrow, |'Il be on a
South Pacific island . . . trying to bluff ny way through two weeks with Viol et Msal a.

Backed into a different kind of corner.
What npre could | have asked for?
70

PART TWO

71

9
The living, artificial island of Statel ess was anchored to an unnaned guyot-a submerged, flat-
topped, extinct volcano-in the nmddle of the South Pacific. At thirty-two degrees latitude, it |ay
out side the ocean resource zones of the Polynesian nations to the north, in uncon-tested
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i nternational waters. (Laughable anbit clainms by Antarctic squatters aside.) It sounded renote-but
it was only four thousand kil oneters from Sydney; a direct flight woul d have taken |l ess than two
hours.

| sat in the transit |ounge in Phnom Penh, trying to unknot the nuscles in the back of ny neck
The air-conditioning was icy, but the hum dity seened to penetrate the building unchecked.

t hought about wandering out into the city-which I'd never seen firsthand-but | only had forty

nm nutes between flights, and it woul d probably have taken half that time to obtain the necessary
vi sa.

I'"d never understood why the Australian governnent was such a vehenent supporter of the boycott
agai nst Stateless. For twenty-three years, successive Mnisters of Foreign Affairs had ranted
about its "destabilizing influence on the region"-but in fact it had acted to relieve tensions
consi derably, by accepting nore G eenhouse refugees than any nation on the planet. And it was true
that the creators of Stateless had broken countless international |aws, and used thousands of

pat ent ed DNA sequences without permission . . . but a nation founded by invasion and mass- nurder
(acts demurely regretted in a treaty signed two hundred and fifty years later) could hardly claim
to be on higher noral ground.

It was clear that Statel ess was being ostracized for purely political reasons. But no one in power
seened to feel obliged to make those reasons explicit.

So | sat inthe transit lounge, stiff froma four-hour flight in the wong direction, and tried to
read the sections of Sisyphus's physics | esson
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which I'd skimed over the first time. They were highlighted in accusing blue, eyeball-track
analysis gallingly right on every count.

At least two conflicting generalised neasures can be applied to T, the space of all topologica
spaces with countable basis. Perrini's nmeasure [Perrini, 2012] and Saupe's neasure [ Saupe, 2017]
are both defined for all bounded subsets of T, and are equival ent when restricted to Mthe space
of n'di nensi onal para-conpact Hausdorff manifol ds-but they yield contradictory results for sets of
nore exotic spaces. However, the physical significance (if any) of this discrepancy renains
obscure-

I couldn't concentrate. | gave up, closed ny eyes and attenpted to doze off-but a siesta appeared
to be biochenically inpossible. | blanked ny nind and tried to relax. Eventually, my notepad

chi med and announced ny connection to Dili-picking up the news fromthe room s IR broadcast a few
seconds before the multilingual audio began. | headed for the security gate-and, stepping through

recall ed the scanner in Manchester, extracting poetry froma student's brain. No doubt in \ twenty
years' tine, weaponl ess hijackers would have their intentions exposed as easily as any expl osive
or knife. My passport file carried ' details of ny suspicious internal anomalies, to reassure
nervous security . officials that | wasn't wired to explode . . . and maybe people who were

pl agued by unwanted dreans of running anpok at twenty thousand neters woul d need anal ogous
certificates of innocuousness in future.

There were no flights to Statel ess from Canbodi a. China, Japan and Korea were all pro-boycott, so
Canbodia fell intoline with its major trading partners to avoid causing offense. As did Australia-
but its enthusiastic punishment of the "anarchists" went above and beyond the call of realpolitik
There were flights from Phnom Penh to Dili, though, and fromthere |I could finally reach ny

desti nati on.

It was no nystery why Sydney-to-Dili was out of the question. After |Indonesia annexed East Ti nor
in 1976, they'd split the profits-the Tinor Gap oilfields-with their silent partner, Australia. In
2036, with half a mllion East Tinorese dead, and the oil wells irrel evant-hydrocarbons bei ng

nmol ecul es whi ch engi neered al gae made from sunlight, in any shape and size, for a tenth of the
cost of milk-the Indonesian governnent, under pressure nore fromits own citizens than from any of
its allies, had finally, reluctantly acceded to demands for autonomny for the province of Tinor
Timur. Formal independence had followed in 2040. But fifteen years later, the | awsuits against the
oil thieves still hadn't been settled.
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| boarded through the unbilical, and took nmy seat. A few minutes later, a wonan in a bright red
sarong and white bl ouse sat down beside me. W exchanged nods and smil es.

She said, "You wouldn't believe the rigmarole |I'm going through. Once in a blue noon ny people
hold a conference off the nets-and they had to choose the nost difficult place in the world to
reach.”

"You nmean Statel ess?"

She regarded ne synpathetically. "You too?"

| nodded.
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"You poor nman. \Were have you cone fron®?"

"Sydney. "

Her accent was al nost certainly Bonbay but she said, "I'mfrom Kuala Lunmpur. So you've had it
worse. |'mlndrani Lee."

"Andrew Worth."

We shook hands. She said, "OF course, |'mnot giving a paper nyself. And the proceedings will be
on-line the day after the conference finishes. But ... if you don't turn up, you mss all the
gossip, don't you?" She smiled conspiratorially. "People grow so desperate to talk off the nets
knowi ng there'll be no record, no audit trail. By the time each face-to-face neeting cones around,
they're ready to tell you all their secrets in five mnutes. Don't you find?"

"I hope so. I'"'ma journalist-1'"mcovering the conference for SeeNet." A risky confession, but |
wasn't about to try imtating a TCE specialist.

Lee showed no obvious signs of disdain. The plane began its al nost vertical ascent; | was in the

cheap center aisle, but nmy screen showed Phnom Penh as it receded beneath us-an astoni shing junble

of styles, fromvine-covered stone tenples (real and faux) to faded French colonial (ditto) to

gl eam ng bl ack ceram c. Lee's screen began to display an energency procedures audi ovisual; ny

recent - enough spate of flights on identical planes qualified me for an exenption.

When the AV was over, | said, "Do you nmind if | ask what your field is? | nmean, TOEs, obviously,

but whi ch approach-?"

"I"'mnot a physicist. What | do is nuch closer to your own |line of work."

"You're a journalist?"

"I" ma sociologist. O if you want ny full title: | study the Dynam cs of Contenporary |deas. So
if physics is about to come to an end, | thought I'd better be on hand to witness the event."
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"You want to be there to renmind the scientists that they're '"really just priests and story-

tellers'?" I'd nmeant that as a joke-her own comment had been tongue-in-cheek, and I'd tried to

mat ch her tone-but ny words cane out sounding |like an accusation

She gave ne a reproving glare. "I'mnot a nmenber of any lIgnorance Cult. And I'mafraid you're

twenty years out of date if you think sociology is sone kind of hotbed for Hunble Science! or

Mystical Renaissance. In acadenmia, they're all in the History Departments now." Her expression

softened to a kind of weary resignation. "W still get all the flak, though. It's unbelievable: a

coupl e of badly-framed studies fromthe nineteen eighties still get thrown in ny face by nedica

researchers, as if | was personally responsible.”

| apol ogi zed; she waved the of fense away. A robot trolley offered us food and drink; | declined.

It was absurd, but the first leg of ny zig-zag path to Stateless had | eft ne feeling worse than

any non-stop flight across the entire Pacific.

As | ush Vi etnanese jungle gave way to choppy gray water, we exchanged a few pl easantries about the

view and further comm serations about the ordeal of reaching the conference. Despite ny gaffe,

was intrigued by Lee's profession, and I finally worked up the courage to raise the subject again

"What's the attraction for you, in devoting your tinme to studying physicists? | mean ... if it was
the science itself, you'd be a physicist. You wouldn't be standi ng back and watching them™

She shook her head in disbelief. "lIsn't that exactly what you plan to do, yourself, for the next
fortnight?"

"Yes-but ny jobs very different fromyours. Utimately, |'mjust a comunications technician."

She gave nme a | ook which seenmed to say |I'll deal with that one later. "The physicists at this

conference will be there to make progress on TCEs, right? To trash the bad ones and refine the
good ones. They're only interested in the end product: a theory that works, that fits the known
data. That's their job, their vocation. Agreed?"

"More or less."

"Of course, they're aware of all the processes they use to do this beyond the actual mathematics:
the conmmuni cati on of ideas, the w thholding of ideas; acts of cooperation, acts of rivalry. They
could hardly fail to know all about the politics, the cliques, the alliances.” She smled, a

procl amati on of innocence. "I'mnot using any of those words
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pejoratively. Physics is not debunked-as groups like Culture First continue to insist-just because
sonme perfectly ordinary things |like nepotism jealousy, and occasional acts of extrene viol ence
play a part inits history. But you can hardly expect the physicists thenselves to waste their
time witing it all down for posterity. They want to purify and polish their little nuggets of
theory, and then tell brief, elegant |ies about how they found them Wwo wouldn't? And it nakes no
di fference, on one |level: nobst science can be assessed w t hout know ng anything about its detail ed
human ori gi ns.
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"But my job is to get ny hands on as nuch of the real history as possible. Not for the sake of
"det hroni ng' physics. For its own sake, as a separate discipline. A separate branch of science.”
She added, in nock reproof, "And believe ne, we don't suffer from equation envy anynore. W're due
to outstrip themany day now. The physicists keep nerging theirs, or throwing themout. W just
keep inventing new ones."

| said, "But how would you feel if there were nmeta-sociol ogi sts | ooking over your shoul der
recording all your nessy day-to-day conproni ses? Keeping you fromgetting away with your own

el egant 1ies?"

Lee confessed without hesitation: "I'd hate it, of course. And |I'd try to conceal everything. But
that's what the game's all about, isn't it?

"The physicists have it easy-with their subject, if not with ne. The universe can't hide anything:
forget all that anthroponorphic Victorian nonsense about 'prising out nature's secrets.' The
universe can't lie; it just does what it does, and there's nothing else to it.

"People are the very opposite. There's nothing to which we'll devote nore tine, and energy, and
cunning, than burying the truth."

East Tinor fromthe air was a dense patchwork of fields along the coast, and what | ooked I|ike
native jungle and savanna in the highlands. A dozen tiny fires dotted the nountains, but the

bl ackened pi npricks beneath the snoke trails were dwarfed by the scars of old open-cut mnes. W
spiraled down over the island in a helical Uturn, hundreds of small villages coming into sight
and then slipping away.
The fields displayed no trademark pignents (let alone the | ogos of fourth-generation biotech);
visibly, at least, the farners were refusing the tenptation to go renegade, and were using only
ol d, out-of-patent crops. Agriculture for export was al nost dead; even hyper-urbani zed Japan
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could feed its own population. Only the poorest countries, unable to afford the |license fees for
state-of -the-art produce, struggled for self-sufficiency. East Tinor inported food from | ndonesi a.
It was just after m dday as we touched down in the tiny capital. There was no unbilical; we wal ked
across the sweltering tarmac. The nela-tonin patch on ny shoul der, pre-progranmed by ny pharm was
nudging ne relentlessly toward Stateless tinme, two hours later than Sydney's- but Dili was two
hours in the other direction. | felt jet-lagged for the first tine in ny life, physically
affronted by the sight of the blazing mdday sun-and it struck me just how eerily effective the
patch ordinarily was, when | could alight in Frankfurt or Los Angel es without the slightest sense

of violated expectations. | wondered how | would have felt if 1'd had ny hypothal am c cl ock
slavishly synched to the local tinme zones, all the way along the absurd |oop of ny flight path.
Better, worse ... or just disturbingly normal, one part of my perception of time |laid bare as the

si npl est of biochem cal phenonmena?

The single-story airport building was crowded-with nore people seeing off, or greeting, travelers
than I'd ever witnessed in Bonbay, Shanghai, or Mexico City, and nore uniformed staff than I'd
seen in any other airport on the planet. | stood in |line behind Indrani Lee to pay the two-hundred-
dollar transit tax on the near-nonopoly route to Stateless. It was pure extortion . . . but it was
hard to begrudge the opportunism How else was a country this size supposed to raise the foreign
exchange it needed in order to buy food? I hit a few keys on ny notepad, and Sisyphus replied:
with great difficulty.

East Tinmor had none of the few exotic minerals which still needed to be mned to neet net gl oba
demand after recycling and it had been stripped | ong ago of anything which m ght have been usefu
to local industry. Trade in native sandal wood was forbidden by international law, and in any case
engi neered pl antation species produced a better, cheaper product. A couple of electronics

mul tinationals had built appliance-assenbly factories in Dili, during a brief period when the

i ndependence novenent appeared to have been crushed, but they'd all closed in the twenties, when
aut onati on becane cheaper than the cheapest sweated | abor. That left tourismand culture. But how
many hotels could be filled, here? (Two small ones; a total of three hundred beds.) And how many
peopl e could nmake their living on the world nets as witers, nusicians, or artists? (Four hundred
and seven.)
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In theory, Stateless faced all the same basic problens, and nore. But Statel ess had been renegade
fromthe start-its very land built with unlicensed biotech. And no one went hungry there.

It nust have been the jet-lag, but it only dawned on ne slowy that nost of the people in the

airport weren't there to greet friends, after all. What |'d m staken for |uggage and gifts was
mer chandi se; these people were traders and their custoners: tourists, travelers, and locals. There
were a couple of stuffy-1looking official airport shops in one corner . . . but the whole building

seermed to doubl e as a marketpl ace.
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Still in the queue, | closed ny eyes and i nvoked Wtness; a sequence of eyeball novenments woke the
software in ny gut, which generated the inmage of a control panel and fed it down ny optic nerve.
stared at the LOCATION slot on the panel, which still read sydney; it obligingly blanked. | m nmed
vertical one-handed typing, and entered DILI. Then | |ooked squarely at BEG N RECORDI NG

hi ghlighting the words, and opened ny eyes.

Wtness confirned: "Dili, Sunday, April 4th, 2055. 4:34:17 GJI." Beep

The Custons Department collected the transit tax-and apparently their hardware was down. | nstead
of our notepads dealing with everything via a brief exchange of IR we had to sign papers, show
our physical 1D cards, and receive a cardboard boarding pass with an official rubber stanp. |I'd
been hal f expecting some petty harassnment if the opportunity arose, but the Custons officer, a
softly spoken woman with a dense Papuan frizz beneath her cap, gave ne the sane patient snmile as
she' d given everyone el se, and processed nmy paperwork just as swiftly.

I wandered through the airport, not really looking to buy anything, just filnming the scene for ny
scrapbook. Peopl e were shouting and haggling in Portuguese, Bahasa and English-and, according to
Si syphus, Tetum and Vai queno, |ocal |anguages undergoing a slow resurrection. The air conditioning
was probably working, but the body heat of the crowd nust have al nbost bal anced its effect; after
five mnutes, | was dripping with sweat.

Traders were selling rugs, T-shirts, pineapples, oil paintings, statues of saints. | passed by a
stall of dried fish, and had to concentrate to keep nmy stomach from heaving; the snmell was no
probl em but however many times | confronted it, the sight of dead animals offered for human

consunption still left ne reeling, nore than a human corpse ever did.
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Engi neered crops could match or exceed all the nutritional benefits of neat; a snmall flesh trade
still existed in Australia, but it was discreet and heavily cosnetici zed.

| saw a rack of what |ooked Iike Masarini jackets, on sale for a tenth of the price they would
have fetched in New York or Sydney. | waved my notepad at them it found one in ny size,
interrogated the tag in the collar, and chinmed approval -but | had ny doubts. | asked the thin

t eenage boy who was standing by the rack, "Are these real authentication chips, or ... ?" He
smled innocently and said nothing. | bought the jacket, then ripped out the tag and handed the
chip back to him "You mght as well get sone nore use out of it."

I ran into Indrani Lee beside a software stall. She said, "I think |I've spotted soneone el se who's
headed for the conference."

"Where?" | felt a mixture of excitement and panic; if it was Violet Msala herself, | was stil
unprepared to face her

| followed Lee's gaze to an elderly Caucasi an wonan, who was arguing heatedly with a trader
selling scarves. Her face was vaguely fanmiliar, but in profile | couldn't put a name to it.
"Who is that?"

"Janet Walsh."

"No. You're joking."

But it was her

Janet Wal sh was an awar d-wi nni ng English novelist-and one of the world' s nobst prom nent nenbers of
Hunmbl e Science! She'd first cone to fanme in the twenties with Wngs of Desire ("a delicious,

m schi evous, incisive fable"-The Sunday Tines), a story set anong an "alien race," who happened to
| ook exactly like humans . . . except that their males were born with large butterfly w ngs
growi ng out of their penises, which were necessarily and bl oodily severed when they lost their
virginity. The alien femal es (who | acked hynmens), were all callous and brutal. After being raped
and abused by everyone in sight for nost of the novel, the hero discovers a nmagical technique for
maki ng his | ost w ngs grow back-on his shoul ders-and flies off into the sunset. ("Qdeefully
subverts all gender stereotypes"-Pl ayboy.)

Since then, WAl sh had specialized in norality tales concerning the evils of "male science" (sic),

an ill-defined but invariably calam tous activity-which even wonmen could performif they were |led
sufficiently astray, although apparently that was no excuse to change the label. 1'd quoted her
80

pi thi est comrent on the subject in Gender Scrutiny Overload: "If it's arrogant, hubristic,

domi nating, reductionist, exploitative, spiritually inpoverished, and dehumani zi ng- what el se
should we call it but male?"

| said, "Wiy! Wiy is she here?"

"Hadn't you heard? But you were probably traveling; | saw it on the net just before | left. One of
the murdochs hired her as a special correspondent to cover the Einstein Conference. Planet News, |
t hi nk. "

"Janet WAl sh is going to report on progress in Theories of Everything?" Even for Planet Noise,
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that was surreal. Sending nenbers of the British royal famly to cover fanines, and soap opera
stars to cover sumit neetings, didn't come close.

Lee said drily, "'Report' nmay not be quite the word for it."

| hesitated. "Can | ask you sonething? |I... never really had a chance before |I left to look into
the cults' response to the conference." Sisyphus would have picked up any rel evant stories-but 1'd
requested a briefing pared down to the essentials. "I don't suppose you've heard whet her or not

they're . . . taking nuch interest?"

Lee regarded me with amazenment. "They've been chartering direct flights fromall over the planet
for the past week. If Walsh is coming the long way, at the last nmnute, it's only to keep up
appear ances for her enployer's sake-to maintain a veneer of non-partisanship. Stateless will be
swarm ng with her supporters." She added gl eefully, "Janet \Wal sh! Now that makes the trip
wor t hwhi | e! "

| felt a stab of betrayal. "You said you weren't-"
She scowl ed. "Not because I'ma follower! Janet WAl sh is a hobby of mne. By day | study the
rationalists. By night | study their opposites.”
"How very . . . Manichean." Wl sh bought the scarf and started wal king away fromthe stall, not
quite toward us. | turned so ny face was hidden fromher. W'd net once, at a bioethics conference
in Zanbia; it hadn't been pleasant. | |aughed nunbly. "So this is going to be your ideal working
hol i day?"

Lee was puzzled. "And yours, too, surely? You rmust have been hopi ng desperately for sonething nore
than a few sleepy seminars to film Now you'll have Violet Msala versus Janet Wl sh. Physics
versus the lIgnorance Cults. Maybe even riots in the streets: anarchy conmes to Statel ess, at |ast.
What nore could you possibly ask for?"
* * *
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Deni ed access to Australian, |ndonesian and Papua- New Gui nean airspace, the (Portuguese-
regi stered) plane headed sout hwest across the Indian Ccean. The waters | ooked w nd-swept, gray-
bl ue and threatening, though the sky above was clear. W'd curve right around the continent of
Australia, and we wouldn't sight land again until we arrived.

| was seated beside two middl e-aged Pol ynesian nen in business suits, who conversed |oudly and
incessantly in French. Mercifully, their dialect was so unfanmiliar to me that | could al nost tune
them out; there was nothing on the plane's headset worth listening to, and without a signal the
devi ce nade a poor substitute for earplugs.
Si syphus could reach the net via IR and the plane's satellite link, and | consi dered downl oadi ng
the reports 1'd missed about the cult presence on Stateless-but I'd be there soon enough
antici pation seenmed masochistic. | forced ny attention back to the subject of All-Topol ogy Mdels.
The concept of ATMs was sinple enough to state: the universe was considered to possess, at the
deepest level, a mxture of every single nathematically possible topol ogy.

Even in the ol dest quantumtheories of gravity, the "vacuuni of enpty space-tinme had been vi ewed
as a seething mass of virtual worm holes, and other nore exotic topol ogical distortions, popping
in and out of existence. The snooth appearance at nmcroscopic | engths and human tinescal es was
just the visible average of a hidden riot of conplexity. In a way, it was |like ordinary nmatter: a
sheet of flexible plastic betrayed nothing to the naked eye of its mcrostructure-nol ecul es,
atons, el ectrons, and quarks-but know edge of those constituents allowed the bul k substance's
physi cal properties to be conmputed: its nodulus of elasticity, for exanple. Space-time wasn't made
of atoms, but its properties could be understood by viewing it as being "built” froma hierarchy
of ever nore convoluted deviations fromits apparent state of continuity and mld curvature.
Quantum gravity had expl ai ned why observabl e space-tinme, underpinned by an infinite nunber of
i nvisible knots and detours, behaved as it did in the presence of mass (or energy): curving in
exactly the fashion required to produce the gravitational force.
ATM t heorists were striving to generalize this result: to explain the (relatively) smoth ten-
di mensional "total space" of the Standard Unified Field Theory-whose properties accounted for all
four forces: strong, weak, gravitational, and el ectronagnetic-as the net result of an infinite
nunber of el aborate geonetrical structures.
82

Ni ne spatial dinmensions (six rolled up tight), and one tine, was only what total space appeared to
be if it wasn't exanmi ned too closely. Wenever two subatom c particles interacted, there was
al ways a chance that the total space they occupied woul d behave, instead, like part of a twelve-
di mensi onal hypersphere, or a thirteen-di nensi onal doughnut, or a fourteen-dinensional figure
eight, or just about anything else. In fact-just as a single photon could travel along two
di fferent paths at once-any nunber of these possibilities could take effect sinmultaneously, and
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"interfere with each other" to produce the final outcone. N ne space, one tine, was nothing but an

aver age.
There were two nmain questions still in dispute anobng ATM t heori sts:
What, exactly, was nmeant by "all" topol ogies? Just how bizarre could the possibilities

contributing to the average total space becone? Did they have to be, nmerely, those which could be
formed with a twisted, knotted sheet of higher-dinmensional plastic-or could they include states
more like a (possibly infinite) handful of scattered grains of sand- where notions |ike "nunber of
di mensi ons" and "space-tinme curvature" ceased to exist altogether?

And: how, exactly, should the average effect of all these different structures be conputed? How
shoul d the sumover the infinite nunber of possibilities be witten down and added up when the
time came to test the theory: to make a prediction, and cal cul ate sone tangi bl e, physical quantity
whi ch an experinent could actually measure?

On one level, the obvious response to both questions was: "Use whatever gives the right answers"-

but choices which did that were hard to find . . . and sone of them snacked of contrivance.
Infinite sums were notorious for being either intractable, or too pliable by far. | jotted down an
exanpl e-renote fromthe actual tensor equations of ATMs, but good enough to illustrate the point:
Let S=l-1+l -1+ -1+-...
Then S= (1-1)+(1-1)+(1-1)+..
=0+0+0.
=0

But S=I +(-1+1)+(-1+1)+(-1+1)..
=1+0+0+0. .
=1
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It was a mathenatically naive "paradox"; the correct answer was, sinply, that this particular
infinite sequence didn't add up to any definite sumat all. Mathenmaticians would al ways be

perfectly happy with such a verdict, and would know all the rules for avoiding the pitfalls-and
sof tware coul d assess even the nost difficult cases. Wen a physicist's hard-won theory starred
generating simlarly anbi guous equations, though, and the choice came down to strict mathenmatical

rigor and a theory with no predictive power at all ... or, a bit of pragmatic side-stepping of the
rules, and a theory which churned out beautiful results in perfect agreement with every experinment
it was no surprise that people were tenpted. After all, npost of what Newton had done to

calcul ate planetary orbits had | eft contenporary mat henatici ans apoplectic with rage.

Vi ol et Mosala's approach was controversial for a very different reason. She'd been awarded the
Nobel prize for rigorously proving a dozen key theorens in general topol ogy-theorenms which had
rapidly cone to conprise a standard mat hemati cal tool box for ATM physicists, obliterating
stunbling bl ocks and resolving anbiguities. She'd done nore than anyone else to provide the field
with solid foundations, and the nmeans of making careful, neasured progress. Even her fiercest
critics agreed that her mathenatics was neticul ous, beyond reproach

The trouble was, she told her equations too rmuch about the world.

The ultimate test of a TOE was to answer questions like: "Wat is the probability of a ten-

gi gael ectronvolt neutrino fired at a stationary proton scattering off a down quark and emnergi ng at
a certain angle?" ... or even just: "Wiat is the nmass of an electron?" Essentially, Msala
prefixed all such questions with the condition: "G ven that we know that space-tinme is roughly
four-di mensional, and total space is roughly ten-dinmensional, and the apparatus used to perform
t he experinment consists, approximtely, of the followng..."

Her supporters said she was nmerely setting everything in context. No experinent happened in

i sol ati on; quantum nechani cs had been hamering that point home for the |last hundred and twenty
years. Asking a Theory of Everything to predict the chance of observing sone m croscopic event-
wi t hout adding the proviso that "there is a universe, and it contains, anpong other things,

equi prent for detecting the event in question"-would be as nonsensical as asking: "If you pick a
mar bl e out of a bag, what are the odds that it will be green?"

Her critics said she used circular reasoning, assunming fromthe very
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beginning all the results she was trying to prove. The details she fed into her conputations

i ncl uded 50 much about the known physics of the experinmental apparatus that-indirectly, but

i nevitably-they gave the whol e gane away.

I was hardly qualified to come down on either side . . . but it seemed to ne that Msala's
opponents were being hypocritical, because they were pulling the same trick under a different
gui se: the alternatives they offered all invoked a cosnol ogical fix. They declared that "before"
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the Big Bang and the creation of time (or "adjoining" the event, to avoid the oxynoron), there had

been nothing but a perfectly symmetrical "pre-space,” in which all topol ogies carried equa
weight. . . and the "average result” of nost famliar physical quantities would have been
infinite. Pre-space was sonetines called "infinitely hot"; it could be thought of as the kind of

perfectly bal anced chaos which space-tinme would becone if so nmuch energy was poured into it that
literally everything becane equally possible. Everything and its opposite; the net result was that
not hi ng happened at all

But sonme | ocal fluctuation had disturbed the balance in such a way as to give rise to the Big
Bang. Fromthat tiny accident, our universe had burst into existence. Once that had happened, the
original "infinitely hot," infinitely even-handed m xture of topol ogi es had been forced to becone
ever nore biased, because "tenperature" and "energy" now had a neani ng-and i n an expandi ng,
cool ing universe, nost of the "hot" old symetries would have been as unstable as nolten netal
thrown into a | ake. And when they'd cool ed, the shapes into which they'd frozen had just happened
to favor topologies close to a certain ten-di nensional total space-one which gave rise to
particles like quarks and el ectrons, and forces like gravity and el ectromagneti sm

By this logic, the only correct way to sumover all the topol ogies was to incorporate the fact
that our universe had-by chance-energed frompre-space in a certain way. Details of the broken
symretry had to be fed into the equations "by hand"-because there was no reason why they couldn't
have been utterly different. And if the physics resulting fromthis accident seemed inprobably
conducive to the formation of stars, planets, and life . . . then this universe was just one of a
vast numnber which had frozen out of pre-space, each with a different set of particles and forces.
If every possible set had been tried, it was hardly surprising that at |east one of them had
turned out to be favorable to life.
85

It was the old anthropic principle, the fudge which had saved a t housand cosnol ogi es. And | had
no real argunment with it even if all the other universes were destined to be forever hypotheti cal
But Violet Msala' s nethods seened neither nore nor |less circular. Her opponents had to "fine
tune” a few paraneters in their equations, to take account of the particular universe "our"” Big
Bang had created. Mbs-ala and her supporters nerely described real experinents in the real world
so thoroughly that they "showed the equations" the very sane thing.

It seened to nme that both groups of physicists were confessing, however reluctantly, that they
couldn't quite explain how the universe was built . . . without nentioning the fact that they were
there inside it, looking for the explanation
Silence filled the cabin as we flew into darkness. Display screens blinked out, one by one, as
passengers dozed of f; everyone had had a | ong journey, wherever they'd started from | watched the
cl oud banks behind us darken-a swift, violent sunset, netallic and bruised-then | switched to a
route map as we headed northeast, just beyond sight of New Zeal and. | thought of space probes on
slingshot orbits to Venus via Jupiter. It was as if we'd had to take the long way round to build
up enough velocity-as if Stateless was noving too fast to be approached any ot her way.
An hour later, the island finally appeared ahead of us, |like a pale stranded starfish. Six arnms
sl oped gently down froma central plateau
along their sides, gray rock gave way to banks of coral, which thinned froma mass of solid
outcrops to a lacelike presence barely breaking the surface of the water. A faint blue
bi ol um nescent gl ow outlined the convoluted borders of the reefs, enclosed by a succession of
ot her hues-the col or-coded depth lines of a living navigation chart. A small cloud of flashing
orange fireflies was clustered in the nearest of the starfish's arnpits; whether they were boats

anchored in the harbor, or sonething nore exotic, | couldn't tell.
Inland, a sprinkling of lights hinted at a city's orderly grid. | felt a sudden rush of unease.
Statel ess was as beautiful as any atoll, as spectacular as any ocean liner . . . with none of the

reassuring qualities of either. How could 1 trust this bizarre artifact not to crunble into the
sea7 |
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was accustoned to standing on solid rock a billion years old, or riding machines of a suitably
nodest human scale. In nmy own lifetime, this whole island had been nothing but a cloud of mnerals
adrift over half the Pacific-and fromthis vantage, it didn't seem beyond belief that the ocean
nm ght surge in through a thousand invisible pores and channels to dissolve it all, reclaimit all
at any nomrent.

As we descended, though, the |and spread out around us, streets and buildings cane into view, and
my insecurity faded. One nmillion people had made this their hone, staking their lives onits
solidity. If it was humanly possible to keep this mirage afloat, then | had nothing to fear

87
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The pl ane enptied slowy. Passengers pressed forward, sleepy and irritable; many were cl utching
cushions and small bl ankets, looking |ike children up past their bedtinme. It was only about nine
p.m here- and nost people's body clocks woul d have agreed-but we were all still dazed and cranped
and weary. | | ooked around for Indrani Lee, but | couldn't spot her in the crowd.
There was a security gate at the end of the unbilical, but no airport staff in sight, and no
obvi ous device for interrogating my passport. Stateless placed no restrictions on inmmgration, |et
al one the entry of tenporary visitors-but they did prohibit certain inmports. Beside the gate was a
mul tilingual sign which read:
feel FEEL TO TRY TO BRI NG THROUGH WEAPONS. we'l| FEEL FREE TO TRY TO DESTROY THEM
STATELESS Al RPORT SYNDI CATE

| hesitated. If ny passport wasn't read, and the seal of approval for my inplants taken into

account . . . what would this machine do to nme? Incinerate a hundred thousand dollars' worth of
hardware-and fry a large part of my digestive tract in the process?
I knew that was paranoid: | could hardly have been the first journalist to set foot on the island.

And the nmessage was probably ained at visitors fromcertain privately owed South Anerican i sl ands-
"li bertarian havens" established by self-styled "political refugees" fromthe US gun | aw refornms

of the twenties-sonme of whomhad tried to bring Statel ess around to their special way of thinking
on a nunber of occasions.

Neverthel ess, | stood back for several ninutes, hoping that someone in uniformwould appear to put
my mind at ease. My insurance conpany
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had declined to offer me any kind of cover once | was on Statel ess-and when ny bank found out 1'd
been here, they wouldn't be pleased; they still owned nost of the chips in ny gut. Legally, the
risk wasn't nmine to

t ake.

No one turned up. | wal ked through. The frame of the scanner was |oose, and it shuddered slightly-

my body pinning a tiny portion of the magnetic flux, dragging it forward, then releasing it to
rebound |ike elastic-but no mcrowave pul ses seared ny abdonen, and no al arns went off.

The gate led into a modern airport, not nuch different frommany |'d seen in small European
cities, with clean-lined architecture, and novabl e seating which groups of people had arranged in
i nward-facing rings. There were only three airline counters, and they all displayed nuch snaller
versions of their |ogos than usual, as if not wishing to attract too nuch attention. Booking
passage here, 1'd found no flights adverti sed openly on the net; I'd had to post a specific query
in order to obtain any information. The European Federation, India, and several African and Latin
Anerican countries only enforced the nininal boycott of selected high technology which the UN
demanded; these airlines were operating entirely within the aws of their hone nations. Still
irritating the Japanese, Korean, Chinese and US governments- not to nention the biotech

mul tinational s-woul d al ways carry a risk. Conmitting the offense discreetly wouldn't concea

anyt hing, but no doubt it acted as a gesture of obeisance, and | essened the perceived need for
exanpl es to be nade of the coll aborators.

I collected nmy suitcase and stood by the baggage roundabout, trying to get ny bearings. | watched
my fellow passengers drift away, sone greeted by friends, sone going on alone. Mst spoke in
English or French; there was no official |anguage here, but al nbst two-thirds of the popul ation
had mgrated fromother Pacific islands. Choosing to live on Stateless m ght always be a politica
decision in the end-and sonme G eenhouse refugees apparently preferred to spend years in Chinese
detention canps instead, in the hope of eventually being accepted into that entrepreneurial

dream and- but after seeing your home washed into the ocean, | could imagine that a self-repairing
(and currently increasing) |andmass nmight hold a special attraction. Statel ess represented a
reversal of fortune: sunlight and biotechnol ogy playing the whol e disaster novie backward. Better
than raging at the storm Fiji and
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Sanpa were finally growing new islands of their own, but they weren't yet habitable-and both
governments were paying several billion dollars for the privilege, in |license fees and

consul tants' charges. They'd carry the debt into the twenty-second century.

In theory, a patent |asted only seventeen years-but biotech conpani es had perfected the strategy
of re-applying for the same coverage froma different angle when the expiration date | oonmed: first
for the DNA sequence of a gene, and all its applications . . . then for the correspondi ng am no
acid sequence . . . then for the shape and functionality (irrespective of precise chem cal nakeup)
of the fully assenbled protein. | couldn't bring nyself to sinply shrug off the theft of know edge
as a victinmess crinme-1'd al ways been swayed by the argunent that no one woul d waste noney on R&D
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if engineered lifeforns couldn't be patented-but there was sonething insane about the fact that
the nost powerful tools against fam ne, the nost powerful tools against environmental damage, the

nost powerful tools against poverty . . . were all priced beyond the reach of everyone who needed
t hem t he nost.
As | began to cross toward the exit, | saw Janet Wal sh heading in the sane direction, and | hung

back. She was wal king with a group of half a dozen nmen and women-but one man wal ked a few neters
outside the entourage, with a practiced snooth gait and a steady gaze directed straight at Wl sh
| recogni zed the technique at once, and the practitioner a nonent later: David Connolly, a

phot ographer with Pl anet Noi se. WAl sh needed a second pair of eyes, of course-she would hardly
have | et themput all that nasty dehumani zi ng technol ogy inside her owmn body . . . and, worse, her
own POV would have | eft her out of every shot. Not nuch point enploying a celebrity journalist if
she wasn't onscreen.

| followed at a discreet distance. A group of forty or fifty supporters were standing outside in
the warm ni ght air, holding up |um nescent banners-nore telegenic in the relative darkness than
they woul d have been inside-which switched in synch between HUVBLE SClI ENCE!, WELCOVE JANET! and
SAY NO TO TOE! They cheered in unison as Wal sh cane t hrough the doors. She broke away from her
hal o of conpani ons to shake hands and receive kisses; Connolly stood back to capture it all

Wal sh nade a short speech, wi sps of gray hair blowing in the breeze. | couldn't fault her skills
with camera or crowd: she had the knack of appearing dignified and authoritative, w thout seem ng
stern or al oof.
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And | had to admire her stamina: she displayed nore energy after the long flight than I coul d have
sunmmoned if ny |ife had been in danger

"I want to thank all of you for comng here to greet ne; | really amtouched by your generosity.
And | want to thank you for undertaking the |long, arduous journey to this island, to | end your

voi ces to our small song of protest against the forces of scientific arrogance. There are people
gat hering here who believe they can crush every |ast source of human dignity, every |ast
wel I spring of spiritual nourishment, every |ast precious, sustaining nmystery, under the weight of
their "intellectual progress'-grind us all down into one equation, and wite it on a T-shirt |ike
a cheap sl ogan. People who believe they can take all the wonders of nature and the secrets of the
heart and say: 'This is it. This is all there is.' Wll, we're here to tell them"

The small crowd roared, "NO"

Besi de nme, soneone | aughed quietly. "But if they can't take away your precious dignity, Janet, why
make such a fuss?"

| turned. The speaker was a ... twentyish? asex? Ve tipped vis head and sniled, teeth flashing
whi t e agai nst deep bl ack skin, eyes as dark as G na's, high cheekbones which had to be a woman' s-
except, of course, they didn't. Ve was dressed in black jeans and a | oose black T-shirt;

points of |ight appeared on the fabric sparsely, at random as if it was neant to be displaying
some kind of image, but the data feed had been

cut.

Ve said, "Wat a wi ndbag. You know she used to work for D R-D? You'd think she'd have snappi er
rhetoric, with credentials like that." Cre-den-tials was pronounced with an ironic (Janai can?)
drawl ; D-R-D was Dayton-Rice-Dal ey, the Angl ophone world's |argest advertising firm "You're
Andrew Worth. "

"Yes. How ?"

"Conme to filmViolet Msala."

"That's right. Do you . . . work with her?" Ve | ooked al nbst too young even to be a doctora
student-but then, Msala had conpleted her own PhD at twenty.

Ve shook vis head. "l've never net her."

I still couldn't pin down vis accent, unless the word | was |ooking for was nid-Atlantic: halfway
bet ween Ki ngston and Luanda. | put down ny suitcase and held out a hand. Ve shook it firmy. "I'm

Akili Kuwal e. "
"Here for the Einstein Conference?"
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"Wy el se?"
| shrugged. "There must be other things happening on Stateless." Ve didn't reply.
Wal sh had nmoved on, and her cheer squad were dispersing. | glanced down at ny notepad and said,

"Transport map."

Kuwal e said, "The hotel's only two kilonmeters away. Unless that suitcase is heavier than it | ooks
it would be just as easy to walk, wouldn't it?"

Ve had no | uggage, no backpack, nothing; ve nust have arrived earlier, and returned to the airport
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to meet me? | had a serious need to be horizontal, and | couldn't inmagine what ve wanted to
tell me that couldn't wait until norning-and couldn't be said on a trambut that was probably all
the nore reason to hear it.
| said, "Good idea. | could use sone fresh air."
Kuwal e seened to know where ve was going, so | put ny notepad away and followed along. It was a
warm humid night, but there was a steady breeze which took the edge off the oppressiveness.
Statel ess was no closer to the tropics than Sydney; overall, it was probably cooler
The | ayout of the center of the island rem nded me of Sturt, an inland South Australian neopolis
built at about the tine Statel ess was seeded. There were broad, paved streets and | ow buil di ngs,
nost of them small bl ocks of apartnments above shopfronts, six storeys high at the nost. Everything
in sight was nade fromreef-rock: a formof |inestone, strengthened and seal ed by organic
pol yners, which was "farmed" fromthe self-replenishing quarries of the inner reefs. None of the
bui | di ngs was bl eached-coral white, though; trace minerals produced all the colors of marble: rich
grays, greens and browns, and nore rarely dark crimson, shading to bl ack.
The peopl e around us seened rel axed and unhurried, as if they were all out for leisurely strolls
with no particular destination in mnd. | saw no cycles at all, but there'd have to be a few on
the island; tramlines stretched |l ess than halfway to the points of the star, fifty kiloneters
fromthe center.

Kuwal e said, "Sarah Knight was a great admirer of Violet Mdsala. | think she woul d have done a
good job. Careful. Thorough." That threw nme. "You know Sarah?" "W've been in touch." | |aughed
wearily. "What is this? Sarah Knight is a big fan of Msala .
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and I'"'mnot. So what7 |'m not sone Ignorance Cult nmenber here to do a hatchet job; I'Il stil

treat her fairly."
"That's not the issue."

"It's the only issue I"'mwilling to discuss with you. Wiy do you imagine it's any of your business
how t hi s docunentary's nade?"
Kuwal e said calmy, "I don't. The docunentary's not inportant.”

"Ri ght. Thanks."
"No offense. But it's not what |'mtalking about."

W wal ked on a few neters, in silence. | waited to see if keeping ny nouth shut and feigning

i ndi fference would pronpt a sudden revelatory outburst. It didn't.

| said, "So . . . what exactly are you doing here? Are you a journalist, a physicist... or what? A
sociologist?" |I'd alnost said: A cultist-but even a nenber of a rival group like Mstica

Renai ssance or Culture First would never have nocked the deep wi sdom of Janet Wl sh.
"I"'man interested observer."
"Yeah? That explains everything."

Ve grinned appreciatively, as if I'd nade a joke. | could see the curved facade of the hotel in
the di stance, straight ahead now, | recognized it fromthe conference organizers' AV.

Kuwal e becane serious. "You'll be with Violet Mdsala ... a lot, over the next two weeks. Mybe
nore than any other person. W've tried to get nmessages through to her, but you know she doesn't
take us seriously. So ... would you at |least be willing to keep your eyes open?"

"For what ?"

Ve frowned, then | ooked around nervously. "Do | have to spell it out? I'm AC. Miinstream AC. W

don't want to see her hurt. And | don't know how synpathetic you are, or how far you're prepared
to go to help us, but all you'd have to do is-"

I held up a hand to stop ver. "Wat are you tal king about? You don't want to see her hurt?"
Kuwal e | ooked di smayed, then suddenly wary. | said, '"Miinstream AC ? |s that supposed to nean
sonething to me?" Ve didn't reply. "And if Violet Msala doesn't take you seriously, why should
anyone el se?"

Kuwal e was cl early having grave second t houghts about nme. | still wanted to know what the first
ones had been. Ve said derisively, "Sarah Knight never agreed to anything-not in so many words- but
at | east she understood what was goi ng on. What kind of journalist are you? Do
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you ever go looking for information? Or do you just grab an electronic teat and see what cones
out when you suck?7"

Ve broke away, and headed down a side street. | called out, "I'mnot a mnd-reader! Wiy don't you
tell me what's going on?"
| stood and wat ched ver disappear into the crowd. | could have foll owed, denandi ng answers, but |

was al ready begi nning to suspect that | could guess the truth. Kuwal e was a fan of Msala's,
affronted by the planel oads of cultists who'd come to nock vis idol. And though it wasn't,
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literally, inpossible that an even nore di sturbed nmenber of Humbl e Science! or Mystica

Renai ssance nmeant Violet Mdsala harm. . . nost likely it was all just Kuwal e's el aborate fantasy.
I'"d call Sarah Knight in the nmorning; she'd probably had a dozen weird nmessages from Kuwal e, and
finally fobbed ver off by replying: Its not even ny job anynore. Go pick on the arsehole who stole

it fromnme, Andrew Worth. Here's a recent picture. | could hardly blame her; it was a small enough
act of revenge.
| continued on toward the hotel. | was dead on ny feet, sleepwalking.

| asked Sisyphus, "So what does AC stand for?"

"I'n what context?"

"Any context. Besides alternating current.”

There was a long pause. | glanced up at the sky, and spotted the faint row of evenly spaced dots,
drifting slowy eastward agai nst the stars, which still bound ne to the world | knew.

"There are five thousand and seventeen ot her neanings, including specialist jargon, subcultura

sl ang, and regi stered busi nesses, charities, and political organizations."

"Then . . . anything which nmght fit the way it was used by Akili Kuwale a few m nutes ago." My
not epad kept twenty-four hours of audio in nenory. | added, "Kuwal e is probably asex."

Si syphus digested the conversation, rescanned its list, and said, "The thirty nost plausible
meani ngs are: Absolute Control, a Fijian security consultancy who work throughout the South
Pacific; Asex Catholique, a Paris-based group which advocates reform of the policies of the Ronan
Catholic Church toward asex gender m grants; Advanced Cartography, a South African satellite data

reduction firm. ..." | listened to all thirty, then thirty nore, but the connections were all so
I udi crous as to anount to nothing but noise.
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"So what's the neani ng which nakes perfect sense-but isn't listed in any respectabl e dat abase?
What's the one answer | can't get out of ny favorite electronic teat?"
Si syphus didn't dignify that with a reply.
I nearly apol ogi zed, but | caught myself in tinme.
95
11

I woke at six-thirty, a few seconds before ny al arm sounded. | caught fragnents of a retreating
dream images of waves crashi ng agai nst disintegrating coral and |inestone-but if the nood had
been threatening, it was rapidly dispelled. Sunlight filled the room shining off the snooth
silver-gray walls of polished reef-rock. There were people talking on the street below, | couldn't
make out any words, but the tone sounded rel axed, ami able, civilized. If this was anarchy, it beat
waking up to police sirens in Shanghai or New York. | felt nore refreshed and optimistic than

had for a very long tine.

And | was finally going to neet ny subject.

I'd received a nessage the night before, fromMsala's assistant, Karin De G oot. Msala was
giving a nedia conference at eight; after that, she'd be busy for nost of the day-starting at

ni ne, when Henry Buzzo from Caltech was delivering a paper which he clainmed would cast doubt on a
whol e cl ass of ATMs. Between the media conference and Buzzo's paper, though, |I'd have a chance to
di scuss the documentary with her, at last. Although nothing had to be concluded on Stateless-1'd
be able to interview her at length back in Cape Town, if necessary-I'd been beginning to wonder if
I'd be forced to cover her tinme here as just another journalist in the pack

| thought about breakfast, but after forcing nmyself to eat on the flight fromD i, ny appetite
still hadn't returned. So | lay on the bed, reading through Mosal a's bi ographi cal notes one nore
time, and rechecking ny tentative shooting schedule for the fortnight ahead. The room was
functional, alnost ascetic conmpared to nost hotels . . . but it was clean, nodern, bright, and

i nexpensive, I'd slept in less confortable beds, in roons with plusher but gl oom er decor, at

twi ce the cost.

It was all too good, by far. Peaceful surroundings and an untraumatic

96

subj ect-what had | done to deserve this? |I'd never even found out who Lydia had sent into the
breach to nake Distress. Wio'd be spending the day in a psychiatric hospital in Mamnm or Berne,
while tranquilizers were withdrawn fromone strait-jacketed victimafter another, to test the
effects of sonme non-sedative drug on the syndrome, or to obtain scans of the neuropathol ogy
unsul I i ed by pharnmacol ogi cal effects?

| brushed the image away, angrily. Distress wasn't my responsibility; | hadn't created the
di sease. And | hadn't forced anyone to take my place.
Before leaving for the media conference, | reluctantly called Sarah Knight. My curiosity about
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Kuwal e had all but faded-it was sure to be a sad story, with no surprises-and the prospect of
facing Sarah for the first time since |I'd robbed her of Violet Msala wasn't appealing.
I didn't have to. It was only ten to six in Sydney, and a generic answering systemtook ny call
Relieved, | left a brief nessage, then headed downstairs.
The main auditoriumwas packed, buzzing with expectant chatter. I'd had visions of hundreds of
protesters from Hunbl e Sci ence! picketing the hotel entrance, or brawling with security guards and
physicists in the corridors, but there wasn't a denonstrator in sight. Standing in the entrance,
it took me a while to pick out Janet WAl sh in the audi ence, but once |I'd spotted her it was easy
to triangulate to Connolly in a forward row perfectly placed to turn fromWal sh to Mbsala with a
m ni mrum of neck strain.
| took a seat near the back of the room and invoked Wtness. Electronic caneras on the stage
woul d capture the audi ence, and | could buy the footage fromthe conference organizers if there
was anything worth using.
Mari an Fox, president of the International Union of Theoretical Physicists, took the stage and
i ntroduced Mbsal a. She uttered all the words of praise that anyone woul d have used in her place:
respected, inspirational, dedicated, exceptional. | had no doubt that she was perfectly sincere
but the | anguage of achi evenent always seened to ne to crunble into self-parody. How nany
peopl e on the planet could be exceptional 7 How many coul d be unique? I had no wish to see Violet
Mosal a portrayed as no different fromthe nost nediocre of her colleagues . . . but all the
| audat ory cliches conveyed nothing. They just rendered thensel ves neani ngl ess.
Mosal a wal ked to the podium trying to | ook graceful under hyperbol e;
97
a section of the audi ence applauded wildly, and several people rose to their feet. | nade a
nmental note to ask Indrani Lee for her thoughts as to when and why these strange adul atory ritual s-
observed al nost universally with actors and mnusici ans-had begun to be followed for a handful of
celebrity scientists. | suspected it was all down to the Ignorance Cults;
they'd struggled so hard to raise popular interest in their cause that it would have been
surprising if they hadn't ended up generating sonme equally vehenent opposing passions. And there
were plenty of social strata where the cults were pure establishnent, and there could be no
greater act of rebellion than idolizing a physicist.
Mosal a waited for the noise to die down. "Thank you, Marian. And thank you all for attending this
session. | should just briefly explain what |1'm doing here. 1'll be on a nunber of panels taking
questions on technical matters, throughout the conference. And, of course, |I'Il be happy to
di scuss the issues raised by the paper I'mgiving on the eighteenth, after 1've presented it. But
tinme is always short on those occasions, and we |ike to keep the questions tightly focused-which
I know, often frustrates journalists who'd like to cover a broader range of topics.
"So, the organizing committee have persuaded a nunber of speakers to hold nmedi a sessions where
those restrictions won't apply. This norning it's ny turn. So if you have anything you' d like to
ask ne which you're afraid mght be ruled out as irrelevant at later sessions . . . this is your
chance. ™
Mosal a came across as rel axed and unassuni ng; she'd been visibly nervous in the footage |I'd seen
of earlier appearances-the Nobel cerenony, especially-but if she wasn't yet a seasoned veteran
she was definitely nore at ease. She had a deep, vibrant voice-which night have been el ectrifying
if she ever took to making speeches-but her tone was conversational, not oratorial. Al of which
boded well for Violet Msala. The awkward truth was, sonme people just didn't belong on a living
room screen for nost of fifty mnutes. They didn't fit-and they energed distorted, |ike a sound
too loud or too soft to record. Misala, | was sure now, would survive the lintations of the
medium So long as | didn't screw up conpletely, nyself.
The first few questions canme fromthe science correspondents of the non-specialist news services
who diligently resurrected all the old non sequiturs: WII a Theory of Everything nean an end
to science? WIl a TOE render the future totally predictable7 WIIl a TOE unlock all the
98
unsol ved probl ens of physics and chem stry, biology and nmedicine . . . ethics and religion?
Mosal a dealt with all of this patiently and concisely. "A Theory of Everything is just the
sinpl est mathematical fornmulation we can find which encapsulates all the underlying order in the
uni verse. Over tine, if a candidate TCE survives sustained theoretical scrutiny and experinenta
testing, we should gradually beconme confident that it represents a kind of kernel of understanding
fromwhich-in principle, in the nost idealized sense-everything around us coul d be expl ai ned.
"But that won't nmmke anything 'totally predictable.' The universe is full of systens which we
under stand conpl etel y-systens as sinple as two planets orbiting a star-where the mathenmatics is
chaotic, or intractable, and long termpredictions will always be inpossible to conpute.
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"And it doesn't nean 'an end to science.' Science is nmuch nore than the search for a TOE; it's the

el ucidation of the relationships between order in the universe at every level. Reaching the

foundati ons doesn't nean hitting the ceiling. There are dozens of problens in fluid dynam cs-1| et

al one neur obi ol ogy-whi ch need new approaches, or better approxinmations, not the ultinate, precise

description of natter on a subatomc scale.™

| pictured Gna at her workstation. And | pictured her in her new honme, recounting all her

problenms and small triunphs to her new lover. | felt unsteady for a nmoment, but it passed.

"Lowel | Parker, Atlantica. Professor Msala, you say a TCE is the 'sinplest nathematica

formul ati on of the underlying order in the universe.' But aren't all these concepts culturally

determ ned? 'Sinplicity'? "Order'? Even the range of fornulations available to contenporary

mat henati cs?" Parker was an earnest young nman with a Boston accent;

Atlantica was a highculture netzine, produced nmainly by part-time academnics from east coast

uni versities.

Mosal a replied, "Certainly. And the equations we choose to call a TOE won't be unique. They'll be

like . . . say, Maxwell's Equations for electronagnetism There are half a dozen equally valid

ways Maxwel | 's Equations can be witten-constants can be shuffled around, different variabl es used
they can even be expressed in either three or four dinensions. Physicists and engi neers

still can't agree as to which forrmulation is the sinplest-because that really depends on what you
want to
99

use themfor: designing a radar antenna, calcul ating the behavior of the solar w nd, or
describing the history of the unification of electrostatics and magnetism But they all give
identical results in any particular cal cul ati on-because they all describe the sanme thing:
el ectronmagnetismitsel f."

Parker said, "That's often been said about the world's religions, hasn't it? They all express the
sanme basic, universal truths-nerely in a different nmanner, to suit different tines and pl aces.
Whul d you concede that what you're doing is essentially just a part of the same tradition?" "No. |
don't believe that's true."
"But you've admitted that cultural factors will determ ne the TOE we accept. So how can you claim
that what you're doing is any nore 'objective' than religion?"

Mosal a hesitated, then said carefully, "Suppose every human being was w ped off the face of the

pl anet tonmorrow, and we waited a few mllion years for the next species with a set of religious
and scientific cultures to arise. Wat do you think the new religions would have in comobn with
the old ones-the ones fromour time? | suspect the only conmmon ground woul d be certain ethica
principles which could be traced to shared biol ogical influences: sexual reproduction, child
rearing, the advantages of altruism the awareness of death. And if the biology was very
different, there might be no overlap at all.
"But if we waited for the new scientific culture to cone up with their idea of a TOE, then
bel i eve that-however different it |ooked 'on paper'-it would be sonething which either culture
woul d be able to show was mat hematically equivalent in every respect to our TCE. . . just as any
physi cs undergraduate can prove that all the fornms of Maxwell's Equations descri be exactly the
sane thing.
"That's the difference. Scientists may start off disagreeing wildly-but they converge on a
consensus, regardless of their culture. There are physicists at this conference fromover a
hundred different countries. Their ancestors three thousand years ago m ght have had twenty or
thirty mutually contradictory expl anati ons between them for any phe-nonenon you care to think of
in the natural world. And yet there are only three conflicting candi date TOEs bei ng presented
here. And in twenty years' tine, if not sooner, |'d bet there'll only be one." Parker appeared
dissatisfied with this reply, but he took his seat. "Lisbeth Weller, GiinWisheit. It seens to nme
that your whol e
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approach to these issues reflects a male, Wstern, reductionist, |eft-brained node of thought."
Weller was a tall, sober-1|ooking wonan, who sounded genui nely saddened and perpl exed. "How can you
possi bly reconcile this with your struggle as an African worman agai nst cul tural inperialisnP"
Mosal a said evenly, "I have no interest in surrendering the nost powerful intellectual tools I
possess, because of some quaint misconception that they're the property of any particular group of
peopl e: male, Western, or otherwise. As | said, the history of science is one of convergence
toward a shared understanding of the universe-and I'mnot willing to be excluded fromthat
convergence for any reason. And as for 'left-brained nodes of thought,' I'mafraid that's a rather
dat ed- and reductioni st-concept. Personally, | use the whole organ."
There was | oud appl ause fromthe fans, but it sounded plaintive as it died out. The atnobsphere in
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the room was changi ng: beconing strained, polarized. Weller, | knew, was a proud menber of

Mysti cal Renai ssance-and al though nmost journalists here would have no cult affiliation, the
mnority with strong anti-science sentinents could still nmake their presence felt.

"WIliam Savinbi, Proteus Information. You speak approvingly of a convergence of ideas which has
no respect for ancestral cultures-as if your own heritage were of no inportance to you at all. Is
it true that you received death threats fromthe Pan-African Cul tural Defense Front, after you
publicly stated that you didn't consider yourself to be an African woman?" Proteus was the South
African branch of a large Canadian fam |y conpany; Savinbi was a solid, gray-haired man, who spoke
with casual famliarity, as if he'd been covering Msala for sonme tine.

Mosal a struggled visibly to contain her anger. She reached into a pocket and took out her notepad,
and began typi ng on the keyboard.

Wt hout pausing, she said, "M. Savinbi, if you find the technol ogy of your profession too

daunti ng, perhaps you should ook for sonmething |ess challenging. This is the quote, fromthe
original Reuters story, filed in Stockhol mon Decenmber 10th, 2053. And it's only taken ne fifteen
seconds to find it,"

She held up the notepad, and her recorded voice said: "I don't wake up every norning and say to
mysel f: "I'man African worman, how should this be reflected in ny work? | don't think that way at
all. | wonder if
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anyone asked Dr. Wbzni ak how bei ng European influenced his approach to pol ymer synthesis."
There was nore appl ause-from nore of the audience, this tine-but | sensed a grow ng predatory
undercurrent. Mosal a was becom ng visibly agitated, and however synpathetic the pack were-in
principle-1 had no doubt that they'd be overjoyed if she was provoked into | osing control

"Janet Wl sh, Planet News. Ms. Mbdsal a, perhaps you could clarify sonething for me. This Theory of
Everything you keep tal ki ng about, which is going to sumup the final truth about the universe ..
it sounds absolutely wonderful to me, but | would like to hear exactly what it's based on."
Mosal a must have known who Wal sh was, but she betrayed no sign of hostility. She said, "Every TCE
is an attenpt to find a deeper explanation for what's called the Standard Unified Field Theory.
That was conpleted in the late twenties-and it's survived all experinental tests, so far. Strictly
speaki ng, the SUFT is already a ' Theory of Everything': it does give a unified account of all the
forces of nature. But its a very nessy, arbitrary theory-based on a ten-di mensional universe with
a lot of strange quirks which are difficult to take at face value. Mst of us believe that there's
a sinpler explanation underlying it, just waiting to be found."
Wal sh said, "But this SUFT you're trying to suppl ant-what was that based on?"

"A nunber of earlier theories which each, separately, accounted for one or two of the four basic
forces. But if you want to know where those earlier theories cane from |'d have to recount five
t housand years of scientific history. The short answer is, ultimately, a TCE will be based on
observations of every aspect of the world, and the search for patterns in those observations."
"That's it?" Wal sh mi ned happy disbelief. "Then we're all scientists, aren't we? W all use our
senses, we all nake observations. And we all see patterns. | see patterns in the clouds above ny
hone, every time | walk out into the garden." She smiled a nodest, self-deprecating smle

Mosal a said, "That's a start. But there are two powerful steps beyond that kind of observation
whi ch have made all the difference. Carrying out deliberate, controlled experinents, instead of
only watching nature as it unfolds. And carrying out quantitative observations: naking
measurenents, and trying to find patterns in the nunbers.”
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"Ei ke nunerol ogy?"

Mosal a shook her head, and said patiently, "Not any pattern, for the sake of it. You have to have
a clear hypothesis to start with, and you have to know how to test it."

"You mean . . . use all the right statistical nethods, and so on?"
"Exactly."
"But given the right statistical nmethods . . . you think the whole truth about the universe is

spelled out in the patterns you can find by peering at an endless |ist of nunbers?"

Mosal a hesitated, probably wondering if the tortuous process of explaining anything nore subtle
woul d be worse than accepting that characterization other life's work.

"More or less."

"Everything's in the nunbers? The nunbers never |ie?"

Mosala |l ost all patience. "No, they don't."

Wal sh said, "That's very interesting. Because a few nonths ago, | cane across a preposterous-very
of fensi ve!l -idea that was being spread on sone of the far-right-w ng European networks. | thought
it deserved to be properly-scientifically!-refuted. So |I bought a little statistical package, and
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| asked it to test the hypothesis that a certain portion-a certain quota-of the Nobel Prizes since
the year 2010 have been explicitly reserved on political grounds for the citizens of African
nations."” There was a nonment of stunned silence, then a wave of outraged excl amati ons spread
across the room Walsh held up her notepad and continued, raising her voice over the outcry, "And
the answer was, there was a ninety-five percent chance-" Half a dozen people in the fan club rows
sprang to their feet and started shouting at her; the two nmen on either side of me began hissing
Wal sh pressed on, with an expression of benusenment, as if she coul dn't understand what all the
fuss was about. "The answer was, there was a ninety-five percent chance that it was true."

A dozen nore people stood up to abuse her. Four journalists storned out of the auditorium Wl sh
remai ned on her feet, waiting for a response, smling innocently. | saw Mari an Fox nove
tentatively toward the podiun Msala gestured to her to stay back

Mosal a began typi ng on her notepad. The shouting and hissing gradually subsided, and then everyone
but Wal sh took their seats again.

The silence can't have lasted nore than ten seconds, but it was |ong enough for ne to realize that
my heart was pounding. | wanted to punch
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soneone. WAl sh was no racist, but she was an expert nani pul ator. She'd slipped a barb under
everyone's skin; if she'd had two hundred screaning, placard-waving followers at the back of the
auditorium she couldn't have raised stronger passions.

Mosal a | ooked up and smled sweetly.

She said, "The African scientific renaissance has been exam ned in detail, in over thirty papers
inthe last ten years. |I'd be happy to give you the references, if you can't track them down
yourself. You'll find there are several nore sophisticated hypotheses for explaining the sharp

rise in the nunber of articles published in peer-reviewed scientific journals, the rates of
citation of those articles, the nunber of patents awarded-and the nunber of Nobel Prizes for
physi cs and chemistry.

"When it conmes to your own field, though, I'mafraid you re on your owmn. | can't find a single
study which offers any alternative explanation to the ninety-nine percent likelihood that, since
its inception, a quota of Booker Prizes have been set aside for a clearly delineated,
intellectually challenged mnority: hacks who shoul d have stayed in adverti zing."

The audi torium expl oded with |aughter. WAl sh renmai ned standing for a few seconds, then took her
seat with remarkable dignity: unrepentant, unashamed, unfazed. | wondered if all she'd wanted was
for Mosala to hit back on the same |level. There was no question that Planet Noise would find a way
to twi st the exchange into a victory for Wal sh: SCI ENCE PRODI GY, CONFRONTED W TH THE FACTS,

I NSULTS RESPECTED AUTHOR. But npbst of the nedia would report that Msal a had responded with great
restraint to deliberate provocation

There were a few nore questions-all of theminnocuous and mldly technical-then the session was

declared at an end. | wal ked around to the back of the stage, where Karin De Goot was waiting for
ne.
De Groot was unm stakably itema | ook which was not at all "hal fway toward" androgynous; it was

far nore distinctive than that. Wile ufens and unal es exaggerated wel | -established facial gender
cues, and asexes elimnated them the first itens and i nal es had nodel ed the human vi sual system
and found conpletely new clusters of paraneters which woul d set them apart at a gl ance-wi t hout
rendering them all honbgeneous.

She shook ny hand then led ne toward one of the hotel's snmall neeting rooms. She said quietly, "Go
easy on her, will you? That wasn't pleasant back there."
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"I can't inmagine anyone handling it better."

"Violet's not sonmeone |'d want as an eneny; she never hits back without thinking it through. But
that doesn't mean she's nmade of stone.”

The room had a table and seating for twelve, but only Mdsala was waiting there. I'd been half
expecting a private security guard-but then, the fan club notw thstanding, she wasn't quite in the
rock star | eague. And Kuwal e's dire intimations notw thstanding, there was probably no need.
Mosal a greeted ne warmy. "I'msorry we couldn't do this earlier, but I'mafraid | hadn't set
aside any time for it. After all those nmeetings with Sarah Knight, I'd assumed the whol e pl anning
stage was over."

Al'l those nmeetings with Sarah Kni ght7 Pre-production should never have gone that far w thout
SeeNet's approval

| said, "I'msorry to put you through it again. There's al ways sonme unavoi dabl e duplication when a
new director takes over a project."

Mbsal a nodded, distracted. W sat and went through the whol e conference tinetable together
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conparing notes. Mosala asked not to be filnmed at nore than fifty percent of the sessions she
attended. "1'd go nad if you were watching ne all the tine, catching me out whenever | pulled a
face at sonething I disagreed with." | agreed, but then we haggl ed over the particular fifty
percent-1 definitely wanted reaction shots for all the tal ks where her work would be explicitly
di scussed.

We decided on three interview sessions, two hours each, the first on Wednesday afternoon

Mosal a said, "I still have some trouble understanding what your aimis with this program If the
subject is TOEs . . . why not just cover the whol e conference, instead of putting the spotlight on
neo"

"Audi ences find the theories nore accessible if they cone packaged as sonething which a particular
person has done." | shrugged. "O so the network executives have convi nced thensel ves-and probably
convi nced the audi ences as well, by now " SeeNet stood for Science, Education and Entertai nment

Net wor k, but the S-word was often treated as a source of embarrassnment incapable of being
intrinsically interesting, and requiring the maxi num possi bl e sugar-coating. "Wth a profile we
can touch on sone broader issues, though, in terns of the way they affect your day-to-day life.
The Ignorance Cults, for exanple.”

Mosal a said drily, "You don't think they get enough publicity already?"
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"Yes-but nost of it's on their own terns. The profile could be a chance for people to see them
t hrough your eyes."

She | aughed. "You want ne to tell your audience what | think of the cults? You won't have tinme for

anything else, if | get started.” "You could stick to the big three."

Mosal a hesitated. De Groot flashed ne a warning |l ook, but | ignored it. | said, "Culture First?"
"Culture First is the nost pathetic. It's the | ast refuge for people desperate to think of
thensel ves as 'intellectuals'-while rermaining conplete scientific illiterates. Mdst of themare

just nostalgic for the era when a third of the planet was controlled by peopl e whose definition of
a civilized education was Latin, European military history, and the sel ected doggerel of a few
overgrown British school boys." | grinned. "Mstical Renai ssance?"

Mosala smled ironically. "They start fromsuch good intentions, don't they? They say nobst people
are blind to the world around them sleepwal kers in a zonbie's routine of nundane work and m nd-
nunbi ng entertainment. | couldn't agree nore. They say they want everyone on the planet to becone
"attuned' to the universe we're living in, and to share the awe they feel when they confront the
deep strangeness of it all:

the dizzying length and tine scal es of cosnology, the endlessly rich conplexities of the

bi osphere, the bizarre paradoxes of quantum mechani cs.

"Well ... all of those things inspire awe in ne, too-sone of the tinme-but Mystical Renaissance
treats that response as an end in itself. And they want science to pull back frominvestigating
anyt hi ng which gives thema high in its pristine, unexplained state-in case they don't get the
same rush fromit, once it's better understood. Utimtely, they're not interested in the universe
at all-any nore than people who romanticize the life of animals into a cartoon world where no
blood is spilled ... or people who deny the existence of ecological damage, because they don't
want to change the way they live. Followers of Mstical Renaissance only want the truth if it
suits them if it induces the right enotions. |If they were honest, they'd just stick a hot wire in
their brain at whatever |ocation made them believe they were undergoi ng a constant nystica

epi phany-because in the end, that's all they're after.™

This was priceless; no one of Mbsala's stature had ever really let fly against the cults |ike
this. Not on the public record. "Hunble Science!?"
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Mosal a' s eyes flashed with anger. "They're the worst, by far. The npbst patronizing, the npst
cynical . Janet Walsh is just a tactician and a figurehead; nost of the real |eaders are far better
educated. And in their collective wisdom they've decided that the fragile bl ossom of human
culture just can't survive any nore revel ati ons about what hunman beings really are, or how the

uni verse actual ly functions.

"If they spoke out agai nst the abuse of biotechnology, |I'd back themall the way. If they spoke
out agai nst weapons research, |'d do the sane. If they stood for sone coherent system of val ues
whi ch nade the nost pitiless scientific truths less alienating to ordinary people . . . wthout
denying those truths... 1'd have no quarrel with them at all

"But when they decide that all know edge-beyond a border which is theirs to define-is anathema to
civilization and sanity, and that it's up to sone self-appointed cultural elite to generate a set
of hand-nmade 'life-affirmng' nmyths to take its place ... to inbue human exi stence with sone

suitably uplifting-and politically expedient-neaning . . . they becone nothing but the worst kind
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of censors and social engineers.”

| suddenly noticed that Msala's slender arns, spread out on the table in front of her, were
trenbling; she was far angrier than I'd realized. | said, "It's alnbst nine, but we could take
this up again after Buzzo's lecture, if you have tinme?"

De Groot touched her el bow They | eaned toward each other, and conversed sotto voce, at |ength.
Mosal a said, "W have an interview schedul ed for Wdnesday, don't we? |I'msorry, but | can't spare
any time before then,"

"Of course, that's fine."

"And those comments | just nade are all off the record. They're not to be used.™

My heart sank. "Are you serious?"

"This was supposed to be a neeting to discuss your filnmng schedule. Nothing | said here was

i ntended to be made public."

| pleaded, "I'Il put it all in context: Janet Walsh went out of her way to insult you-and at the
medi a conference you kept your cool, you were restrained-but afterward, you expressed your
opinions in detail. Wiat's wong with that? O do you want Hunbl e Science! to start censoring
you!"

Mosal a cl osed her eyes for a nonment then said carefully, "Those are ny opinions, yes, and |'m
entitled to them I'malso entitled to decide
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who hears them and who doesn't. | don't want to inflanme this whole ugly ness any further. So
woul d you pl ease respect ny wi shes and tell me that you won't use any of it?"

"We don't have to sort this out imediately. | can send you a rough cut-"

Mosal a gestured dism ssively. "I signed an agreenent with Sarah Knight, saying | could veto

anyt hing, on the spot, with no questions asked."

"I'f you did, that was with her, personally, not with SeeNet. Al SeeNet have fromyou is a
standard cl earance."

Mbsal a did not | ook happy. "You know what |'ve been neaning to ask you? Sarah said you'd explain
why you had to take over the project at such short notice. After all the work she put into it, al
she | eft was a ten-second nessage saying: 'I'moff the profile, Andrew Worth is the new director
he'll tell you the reason why."'"

| said carefully, "Sarah nay have given you the wong inpression. SeeNet had never officially
chosen her to make the docunmentary. And it was SeeNet who approached you and set things up
initially-not Sarah. It was never a freelance project she was devel opi ng i ndependently, to offer
to them It was a SeeNet project which she wanted to direct, so she sank a |l ot of her own tine
into trying to make that happen.”

De Groot said, "But why didn't it happen? Al that research, all that preparation, all that
enthusiasm. . . why didn't it pay off?"

What could | say? That 1'd stolen the project fromthe one person who truly deserved it ... so |
could have a fully paid South Pacific holiday, away fromthe stresses of serious frankenscience7
| said, "Network executives are in a world of their own. If | could understand how they nmade their
decisions, |'d probably be up there with them nyself."

De Groot and Mbsal a regarded ne with silent disbelief.
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12

TechnolLalia, SeeNet's major rival, insisted on |abeling Henry Buzzo "the revered guru of trans-

m |l ennial physics"-and frequently inplied that he should retire as soon as possible, |eaving the
field open to younger coll eagues who rated nore dynam c cliches: wunderki nder und enfants terrible
"surfing pre-space's infinite-di nensional nouvelle vague." (Lydia dismssed TL as a gucci one, "al
hip and no brain." | couldn't argue with that, but | often feared that SeeNet was heading for a
simlar fate.) Buzzo had shared the Nobel back in 2036, with the seven other architects of the
Standard Unified Field Theory-but he, too, was now trying to denolish, or at |east supersede, it.
I was rem nded of two early-twentieth-century physicists: J. J. Thomson, who'd established the
exi stence of electrons as distinct particles, and George Thonson, his son, who'd shown that they
could al so behave |ike waves. It was an enl argenent of vision, not a contradiction-and no doubt
Buzzo was hoping to performa simlar feat in a single generation.

Buzzo was a tall, bald, heavily winkled man, eighty-three years old but showi ng no signs of
frailty. He was a lively speaker, and he seemed to strike sparks off the audi ence of ATM
specialists . . . but even his arcane jokes, which left themin stitches, went over ny head. H's
i ntroduction contained plenty of famliar phrases, and plenty of equations which |I'd seen before-
but once he started doing things with those equations, | was conpletely out of ny depth. Every now
and then he'd display graphics:
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knotted gray-white tubes, with green-gridded surfaces and bright red geodesic |ines snaking across
them Triplets of mutually perpendicular arrowed vectors would bl ossomfroma point, then nove
around a loop or a knot, tipping and twisting along the way. No sooner would | start to feel that

I was maki ng sense of these diagrans, though, than Buzzo would wave a hand at the screen

di smi ssively and say sonething like: "I can't
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show you the nost crucial aspect-what's happening in the bundle of linear franes-but |I'm sure you
can all picture it: just inagine enbedding this surface in twelve dinensions..."

| sat two (enpty) seats to the left of Violet Mdsala, but | hardly dared gl ance her way. Wen |
did, she kept her eyes on Buzzo, but her expression becane stony. | couldn't inmagi ne what neans
she suspected |'d enployed to win the contract for the docunentary. (Bribery? Extortion? Sex? If
only SeeNet could have been so divertingly Byzantine.) It didn't really nmatter how |'d done it,
t hough; the injustice of the end result was self-evident, regardless.
"So this path integral," said Buzzo, "gives us an invariant!" Hs latest crisp diagram of knotted
tubes suddenly blurred into an anorphous gray-green haze-synbolizing the shift froma particul ar
space-tinme to its generalization in pre-space-but the three vectors he'd sent to circumavigate
the sinulated universe remai ned fixed. "lnvariants" in an All-Topol ogi es Mdel were physica
quantities which could be shown to be independent of such things as the curvature of space-tine in
the region of interest, and even how many dinensions it possessed; finding invariants was the only
way to make any kind of coherent physics energe fromthe daunting indeterninacy of pre-space. |
fixed ny gaze on Buzzo's steady vectors; | wasn't entirely lost yet, after all
"But that's obvious. Now cones the tricky part: inmagine extending the sanme operator to spaces
where the Ricci curvature is nowhere-defined-"

Now | was | ost.

| gave serious thought to calling Sarah again, and asking if she'd be willing to take back Viol et
Mosai a. | could have handed her the footage |I'd shot so far, snoothed out the adm nistrative
glitches with Lydia, and then crawl ed away sonewhere to recover-from G na's departure, from Junk
DNA-wi t hout having to pretend that | was doing anything but convalescing. 1'd told nyself that |

couldn't afford to stop working, even for a nonth . . . but that was a question of what | was used
to, not a question of starvation-and w thout soneone to share the rent, | was going to have to
nmove house anyway. Distress would have kept ne in leafy, tranquil Eastwood for a year or nore-but
whatever | did now, | was headed back to the outer spraw .

I don't know what stopped me from wal ki ng out of that inconprehensible |ecture and away from
Mosala's justified distaste. Pride?
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St ubborness? Inertia? Maybe it came down to the presence of the cults. Walsh's tactics could only
becone uglier-but that only made it seemnore of a betrayal to abandon the project. |I'd given in

to SeeNet's denmands for frankenscience in Junk DNA, this was a chance to atone, by show ng the
wor| d someone who was standing up against the cults. And it wasn't as if the rhetoric was about to
give way to violence, Kuwale notwi thstanding. This was arcane physics, not biotechnol ogy, and even
at the Zanbi an bi ocethics conference, where 1'd | ast seen Walsh, it was God's |nmage as usual - not
Hunbl e Sci ence! -who' d pelted speakers with nonkey enbryos and doused unsynpathetic journalists in
human bl ood. No religious fundanmen-talists had bothered with the Einstein Centenary Conference;
TOEs were either beyond their conprehension, or beneath their contenpt.

Mbsal a said softly, "That's nonsense.”

I glanced at her warily. She was smling. She turned to nme, all hostilities nonmentarily forgotten
and whi spered, "He's wong! He thinks he's found a way to discard the isol ated-point topol ogies;
he's cooked up an i sonorphi smwhich maps themall into a set of neasure zero. But he's using the
wong neasure. In this context, he has to use Perrini's, not Saupe's! How coul d he have m ssed

t hat ?"

I had only the vaguest idea of what she was tal king about. |sol ated-point topol ogi es were "spaces"
where nothing actually touched anything else. A "measure" was a kind of generalization of |ength,
i ke a higher-di nensional area or volune-only they included nuch wilder abstractions than that.
When you sumed sonet hing over all the topol ogies, you multiplied each contribution to the
infinite sumby a "neasure" of "how big" the topology was ... a bit |ike weighting the worl dwi de
average of some statistic according to the popul ation of each country or according to its |and
area, or its G oss Donestic Product, or sonme other neasure of its relative significance

Buzzo believed he'd found a way of tackling the calculation of any real physical quantity which
made the effective contribution of all the universes of isolated points equal to zero.

Mbsal a beli eved he was m staken.

| said, "So, you'll confront himwhen he's finished?"
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She turned back to the proceedings, smling to herself. "Let's wait and see. | don't want to
enbarrass him And soneone else is sure to spot the error."
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Question tine arrived. | strained ny limted grasp of the subject, trying to decide if any of the

i ssues rai sed were Mosala's in disguise-but | thought not. Wen the session ended and she stil
hadn't spoken, | asked point blank: "Wy didn't you tell hinP"

She becane irritated. "I could be mistaken. I'lIl have to give it nore thought. It's not a trivial
question; he may have had a good reason for the choice he nade."

| said, "This was a prelude to his paper on Sunday week, wasn't it? Clearing the ground for his
mast er pi ece?" Buzzo, Msal a and Yasuko N shide were scheduled to present their rival TOEs-in
strict al phabetical order-on the |ast day of the conference.

"That's right."
"So ... if he's wong about the choice of neasure, he could end up falling flat on his face?"
Mbsal a gave nme a long, hard look. | wondered if 1'd finally managed to push the decision out of ny

hands: if she'd w thdraw her cooperation entirely, leaving ne with no subject to film no reason
to renain.

She said coldly, "I have enough troubl e deciding when ny own techniques are valid; | don't have
time to be an expert on everyone else's work as well." She glanced at her notepad. "I believe
that's all the filmng we agreed on for today. So if you'll excuse ne, |'m neeting sonmeone for

I unch."

| saw Mosal a heading for one of the hotel restaurants, so | turned the other way and wal ked out of
the building. The m dday sky was dazzli ng;

in the shadows of awnings the buildings retained their subtle hues, but in the glare of ful
sunl i ght they took on an appearance rem ni scent of the ol dest quarters of sone North African
cities, all white stone against blue sky. There was an ocean-scented breeze fromthe east, warm
but not unpl easant.

| wal ked down side streets at random wuntil | came to an open square. In the nmddle there was a
small circular park, sone twenty neters wi de, covered with |uxuriant grass-wi|d and unnmown- and
dotted with small palns. It was the first vegetation |'d seen on Statel ess, except for potted
plants in the hotel. Soil was a luxury here; all the necessary ninerals could be found in the
ocean, in trace amounts, but trying to provide the island with enough topsoil for agriculture
woul d have meant traw ing
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several thousand tines the area of water required for the al gae-and-pl ankt on- based food chain
which net all the same needs.

| gazed at this nodest patch of greenery, and the longer | stared, the nore the sight of it
unnerved me. It took ne a while |onger to understand why.

The whol e island was an artifact, as much as any building of netal and glass. It was maintai ned by
engi neered lifeforns-but their wild ancestors were as renote to them as ancient buried ore bodies
were to gleaming titaniumalloy. This tiny park, which was really just an overgrown potted pl ant,

shoul d have driven that hone nercilessly, puncturing the illusion that | was standing on anything
but the deck of a vast machine.

It didn't. "

I'd seen Stateless fromthe air, spreading its tendrils out into the Pacific, as organically
beautiful as any living creature on the planet. | knew that every brick and tile in this city had

been grown fromthe sea, not fired in any kiln. The whol e island appeared so "natural,” on its own
terns, that it was the grass and the trees which | ooked artificial. This patch of w ld-"authentic"
nature seemed alien and contrived

I sat on a bench-reef-rock, but softer than the paving beneath it;

nore polymer, less mineral ?-half shaded by one of the (ironic?) pal mtree-shaped scul ptures which
ringed the edge of the square. None of the locals were wal king on the grass, so | stayed back. |
hadn't regained nmy appetite, so | just sat and let the warmair and the sight of the people wash
over ne.

Umwillingly, | recalled ny ludicrous fantasy of endl ess carefree Sunday afternoons with G na. Wy
had | ever imagined that she'd want to sit by a fountain in Epping with me, for the rest other
life? How could | have believed, for so long, that she was happy . . . when all 1'd nmade her feel
in the end, was ignored and invisible, suffocated and trapped?

My notepad beeped. | slid it fromny pocket and Sisyphus announced, "WHO epi deni ol ogy statistics
for March have just been released. Notified cases of Distress now nunber five hundred and twenty-
three. That's a thirty percent increase in a nonth." A graph appeared on the screen. "There have
been nore new cases reported in March than in the previous six nonths conbined. "
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| said nunbly, "I don't renenber asking to be told this."
"August 7th last year. 9:43 p.m" The hotel roomin Manchester. "You said, 'Let me know if the
nunbers ever really take off.""
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"Ckay. Go on."
"There have al so been twenty-seven new journal articles published on the topic since you |ast
inquired." Alist of titles appeared. "Do you want to hear their abstracts?"
"Not really.”

I glanced up fromthe screen, and noticed a man working at an easel on the far side of the square.
He was a stocky Caucasian, probably in his fifties, with a tanned, lined face. Since | wasn't
eating, | should have been maki ng good use of ny tine by replaying Henry Buzzo's lecture to
mysel f, or diligently plow ng through sone rel evant background material. After a few minutes
contenplating this prospect, | got up and wal ked around to take a | ook at the work-in-progress.
The picture was an inpressionistic snapshot of the square. Or partly inpressionistic; the palms
and the grass | ooked |ike patches of green light caught reflected on an uneven w ndowpane, through
whi ch the rest of the scene was vi ewed-but the buil dings and pavenent were rendered as soberly as
they woul d have been by any architect's conputer. The whol e thing was executed on Transition-a
mat eri al whi ch changed col or under the influence of an electric stylus. Different voltages and
frequenci es nade each type of enbedded netal ion migrate toward the surface of the white pol ymer
at a different rate; it |ooked alnost like oil paint appearing fromnowhere-and |I'd heard that
creating a desired color could be as nuch of an art as mixing oils. Erasure was easy, though
reversing the voltage drove all the pignents back out of sight.
W thout pausing to glance at nme, the artist said, "Five hundred dollars." He had a rura
Austral i an accent.

| said, "If I'"'mgoing to get ripped off, I think I'Il wait for a local to do it."

He gave ne a nock-wounded glare. "And ten years doesn't qualify nme? What do you want? Citizenship
records7"
"Ten years? | apologize." Ten years neant he was practically a pioneer
St at el ess had been seeded in 2032, but it had taken al nost a decade to becone habitable and sel f-

sustaining. | was surprised; the founders, and nost of the earliest settlers, had cone fromthe
Us.

| said, "My nane's Andrew Worth. |1'mhere for the Einstein Conference.

"Bill Munroe. Here for the light." He didn't offer his hand. "I can't afford the picture. But |'l
buy you lunch, if you're interested.”
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He | ooked at ne sourly. "You're a journalist."

"I"mcovering the conference. Nothing else. But |I'mcurious about. . . the island."

"Then read about it. It's all on the nets."

"Yes-and it all contradicts itself. | can't decide what's propaganda and what isn't."

"So what nmkes you think anything | mght tell you would be any nore reliable?"

"Face to face, I'Il know."

He sighed. "Wy ne?" He put down his stylus. "All right. Lunch and anarchy. This way." He started
to wal k across the square.

I hung back. "You're not going to |eave this-?" He kept wal king, so | caught up with him "Five

hundred dol | ars-plus the easel and the stylus-and you're willing to trust people to leave it
unt ouched?"
He glanced at ne irritably, then turned and waved his notepad at the easel; it emtted a brief ear-

splitting squeal. A few people turned to stare. "Don't you have al armtags where you cone fron®?" |
felt my face redden.

Munroe chose a cheap-| ooking open-air cafe, and ordered a steaning white concoction fromthe

i nstant -serve display counter. It snelled nau-seatingly fishy-although here that didn't
necessarily inply that it had once been the flesh of any vertebrate. Still, | |ost whatever faint
hint of an appetite | m ght have been working up

As | thunmbed approval of the paynment for the neal, he said, "Don't tell ne: you're deeply

perpl exed by our use of international credit as a means of exchange, the existence of free-
enterprise eating establishnments, ny shanel ess attachnment to private property, and all the other
trappi ngs of capitalismwhich you see around you."

"You' ve done this before. So what's the stock answer to the stock question?" Miunroe carried his
plate out to a table which gave hima clear view of his easel

He said, "Stateless is a capitalist denocracy. And a |liberal socialist denocracy. And a union of
coll ectives. And several hundred others things for which | have no nane."

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (52 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:37 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

"You nmean . . . people here choose to act as they would in those kinds of societies?"

"Yes, but it goes deeper than that. Mst people join syndicates which effectively are those ki nds
of societies. People want freedom of choice, but they also want a degree of stability. So they
enter into agreenents which
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give thema franework in which to organize their lives-agreenents which allow for rel ease, of
course . . . but then, nost denocracies pernit enmigration. If sixty thousand people in one

syndicate agree to pay a portion of their incone-subject to audit-into a fund used for health,
education, and welfare, disbursed according to policies fleshed out in detail by conmttees of

el ected delegates.. . they may not have a parlianent or a head of state, but that still sounds
Iike a socialist denbcracy to ne."
| said, "So freely chosen 'governnent' isn't forbidden. But-overall- are you anarchists, or not?

Aren't there universal laws here, which everyone is forced to obey?"
"There are a handful of principles endorsed by a large majority of residents. Basic ideas about
freedom from vi ol ence and coercion. They're wi dely pronul gated and anyone who di sagrees with them

woul d be better off not comng here. I won't split hairs, though; they mght as well be | aws.

"So are we anarchists, or not?" Munroe mned indifference. "Anarchy neans 'no ruler,' not 'no
laws' . . . but no one on Stateless | oses any sl eep contenplating anci ent G eek senantics-or the
writings of Bakunin, or Proudhon, or Godwin. Sorry, | retract that: about the sane percentage of
the popul ation as you'd find in Beijing or Paris cares passionately about each of those subjects.
But you'll have to interview one of them if you want their opinion

"Personally, | think the word carries too nmuch historical baggage to be sal vaged. No great | oss.

Most of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century anarchi st nmovenents were bogged down, as nuch as the
Mar xi sts, by the question of seizing power fromthe ruling class. On Statel ess that issue was
dealt with very sinply. In 2025, six enployees of a Californian biotech conpany called EnCGenelity
absconded with all the information they needed to make the seed. Much of which was their own work,
if not their own property. They al so took some engineered cells fromvarious cultures, but too few
to be mssed. By the tinme anyone knew that Statel ess was growing, there were a few hundred people
living here in shifts, and it would have been bad PR to summarily sterilize the place.

"That was our 'revolution.' Beats measuring out your life in Mlotov cocktails."

"Except that the theft neans you're saddled with the boycott."

Munr oe shrugged. "The boycott is a great pain. But Statel ess under the boycott is still better
than the alternative: a conpany island, every
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square neter privately owned. It's bad enough when every decent food crop on the planet is
i censed; imagine the ground beneath your feet being the sane."

| said, "Okay. So the technol ogy gave you a shortcut to a new society;

all the old nodels were irrelevant. No invasi on and genoci de, no bl oody uprising, no glacial

denocratic reforms. But getting there's the easy part. | still don't understand what holds the
pl ace together."
"Smal | invertebrate organisns.”

"I meant politically."

Munroe | ooked baffled. "Holds the place together agai nst what? The onset of anarchy?"

"Vi ol ence. Looting. Mob rule.”

"Why bother traveling to the niddle of the Pacific for sonething you can do in any city in the
world? O do you think we went to all this trouble just for a chance to play Lord of the Flies?"
"Not intentionally. But when it happens in Sydney, they send in the riot squad. Wen it happens in
Los Angel es, they send in the National Guard."

"W have a trained nmilitia, who have near-universal consent to use reasonable force to protect
people and vital resources in an enmergency." He grinned. '"Vital resources.' 'Energency powers.'
Sounds just like hone, doesn't it? Except that the energency has never arisen."

"Ckay. But why hasn't it?"

Munroe massaged his forehead, and regarded nme as if | were an over-persistent child. "Good will?
Intelligence? Sone other bizarre alien force?"

"Be serious."

"There are some obvious things. People turn up here with a slightly higher than average |evel of
i dealism They want Stateless to work, or they wouldn't have cone-give or take the occasiona
tedi ous agent provocateur. They're prepared to cooperate. | don't nean living in dormtories,
pretendi ng everyone's your extended fam |y, and going on work parties singing uplifting comuna
ant hens-though there's sone of that about. But they're willing to be nore flexible and tol erant
than the average person who chooses to |ive elsewhere . . . because that's the whole point.
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"There's |l ess concentration of wealth, and of power. Maybe that's only a matter of tine-but with
so much power so heavily decentralized,
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it's very hard to buy. And yes, we have private property, but the island, the reefs, and the
waters are a commons. Syndicates which collect and process food trade their products for nobney,

but they have no nonopoly;
there are plenty of people who feed thenselves directly fromthe sea.”

| |l ooked around the square, frustrated. "Ckay. You're not all slaughtering each other or rioting
in the streets, because no one's starving, and no one's obscenely rich-yet. But do you honestly
think it's going to | ast? The next generation won't be here by choice. What are you going to do-
indoctrinate themall with tolerance, and hope for the best? It's never worked before. Every other
experiment like this has ended in viol ence, been conquered or absorbed ... or given up and turned
into a nation state.”

Minroe said, "OF course we're trying to pass on our own values to our children-1like everyone el se
on the planet. And with about as nuch success. But at |east nost children here are taught
soci obi ol ogy froman early age." |
" Soci obi ol ogy. """

He grinned. "Mre use than Bakunin, believe ne. People will never agree on the details of how
soci ety shoul d be organi zed-and why should they? But unless you're an Edenite who believes there's
sonme 'natural,' Gala-given Uopian condition to which we should all return, then adopting any form
of civilization means choosi ng sonme kind of cultural response-other than passive acceptance-to the
fact that we are aninmals with certain innate behavioral drives. And whether that response involves
the nost subtle conpromise, or the nost vehenent opposition, it helps to know exactly what it is
you're trying to acconmodate, or oppose.
"If peopl e understand the biological forces acting on thensel ves and everyone around themthen at

| east they have a chance of adopting intelligent strategies for getting what they want with a

m ni mum of conflict . . . instead of blundering around with nothing but romantic nyths and w shfu
t hi nki ng, courtesy of sone dead political philosopher.”

I let that sink in. 1'd cone across no end of detailed prescriptions for ludicrous "scientific"

Ut opi as, and blueprints for societies organized on allegedly "rational" grounds . . . but this was

the first tinme 1'd heard anyone advocate diversity in the same breath as acknow edgi ng bi ol ogi cal
forces. Instead of exploiting sociobiology to try to justify some rigid political doctrine to be
i mposed from above-from Marxi smto the nucl ear
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famly, fromracial purity to gender separatism"we nust live this way, because human nature
requires it" . . . Minroe was suggesting that people could use the self-know edge of the species
to make better decisions for thensel ves.

I nfornmed anarchy. It was an appealing notion-but | still felt obliged to be skeptical. "Not
everyone's going to let their children | earn sociobiol ogy; there nust be a few cultural and
religious fundanentalists, even here, who'd find it too threatening. And . . . what about adult
mgrants? If sonmeone's twenty years old when they arrive on Stateless, they' |l still be around for

anot her sixty years. Plenty of tine to lose their idealism Do you really think the whole thing
can hold together while the first generation grow old and disillusioned?"

Munroe was benused. "Does it matter what | think? If you really care one way or the other: explore
the island, talk to people, nake up your own nind."

"You're right." | wasn't here to explore the island, though, or to forman opinion on its
political future. |I glanced at nmy watch; it was after one. | stood up
Munroe said, "There's sonething going on right now which you mght like to see. O even . . . try.

Are you in a hurry?"

| hesitated. "That depends."

"l suppose you could call this the closest thing we have to a ... cerenony for new residents." |
must have | ooked | ess than thrilled; Minroe |aughed. "No anthens, no oaths, no gilded scrolls, |
promi se. And no, it's not conpulsory-it just seens to have becone the fashion for new arrivals.
Mere tourists are wel cone, too, though.”

"Are you going to tell ne, or do | have to guess?"

"I can tell you that it's called inland diving. But you really have to see it to know what that
means. "

Munr oe packed up his easel and acconpanied me; | suspected he was secretly enjoying playing
veteran radi cal tour guide. W stood in the doorway to catch the breeze, as the tram headed out
toward the northern armof the island. The track ahead was barely visible: two parallel trenches
carved in the rock, the gray ribbon of superconductor running down the middle all but hidden
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beneath a |l ayer of fine chal ky dust.
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By the time we'd travel ed about fifteen kiloneters, we were the only passengers left. | said,
"Who pays for the nai ntenance of these things?"
"Fares cover sone of it. The syndicates pay the rest."
"So what happens if a syndicate decides not to pay? To freel oad?"
"Then everyone knows."
"Ckay, but what if they genuinely can't afford to contribute. What if they're poor?"
"Most syndicate finances are public know edge. By choice, but it's viewed as odd if they' re kept
secret. Anyone on Statel ess can pick up their notepad and find out if the wealth of the island is
bei ng concentrated in one syndicate or being siphoned off-shore, or whatever. And act on that
know edge as they see fit."
W were clear of the built-up center now. There were buildings which | ooked Iike factories and
war ehouses scattered around the tramline, but nore and nore of the view was becom ng bare reef-
rock, flat but slightly uneven. The |linmestone appeared in all the hues I'd seen in the city, zebra-
striping the | andscape in distinctly ungeol ogi cal patterns, governed by the diffusion of different
subspecies of lithophilic bacteria. The ground here woul dn't be anenable to rock farnmi ng, though
the inner core of the island was too dry and hard, too devascul ari zed. Further out, the rock was
much nore porous, and suffused with calciumrich water and the engi neered organi sms needed to
replenish it. The tramlines didn't run to the coast because the ground becanme too soft to bear
the wei ght of the vehicles.

I invoked Wtness and started recording; at this rate |1'd have nore private travel ogue footage
than material for the docunentary, but | couldn't resist.

| said, "Did you really cone here for the |ight?"

Munr oe shook his head. "Hardly. | just had to get away."

"From what ?"

"All the noise. All the cant. Al the Professional Australians."”

"Ah." 1'd first heard that termwhen | was studying filmhistory; it had been coined to describe

the mainstreamdirectors of the nineteen seventies and eighties. As one historian had put it:
"They possessed no di stinguishing features except for their nationality; they had nothing to say,
and nothing to do except foist a claustrophobic vocabulary of tired nationalist myths and icons
onto their audience, while loudly proclaimng thenselves to be 'defining the national character,’
and to represent,
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in person, 'a nation finding its voice. I'd thought this was probably a harsh judgment-until 1'd
seen sone of the films. Most of themwere stultifying horse operas-rural colonial nelodramas-or
sentinmentalized war stories. The nadir of the period, though, was probably an attenpted conedy in
whi ch Al bert Einstein was portrayed as an Australian apple farnmer's son, who "splits beer atons"
and falls in love with Marie Curie.

I said, "I always thought the visual arts had grown out of that |ong ago. Especially in your
node. "

Munroe scow ed. "I'mnot tal king about art. I'mtal king about the entire domi nant culture."

"Cone on! There is no 'donminant culture' anynore. The filter is nmightier than the broadcaster." At
| east, that was the net-swoon line; | still wasn't sure |I'd bought it.

Munroe hadn't. "Very Zen. Try exporting Australian nedical biotech to Stateless, and you'll soon
find out exactly who's in control."

| had no answer to that.

He said, "Don't you ever get tired of living in a society which tal ks about itself, relentlessly-
and usual ly lies? Wich defines everything worthwhile-tol erance, honesty, loyalty, fairness-as
"uni quely Australian'? Which pretends to encourage diversity-but can't ever stop babbling about
its 'national identity'? Don't you ever get sick of the endl ess parade of buffoons who claimthe
authority to speak on your behal f:

politicians, intellectuals, celebrities, comrentators-defining and characterizing you in every
detail . . . fromyour '"distinctive Australian sense of hunor' right down to your fucking
‘col |l ective subconscious iconography' . . , who are all, sinply, liars and thieves?"

| was taken aback for a nonent, but on reflection, this was a recogni zabl e description of the

mai nstream political and acadenmic culture. O if not the mainstream at |east the |oudest. |
shrugged. "Every country has sone |evel of parochial bullshit like that going on, somewhere. The

US is alnost as bad. But | hardly notice it anynore-least of all at hone. | suppose |'ve just
learned to tune it out, nost of the tine."
"I envy you, then. | never could."
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The tramslid on, displaced dust hissing softly. Minroe had a point:
nationalists-political and cultural-who clained to be the voice of their nation could
di senfranchi se those they "represented” just as effectively as sexists who clained to be the voice
of their sex. A handful of people pretending to speak for forty mllion-or five billion-would
121
al ways wi el d di sproportionate power, nerely by virtue of making the claim
So what was the solution? Mwve to Statel ess? Becone asex! O just stick your head in a Bal kani zed
corner of the net, and try to believe that none of it mattered?
Munroe said, "I would have thought that the flight from Sydney was enough to make anyone want to
| eave for good. Physical proof of the absurdity of nations.”
| laughed drily. "Alnbst. Being petty and vindictive with the East Tinorese is understandabl e;
i magi ne dirtying the bayonets of our business partners for all those years, and then having the

temerity to turn around and take us to court. What the problemis with Statel ess, though, | have
no i dea. None of the EnCeneUity patents were Australian-owned, were they?"
"No. "

"So what's the big deal ? Even Washi ngton doesn't go out of its way to punish Stateless quite so
conpr ehensivel y. "

Munroe said, "I do have one theory."

"Yeah?"

"Think about it. What's the biggest lie the political and cultural ruling class tells itself?

Where's the greatest disparity between i mage and truth? What are the attributes which any self-

respecting Professional Australian boasts about the nost-and possesses the | east?”

"If this is a cheap Freudian joke, |I'mgoing to be very disappointed."

"Suspi cion of authority. |Independence of spirit. Nonconfornmty. So what could they possibly find

nmore threatening than an island full of anarchists?"
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We wal ked north fromthe term nus, across a plane of narbled gray-green, in places still inprinted
with faint hints of stubby branched tubing: coral fromthe shores of a decade ago, inconpletely

di gested. Knowing the time scale nmade the sight curiously shocking; it was a bit |ike stunbling
across fossils of distinctive forties artifacts- clunky ol d-nodel notepads, quaint shoes which had

been al pha fashion in living nenory-converted into nothing but nmineralized outlines. | thought I
could feel the rock yielding beneath ny feet nore than the dense, cured paving of the city, but we
left no visible inprints behind us. | paused and crouched to touch the ground, wondering if it

woul d be pal pably noist; it wasn't, but there was probably a plasticized skin beneath the surface
to limt evaporation.

In the distance, a group of twenty or so people were gathered around a gantry several neters high,
with a large notorized winch beside it. Nearby was a snmall green bus with big, balloon-tired
wheel s. The gantry sprouted half a dozen bright orange awnings, and | could hear them snapping in
the breeze. Orange cable stretched fromthe winch to a pulley suspended fromthe gantry, then
dropped straight down- presumably into a hole in the ground, conceal ed by the circle of

spectators

| said, "They're being |lowered into sone kind of maintenance shaft?"

"That's right."

"What a charming custom Wl cone to Stateless, tired and hungry traveler . . . now check out our
sewers. "

Munroe snorted. "Wong."

As we drew nearer, | could see that everyone in the group was gazing intently at the hole beneath
the gantry. A couple of people glanced our way briefly, and one wonman raised a hand in a tentative
greeting. |
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returned the gesture, and she snmiled nervously, then turned back to the hidden entrance.
| whispered (though we were barely within earshot), "They look like they're at a mine disaster
Waiting to identify the bodies as they're raised to the surface.”

"It's always tense. But... be patient.”
From a distance, |'d thought people were just randomy, casually dressed, but close-up it was
clear that they were nostly in sw mrng costunes, though sone wore T-shirts as well. A few were in

short-1linbed wetsuits. Sone peoples' hair |ooked distinctively dishevel ed; one man's was visibly
still wet.
"So what are they diving into? The water supply?" Ccean water was desalinated in specialized pools
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out on the reefs, and the fresh water punped inland to suppl ement recycled waste.

Munroe said, "That'd be a challenge. None of the water arteries are thicker than a human arm"

| stopped a respectful distance fromthe group, feeling very nmuch an intruder. Mnroe went ahead
and gently squeezed his way into the outer circle; no one seened to nmnd, or to pay either of us
much attention. It finally struck nme that the awnings overhead were flappi ng and shuddering out of
all proportion to the gentle wind fromthe east. | noved cl oser and caught the edge of a strong,
cool breeze enmerging fromthe tunnel itself, carrying a stale danp mineral odor

Peering over people's shoulders, | could see that the nouth of the tunnel was capped with a knee-
high structure like a small well, built of dark reef-rock or heavy-duty biopolyner, with an iris
seal which had been wenched open. The winch, a few neters away, seened nonstrous nowfar too

| arge and industrial-looking to be involved in any light-hearted sport. The cable was thicker than
I'd expected; | thought of trying to estimate its total |ength, but the sides of the drum
conceal ed the nunber of layers wapped around it. The notor itself was silent except for the hiss
of air across magnetic bearings, but the cable squeaked against itself as it spooled onto the
drum and the gantry creaked as the cable slid over the pulley.

No one spoke. It didn't seemlike the tine to start aski ng questions.

Suddenly | heard a gasping sound, al nbost a sobbing. There was a buzz of excitenment, and everyone
craned forward expectantly. A wonan energed fromthe tunnel, clinging tightly to the cable, scuba
t anks
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strapped to her back, face mask pulled up onto her forehead. She was wet, but not dripping-so the
water had to be sone way down.

The wi nch stopped. The wonman unhooked a safety line linking the scuba harness to the cable; people
reached out to help her onto the lip of the well, and then the ground. | stepped forward, and saw
a small circular platforma coarse grid of plastic tubes-on which she'd been standing. There was
also a twin-beamlantern fixed to the cable, about a meter and a hal f above the platform

The wonman seened dazed. She wal ked sonme di stance away fromthe group, alnost staggering, then sat
down on the rock and stared up at the sky, still breathless. Then she renoved the tanks and mask,
slowy and nethodically, and |ay down on her back. She closed her eyes and stretched out her arns,
pal ns down, spreading her fingers on the ground.

A man and two teenage girls had separated fromthe others; they stood nearby, watching the woman
anxiously. | was beginning to wonder if she needed nedical attention-and | was on the verge of

di screetly asking Sisyphus to refresh my menory on heart attack synptons and energency first aid-
when she sprung to her feet, smling radiantly. She began to speak excitedly to her famly, in

what | took to be a Pol ynesian | anguage; | didn't understand a word she said, but she sounded
el at ed.

The tension vani shed, and everyone began | aughing and tal king. Munroe turned to ne. "There are
ei ght people in the queue ahead of you but it's worth waiting for, | promnise."

"I don't know. \Whatever's down there, my insurance doesn't cover it."
"1 doubt your insurance covers a tramride, on Stateless."
A thin young nman in bright floral shorts was putting on the scuba gear the worman had di scar ded.
i ntroduced nysel f; he seemed nervous, but he didn't nind talking. H's name was Kumar Raj endra, an
Indian-Fijian civil engineering student; he'd been on Stateless |less than a week. | took a button
canera fromny wallet and expl ai ned what | wanted. He gl anced over at the people gathered around
the hole-as if wondering if he needed to ask perm ssion of soneone-but then he agreed to take it
down. Fixing the canera to the top of the scuba mask, where it sat |like a third eye, | noticed a
faint chal ky residue on the faceplate's transparent plastic.
An elderly wonman in a wetsuit canme over and checked that the scuba gear was fitted properly, then
went through energency procedures with
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Raj endra. He listened solemly; | backed away and checked the reception on nmy notepad. The canera
transmitted in ultrasound, radio and IR-and if all those signhals failed to get through, it had a
forty-m nute nenory.

Munr oe approached ne, exasperated. "You're crazy, you know. It won't be the sane. Wy record
soneone el se's dive, when you could do it yourself?"

Just ny luck; even on Stateless, |'d found soneone who wanted ne to shut up and do what 1 was
told. | said, "Maybe | will; this way | get to see exactly what 1'd be letting nmyself in for. Then
again . . . I'mjust atourist, aren't I ? So ny experience of a cerenpony for new residents woul d

hardly be authentic."
Munroe rolled his eyes. "Authentic7 Make up your mind: are you covering the Einstein Conference,
or maki ng Com ng of Age on Statel ess7.”
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"That remains to be seen. If | end up with two prograns for the price of one ... all the better."
Raj endra clinbed onto the edge of the well, took hold of the cable, then stepped onto the
platform it tilted precariously until he managed to center hinself. The breeze ball ooned his
shorts and sent his hair stream ng com cally upward, but the sight was nore vertigi nous than
anusing; it nmade himlook |ike a skydiver sans parachute, or sone lunatic bal anced on the w ng of
a plane. He finally attached the safety line-but the inpression of free-fall remnained.

| was surprised that Munroe was so enthusiastic about what |ooked to me |ike just one nore bondi ng-
t hrough-bravery ritual, one nore initiation-by-ordeal. Even if there was no real pressure to take
part, and even if the dangers were mnimal ... so much for the island of radical nonconform sts.
Soneone started the winch unwi nding. Rajendra's friends, standing-and then kneeling-on the lip of
the well, reached out and patted his shoul ders as he descended, cheering himon; he grinned
nervously as he disappeared fromsight. | squeezed forward nyself, and | eaned over with the

not epad to maintain |ine-of-sight communi cati on. The button canmera's nmenory woul d probably be nore
than enough, but it was inpossible to resist the lure of real-tine. | wasn't alone; people jostled
to, get a view of the screen

Munroe call ed out frombehind the crush, "So nmuch for authenticity. You realize you're changing
the experience for everyone?" "Not for the diver."
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"Ch, right, that's all that matters. Capture the last glinpse of the real thing-before destroying
it forever. You ethnovandal ." He added, half seriously, "Anyway, you're wong. It changes things
for the diver, too."
The tunnel was about two neters wide, the walls about as cylindrical as the surface rock was fl at-
too good to be the product of any geol ogi cal process, but too rough to have been nachi ned. The

nmor phogenesi s of Statel ess was a conpl ex process which |I'd never investigated in detail, but | did
know that explicit human intervention had been required for many of the fine points. Still,
whet her this tunnel had formed unbidden at the intersection of certain |evels of marker-chem ca
gradi ents, because lithophilic bacteria had noticed the cue and switched on all the right genes-or
whether they'd had to be told nore forcefully, by a person tipping a bucketload of priner onto the
surface-it beat attacking the rock for a nonth or two with a dianond-coated drill.

| watched the twin reflections of the lantern beans slowy shrinking into the darkness, and the
poi nt - of -vi ew i mage of pebbl ed gray-green rock sliding by. There were nmore hints of ancestra
coral, and fleeting glinpses of the bones of fish trapped in the conpacting of the reefs-and
again, | felt an eerie sense of the conpressed tinme scale of the island. The idea that

subt erranean depths bel onged to inconceivably renote eons was so ingrained that it required a
constant effort to remain prepared for soft drink bottles or car tires-predating Stateless, but
perfectly likely to have drifted into the m x when this rock was being forned.
The decorative trace minerals began to fade, not to be wasted at a depth where they'd rarely be
seen. Rajendra's breathing accel erated, and he gl anced up toward the surface; some of the people
wat chi ng the screen called down to himand waved, their arms skinny silhouettes half eaten by the
glare fromthe dazzling circle of sky. He | ooked away, and then directly down; the grid of the
platformwas no real obstruction, but neither |antern beans nor sunlight penetrated far. He seened
to grow calmagain. 1'd considered asking himto provide a running comentary, but | was glad now
that | hadn't; it would have been an unfair burden
The wal |l of the tunnel grew visibly noist; Rajendra reached out and trailed his fingers through
the chal ky fluid. Water and nutrients penetrated every part of the island (even the center

al though the dry, hard surface |ayer was thickest there). It didn't matter that the rock here
woul d never be mined-and the fact that the tunnel renmined unheal ed" showed that this region had
been explicitly programred
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agai nst regrowm h. The lithophiles were still indispensable; the heartrock coul d never be all owed
to die.

| began to make out tiny bubbles fornming inthe fluid clinging to the wall-and then, deeper still,
vi si bl e effervescence. Beyond the edges of the guyot, Statel ess was unsupported from bel owand a
solid |linmestone overhang forty kil ometers |ong, strengthened by biopolymers or not, would have
snapped in an instant. The guyot was a useful anchor, and it bore sone of the |oad, but nost of
the island sinply had to float. Stateless was three-quarters air; the heartrock was a fine,

m neralized foam |ighter than water.
The air in the foamwas under pressure, though: fromthe rock above, and-bel ow sea |level-fromthe
surrounding water trying to force its way in. Air was constantly being | ost to diffusion through
the rock; the wind blasting out of this tunnel was the accunul ated | eakage from hundreds of square
meters, but the sane thing was happening, |ess dranatically, everywhere.
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The lithophiles prevented Stateless fromcollapsing like a punctured lung, and sinking like a
drowned sponge. Plenty of natural organisnms were proficient at making gas, but they tended to
excrete products you wouldn't want wafting out of the ground in vast anmounts, |ike nethane or
hydr ogen sul phi de. The lithophiles consuned water and carbon di oxide (nostly dissolved) to nake
car bohydrat es and oxygen (nostly undi s-sol ved)-and because they manufactured "oxygen-deficient"
carbohydrates (like deoxyribose), they rel eased nore oxygen than they took in carbon dioxide,
adding to the net increase in pressure.

Al'l of this required energy as well as raw materials; the lithophiles, living in darkness, needed
to be fed. The nutrients they consunmed and the products they excreted were part of a cycle which
stretched out to the reefs and beyond; ultimtely, sunlight on distant water powered everything

t hey did.

Soon the surface was frothing and boiling, spraying calcareous droplets toward the canera |ike
spittle. And it finally dawned on me that |1'd been utterly m staken: the dive had nothing to do
with Edenite notions of "nodern tribalism" Whatever courage it required was incidental; that
wasn't being valued for its own sake. The point was to descend through the pal pabl e exhal ati on of
the rock, and to see with your own eyes what Statel ess was: to understand the hi dden nachinery
whi ch kept the island afl oat.
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Raj endra's hand appeared at the border of the inage as he fitted the nouthpiece and switched on
the air supply. O course: all this seeping liquid would build up at the bottom of the tunnel. He
gl anced down once, at what | ooked |ike a dark, sul phurous pool, boiling with volcanic heat; in
fact, it was probably chilly and al nost odorl ess. Minroe had been right about one thing: you
really had to be there. Wiat's nore ... the tunnel wi nd would be weaker at this depth than at the
surface, because much of the | eaking rock contributing to the total airflow was now over head.

Raj en-dra woul d have no trouble noticing the difference-but the view, alone, of gas escaping at
ever greater pressure, suggested exactly the opposite.

As the canera plunged beneath the surface, the image flickered and then switched to | ower

resol ution. Even through the turbulent, cloudy water, | could still catch occasional glinpses of
the tunnel wall-or at least the wall of bubbles stream ng out of the rock. It was a weird,
disorienting sight-it alnost |ooked as if the water was so acidic that it was dissolving the

limestone right before nmy eyes . . . but once again, that inpression would have been instantly
untenable if I'd been down there in person, swimring in the stuff.
The resol ution dropped again, and then the frame rate fell; the picture became a series of stills

in rapid succession as the canera struggled to nmaintain contact. Sound cane through clearly
enough, though | probably wouldn't have recogni zed distortion in the noise of bubbles breaking
agai nst a scuba nmask. Rajendra gl anced down; the view showed ten thousand pearls of oxygen
streanmi ng up through opal escent water- and nothing nore distant than his knees. | thought | heard
hi minhaling sharply, tensing hinself in preparation for touching the bottomand then | al nost
sent the notepad tunmbling down after him

One still showed a*startled, bright red fish staring straight into the canera. In the next imge,
it was gone.

| turned to the wonan beside nme. "Did you see-?" She had, but she didn't seemat all surprised.
The skin tingled all over nmy body. How thick was the rock we were standing on? How | ong was the
cabl e?

When Raj endra energed fromthe underside of the island, he made a noi se which night have expressed
anyt hing from exuberance to terror;

with a plastic tube in his nouth, and all the other acoustic conplications, all | could discern
was a nmuffled choki ng sound. As he descended through the subterranean ocean, the water around him
gradual |y becane clearer. | saw a whol e school of tiny, pale fish cross the lantern beamin
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the distance, followed by a gray manta ray at |east a nmeter wi de, mouth stretched open in a

per manent, plankton-straining grin. | glanced up fromthe screen, shaken. This couldn't be

happeni ng beneath ny feet.

The wi nch halted. Rajendra | ooked up, back toward Stateless, tilting the lantern on its pivot,
swinging it back and forth.

MIky water roiled in a layer that clung to the underside. Fine particles of linestone? | was
confused; why didn't they sinply fall? Even fromstrobed stills, | could see that this haze was in
constant notion, surging rhythmcally toward the hidden rock. | could al so nake out bubbl es of

gas, dragged down a few nmeters in sone kind of undertow, before finally escaping back into the
haze. Rajendra played the beam back and forth, inproving his control; the |antern was obviously
difficult to mani pul ate accurately, and | could sense his frustration-but after a few mnutes his
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persi stence paid off,

A stronger-than-average surge mxed an updraft of clear water into the mlky |ayer above, parting
the curtain for an instant. Beam and canera transfixed the event, exposing |lunmpy rock sparsely
popul ated wi th barnacl es and pal e, frond-nouthed anenbnes. In the next frane, the i mage was

bl urred-not yet obscured by the haze of white particles, but crinkled, distorted by refraction. At
first, we'd seen the rock through pure water; now we saw it through water and air.

There was a thin layer of air constantly trapped agai nst the underside, maintained by the steady
stream of oxygen escaping fromthe foanmed rock

This air gave the water a surface which could carry waves. Every wave which crashed on the distant
reefs would send a twin diving beneath the island.

No wonder the water was cloudy. The underside of Stateless was being constantly scraped by a vast,
wet, jagged file. Waves eroded the shoreline, but at |east that stopped at the high-tide nark
This assault was goi ng on beneath dry land, all the way to the rimof the guyot.

| turned again to the woman beside me, one of Rajendra's friends. "The linmestone detritus

tiny particles like that, nust lose all their oxygen, all their buoyancy. Wy don't they just.
fall?"

"They do. The white cones from engi neered diatons. They scavenge cal cium fromthe water,
nmneralize it-then nmigrate up and paste thenselves into the rock when the waves dash them agai nst
it. Coral polyps can't grow in the darkness, so the diatonms are the only repair mechanism" She
smled, hyperlucid; she'd been there to see for herself. "That's
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what holds the island up: just a fine mst of calcium fading away into the depths, and a few
trillion mcroscopic creatures whose genes tell themwhat to do with it."

The winch started rew nding. No one was near it; there nust have been a control button for the
diver, which I'd mssed, or maybe it was preprogramed, the whol e dive calculated in advance to
limt the risk of deconpression sickness. Rajendra put his hand in front of his face and waved to
us. Peopl e | aughed and joked as he began his ascent; it was nothing |ike the nmbod when I'd
arrived.
| asked the wonan, "Do you have a not epad?"
"I'n the bus."
"Do you want the communications software? You could keep the canera..."
She nodded ent husi astically. "Good idea. Thanks!" She went to fetch the notepad.
The canera had only cost ne ten dollars, but the copy fee for the software turned out to be two
hundred; | could hardly retract the offer, though. Wen she returned, | approved the transaction
and the machines conversed in infrared. She'd have to pay for any nore duplicates, but the program
coul d be noved and erased for free, passed on to other groups of divers.
When Raj endra energed he started whooping with joy. As soon as he was free of the safety line, he
sprinted away across the plain, still carrying the scuba tanks, before doubling back and
collapsing in a breathless heap. | didn't know if he was hamring it up or not-he hadn't seened the
type-but as he took off the diving gear, he was grinning |like a nadman in | ove, exhil arated,
trenbling.
Adrenal i ne, yes but he'd been diving for nore than the thrill of it. He was back on solid ground .
but it would never be the same, now that he'd seen exactly what |ay beneath it: now that he'd

swum right through the island s tenuous foundations.
This was what the people of Stateless had in comon: not merely the island itself, but the
firsthand know edge that they stood on rock which the founders had crystallized out of the ocean-
and which was, forever, dissolving again, only enduring through a process of constant repair.
Beneficent nature had nothing to do with it; conscious human effort, and cooperation, had built

St at el ess-and even the engineered life which maintained it couldn't be treated as God-gi ven
infallible; the bal-
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ance could be disturbed in a thousand ways: mutants could arise, conpetitors could nove in,
phages could wi pe out bacteria, climte change could shift vital equilibria. Al the el aborate
machi nery had to be nonitored, had to be understood.

In the long run, discord could literally sink the place. If it was no guarantee of harnony that
nobody on Stateless wanted their society to disintegrate . . . maybe it hel ped focus the attention
to realize that the | and beneath their feet mght do the sane.
And if it was naive to think of this understanding as any ki nd of panacea, it had one undeni abl e
advant age over all the contrived nythol ogy of nationhood.

It was true.

| copied everything fromthe canmera's nenory, to give ne the scene in high resolution. Wen
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Raj endra had cal ned down slightly, | asked for his permission to use the footage for broadcast; he

agreed. | had no definite plans, but at the very least | could always snmuggle it into the

interactive version of Viol et Msal a.

Munroe came with nme, still shouldering his fol ded easel and rolled-up canvas, as | headed back for

t he term nus.

| said sheepishly, "I mght try it for nyself once the conference is over. Right now, it |ooks too
intense. | just don't want to be distracted. | have a job to do."

He faked bewildernment. "It's entirely your decision. You don't have to justify anything to anyone,

here. "

"Yeah, sure. And |'ve died and gone to heaven."

At the terminus, | hit the call button; the box predicted a ten-mnute wait.

Munroe fell silent for a while. Then he said, "I suppose you have all the inside information about

everyone attendi ng the conference?"
| laughed. "Not exactly. But I'msure I'mnot mssing out on nmuch. Soap operas staring physicists

are just as dull as any other kind; | really don't care who's screwi ng whom or who's stealing
whose brilliant ideas."

He frowned amiably. "Well, neither do I-but | wouldn't mnd knowing if the runor about Violet
Mosal a has any substance."

| hesitated. "Wich runor did you have in nmind? There are so nmany." |t sounded pitiful even as I
said it; | might as well have cone right out and adnitted that | had no idea what he was talking
about .

"There's only one serious question, isn't there?”
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| shrugged. Munroe |ooked irritated, as if he believed | was being di si ngenuous, and not just
trying to conceal ny ignorance.

| said candidly, "Violet Mbsala and | aren't exactly swapping intimte secrets. The way things are
going, if | make it through to the end of the conference with decent coverage of all her public

appearances, |'Il count nyself lucky. Even if | have to spend the next six nonths chasing her
bet ween appointnments in Cape Town, trying to flesh things out."

Munroe nodded with grimsatisfaction, |like a cynic whose opinions had just been confirmed. "Cape
Town? Ri ght. Thanks."
"For what ?"

He said, "I never believed it; | just wanted to hear it put to rest by someone in a position to be
sure. Violet Msal a- Nobel -prize-wi nning physicist, inspiration to mllions, twenty-first-century
Ei nstein, architect of the TOE nost likely to succeed . . . 'abandons' her hone country- just when
the peace in Natal is starting to | ook nore solid than ever- not for Caltech, not for Bonbay, not
for CERN, not for Osaka ... but to join the rabble on Statel ess?
"Not inanllion years."
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14

Back at the hotel, clinbing the stairs to ny room | asked Sisyphus:

"Can you nane a group of political activists-with the initials ACwho m ght have taken an interest
in Violet Mbsala emgrating to Statel ess?"

"No. "

"Come on! Ais for anarchy ... ?"

"There are two thousand and seventy-three organizations with "anarchy' or a related word in their
title, but they all contain nore than two words."

"Ckay." Maybe AC itself was shorthand, like US for USA. But then, if Minroe was to be believed, no
serious anarchi st woul d ever use the A-word.

| tried a different angle. "Wat about A for African, N for culture . . . with any nunber of other
letters?"

"There are two hundred and seven matches. "

| scrolled through the list; AC didn't seemlike a plausible abbreviation for any of them One
nane was famliar, though; | replayed a section of the audio log fromthe norning's press

conf erence:

"WIIliam Savinbi, Proteus Information. You speak approvingly of a convergence of ideas which has
no respect for ancestral cultures-as if your own heritage were of no inportance to you at all. Is
it true that you received death threats fromthe Pan-African Cultural Defense Front, after you
publicly stated that you didn't consider yourself to be an African woman?"

Mosal a had put the quote in context-but she hadn't answered the question. If a comrent |ike that
had been enough to result in death threats, what mght runors of "defection"-baseless or not-bring
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down on her?
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I had no idea; | knew even | ess about South African cultural politics than | knew about ATMs.
Mosal a woul d hardly be the first pronminent scientist to | eave the country, but she would be one of
the nost celebrated-and the first to emigrate to Statel ess. Chasing noney and prestige at a worl d-
class institution was one thing, but it would be hard to read a nove to Statel ess (which could

of fer neither) as anything but a deliberate renunciation of her nationality.

| paused on the |anding, and stared at ny usel ess electronic teat. AC? M nstream AC? Si syphus was
silent. Whoever they were, Sarah Knight had managed to find them | was beginning to feel an ache
inthe pit of nmy stomach every time | thought about what I'd done to her. It was clear that she'd
prepared for this job meticul ously, researching every issue surroundi ng Mdsal a-and coning from
politics, where nothing on the nets was true, she'd probably gone out and tal ked to everyone in
the flesh. Someone nust have told her about the runors, and put her on the trail which led to
Kuwal e-al |l off the record, of course. I'd stolen the project, walked in cold, and now | couldn't
even tell whether | was maki ng a docunentary about an em grant anarcho-physicist in fear of her
life ... or whether | was junping at shadows, and the only threat anyone on Statel ess faced was
bei ng goaded into giving Janet Wal sh sone | ong overdue career advice.

| had Hermes call every hotel on the~island,'and inquire about a guest called Akili Kuwal e.

No | uck.

In ny room | turned up the wi ndows' sound insulation, and tried to psych nyself into doing sone
work. The next norning | was scheduled to filma lecture by Hel en Wi, chief advocate of the view
that Mosal as net hodol ogy verged on circular logic. Before letting Munroe talk ne into filmng the
inland divers, |'d been planning to spend the whol e afternoon reading Wi's previ ous papers; | had
a lot of catching up to do

First, though

I scanned the rel evant dat abases (eschewi ng hel p from Si syphus, and taking three tines as |ong).
The Pan-African Cultural Defense Front turned out to be a |loose affiliation of fifty-seven radica
traditionalist groups fromtwenty-three nations, with a council of representatives which nmet each
year to decide strategies and issue proclanations. PACDF itself was twenty years old; it had
appeared in the wake of a resurgence of the traditionalist debate in the early thirties, when a
num
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ber of academics and activists, nostly in central Africa, had begun to speak of the need to "re-
establish continuity" with the pre-colonial past. Political and cultural novenents of the previous
century-from Sen-ghor's negritnde to Mobutu's "authenticity" to Black Consciousness in all its
forns-were dism ssed as corrupt, assimnilationist, or overly concerned with responding to
col oni al i sm and Westernization. The correct response to colonialismaccording to the nost vocal of
the new tradi-tionalists-was to excise it fromhistory conpletely: to aimto behave, inits
aftermath, as if it had never happened.

PACDF was the nost extrene manifestation of this philosophy, taking an unconprom sing and far from
populist line. They decried Islamas an invader religion, as nmuch as Christianity or Syncretism
They opposed vacci nation, bioengineered crops, electronic comunications. And if there was nore to
the group than a catalog of the foreign (or local, but insufficiently ancient) influences they
explicitly renounced, they mght have found it hard to differentiate thensel ves w thout such a hit-
list. Many of the policies they advocated-w der official use of |ocal |anguages, greater support
for traditional cultural forns-were already high on the agenda of nbst governnments, or were being
| obbied for fromother quarters. PACDF' s raison d' etre seemed to consist of being greater purists
t han anyone el se. Wen the nost effective anti-malarial vaccine on the planet was manufactured in
Nai r obi - based on research carried out in that well-known inperialist superpower, Colonbia-
condemming its use as "a crinminal betrayal of traditional healing practices" sounded |ike sheer
fundanment al i st perversity to ne.

If Violet Mosala had chosen to enmigrate to Stateless, | would have thought they'd be glad to be
rid of her. She nmight have been a hero on half the continent, but to PACDF she coul d never have
been anything but a traitor. And | could find no report of a death threat, so maybe Sav-inbi's
cl ai m had been pure hype; the reality night have involved nothing nore than an anonynous call to
his news desk.

| plowed on, regardl ess. Maybe Kuwal e's nysterious faction had reveal ed thensel ves by taking part
in the other side of the debate? There was certainly no shortage of vocal opposition to PACDF-from
nore noderate traditionalists, fromnunerous professional bodies, frompluralist organizations,
and from sel f-described technoliberateurs.

M snmatched initials aside, | couldn't quite see a nenber of the African Union for the Advancenent
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of Science collaring journalists in
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airports and asking themto play unofficial bodyguard to a world-renowned physicist. And while the
African Pluralists League organi zed worl dwi de student exchange prograns, theatre and dance tours,
physi cal and net-based art exhibitions, and | obbi ed aggressively against cultural isolationismand
discrimnatory treatnment of ethnic, religious and sexual mnorities ... | doubted they had tinme on
their hands to fret about Violet Msala.

The | ate Miuteba Kazadi had coined the termtechnoliberation, to nean both the enpowernment of

peopl e through technol ogy, and the "liberation" of the technology itself fromrestrictive hands.
Mut eba had been a communi cati ons engi neer, poet, science witer-and Mnister for Devel opnent in
Zaire in the late thirties. | viewed some of his speeches, inpassioned pleas for "the use of

know edge in the service of freedoni;

he'd called for an end to the patenting of engi neered crops, public ownership of conmunications
resources, and a universal right of access to scientific information. As well as chanpioning the
obvi ous pragmatism of "liberation biology" (though Zaire had never gone renegade and used
unlicensed crops), he'd spoken of the long-termneed for African nations to participate in pure
research in every area of basic science-an extraordinary stand at a tinme when such activities were
deeply unpopular in the wealthiest countries on the planet, and unthinkable in ternms of his own
governnent's imedi ate priorities.

Mut eba had had his eccentricities, his three biographers concurred, with a | eaning toward

Ni et zschean met aphysics, fringe cosnol ogy, and dramatic conspiracy theories-including the old one
that "El N do de Ladrones,” the bioengi neered haven built by drug runners on the Peruvian-

Col onbi an border, had been H bombed in 2035 not because the nodified forest was out of control and
threatening to overrun the whol e Amazon basin, but because sonme kind of "dangerously |iberating"
neu-roactive virus had been invented there. The act had been an obscenity, thousands of people had
di ed-and the public outrage it attracted had quite possibly helped to save Stateless froma
simlar fate-but | thought the nore prosaic explanation was far nore likely to be true.

Learned conmentators fromevery part of the continent stated that Muteba's |legacy |ived on, and
that proud technoliberateurs were active across the face of Africa, and beyond. | found it
difficult to pin down his direct intellectual descendants, though; hundreds of acadenic and
political groups, and tens of thousands of individuals, cited Muteba as a source

137

of inspiration-and many people who' d spoken out agai nst PACDF in net debates had explicitly

| abel ed thensel ves technol i berateurs-but each seened to have adapted the phil osophy to a slightly
different agenda. | had no doubt that every one of them would have been horrified at the thought
of Violet Mosala conming to harmbut | was no wiser as to who might have taken it upon thensel ves
to watch over her.
Around seven, | headed downstairs. Sarah Knight still hadn't returned ny call-and | could hardly
bl ame her for snubbing nme. | thought again about offering to hand back the project, but | told
myself that 1'd left it too late, and she'd probably conmmitted herself to another assignnment. The
truth was, the nore the conplications surrounding Mbsal a nocked the fantasy |1'd held of retreating
into the "inconsequential" abstractions of TOEs, the harder it becane to inagi ne wal king away. |f
this was the reality behind the mrage, | had an obligation to face it.

| was heading toward the main restaurant when | spotted Indrani Lee com ng down one of the
corridors which led into the | obby. She was with a small group, but they were splitting up-with
vol | eys of rejoinders and afterthoughts, as if they'd just energed froma |ong, hectic neeting and
couldn't bear each other's conpany any |longer, but couldn't quite bring thenselves to end the
di scussion, either. | approached; she saw ne and rai sed a hand in greeting.

| said, "I nissed you on the connecting flight. How are you settling in?"
"Fine, fine!" She seemed happy and excited; the conference was obviously living up to her
expectations. "But you don't look at all well."

I laughed. "As a student, did you ever find yourself sitting for an exam where all the questions
on the paper, and all the questions you'd stayed up until dawn preparing to answer ... had so
little in comopn that they night as well have come fromtwo conpletely different subjects?"
"Several tines. But what's brought on the deja vul Is all the mathematics going over your head?"

"Well, yes, but that's not the problem" | glanced around the | obby;

no one was likely to overhear us, but | didn't want to add to the runors about Msala if | could
help it. |I said, "You | ooked |ike you were in a hurry. Maybe I'll bore you with all ny
tribulations on the flight back to Phnom Penh."
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"I'n a hurry? No, | was just going out for some air. If you' re not busy yourself, you' re welcone to
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join ne."

| accepted gratefully. 1'd been planning to eat, but | still had no real appetite-and it occurred
to me that Lee might have sone professional insights into technohberation which she'd be willing
to share.

As we stepped through the doors, though, | could see what she'd really nmeant by "going out for
some air": Mystical Renai ssance had decided to show thensel ves, crowdi ng the street outside the
hotel . Banners read: TO EXPLAIN IS TO DESTROY! REVERE THE NUMEN! SAY NO TO TCE! T-shirts displ ayed
Carl Jung, Pierre Teil hard de Chardin, Joseph Canp-bell, Fritjof Capra, the cult's late founder
Qunter Kleiner, event artist Sky Al cheny-and even Einstein, poking his tongue out.

No one was chanting sl ogans; after Janet Walsh's confrontationist salvo, Mstical Renaissance had
opted for a carnival atnosphere, all mnme artists and fire-jugglers, palmsts and tarot card
readers. Tumbling firesticks cast oscillating deep-blue shadows everywhere, giving the street an
oceani ¢ cast. Bemused locals threaded their way through this obstacle course with expressions of
weary resignation; they hadn't asked to have a circus shoved down their throats. So far as |I could
see, it was only a few badge-wearing conference nmenbers who were availing thenselves of the free
entertai nnent, or giving noney to the buskers and fortune-tellers.

One of the cultists who'd stolen Al bert was singing "Puff, the Magi c Dragon," acconpanying hi nsel f
on a keyboard-a common brand, like his T-shirt; both had IR programing ports. | paused in front
of him sniling appreciatively, while | invoked sone notepad software |'d witten several years
before, and quietly typed instructions. As we wal ked away, his keyboard fell silent-every vol unme

| evel set to zero-and Einstein sprouted a thought ball oon which read: "Qur experience hitherto
justifies us in believing that nature is the realization of the sinplest conceivable nathemati cal

i deas. "

Lee gave ne an adnoni shing |ook. | said, "Cone on! He was begging for it."

Furt her down the street, a snmall theatre group were in the nmiddle of a conpressed version of The
Iceman Cometh, rewitten in contenporary MR vernacular. A wonman in a clown costune tore at her

hair and declaimed: "I've failed to be psychically attuned! Everyone in ny net-clan would have
remai ned closer to the healing nunen, if only 1I'd
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respected their need to continue to be nourished by their inmagination-driven self-narratives!"

I mmges of tears flowed down her cheeks

| turned to Lee. "Well, I'mconvinced. I"'mjoining up tomorrow. And to think: | used to take the
fragile beauty of the sunset and reduce it to ugly technical jargon."
"If you think this is painful, you should hear their five-m nute Mahab' harata-as-Jungi an-
psychobabbl e." She shuddered. "But the original remamins intact, doesn't it? And they have a right
to their own . . . interpretation ... as nuch as anyone." She didn't sound entirely convinced.

| said wearily, "I don't know what these people hoped to gain by coming here. Even if they
di srupted the conference, all the research has already taken place; it's all going to be posted on
the nets, regardless. And if the whole idea of a TOE offends themso deeply . . . they can just
close their eyes to it, can't they? They' ve closed their eyes to every other scientific discovery
which has failed to neet their stringent spiritual requirenents.”

Lee shook her head. "It's a natter of territorial defense. You nust see' that. A TCE effectively
claims sovereignty over . . . the universe, and everyone in it. If a conference of |lawers in New
York set thensel ves up :

as rulers of the cosnbs, wouldn't you be tenpted to go and thunb your nose at them at the very

| east ?"

I groaned. "Physics doesn't claimsovereignty. Least of all here, where the whole aimis to find
the one thing about the universe which physicists and technol ogists will never have the power to
change. Using crude

political netaphors like 'sovereignty' or 'inperialism is just enpty;

rhetoric; no one at this conference is sending troops to annex the weak force to the strong force.
Unification isn't being legislated or enforced. It's being mapped."

Lee said portentously, "Ah, the power of naps."

"Ch, stop it, you know exactly what | mean! As in a map of the sky, not a map of... Kurdistan. And
with no constellations drawn in ... or stars nanmed." Lee smirked, as if she had a nuch, nuch
I onger list of culturally charged attributes in mnd, and wasn't going to let nme off the hook
until 1'd ruled out every one of them | said, "Al right, forget the whol e netaphor! But the fact

is: exactly the same TOE underlies the universe-and keeps these cultists alive, juggling, and
spouti ng gi bberi sh-whether the evil reductionist physicists are allowed to discover it, or not."
140
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"Not according to the Anthrocosnol ogists, it doesn't." Lee offered a conciliatory smile. "But of
course, yes, the laws of physics are whatever they are-and half of Mstical Renai ssance woul d
concede as nuch, in suitably evasive and conditional jargon. Mst of them accept that the universe
rules itself in sonme . . . systematic fashion. But they still feel deeply affronted by an
explicit, mathematical fornulation of that system
"You say they should be satisfied with personal ignorance, rather than trying to keep the TCE out
of human hands entirely. And of course, they' |l go on believing whatever they like, even if a
successful TOE is announced; they've never let scientific orthodoxy stand in their way before. But
the very beliefs they've chosen to hold dictate that they can't ignore the fact that physicists-
and geneticists, and neurobi ol ogi sts-are tunneling ever deeper beneath everybody's feet, and
dragging to the surface whatever they find there . . . and what they find will influence every
culture on Earth, in the long run."
"And that's reason enough to conme here and intimidate i nnocent people with the nutilated corpse of
Eugene O Neil |l ?"
"Be fair: if you' re conceding themthe right to believe what they like, that has to include the
right to feel threatened.”
The play was conmng to a close; one of the actors was delivering a nonol ogue on the need to show
only conpassion to poor scientists who'd |lost touch with the soul of Gaia.
| said, "So what do you call claimng to know the divine will of the Earth itself-if not an
equal Iy gl obal |and grab, couched in warner and fuzzier terns?"
Lee gave me a puzzled frown. "But of course. MR are |like everyone else; they want to define the
world on their own terns. They want to set the paranmeters, they want to nake all the rules.
Natural ly, they've evolved an el aborate strategy to try to mask that fact-such as describing
themsel ves with words |ike 'generous,' 'open' and 'inclusive' -but |I'mcertainly not suggesting
that they're any nore hunmble, virtuous or tolerant than the nost fanatical rationalist. |I'mjust
trying to explain their beliefs to you as an outsider, as best | can."
"Wth your own universal explanatory scheme?"
"Exactly. That's ny arduous duty: expert guide and interpreter to every subculture on Earth. The

soci ol ogi st's burden. But then, who el se could shoulder it?" She snmled solemmly. "I am after
all, the only objective person on the planet."
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We wal ked on through the warm night, passing right out of the carnival. After a mnute or two, |
turned and | ooked back. From a distance, it was an odd sight, conpacted by perspective and franed
by the surrounding buildings: a flanboyant sideshow enbedded in the mddle of a city- going about
its ordinary life-which had built itself out of the ocean, nolecule by nolecule, and knewit. The
adj acent streets certainly | ooked nundane and col orless in conparison-full of ordinary
pedestrians: no one dressed as harlequins, no one juggling fire or swall owi ng swords-but the
menory of the afternoon's dive, and what it had reveal ed about the island, was enough to make all
of the cult's self-conscious exotica and desperately cheerful busyness fade into insignificance.
| suddenly recalled what Angel o had said, the night before | left Sydney. W sanctify what we're
stuck with. Maybe that was the heart of it, for Mstical Renaissance. Mst of the universe had
been inexplicable, for nost of human history-and MR had inherited the strand of the culture which
had doggedly nade a virtue out of that necessity. They'd stripped away-or fed through a cultura
bl ender, in a kind of nock-pluralism the historical baggage of nost of the specific religions and

other belief systens which had done the sane, in their day . . . and then inflated what remined
into the essence of Big-Hitself. To sanctify nystery is to be "fully human.” Fail to do so, and
you're sonething less: "soulless,"” "left-brained," "reductionist”" . . . and in need of being
"heal ed. "

Janmes Rour ke shoul d have been here. The Battle for the HHwords was in full sw ng.

As we started back toward the hotel, | realized I'd meant to ask Lee a question which had al nost

sli pped my nind.

| said, "Who are the Anthrocosnol ogi sts?" The term sounded as if it should have neant sonething to
me, but-vague etynol ogical inferences aside-it didn't.

Lee was hesitant. "I doubt you really want to know. If Mstical Renai ssance raise your ire ..
"They're an lgnorance Cult? |I've never heard of them"

"They're not an lgnorance Cult. And the word 'cult,' of course, is terribly value-laden and

pejorative; although | use it in the vernacular sense |like everyone else, | really shouldn't."
"Why don't you just tell nme what these people believe, and then I'lIl nmake up my own m nd exactly
how i ntol erant and condescending to be toward then?"
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She sniled, but she | ooked genuinely pained, as if | was asking her to betray a confidence. "The
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ACs are extrenely sensitive about. . . the way they're represented. It was hard enough persuadi ng
themto talk to nme at all, and they still won't let me publish anything about them?"

The ACs! | feigned indignation, trying to mask my jubilation. "Wiat do you nean, 'let'?"

Lee said, "I agreed in advance to certain conditions, and | have to keep ny word if | want their
cooperation to continue. They've prom sed there'll be a tinme when | can put everything on the nets-
but until then, 1"mon indefinite probation. Disclosing information to a journalist would destroy
the whol e relationship in an instant."”

"I don't want to publicize anything about them This is purely off the record, | swear. |'mjust
curious."

"Then it won't do you any harmto wait a few years, will it?"

A few years? | said, "All right, I'mnore than curious."

"\ 2"

| thought it over: | could tell her about Kuwal e-and ask her to swear to keep it to herself, to
avoid enbroiling Mdsala in any nore unwel cone specul ation. Except that . . . how could |I ask her

to betray one confidence while begging her to respect another? It would be pure hypocrisy-and if
she was willing to swap secrets with ne, what woul d her prom se be worth?

| said, "What have they got against journalists, anyway? Mdst cults are dying to recruit new
menbers. What sort of ethos-?"

Lee eyed me suspiciously. "I'mnot going to be tricked into any nore indiscretions. It's ny fault
entirely that the nanme slipped out, but the topic is now cl osed. The Anthrocosnol ogi sts are a non-
subj ect."”

I laughed. "Oh, cone on! This is absurd! You re one of them aren't you? No secret handshakes;

your notepad is sending out coded infrared: | amlIndrani Lee, High Priestess of the Revered and
Sacred Order."
She took a swat at me with the back other hand; | pulled back just in tinme. She said, "They

certainly don't have priestesses."”
"You nmean they're sexist? All male?"
She scowed. "Or priests. And |I'mnot saying anything nore.”
We wal ked on in silence. | took out ny notepad and gave Sisyphus several neani ngful glances. The
full word had unl ocked no Al addin's cave of data, though: every search on "Ant hrocosnol ogi sts"
came up bl ank.
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| said, "I apologize. No nore questions, no nore provocation. What if | really do need to get in
touch with them though, but | just can't tell you why?"

Lee was unnmoved. "That sounds unlikely."

| hesitated. "Someone called Kuwal e has been trying to contact nme. Ve's been sending me cryptic
messages for days. But ve failed to turn up at an arranged neeting last night, so | just want to
find out what's going on." Alnost none of this was true, but | wasn't going to admt that |'d
screwed up a perfect opportunity to discover for myself what AC was about. In any case, Lee
remai ned i npassive; if she'd heard the nane before, she showed no sign of it.
| said, "Can't you pass on the nmessage that | want to speak to then? Gve themthe right to choose
for themsel ves whether or not to turn me down?"
She stopped wal king, A cultist on stilts reached down and thrust a stack of edible panphlets in
her face, MR s own Einstein Conference Newsletter in the non-electronic edition. Lee waved the
worman away irritably. "You're asking a lot. If they take offense, and | |ose five years' work..."
I thought: You wouldn't |ose five years' work; you'd finally be free to publish. But it didn't
seemdi plomatic to put it that way.
| said, "I first heard the term Anthrocosnotogi sts from Kuwal e, not you. So you don't even have to
tell themthat you admitted knowi ng anything. Just say | asked you nore or |ess at randomt hat
I've been asking everyone at the conference, and | just happened to include you."
She hesitated. | said, "Kuwale was dropping hints about. . . violence. So what am | supposed to
do? Just forget about ver? O start trying to navigate ny way through whatever bizarre apparatus
Statel ess enpl oys for dealing with suspicious di sappearances ?"
Lee gave nme a | ook which seened to inply that she hadn't been taken in by any of this-but then she

sai d begrudgingly, "If I tell themyou've been blundering around shooting your nmouth off, |
suppose they can't hold that against ne."

"Thank you."

She didn't | ook happy. "Violence7 Agai nst whon?"

I shook ny head. "Ve didn't say. | nean, it nay all come to nothing, but | still have to followit
up. "

"I want to hear everything, when you do."
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"You will, | promse."

We'd arrived back at the theatre group, who were now acting out a | aborious fable about a child
with cancer . . . whose life could only be saved if he was kept from hearing the-stressful

i Mmmunosuppressant- truth. Look, M, real science! Except that the effects of stress on the i mune
system had been anenable to pharnmacol ogi cal control for the last thirty years.

| stood and watched for a while, playing devil's advocate against nmy own first inpressions, trying
to convince nyself that there mght be some real insight hidden in the story: sone eternal verity
whi ch transcended the outdated medi cal contingencies.

If there was, | honestly couldn't find it. The earnest clowns night as well have been envoys from
anot her planet, for all that they conveyed to nme about the world we supposedly shared.
And if | was wong, and they were right? If everything | saw as specious contrivance was, in fact,
| um nous with wisdon? If this clunsy, sentinental fairy tale spoke the deepest truth about the
wor | d?
Then | was nore than wong. | was utterly deluded. | was | ost beyond redenption-a foundling from
anot her cosnol ogy, another logic entirely, with no place in this one at all
There was no possibility of conmpronise, no question of building bridges. W couldn't both be "half-
right." Mstical Renaissance endl essly proclained that they'd found "the perfect bal ance" between
nysticismand rationality-as if the universe had been waiting for this cozy detente before
deci ding how to conduct itself, and was, frankly, relieved that the conflicting parties had been
able to reach an amicable settlenent which would respect everyone's delicate cultural
sensibilities and give due weight to everyone's views. Except, of course, the view that the human
i deal s of bal ance and conproni se, however |audable in political and social spheres, had absolutely
nothing to do with the way the universe itself behaved.

Hurmbl e Sci ence! coul d denounce as "tyrants of scientisn anyone who expressed this opinion

Mysti cal Renai ssance could call them"victinms of psychic numbing” who needed to be "heal ed"
but even if the cults were right, the principle itself could not be diluted, reconciled with its
opposites, brought into the fold. It was either true or false-or truth and fal sehood were
meani ngl ess, and the universe was an i nconprehensi bl e bl ur.
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| thought: Enmpathy at last. If any of this was nmutual-if MR felt half as alienated and
di spossessed by the prospect of a TOE, as | did at the thought of their lunatic ideas shaping the
ground beneath ny feet-then |I finally understood why they'd cone here.
The actors bowed. A few people, mainly other cultists in fancy dress, applauded. | suspected
there'd been a happy ending; |1'd stopped paying attention. | took out ny notepad and transferred
twenty dollars to the one they'd placed before themon the ground. Even Jungi ans in clown costunes
had to eat: First Law of Thernodynanics.

| turned to Indrani Lee. "Tell me, honestly: Are you really the one person who can step outside
every culture, every belief system every source of bias and confusion, and see the truth?"
She nodded unassum ngly. "Of course | am Aren't you?"

Back in ny room | stared blankly at the first page of Helen WiI's nbst controversial Physica
Review article-and tried to piece together how Sarah Knight could have stunbled on the
Ant hr ocosnol ogi sts in the course of her research for Violet Msala. Maybe Kuwal e had heard about
the project and approached her, just as ve'd approached ne.

Heard about it how?
Sarah had conme out of politics, but she'd al ready conpl eted one science docunentary for SeeNet.
checked the schedules. The title was Holding Up the Sky . . . and the subject was fringe
cosmol ogy. It wasn't due to be broadcast until June, but it was sitting in SeeNet's private
library-to which | had full access.

I viewed the whole thing. It ranged from near-orthodox (but probably untestable) theories: quantum
paral | el universes (diverging froma single Big Bang), multiple Big Bangs freezing out of pre-
space with different physical constants, universes "reproduci ng® via black holes and passing on
"mut at ed" physics to their offspring . . . through to nore exotic and fanciful concepts: the
cosnos as a cellular autonmaton, as the coincidental by-product of disenbodied Platonic
mat henatics, as a "cloud" of random nunbers which only possessed formby virtue of the fact that
one possi bl e form happened to include conscious observers.
There was no nention of the Anthrocosnol ogi sts, but maybe Sarah had been saving themfor a later
proj ect-by which tinme she hoped to have won their confidence and secured their cooperation? O
maybe

146
she'd been saving themfor Violet Msflla, if there was a substantial connection between the two-
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if it was nore than a coinci dence that Kuwal e was a devotee of both.

| sent Sisyphus exploring the nooks and crannies of the interactive version of Holding Up the Sky,
but there were no buried references, no hints of nore to cone. And no public database on the

pl anet contained a single entry on the ACs. Every cult enpl oyed i nage managers to try to keep the
right spin on their nedia representations . . . but total invisibility suggested extraordi nary

di sci pline, not expensive PR

The cult of Anthrocosnol ogy. Meani ng: Human know edge of the universe? It was not an instantly
transparent |abel. At |east Mstical Renaissance, Hunble Science! and Culture First didn't |eave
you guessi ng about their priorities.

It did contain the Hword, though. No wonder they had opposing factions-a mainstreamand a fringe.

I closed nmy eyes. | thought | could hear the island breathing, ceaselessly exhaling-and the
subt erranean ocean, scouring the rock beneath ne.
| opened my eyes. This close to the center, | was still above the guyot. Underneath the reef-rock

was solid basalt and granite, all the way down to the ocean fl oor
Sl eep reached up and took ne, regardl ess.
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15

| arrived early for Helen Wi's | ecture. The auditoriumwas al nost enpty-but Msala was there,
studyi ng sonmet hing on her notepad intently. | took a seat one space renoved from her. She didn't
| ook up.

"Good nmorning."

She gl anced at ne, and replied coldly, "Good norning," then went back to whatever she was view ng.
If | kept filming her like this, the audi ence would conclude that the whol e docunentary had been
made at gunpoi nt.

Body | anguage coul d al ways be edited.
That wasn't the point, though

| said, "How does this sound? |I promi se not to use anything you said about the cults-yesterday, if
you agree to give ne something nore considered |ater on."

She thought it over, without lifting her eyes fromthe screen

"Al'l right. That's fair." She glanced at ne again, adding, "I don't nean to be rude, but | really
do have to finish this." She showed nme her notepad; she was hal f-way through one of WI's papers, a
Physi cal Review article about six nonths ol d.

I didn't say anything, but | nust have | ooked nmonmentarily scandalized. Msal a said defensively,
"There are only twenty-four hours in a day. O course | should have read this nonths ago, but.

" She gestured inpatiently.

"Can | filmyou reading it?"

She was horrified. "And |l et everyone know?"

| said, '"Nobel |aureate catches up on homework.' It would show that you have something in comon
with us nortals.” | alnost added: "It's what we call humanization."

Mosala said firmy, "You can start filmng when the | ecture begins. That's what it says on the
schedul e we agreed to. Right?"
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"Ri ght."

She carried on reading-now truly ignoring nme; all the self-consciousness and hostility had

vani shed. | felt a wave of relief wash over nme: between us, we'd probably just saved the
docunentary. Her reaction to the cults had to be dealt with, but she had a right to express it
nore diplomatically. It was a sinple, obvious conpronise; | only wished |I'd thought of it sooner.

| peeked at Mosal a's notepad while she read (w thout recording). She invoked sonme kind of software
assistant every tine she came to an equation: w ndows bl ossomed on the screen, full of algebraic
cross-checking and detailed analysis of the links between the steps in Wi's argunent. | wondered
if I would have been able to make better sense of WI's papers nyself, with this kind of help.
Probably not: sone of the notation in the "explanatory" w ndows | ooked even nore cryptic to nme
than that of the original text.

I could follow, in the broadest qualitative terns, nost of the issues being discussed at the
conference-but Msala, with a little conputerized help, could clearly penetrate right down to the
| evel where the mathenmatics either survived rigorous scrutiny, or fell apart. No seductive
rhetoric, no persuasive netaphors, no appeals to intuition: just a sequence of equations where
each one did or did not lead inexorably to the next. Passing this inspection wasn't proof of
anyt hi ng, of course; an inmmcul ate chain of reasoning led to nothing but an el egant fantasy, if
the prem ses were, physically, wong. It was crucial to be able to test the connections

t hensel ves, though, to check every strand in the web of [ogic which bound two possibilities
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t oget her.

The way | sawit, every theory and its |ogical consequences-every set of general |aws, and the
specific possibilities they dictated-formed an indivisible whole. Newton's universal |aws of
notion and gravity, Kepler's idealized elliptical orbits, and any nunber of particular (pre-

Ei nsteinian) nodels of the solar system were all part of the sane fabric of ideas, the sane
tightly knit layer of reasoning. None of which had turned out to be entirely correct, so the whole
| ayer of Newtoni an cosnol ogy had been peeled away (fingernails slipped under the unraveling corner

where vel ocities approached the speed of light) in search of sonething deeper . . . and the sane
thi ng had happened half a dozen tines since. The trick was to know precisely what constituted each
| ayer, to
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prise away each interlinked set of falsified ideas and failed predictions, no nore and no | ess
until a layer was reached which was seanl ess, self-consistent-and which fit every available

observation of the real world.
That was what set Violet Msala apart (fromhalf her coll eagues, no doubt, as well as third-rate
sci ence journalists-and which no anount of humani zati on woul d ever change): If a proposed TCE was
i nconsi stent with experinental data, or unravel ed under its own contradictions, she had the
ability to followthe logic as far as it went, and peel away the whole beautiful failure, like a
perfect sheet of dead skin.
And if it wasn't a beautiful failure? If the TOE in question turned out to be flaw ess? Wt chi ng
her parse Wi's el aborate mat hematical argunments as if they were witten in the nost transparent
prose, | could picture her, when that day came-whether the TCE was her own or not-patiently
mappi ng out the theory's consequences at every scale, every energy, every |level of conplexity,
doi ng her best to weave the universe into an indivisible whole.

The auditoriumbegan to fill. Msala finished the paper just as Wi arrived at the podium 1
whi spered, "What's the verdict?"
Mosal a was pensive. "I think she's largely correct. She hasn't quite proved what she's set out to

prove-not yet. But I'malnost certain that she's on the right track."

| was startled. "But doesn't that worry-?" She raised a finger to her lips. "Be patient. Let's
hear her out." Helen Wi |ived in Ml aysia, but had worked for the University of Bonbay for the
last thirty years. She'd co-authored at |east a dozen seminal papers-including two with Buzzo and
one wi th Msal a-but sonmehow she'd never reached the sane quasi-celebrity status. She was probably
every bit as ingenious and imagi native as Buzzo, and maybe even as rigorous and thorough as
Mosal a, but she seenmed to have been slower to nove straight to the frontiers of the field (always
really visible only in retrospect), and not as |ucky in choosing probl ens which had yi el ded
spectacul ar general results.

Much of the lecture was sinply beyond ne. | covered every word, every graphic, scrupul ously, but
ny thoughts wandered to the question of how | could paraphrase the nmessage w thout the
technicalities. Wth an interactive dial ogue, maybe?
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Pi ck a nunber between ten and a thousand. Don't tell me what it is.

[ Thi nks. .. 575]

Add the digits together

[17]

Add t hem agai n.

[8]

Add3.

[11]

Subtract this fromthe original nunber.

[ 564]

Add the digits together. [15]

Find the remai nder |eft when you divide by nine. [6]

Square it. [36] Add 6. [42]

The nunber in your head now 15 ... 42? [Yes!] Now try it once again .

The end result, of course, was guaranteed to be the same every tinme; all the el aborate steps of
this cheap party trick were just a long-w nded way of saying that X minus X would al ways equa
zero.

WI was suggesting that Msala's whol e approach to building a TOE anpbunted to rmuch the sane thing:
all the mathematics sinply canceled itself out. On a grander scale, and in a far | ess obvious
manner-but in the end, a tautology was still a tautol ogy.

Wi spoke quietly as equations flowed across the display screen behind her. To spell out these
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connections, to short-circuit one part of Mdsala's work with another, Wi had had to prove half a
dozen new theorens in pure mathematics-difficult results, all of them and useful in their own
right. (This was not ny own uneducated opinion; |I'd checked the databases for citations other
earlier work, which had prepared the ground for this presentation.) And that was the extraordinary
thing, for ne: that such a rich and conplex restatenent of"X mnus X equals zero" was even
possible. It was as if an elaborately twi sted | ength of rope, weaving in and out of its own
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detours a few hundred thousand times, had turned out not to be knotted at all, but just a sinmple
| oop-ornately arranged, but ultimately able to be conpletely untangl ed. Maybe that woul d nake a
better netaphor-and in the interactive, viewers with force gloves could reach in and prove for
t hensel ves that the "knot" really was just a loop in disguise ..

You couldn't grab hold of a couple of Mosala's tensor equations and sinply tug, though, to find
out how they were joined. You had to unpick the false knot in your mind s eye (with help from
software-but it couldn't do everything). Subtle m stakes were always possible. The details were
ever yt hi ng.
Wi finished, and began taking questions. The audi ence was subdued,;
there were only a couple of tentative requests for clarification, expressing no hint of acceptance
or rejection.

| turned to Mbsala. "Do you still think she's on the right track?"
She hesitated. "Yes, | do."
The auditoriumwas enptying around us. In the corner of ny eye, | could see people' s gaze

lingering on Mbsala as they made their way past us. It was all very civilized-no swooning

t eenagers beggi ng for autographs-but there were unm stakable flashes of infatuation, reverence,
adoration. | recogni zed sone nenbers of the fan club whose support had been so evident at the
press conference-but | still hadn't so much as glinpsed Kuwal e anywhere in the building. If ve was
so concerned about Mdsal a, why wasn't ve here?

| said, "Wat does that mean for your TOE? If Wi is correct?”

Mosal a smiled. "Maybe that strengthens ny position.”

"Way? | don't understand."

She gl anced at her notepad. "It's a conplicated i ssue. Maybe we could go into it tonorrow?"
Wednesday afternoon: our first interview session

"Of course."

We began to wal k out together. Msala clearly had anot her appointnment; it was now or never.

said, "There's sonething |I've been neaning to tell you. | don't knowif it's inportant, but..."
She seened distracted, but she said, "Go on."

"When | arrived, | was net at the airport by soneone called Akili Kuwale." She didn't react to the

name, so | continued. "Ve said ve was a 'mainstream Ant hrocosno | egist,' and-"

Mosal a groaned softly, closed her eyes, and stopped dead. Then she
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turned on ne. "Let me nake this absolutely clear. If you so nuch as nention the Anthrocosnol ogists
in this docunentary, I'Il-"

| broke in hurriedly, "I have no intention of doing that."

She stared at me angrily, disbelieving.

| added, "Do you think they'd let me, even if | wanted to?"

She wasn't nollified. "I never know what they night do. What did this person want fromyou, if it
wasn't coverage for their lunatic views?"
| said carefully, "Ve seened to feel you might be in sone kind of danger." | contenpl ated raising

the question of emigration to Statel ess, but Mysala was already so close to flashpoint that |
didn't think it was worth the risk.

She said acidly, "Well, that's the Anthrocosnol ogists for you, and their concern is very touching,
but I'mnot in any danger, am|?" She gestured at the enpty auditorium as if to point out the
absence of lurking assassins. "So they can relax, and you can forget about them and we can both
get on with our jobs. Ri ght?"

| nodded dunbly. She started to wal k away; | caught up with her. | said, "Look, | didn't seek

t hese people out. | was approached straight off the plane by this nysterious person nmaking cryptic
remar ks about your safety. | thought you had a right to hear about it; it's as sinple as that.
didn't know ve was a nenber of your least favorite cult. And if the whole subjects taboo

fine. I'll never speak their name in your presence again."

Mosal a stopped, her expression softening. She said, "I apologize. |I didn't nean to chew your head

off. But if you knew the kind of pernicious nonsense-" She broke off. "Never mind. You say the
subj ects cl osed? You have no interest in then?" She smiled sweetly. "Then there's nothing to argue

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (70 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:38 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

about, is there?" She wal ked to the doorway, then turned and called back, "So-I1'Il see you
tonorrow afternoon? W can finally have a tal k about sone things that matter. |'m | ooking forward
to that."

| watched her wal k away, then | retreated back into the enmpty roomand sat down in a front-row
seat, wondering how I'd ever tal ked nyself into believing that | could "explain" Violet Msala to
the world. | hadn't even known what ny own |over was thinking, living with her week after week, so
what kind of ludicrous nisjudgments would I make with this highly strung, mercurial stranger
whose |life revolved around mathematics | could barely conprehend ?
153
My not epad beeped urgently. | took it fromnmy pocket; Hernmes had
153

deduced that the lecture was over, and audi bl e signaling was now acceptable. There was a nmessage
for me fromlndrani Lee:
"Andrew, you may not fully appreciate what kind of coup this is, but a representative of the
peopl e we di scussed | ast night has agreed to speak with you. Of the record, of course. 27 Chomsky
Avenue. Nine o'clock tonight."
| clutched ny stomach, and tried not to |augh

| said, "I"'mnot going. I'mnot risking it. Wat if Msala finds out? O course |'m curious-but
it's just not worth it."
After a few seconds, Hernmes asked, "Is that a reply to the sender?"

I shook ny head. "No. And it's not even the truth, either."

The address Lee had given ne was a short walk fromthe north-east tramline, through what | ooked-
al nost-1i ke a patch of m ddl e-cl ass suburbia back hone .. . except that there was no vegetation
ostentatious or otherwise, just relatively |arge paved courtyards and occasi onal kitsch statuary.
No obviously electrified fences, either. The air was chilly; autumm was nmeking itself felt here,
after all. The dazzling coral of Statel ess gave the wong inpression entirely; the natural cousins
of its engineered polyps would not have thrived, this far fromthe tropics.

I thought: Sarah Knight had been in touch with the Anthrocosnol o-gists, and Mdsal a had never got
to hear of it. She would hardly have spoken about Sarah in such glowing terns, if she'd known
there'd been sone kind of deal between her and Kuwal e. That was pure supposition, but it nade
sense: research for Holding Up the Sky nust have |led Sarah to the ACs, who were at |east part of
the reason why she'd worked so hard to get the contract for Violet Msala. And maybe the

Ant hr ocosnol ogi sts had now decided to offer the sane deal to ne. Help us keep watch over Viol et
Mosal a, and we'll give you a world exclusive: the first nedia coverage of the planet's nost
secretive cult.

Way did they feel it was their duty to guard Misal a, though? Wiat role did TOE specialists play in
t he Ant hrocosnol ogi sts' schene of things? Revered gurus? Unworldly holy fools who needed to be
protected fromtheir enem es by a secret cadre of devoted foll owers? Sanctifying physicists would
make a change from sanctifying ignorance-but | could imagine Mdsala finding it even nore galling
to be told that she was sone kind of precious (but ultimtely, naive and hel pl ess) conduit
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for nystical insights, than to be told she was in need of being hunbl ed, or heal ed.

Number 27 was a singl e-storey house of silver-gray granite-like reef-rock. It was large, but no
mansi on; four or five bedroonms, maybe. It nade sense for the reclusive ACs to | ease thensel ves
sonmet hing out in the suburbs; it was certainly nore discreet than booking thensel ves roons in a
hotel swarming with journalists. Warmyellow |ight showed through wi ndows set to opal escent, a

del i berately wel conming configuration. | wal ked through the unl ocked gate, crossed the enpty
courtyard, steeled nyself, and rang the bell. If Mystical Renaissance could don clown costunes and
tal k about "inmmgination-driven self-narratives" out on the street for all the world to see,

wasn't sure | was ready for a cult whose practices had to take place behind cl osed doors.

My notepad emitted a brief, soft squeal, like a children's toy inpaled on a knife. | took it from
my pocket; the screen was blank-the first tinme ever 1'd seen it that way. The door opened, and an
el egantly dressed wonan smiled at ne and extended a hand, saying, "You nust be Andrew Worth. |'m

Amanda Conroy. "

"Pl eased to neet you."

Still clutching ny notepad, | shook her hand. She glanced at the dead machine. "It won't be
damaged- but you understand, this is off the record.” She had a West Coast US accent, and
unashamedl y unnatural mlk-white skin, snooth as polished marble. She m ght have been any age from
thirty to sixty.

| followed her into the house, down a plushly carpeted hallway, and into the living room There
were half a dozen wall-hangings: |arge, abstract and colorful. They | ooked to ne |ike Brazilian
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Mock Primitive-the work of a school of fashionable Irish artists-but | had no way of know ng
whet her or not they were the "genuine" article: self-consciously exploitative "rem xes" of
twenti es Sao Paul o ghetto art, cur-

rently valued at a hundred thousand tines the price of the real thing fromBrazil. The four-neter
wal | -screen certainly wasn't cheap, though, and nor was the hidden device which had turned ny
notepad into a brick. | didn't even contenplate trying to i nvoke Wtness; | was just glad |'d

transmitted the norning's footage to ny editing console at hone, before |eaving the hotel
We seened to be alone in the house. Conroy said, "Take a seat, please. Can | offer you anything?"
She noved toward a smal |l beverage
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di spenser in a corner of the room | glanced at the nachine, and declined. It was a twenty-
t housand- dol | ar synt hesi zer nodel -essentially a scal ed-up pharm it could have served anything
fromorange juice to a cocktail of neuroactive amines. Its presence on Statel ess surprised me-|
hadn't been allowed to bring nmy own out-of-date pharm here-but not having nenorized the schedul es

to the UNresolution, I wasn't sure what technol ogy was prohibited universally, and what was
banned only from Australian exports.

Conroy sat opposite nme, conposed, but thoughtful for a nonent. Then she said, "Akili Kuwale is a
very dear friend of nmine, and a wonderful person, but ve's sonething of a | oose cannon." She
smled disarmingly. "I can't imagine what inpression you have of us, after ve led you on with al
t hat cl oak-and-dagger nonsense." She glanced at ny notepad again, meaningfully. "I suppose our

i nsistence on strict privacy doesn't help matters, either-but there's nothing sinister about that,
| assure you. You nust appreciate the power of the nedia to take a group of people, and their

i deas, and distort the representation of both to suit. . . any nunber of agendas." | started to
reply-to concede the point, actually- but she cut nme off. "I"'mnot trying to Iibel your

prof ession, but we've seen it happen so nmany tines, to other groups, that you shouldn't be
surprised if we treat it as an inevitable consequence of going public.

"So we've made the difficult choice, for the sake of autonony, to refuse to be represented by
outsiders at all. W don't wish to be portrayed to the world at large: fairly or unfairly,
synpathetically or otherwise. And if we have no public i mage what soever, the problem of distortion
vani shes. W are who we are."

| said, "And yet, you've asked nme here."

Conroy nodded, regretfully. "Wasting your time, and risking nmaking things even worse. But what

choice did we have? Akili stirred your curiosity, and we could hardly expect you to let the matter
drop. So ... I'mwlling to discuss our ideas with you directly rather than | eaving you to track
down and piece together a |lot of unreliable hearsay fromthird parties. But it nust, all, be off

the record. "

| shifted in ny seat. "You don't want nme drawi ng any nore attention to you by asking questions of
the wrong people-so you'll answer themyourself, just to shut me up?"

I'd expected this blunt appraisal to be met with wounded deni als and a barrage of eupheni sns but
Conroy replied calmy, "That's right."
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I ndrani Lee nust have taken ny suggestion at face value: Just say | asked you nore or |ess at
randomthat |'ve been asking everyone at the conference, and | just happened to include you. If
the ACs thought my hastily inprovised story for Lee about the "vani shing informant" Kuwal e was in
the process of being repeated to every last journalist and physicist on Statel ess, no wonder
they'd wasted no tinme in calling me in.

| said, "Why are you willing to trust ne? What's to stop me fromusing everything you say?"
Conroy spread her hands. "Nothing. But why would you want to do that? |'ve viewed your previous
work; it's clear that quasi-scientific groups like us don't interest you. You're here to cover
Violet Mosala at the Einstein Conference-which nust be a chall engi ng enough subject, w thout any
detours and distractions. It nay be inpossible to | eave Mystical Renai ssance or Hunbl e Sci ence!
out of the picture-they're forcing thenselves into the frame at every opportunity. But we're not.
And with no inmages of us-unless you care to fake themwhat woul d you put in your docunentary? A
five-minute interview with yourself, recounting this neeting?"

I didn't know what to say; she was right on every count. And on top of all that was Mbsal as

anti pathy, and the risk I ran of losing her cooperation if | was caught straying into this
territory at all.

VWhat's nore, | couldn't help but synpathize a little with the ACs' stand. It seened that al nost
everyone |'d encountered in the last few years-from gender mgrants fleeing other people's
definitions of sexual politics, to refugees fromnationalist cant |like Bill Mnroe-was weary of

havi ng soneone else claimthe authority to portray them Even the Ignorance Cults and TCE
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speci al i sts resented each other for sinmilar reasons, although they were ultinmately contesting the
definition of something infinitely larger than their own identities.

| said cautiously, "I can hardly offer you a vow of unconditional secrecy. But I'Il try to respect
your w shes."

This seened to be enough for Conroy. Perhaps she'd wei ghed up everything before we'd even net and
decided that a quiet briefing had to be the lesser of two evils, even if she could extract no
guar ant ees.

She said, "Anthrocosnology is really just the nodern formof an ancient idea. | won't waste your
tinme, though, listing what we do and don't have in common with various phil osophers of classica
Greece, the early Islamc world, seventeenth-century France, or eighteenth-century
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Germany . . . you can mine all the distant history yourself, if you really care. |I'll start with
a man |'msure you've heard of: a twentieth-century physicist called John Weeler." | nodded
recognition, although all | could recall imediately was that he'd played a seminal role in the

theory of black hol es.
Conroy continued, "Weeler was a great advocate of the idea of a participatory universe: a
uni verse shaped by the inhabitants who observe and explain it. He had a favorite netaphor for this

concept ... do you know the old gane of twenty questions? One person thinks of an object, and the
ot her keeps asking yes-or-no questions, to try to find out what it is.
"There's another way to play the game, though. You don't choose any object at all, to start with.

You just answer the questions 'yes' or 'no,' nore or |ess at random but constrained by the need to
be consistent with what you' ve already said. If you ve said that '"it' is blue all over, you can't
change your mind later and say that it's red . . . even though you still have no precise i dea what
"it'" really is. But as nore and nore questions are asked, what 'it' m ght be becones narrower and
narrower .

"Wheel er suggested that the universe itself behaved |ike that undefined object-only conming into
bei ng as something specific through a simlar process of interrogation. W nmake observations, we
carry out experinments-we ask questions about "it.' W get back answers-sone of themnore or |ess

random but they're never absolute contradictions. And the nore questions we ask . . . the nore
preci sely the universe takes shape."
| said, "You nmean like . . . making neasurenments on microscopic objects? Sone properties of

subatomc particles don't exist until they' re neasured-and the neasurenent you get has a random
component- but if you measure the sanme thing a second tine, you get the same result."” This was
old, old ground, well-established and uncontroversial. "Surely that's the kind of thing Weeler
woul d have meant ?"

Conroy agreed. "That's the definitive exanple. Wich dates back to Neils Bohr, of course, whom
Wheel er studied under in Copenhagen, in the nineteen-thirties. Quantum nmeasurenent was certainly
the inspiration for the whol e nodel. Weeler and his successors took it further, though
"Quant um neasurenent is about individual, mcroscopic events which do or don't happen-at random
but according to probabilities
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determ ned by a set of pre-existing laws. About . . . individual heads and tails, not the shape of
the coin, or the overall odds when it's thrown repeatedly. It's easy enough to see that a coin is
nei ther 'heads' nor 'tails' while it's still up in the air, spinning-but what if it's not even any
particular coin7 What if there really are no pre-existing | aws governing the system you're about
to measure . . . any nore than there are pre-existing answers to any of those neasurenents?"

| said warily, "You tell ne." I'd cone here expecting a serve of the usual florid cult-speak from
the very start: gibberish about archetypal warl ocks and witches, or the urgent need to redi scover
the I ost wi sdom of the alchem sts. The strategy of taking quantum nmechanics and distorting the
boundaries of its counter-intuitive weirdness in whatever direction suited the cult phil osophy was
far harder to track. In the hands of a smpoth-tal king charlatan, Qv could be blurred into just

about anything-froma "scientific" basis for telepathy, to a "proof of Zen Buddhism Still, if |
couldn't gauge the preci se nonent when Conroy noved from established science to Ant hrocosnol ogi ca
fantasy, that hardly mattered; | could map it all out later, when | had ny electronic teat back

giving ne access to some expert gui dance.

Conroy sniled at my edgi ness-and continued in the | anguage of science. "Wat happened,
historically, was that physics nmerged with information theory. Or at |least, a |lot of people
explored the union, for a while. They tried to discover whether it nade sense to tal k about

buil ding, not just a space-tinme of individual m croscopic events, but all of the underlying
quant um nechani cs, and all of the various-then, non-unified- field equations . . . out of nothing
but a stream of yes-and-no answers. Reality frominformation, froman accunul ati on of know edge.
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As Wheeler put it, 'anit froma bit.""

| said, "Sounds |like one of those nice ideas that just didn't pan out. No one at the conference is
tal ki ng about anything of the kind."

Conroy conceded, "Information physics pretty much vani shed from serious contention when the
Standard Unified Field Theory rose fromthe ashes of superstrings. Wiat did the geonetry of ten-

di nensi onal total space have to do with sequences of bits? Very little. Geonetry took over. And
it's been the nost productive approach ever since."
"So where do the Anthrocosnol ogists fit in? Do you have your own rival TOEs from'information
physi cs,' which the establishnent won't take seriously?”
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Conroy | aughed. "Hardly! We couldn't begin to conpete in that arena, and we have no wish to do
so. Buzzo, Mdsala and N shide can fight it out between thenmselves. One of themw ||l cone up with a
flawless TOE in the end, I'mcertain of that."

"Then- ?"
"Go back to the old Wheel er nodel of the universe. Laws of physics enmerge from patterns-
consi stencies-in randomdata. But if an event doesn't take place unless it's observed . . . then a

| aw doesn't exist unless it's understood. But that begs the question, doesn't it: understood by
whom Who deci des what 'consistent' neans? Wio decides what forma 'Ilaw can take-or what
constitutes an 'explanation' ?

"If the universe instantly succunbed to any human expl anati on whatsoever . . . we'd be living in a
worl d where Stone Age cosnology was literally true. Or ... it would be like the old satires of the
afterlife-a separate heaven for every conflicting faith-even before we died. But the world just
isn't like that. However much people disagree, we still find ourselves together, arguing about the
nature of reality. We don't float off into individual universes where our own private explanations
are the ultimate truth."

"Well, no." | had a vivid image of the Mystical Renai ssance theatre troupe follow ng Carl Jung-
dressed in a Pied Piper costune-down a psychedelic wornhole into another cosnobs entirely, where no
rationalists could foll ow

| said, "Doesn't that suggest to you that the universe m ght not be participatory, after all? That
the laws just nmight be fixed principles, independent of the people who understand then"

"No." Conroy smiled gently, as if this suggestion struck her as quaintly naive. "Everything in
relativity and quantum mechani cs cries out against any absol ute backdrop: absolute tine, absolute
history . . . absolute laws. But | think it does suggest that the whole idea of participation
needs to be fornulated rigorously in the nmathematics of infornmation theory, and different
possibilities analyzed with great care.”

It was hard to argue with that. "To what end, though? If you' re not conpeting for the discovery of
a successful TCE .. . ?"

"The point is to understand the means by which TOE science can give rise to an active TOE. How
know edge of the equations can fix the reality they describe firmy in place-so firmy that we
can't even hope to see behind them to glinpse the process which holds themthere.”
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| laughed. "If you admit we can't hope to do that, you've just crossed right over into
met aphysi cs. "
Conroy was unfazed. "Certainly. But we believe it can still be done in the spirit of science:

appl yi ng |l ogic, using appropriate mathematical tools. That's what Anthrocosnol ogy is: the old

i nformati on-theoretic approach, revived as sonething external to physics. It may not be needed to
di scover the TCE itself-but | believe it can make sense of the fact that there is a TOE at all."

I leaned forward-1 think I was smiling, alnmost unwillingly-fascinated in spite of ny skepticism
As cult pseudoscience went, at |east this was high-class bullshit.

"How, exactly? VWhich of these possibilities you' ve '"analyzed with great care' can give a theory
any kind of power which wasn't already there in nature ?"

Conroy said, "lmagine this cosnpl ogy: Forget about starting the universe with just the right
finely-tuned Big Bang needed to create stars, planets, intelligent life . . . and a culture
capabl e of nmaking sense of it all. Instead, take as your 'starting point' the fact that there's a

I'iving human being who can explain an entire universe, in terms of a single theory. Turn
everything around, and take it as the only thing given that this one person exists."

| said irritably, "How can it be the only thing? You can't have a living human being . . . and
nothing else. And if it's given that this person can explain the universe, then there has to be a
universe to explain."

"Exactly."

Conroy sniled, calmMy and sanely, but the hairs stood up on the back of nmy neck, and | suddenly
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knew what she was going to say next.
"Fromthis person, the universe 'grows out' of the power to explain it: out in all directions, and
forward and backward in tine. Instead of being blasted out of pre-space-instead of being 'caused

i nexplicably at the beginning of tine-it crystallizes quietly around a single human bei ng.
"That's why the universe obeys a single awa Theory of Everything. It's all explained by a single
person. W call this one person the Keystone. Everyone, and everything, exists because the

Keyst one exists. The Big Bang nodel of cosnology can lead to anything at all: a universe of cold
dust, a universe of black holes, a universe of dead planets. But the Keystone needs everything
whi ch the universe actually contains-stars,
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pl anets, life-in order to explain vis own existence. And not only needs them the Keystone can
account for all of them neke sense of all of them w thout gaps, wthout flaws, without
cont radi cti ons.
"That's why it's possible for billions of people to be wong. That's why we're not living with

St one Age cosnol ogy or even Newt oni an physics. Mst explanations just aren't powerful, rich or
coherent enough to bring a whole universe into being-and to explain a mnd capable of holding such
an expl anation."

| sat and stared at Conroy, not wishing to insult her, but at a loss for anything polite to say.
This was pure cult-speak at last: she night as well have been telling ne that Violet Msala and
Henry Buzzo were the incarnations of a pair of warring H ndu deities, or that Atlantis would rise
fromthe ocean and the stars would fall fromthe sky when the Final Equation was witten.

Except that, if she had, | doubt | would have felt the sanme uneasy tingling down ny back and
across ny forearns. She'd steered close enough to the shores of science, for enough of the way, to
disarmne a little.

She continued. "W can't watch the universe energe; we're part of it, we're trapped inside the
space-time created by the act of explanation. All we can hope to witness, in the progression of
time, is one person becone the first to hold the TOE in vis mind, and grasp its consequences, and-

i nvisibly, inmperceptibly-understand us all into being."

She | aughed suddenly, breaking the spell. "It's only a theory. The mathenmatics behind it nakes
perfect sense-but the reality is untestable, by its very nature. So of course, we could be wong.
"But now, can you understand why sonmeone |ike Akili-who believes, perhaps too passionately, that
we could be right-wi shes to be certain that Violet Mosala will cone to no harn®"

I wal ked further south than | needed to, heading for a tramstop some way down the line fromthe
poi nt where |'d di senmbarked. | needed to be out under the stars for a while, to come back down to

Earth. Even if Stateless didn't exactly qualify as solid ground.

| was greatly relieved by the night's revelations: they seemed to wap up everything, to nake
sense, finally, of all the distractions which had been keeping nme fromdoing nmy job

The ACs were harm ess cranks-and, entertaining as it mght be to
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give thema footnote in Violet Mdsala, it would hardly underm ne the integrity of the whole
docunentary to | eave them out-as they w shed, as Mdsal a wi shed. Wiy offend both parties in the
nane of fearless journalismin reality, just to raise a brief snmrk with SeeNet's target audi ence?
And Kuwal e was-understandably, if not justifiably-thoroughly paranocid. The life of a potential
Keystone was not a matter to be taken lightly. It wasn't a question of the universe crunbling; if
you di ed before "explaining everything into being," then obviously someone el se would have to do
it, and you sinply weren't the one. That didn't exclude a great deal of reverence, though, for
the, as yet, nere candidate creators-and the runors of Msala's em gration nust have been enough
to start Kuwal e seeing enenies crawling out of the reef-rock

| waited for the tramon a deserted street, gazing up through the clear, cold air at a dazzling

ri chness of stars-and satellites-Conroy's perversely elegant fantasy still running through ny
head. | thought: If Mdsala is the Keystone, it's a good thing that she treats the ACs with such
contenpt. |f her explanation of the universe included a conventional TOE, and nothing el se, then
all was fine. If she'd taken Anthrocosnol -ogy seriously, though . . . surely that woul d have

pl ucked her right out of the tight web of explanation she was supposed to be spinning for us all.
A Theory of Everything wasn't a Theory of Everything if there was another |evel, a deeper |ayer of
truth.

And it seemed a sufficiently tall order to have to grow your own universe to wap yourself in:
your own ancestors (needed to explain your own existence), your own billions of human cousins (an
unavoi dabl e | ogi cal consequence-as would be nore distant relatives, aninal and plant), your own
world to stand on, sun to orbit-and other planets, suns, and gal axies, not obviously essential for
survival . . . but possibly allowing a relatively sinmple TCE (which could fit in one nind) to be
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traded for a trickier version which was nore econonical with cosmc real estate. Explaining al
that into existence would be hard enough; you wouldn't want to be obliged to create the power to
create it, as well-to have to explain into being the Anthrocosnol ogy which allowed you to explain
things into being.

A wi se separation of powers. Leave the netaphysics to soneone el se.

| boarded the tram A couple of the passengers sniled and greeted ne, and chatted for a while-

wi t hout anyone drawi ng a weapon and derandi ng noney.
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Wal king up the street toward the hotel, | scrolled through a few docunments on ny notepad, just to
check that nothing had been lost in the blackout. I'd nade a list of the questions |'d planned to
ask the Ant hro-cosnol ogists; | checked through them to see how |'d done. 1'd only m ssed one

poi nt; not bad for soneone used to a permanent electronic crutch, but it was still an irritation
Kuwal e had said that ve was "mainstream AC." So if all of the wild metaphysics which Conroy had
just fed me was the mai nstream of Anthrocosnology . . . what did they believe out on the fringe?
My conpl acency was beginning to unravel. Al |1'd heard was one version of the ACs' doctrine.
Conroy had taken it upon herself to speak for all of thembut that didn't prove that they al
agreed. At the very least, | needed to speak to Kuwale again . . . but | had better things to do
t han stake out the house in the hope that ve would turn up there.

Back in nmy room | had Hernes scan the world's conmuni cations directories. There were over seven
thousand Kuwal es listed, with primary addresses in a dozen countries-but no Akili. Wich neant it
was probably a nickname, a dimnutive, or an unofficial nomde asex. Wthout even know ng what
country ve cane from it was going to be inpossible to narrow the search

| hadn't filmed ny conversation with Kuwal e-but | closed nmy eyes and i nvoked Wtness, and pl ayed
with the identikit option until | had vis face clearly in front of ne-in digital formin ny gut
menory, as well as in nmy mnd s eye. | plugged in the unbilical fiber and noved the inage into ny
not epad, then searched the gl obal news databases for a match to either name or face. Not everyone
had their fifteen mnutes of fame, but with nine mllion non-profit netzines on top of all the
comercial nedia, you didn't exactly have to be a celebrity to nmake it into the archives. Wn an
agrotech conpetition in rural Angola, score the winning goal for even the nost obscure Janai can
soccer team and-

No such luck. The electronic teat fails again-at a cost of three hundred dollars.

So where was 1 neant to | ook for ver, if not on the nets? Qut in the world. But | couldn't scour
the streets of Stateless

I invoked Wtness again, and flagged the identikit inage for continuous real-tinme search. If
Kuwal e so much as appeared in the corner of ny eye-whether or not | was recordi ng, and whether or
not | noticed- Wtness would |l et me know
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Karin De Groot led ne into Violet Mdsala's suite. Despite the difference in scale, it had the sane

sunny-but -spartan feel as ny own single room A skylight added to the sense of space and light,

but ever this touch failed to create the inpression of opul ence which it m ght have done in

anot her building, in another place. Nothing on Statel ess appeared |lavish to ne, however grand, but

I couldn't decide to what extent this judgnent was the product of the architecture itself, and how

much was due to an awareness of the politics and bi otechnol ogy which I ay behind every surface.

De Groot said, "Violet won't be long. Take a seat. She's talking to her nother, but |'ve already

rem nded her about the interview Tw ce."

It was three in the norning in South Africa. "Has sonething happened? | can cone back later." |

didn't want to intrude in the nmiddle of a famly crisis.

De Groot reassured me, "Everything' s fine. Wendy keeps strange hours, that's all."

| sat in one of the arnthairs arranged in a cluster near the niddle of the room they |ooked like

they m ght have been left that way after a neeting. Sone kind of |ate-night brainstorm ng session
bet ween Mysal a, Helen Wi, and a few other coll eagues? Woever it was, 1 should have been

there, fuming. | was going to have to push harder for access, or Msala wuld keep nme at a

di stance to the end. But | was going to have to win her confidence somehow, or pushing would only

get ne shut out even nore. Mosala clearly had no particular desire for publicity-let alone the

desperate need of a politician or a hack. The only thing I could offer her was the chance to

communi cate her work.

De Groot renmi ned standing, one hand on the back of a chair. | said, "So how did you get to neet

her ?"
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"I answered an advertizenent. | didn't know Violet, personally, before I took the job."

"You have a science background too, though?"

She smled. "Too. My background's probably nore like yours than like Violet's-1 have a degree in
science and journalism"

"Did you ever work as a journalist?"

"I was science correspondent for Proteus, for six years. The charning M. Savinmbi is ny
successor. "

"I see." | strained ny ears; | could just make out Mdsala in the adjoining room still talking. |
said quietly, "Wat Savinbi said on Monday, about death threats-was there anything in that?"

De Groot eyed ne warily. "Don't bring that up. Please. Do you really want to nake everything as
difficult as you possibly can for her?"

| protested, "No, but put yourself in ny position. Wuld you ignore the whole issue? | don't want
to inflame the situation, but if some cultural purity group is issuing death sentences agai nst
Africa's top scientists, don't you think that's worthy of serious discussion?"

De Groot said inpatiently, "But they're not. For a start, the Stockhol mquote was picked up and
mangl ed by a Vol ksfront netzine-running the bizarre Iine that Violet was saying that the Nobe
wasn't hers, wasn't 'Africa's,' but really belonged to '"white intellectual culture'-for which she
was only a politically expedient figurehead. That 'story' got taken up and echoed in other places-
but nobody except the original audi ence woul d have believed for a second that it was anything but
| udi crous propaganda. As for PACDF, they've never done so much as acknow edge Violet's existence."
"Ckay. Then what made Savinbi |eap to the wong concl usi on?”

De Groot glanced toward the doorway. "Garbled fifth-hand reports.”

"OfF what? Not just the netzine propaganda itself. He could hardly be that naive."

De Groot | eaned toward nme with an angui shed expression, torn between discretion and the desire to
set me straight. "She had a break-in. Al right? A few weeks ago. A burglar. A teenage boy with a
gun."

"Shit. What happened? Was she hurt?"

"No, she was lucky. Her alarmwent off-he'd disabled one, but she had a backup-and there was a
patrol car nearby at the tine. The burglar told the police he'd been paid to frighten her. But he
couldn't nane nanmes, of course. It was just a pathetic excuse."
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"Then why should Savinmbi take it seriously? And why 'fifth-hand reports'? Surely he woul d have
read the whole story?"

"Violet dropped the charges. She's an idiot, but that's the kind of thing she does. So there was
no court appearance, no official version of events. But soneone in the police nmust have | eaked-"
Mosal a entered the room and we exchanged greetings. She glanced curiously at De Goot, who was

still so close to nme that it nust have been obvious that we'd been doing our best to avoid being
over heard.
1 noved to fill the silence. "How s your nother?"

"She's fine. She's in the mddle of negotiating a major deal with Thought Craft, though, so she's
not getting nmuch sleep." Wendy Mosal a ran one of Africa's |largest software houses; she'd built it
up herself over thirty years, froma one-person operation. "She's bidding for a license for the
Kaspar clonelets, two years in advance of release, and if it all pans out. " She caught

herself. "All of which is strictly confidential, okay?"

"OfF course." Kaspar was the next generation of pseudo-intelligent software, currently being coaxed
out of a prolonged infancy in Toronto. Unlike Sisyphus and its nunerous cousi ns-which had been
created fully-fledged, instantly "adult" by design-Kaspar was goi ng through a | earni ng phase, nore
ant hr oponor phically styled than anything previously attenpted. Personally, | found it alittle
disquieting . . . and | wasn't sure that | wanted a clonel et-a pared-down copy of the original-
sitting in ny notepad, enslaved to sone nenial task, if the full software had spent a year singing
nursery rhymes and playing w th bl ocks.

De Goot left us. Mdsala slunped into a chair opposite nme, spot-lit by the sunshine flooding

t hrough the pane above. The call from home seened to have lifted her spirits, but in the harsh
Iight she | ooked tired.

| said, "Are you ready to start?"

She nodded, and sniled half-heartedly. "The sooner we start, the sooner it's over."

I invoked Wtness. The shaft of sunlight would drift visibly in the course of the interview but
at the editing stage everything could be stripped back to reflectance values, and reconputed with
a fixed set of rather nore flattering |ight sources

| said, "Was it your nmother who first inspired you to take an interest in science?"

Mosal a scowl ed, and said in disgusted tones, "I don't know WAs it your nother who inspired you to
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cone up with that kind of pathetic-"
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She broke off, nmanaging to | ook contrite and resentful at the same tine. "lI'msorry. Can we start
agai n?"

"No need. Don't worry about continuity; it's not your problem Just keep on talking. And if you're
hal fway t hrough an answer and you change your m nd-just stop, and start afresh.”

"Ckay." She closed her eyes, and tilted her face wearily into the sunlight. "My nother. My

chil dhood. My rol e nodels." She opened her eyes and pleaded, "Can't we just take all that bullshit
as read, and get on to the TOCE?"

| said patiently, "I knowit's bullshit, you knowit's bullshit-but if the network executives
don't see the required quota of formative childhood influences . . . they'll screen you at three
a.m after a last-ninute program change, having pronoted the tinmeslot as a special on drug-

resi stant skin diseases." SeeNet (who clainmed the right to speak for all their viewers, of course)
had a strict checklist for profiles: so many minutes on chil dhood, so many on politics, so many on
current relationships, etcetera-a slick paint-by-nunbers guide to commodi fying human beings ... as
well as a tenplate for deluding yourself into thinking that you' d explained them A sort of
externalized version of Lament's area

Mosal a said, "Three a.m? You're serious, aren't you?" She thought it over. "Ckay. If that's what
it comes down to ... | can play along."

"So tell nme about your nother." | resisted the urge to say: Feel free to answer nore or |ess at
random so long as you don't contradict yourself.

She i nprovised fluently, churning out nmy life as a soundbite without a trace of detectable irony.
"My nother gave nme an education. By which | don't nean school. She plugged ne into the nets, she

had ne using an adult's know edge miner by the time |I was seven or eight. She opened up . . . the
whol e planet to me. | was lucky: we could afford it, and she knew exactly what she was doi ng. But
she didn't steer me toward science. She gave ne the keys to this giant playground, and let ne

| oose. | might just as easily have headed toward nusic, art, history . . . anything. | wasn't
pushed in any direction. | was just set free.”

"And your father?"

"My father was in the police force. He was killed when | was four."

"That must have been traumatic. But ... do you think that early |oss might have given you the
drive, the independence . . . ?"

Mosal a fl ashed nme a | ook nore of pity than anger. "My father was shot in the head by a sniper at a
political rally, where he was helping to protect twenty thousand peopl e whose vi ews he found
conpl etely
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repugnant. And-this is now off the record, by the way, whatever it nmeans for your tineslot-he was
soneone | |oved, and who | still [|ove;

he was not an assenbly of missing gears in ny psychodynam c cl ock-work. He was not an absence to
be conpensated for."

| felt nmyself flush with shame. | glanced down at ny notepad, and ski pped over several equally
fatuous questions. | could always pad out the interview naterial with rem niscences from chil dhood
friends . . . stock footage of Cape Town schools in the thirties . . . whatever

"You' ve said el sewhere that you were hooked on physics by the time you were ten: you knew it was
what you wanted to do for the rest of your life-for purely personal reasons, to satisfy your own

curiosity. But . . . when do you think you began to consider the wi der arena in which science
operates? Wien did you start to becone aware of the economic, social, and political factors?"
Mosal a responded cal My, perfectly conposed again. "About two years later, | suppose. That was

when | started readi ng Muteba Kazadi."

She hadn't mentioned this in any of the earlier interviews |'d seen- and it was lucky I'd stunbl ed
on the nane when researching PACDF, or | would have | ooked extrenely foolish at this point. Miteba
who?

"So you were influenced by technoliberationi”

"OfF course." She frowned slightly, benused-as if 1'd just asked her if she'd ever heard of Al bert
Ei nstein. | wasn't even sure if she was being honest, or whether she was still just helpfully,
cynically, trying to accommpdate SeeNet's demand for cliches-but then, that was the price | paid
for asking her to play the gane.

She said, "Muteba spelled out the role of science nore clearly than anyone else at the tine. And
in a couple of sentences, he could . . . incinerate any doubts | m ght have had about ransacking
the entire planetary storehouse of culture and science, and taking exactly what | wanted." She
hesitated, then recited:
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"When Leopold the Second rises fromthe grave Saying, 'My conscience plagues nme, take back This un-

Bel gi an ivory and rubber and gold!' Then I will renounce ny ill-gotten un-African gains And

pi ously abandon the cal culus and all its offspring To ... | know not whom for Newton and Lei bniz
both Died childless."
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| laughed. Mosala said soberly, "You' ve no idea what it was |ike though, to have that one sane
voi ce cutting through all the noise. The anti-science, traditionalist backlash didn't really hit
South Africa until the forties-but when it did, so many people in public life who' d spoken perfect
sense until then seemed to cave in, one way or another . . . until science was sonehow either the
rightful 'property' of 'the West'-which Africa didn't need or want anyway-or it was nothing but a
weapon of cultural assimlation and genocide."
"I't has been used as exactly that."

Mosal a eyed nme balefully. "No shit. Science has been abused for every concei vabl e purpose under
the sun. Which is all the nore reason to deliver the power it grants to as nmany people as
possible, as rapidly as possible, instead of leaving it in the hands of a few. It is not a reason
to retreat into fantasy-to declare: knowl edge is a cultural artifact, nothing is universally true,
only nysticismand obfuscation and i gnorance will save us." She reached out and m med taking hold
of a handful of space, saying, "There is no nale cafe-nale vacuum There is no Bel gi an or Zairean
space-time. Inhabiting this universe is not a cultural prerogative, or a lifestyle decision. And
don't have to forgive or forget a single act of enslavenment, theft, inperialism or patriarchy, in
order to be a physicist-or to approach the subject with whatever intellectual tools | need. Every

scientist sees further by standing on a pile of corpses-and frankly, |1 don't care what kind of
genital s they had, what | anguage they spoke, or what the color of their skin was."
| tried not to smile; this was all highly usable. | had no i dea which of these slogans were

sincere, and which were conscious theatrics-where the telegenic sugar-coating |I'd asked for ended,
and Msal a' s real passions began-but then, she may not have been entirely clear about the borders,
hersel f.

| hesitated. My next note read: Emigration runors7 Now was the logical tinme to raise the issue-but

that progression could be reconstructed during editing. | wasn't going to risk blow ng the
interviewuntil | had a lot nore material safely in the can
| skipped ahead to safer ground. "I know you don't want to reveal the full details of your TOE

before your lecture on the eighteenth-but maybe you could give ne a rough sketch of the theory, in
terns of what's al ready been published?”

Mosal a rel axed visibly. "OfF course. Though the main reason | can't
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give you all the details is that | don't even know t hem nyself." She explained, "lI've chosen the
conpl ete mat hematical framework. All the general equations are fixed. But getting the specific
results | need involves a |ot of superconputer calculations, which are in progress even as we
speak. They should be conpleted a few days before the eighteenth, though-barring unforeseen

di sasters. ™

"Ckay. So tell ne about the franmework."

"That part is extrenely sinple. Unlike Henry Buzzo and Yasuko Nishide, |I'mnot |ooking for a way
to make 'our' Big Bang seemlike |less of a 'coincidence.' Buzzo and N shide both take the view
that an infinite number of universes nmust have arisen out of pre-space-freezing out of that
perfect symretry with different sets of physical laws. And they both aimto re-evaluate the
probability of a universe 'nore-or-less like our owmn' being included in that infinite set. It's
relatively easy to find a TOE in which our universe is possible, but freakishly unlikely. Buzzo
and Nishi de define a successful TOE as one which guarantees that there are 50 many universes
simlar to our own that we're not unlikely at all-that we're not sone kind of mracul ous, perfect
bull's-eye on a neta-cosmic dartboard, but just one unexceptional point on a nuch |arger target."
| said, "A bit like proving-from basic astrophysical principles-that thousands of planets in the
gal axy shoul d have carbon-and-water-based life, and not just Earth."

"Yes and no. Because . . . yes, the probability of other Earth-like planets can be conputed from
theory, alone-but it can also be validated by observation. W can observe billions of stars, we've
al ready deduced the existence of a few thousand extrasol ar planets-and eventually, we'll visit
sone of them and find other carbon-and-water-based life. But although there are no end of el egant
framewor ks for assigning probabilities to hypothetical other universes .. . there is no prospect
of observing or visiting them no conceivable nmethod for checking the theory. So | don't believe
we shoul d choose a TOE on that basis.

"The whol e point of noving beyond the Standard Unified Field Theory is that, one, it's an ugly
mess, and two, you have to feed ten conpletely arbitrary paranmeters into the equations to make
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them work. Melting total space into pre-space-noving to an All-Topol ogi es Mdel -gets rid of the
ugliness and the arbitrary nature of the SUET. But follow ng that step by tinkering with the way
you integrate across all the topol ogi es of pre-space-excluding certain topologies for no good
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reason, throwi ng out one nmeasure and adopting a new one whenever you don't |ike the answers
you're getting-seens like a retrograde step to ne. And instead of 'setting the dials' of the SUFT
machine to ten arbitrary nunbers, you now have a sleek black box with no visible controls,
apparently self-contained-but in reality, you're just opening it up and tearing out every interna
conponent which offends you, to rmuch the sanme effect.™
"Ckay. So how do you get around that?"

Mbsal a said, "I believe we have to take a difficult stand and decl are:
the probabilities just don't matter. Forget the hypothetical ensenble of other universes. Forget
the need to fine-tune the Big Bang. This universe does exist. The probability of our being here is
one hundred percent. W have to take that as given, instead of bending over backward trying to
contrive assunptions which do their best to conceal the fact of that certainty."

Forget fine-tuning the Big Bang. Take our own existence as given. The parallels with Conroy's
spi el the night before were striking, but |I should hardly have been surprised. The whol e nodus
operandi of pseudoscience was to cling as closely as possible to the | anguage and i deas of the
orthodoxy of the day-to adopt appropriate canouflage. The ACs woul d have read every paper Msal a
had published-but a simlar ring to their words hardly granted their ideas the same |egitinacy.
And if they clearly shared her vehenment distaste for the fantasy that every culture could sonehow
i nhabit a cosnology of its own choosing, |I didn't doubt for a nmonment that Mosala was infinitely
nore repelled by their alternative, in which a | one TCE specialist played absol ute nonarch. Wrse
than a Bel gi an or Zairian space-tinme: a Buzzo, Msala, or N shide cosnos.

| said, "So you take the universe for granted. You're against twi sting the mathematics to conform

to a perceived need to prove that what we see around us is 'likely.' But you don't exactly go back
to setting the dials on the SUFT machi ne, either.”
"No. | feed in conplete descriptions of experinents, instead."

"You choose the nobst general All-Topol ogi es Mddel possible-but you break the perfect symmetry by
gi ving a one-hundred-percent probability to the existence of various setups of experinental
appar at us?"

"Yes. Can | just-?" She rose fromher chair and went into the bedroom then returned with her

not epad. She held up the screen for me. "Here's one exanple. It's a sinple accel erator experinent:
a beam of
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protons and antiprotons collide at a certain energy, and a detector is used to pick up any
positrons emitted fromthe point of collision at a certain angle, with a certain range of
energi es. The experinent itself has been carried out, in one formor another, for eighty or ninety
years."

The ani mati on showed an architectural schematic of a full-size accelerator ring, and zooned in
toward one of several points where counter-rotating particle beans crossed, and spilled their
debris into el aborate detectors.

"Now, | don't even try to nodel this entire set-up-a piece of apparatus ten kiloneters wi de-on a
subatomic level, atomby atom as if | needed to start with a kind of blank, 'naive' TCE which
woul d sormehow succeed in telling me that all the superconducting magnets woul d produce certain
fields with certain neasurable effects, and the walls of the tunnel would deformin certain ways
due to the stresses inposed on them and the protons and antiprotons would circle in opposite
directions. | already know all of those things. So | assign thema probability of one hundred
percent. | take these established facts as a kind of anchor . .. and then reach down to the |eve
of the TOE, down to the level of infinite sums over all topologies. | calculate what the
consequences of my assunptions are . . . and then | follow themall the way back up again to the
macroscopic level, to predict the ultimate results of the experinment:

how many times a second will the positron detector register an event."

The graphics responded to her narration, zooming in froma schenmatic of the detector array criss-
crossed with particle tracks, down into the froth of the vacuumitself, thirty-five powers of ten
beyond the reach of vision, into the chaos of withing wormhol es and hi gher-di nensi ona

def ormat i ons-col or-coded by topol ogi cal classification, a thrashing nest of brightly-hued snakes
blurring into whiteness at the center of the screen, where they noved and changed too rapidly to
follow But these otherw se perfectly symretrical convul sions were forced to take heed of the
certain existence of accelerator, nagnets, and detector-a process hinted at by the panchromatic
whi t eness acquiring a specific blue tinge . . . and then the view pulled back, zoonm ng out to an
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ordi nary human scal e again, to show the inprint of this subm croscopic bias on the detector
circuitry's final, visible behavior.

The ani mation, of course, was ninety percent metaphor, a colorful splash of poetic license-but a
super conput er sonmewhere was crunching away at the serious, unnetaphoric cal cul ati ons whi ch nade
these pictures nore than stylish whinsy.
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And after all ny hasty skimming of inconprehensible scientific papers, and all ny agonizing over
the near-inmpenetrable mat hematics of ATMs, | thought | finally had a handle on Mosala's

phi | osophy.

| said tentatively, "So instead of thinking of pre-space as sonething fromwhich the whol e

uni verse can be derived in one stroke .. . you see it nore as a |link between the kind of events we
can observe with our raw senses. Sonething which .. . glues together the particular set of
macroscopi ¢ things we find in the world. A star full of fusing hydrogen, and a human eye full of
cold protein nolecules, are bridged across di stances and energies ... are able to co-exist, and
affect each other . . . because at the deepest level, they both break the symretry of pre-space in

the sane way."

Mosal a seened pleased with this description. "Alink, a bridge. Exactly." She |eaned toward,
reached over and took nmy hand; | glanced down, thinking: I'min shot now, so this is unusable.
She said, "Wthout pre-space to nediate between us-without an infinite mxture of topol ogies able
to represent us all with a single flicker of asynmetry-nobody coul d even touch

"That's what the TCE is. And even if I'"'mwong in every detail-and Buzzo is wong, and Nishide is

wong . . . and nothing is resolved for a thousand years-1 still knowit's down there, waiting to
be found. Because there has to be sonmething which | ets us touch.”
We broke off for a while, and Mdsala called room service. After three days on the island, | still

had no appetite, but | ate a few of the snacks she offered me fromthe tray which emerged fromthe
service chute, just to be polite. My stonach began protesting-loudly-as soon as | swallowed the
first nouthful, rather defeating the point.

Mosal a said, "Did you know that Yasuko hasn't arrived yet? | don't suppose you' ve heard what's
hol di ng hi m up?"

"I'mafraid not. |'ve left three nessages with his secretary in Kyoto, trying to schedul e an
interview, and all |'ve got back are promises that he'll be in touch with me 'very soon."'"

"I't's odd." She pursed her |ips, obviously concerned, but trying not to plunge the conversation
into gloom "I hope he's all right. | heard he'd been sick for a while, early in the year-but he
assured the convenors he'd be here, so he nmust have expected to be well enough to travel.™

| said, "Travel to Stateless is more than . . . travel."
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"That's a point. He should have pretended to belong to Hunbl e Science! and stolen a ride on one of
their charter flights."

"He m ght have had better luck with Mystical Renai ssance. He's a sel f-described Buddhist, so they
al nost forgive himfor working on TOEs. So long as he didn't remind themthat he once wote that
The Tao of Physics was to Zen what a Creation Science biology text was to Christianity."

Mosal a reached up and started nassagi ng the back of her neck, as if talk of the journey was
rekindling its synptons. "I would have brought Pinda, if the flight had been shorter. She would
have loved it here. Left me to nmy boring lectures, and dragged her father off to explore the
reefs.”

"How ol d is she?"

"Three and a bit." She glanced at her watch and conplained wistfully, "It's still only four in the
nmor ni ng, back hone. Not nuch chance of a call fromher, for two or three hours."

It was another opportunity to raise the emgration runors-but | held off, yet again

We resunmed the interview The beam from the skylight had shifted to the east, |eaving Msala

al rost sil houetted agai nst the wi ndow and a dazzling blue sky. Wen | invoked Wtness again, it
reached up into nmy retinas and nade sone adjustnents, enabling ne to register the fine details
other face in spite of the back-Ilighting.

I noved on to the question of Helen Wi's anal ysi s.

Mosal a expl ai ned, "My TCE predicts the outcone of various experinments, given a detailed
description of the apparatus involved: details which 'betray' clues about all the |ess-fundanental
physi cs which- some people insist-a TCE is neant to pull out of thin air, all by itself. But
unraveling those clues certainly isn't trivial. You or | can't just glance at an idle particle
accel erator and predict, instantly, the outcone of any experinment which mght be perfornmed with

t he machine."

"But a superconputer, programed with your TOE, can. So is that good, bad, or indifferent... are
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you guilty of circular logic, or not?"
Mosal a seemed unsure of the verdict, herself. "Helen and | have been talking it over, trying to

thrash out exactly what it nmeans. | have to confess that | started out resenting what she was
doi ng-and then ignoring nost of her later work. Now, though . . . I'mbeginning to find it very
exciting."

" \N]y?"
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She hesitated. It was clear that her ideas on this were too new, too unformed; she really didn't
want to say anything nore. But | waited patiently, w thout pronpting her, and she finally

rel ent ed.

"Ask yourself this: If Buzzo or Nishide can come up with a TOE in which the whole universe is nore
or less inplicit in a detailed description of the Big Bang-details deduced, right here and now,
from observations of helium abundance, galactic clustering, the cosm ¢ background radiation, and
S0 on-no one accuses themof circular logic. Feeding in the results of any nunmber of 'tel escope
experiments' is fine, apparently. So why is it any nore 'circular’' to have a TOE in which the
universe is inplicit in the details of ten contenporary particle physics experi-

ment s'

| said, "Okay. But isn't Helen Wi saying that your equations have virtually no physical content at
all? I nean, no amount of pure mathenatics could ever produce Newton's |aw of gravity-because
there's no purely mat hematical reason why the inverse square |aw couldn't be replaced by sonething
different. The whole basis for it lies in the way the universe happens to work. Isn't Wi trying to
show t hat your TCE doesn't rely on anything out there in the world-that it collapses into a | ot of
statenents about nunbers, which sinply have to be true?"

Mosal a replied, frustrated, "Yes! But even if she's right. . . when those 'statenents which have
to be true' are coupled with real, tangible experinents-which are very nmuch 'out there in the
worl d' -the theory ceases to be pure mathematics ... in the sane way that the pure symretry of pre-

space ceases to be symetri cal

"Newt on canme up with the inverse square |aw by anal yzi ng existing astrononi cal observations. By
treating the solar systemin the way | treat a particle accelerator: saying, 'This nmuch we know
for a fact.' Later, the law was used to make predictions and those predictions turned out to be

correct. Ckay . . . but where exactly does the physical content reside, in that whol e process?
Wth the inverse-square lawitself ... or with the observed notions of the planets, from which
that equati on was deduced in the first place? Because if you stop treating Newton's | aw as
sonet hi ng gi ven, standing outside the whole show as an eternal truth, and look at ... the link
the bridge . . . between all the different planets orbiting different stars, coexisting in the
same universe, having to be consistent with each other . . . what you're doing starts to becone
much nore |ike pure nmathematics."
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I thought | had an inkling of what she was suggesting. "It's a bit like saying that . . . the

general principle that 'people formnet clans with other people with whomthey have sonething in
common' has nothing to do with what those common interests happen to be. Exactly the sane process
brings together . . . fans of Jane Austen, or students of the genetics of wasps, or whatever."

"Ri ght. Jane Austen 'belongs' to all the people who read her-not to the sociol ogical principle

whi ch suggests that they'll get together to discuss her books. And the law of gravity 'belongs' to
all the systenms which obey it- not to a TOE which predicts that they'll get together to forma

uni ver se.

"And maybe the Theory of Everything should collapse into nothing but 'statenents about nunbers

whi ch have to be true.' Maybe pre-space itself has to nelt into nothing but sinple arithnetic,
sinmple logic-leaving us with no choices to nake about its structure at all."

I laughed. "I think even SeeNet's audi ence m ght have some troubl e wapping their mnds around
that." | certainly did. "Look, naybe it's going to take a while for you and Hel en Wi to nake sense
of all this. W can always do an update on it, back in Cape Town, if it turns out to be an

i mportant devel opnent. "

Mosal a agreed, relieved. Throw ng i deas around was one thing, but she clearly didn't want to take
a position on this, officially. Not yet.

Before | could lose ny nerve, | said, "Do you think you'll still be living in Cape Town, in siX
mont hs' tine?"

I'"d braced nyself for the kind of outburst the word Ant hrocosnol ogi st had produced-but Msal a

sinmply observed drily, "Well, | didn't think it could remain a secret for long. | suppose the
whol e conference is talking about it."
"Not exactly. | heard it froma local."
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She nodded, unsurprised. "lI've been having discussions with the acadenm c syndicates here, for
months. So it's probably all over the island by now " She flashed a wy smile. "Not rmuch into
confidentiality, these anarchists. But what can you expect from patent violators and intellectual
property thieves?"

| said, "So what's the attraction?"

She stood. "Can you stop recording, please?" | conplied. "Wen all the details have been worked
out, I'I'l make a public statenent-but | don't want sone off-the-cuff remark on the subject com ng
out first."

"l understand.”

177

She said, "What's the attraction of patent violators and intellectual property thieves? That very
fact. Stateless is renegade, they flout the biotech licensing | aws. She turned toward the w ndow,
and stretched out her arns. "And | ook at thenml They're not the wealthiest people on the planet-but
no one here is starving. No one. That's not true in Europe, Japan, Australia-let alone in Angol a,
Malawi. . ." She trailed off, and studied ne for a nonent, as if trying to decide if | really had
stopped filmng. If she really should trust me at all
| waited. She continued.

"What's that got to do with me? My own country's doing well enough. |I'mnot exactly in danger of
mal nutrition, am1?" She closed her eyes and groaned. "This is very hard for ne to say. But.
like it or not, the Nobel prize has given nme a certain kind of power. If | nove to Statel ess-and
state the reasons why-it will make news. It will make an inpact, in certain places."

She hesitated again.

| said, "I can keep nmy nouth shut."

Mosala smled faintly. "I know that. | think."

"So what kind of inpact do you want to make?"

She wal ked over to the window. | said, "Is this some kind of political gesture against
traditionalists |ike PACDF?"

She | aughed. "No, no, no! Wll . . . maybe it will be that as well, coincidentally. But that's not
the point." She steeled herself. "I've had assurances. From a nunber of highly placed people. |I've
been pronmised that if | nove to Stateless . . . not because | matter, but because it will make
news, and create a pretext . . . the South African government will unilaterally drop all sanctions

agai nst the island, within six nonths."

I had goose bunps. One country mght nmake no di fference-except that South Africa was the mgjor
tradi ng partner of about thirty other African nations.

Mosal a said quietly, "The voting patterns in the UN don't showit, but the fact is, the anti-
sanctions faction is not a tiny mnority. At present, there's all kinds of bloc solidarity and
surface agreenent, because everyone believes they can't win, and they don't want to cause

of fense. "

"But if soneone gave the right little push, they mght start an aval anche?"
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"Maybe." She | aughed, enbarrassed. "Tal k about del usions of grandeur. The truth is, | get sick to
the core every tine | think about it- and | don't actually believe anything dramatic is going to
happen. "

"One person to break the symetry. Wy not?"

She shook her head firmy. "There' ve been other attenpts to shift the vote, which have all fallen
through. Anything's worth trying, but I have to keep ny feet on the ground."

Several things were running through nmy mnd at once-though what might happen if the biotech patent
| aws ever really collapsed, globally, was al nost too distant a prospect to contenplate. But the
fact remmined that Mdsala had nore use for the docunmentary than |'d ever imagi ned- and she'd told
me all this to let ne know as nuch, to give ne the | everage she wanted ne to enploy, to ensure
that her emigration did cause a stir.

It was al so clear that the whol e endeavor-however Quixotic- would be extrenely unpopular in
certain quarters

Was that what Kuwal e had had in mind7 Not the lIgnorance Cults, not PACDF fundanentalists, not even
pro-science South African nationalists outraged by Msala's 'desertion'-but powerful defenders of
the biotech status quo? And if the teenaged burglar ''paid. to frighten her' hadn't been I|ying,
after all.

Mosal a wal ked over to a side table and poured herself a glass of water. "Now you know all ny
deepest secrets, so | declare this interview over." She raised the glass and decl ai med sel f-

nmocki ngly, "Vive la technoliberation!"

"Vive."
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She said seriously, "Ckay: there are runors. Maybe half of Statel ess knows exactly what's goi ng on-
but | still don't want those runors confirmed until certain arrangenents, certain agreenents, are
much nore solid.”

"I understand." And | realized, with a kind of astonishnent, that somewhere along the way |I'd won
sonme neasure of trust fromher. O course she was using nme-but she nmust have believed that ny

heart was in the right place, that 1'd let nyself be used.

| said, "Next time you're arguing circularity with Helen Wi deep into the night, do you think
could ... ?"

"Sit in? And record it?" She seenmed to find the prospect dubious, but she said, "Al right. Just

so long as you pronise not to fall asleep before we do."

179

She wal ked me to the door, and we shook hands. | said, "Be careful." She smiled serenely,
slightly anmused at my concern, as if she didn't have an eneny in the world. "Don't worry. | will."
180

17

I was woken by a call just after four, the ringing growi ng | ouder and nore shrill until it reached
into ny nelatonin dreans and turned the darkness of ny skull inside-out. For an instant, the nere
fact of consci ousness was shocki ng, unspeakable; | was outraged as a newborn child. Then
stretched out an arm and groped around on the bedside table for ny notepad. | squinted at the
screen, blinded for a nonment by its brightness.
The call was fromLydia. | alnost refused to take it, assum ng that she'd sonehow ni scal cul at ed

the tinme zones, but then I woke sufficiently to realize that it was the m ddle of the night for
her, too. Sydney was only two hours behind Statel ess. Geographically, if not politically.

She said, "Andrew, |I'msorry to disturb you, but | thought you had a right to hear this in
realtime." She | ooked uncharacteristically grim and though | was still too groggy even to
specul at e about what was coming next, it was obvious that it wasn't going to be pleasant.

| said hoarsely, "That's okay. Go ahead." | tried not to inagine what | |ooked |ike, gaping bleary-
eyed at the canera. Lydia seened to be in a darkened room herself, her face |it only by the imge
on the screen . . . of ne, lit only by the inmge other. Was that possible? | suddenly realized

that | had a poundi ng headache.

"Junk DNA is going to have to be re-edited, with the Landers story renoved. If you had tine, of

course |1'd ask you to do it yourself, but I'massunming that's not possible. So I'Il give it to
Paul Kostas; he used to be one of our news roomeditors, but he's freelance now. |I'll send you his
final cut, and if you strongly disagree with anything, you' Il have an opportunity to change it.
Just renmenber that it's being screened in less than a fortnight."

| said, "That's fine, that's all ... fine." | knew Kostas; he woul dn't
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nmutilate the program "Wy, though? Was there sone legal glitch? Don't tell me Landers is suing?"
"No. Events have overtaken us. | won't try to explain; |I've sent you a trailer fromthe San

Franci sco bureau-it'll all be public by norning, but. . ." She was too tired to el aborate, but

understood; she didn't want nme to learn about this as just another viewer. A quarter of Junk DNA
and sonme three nonths' work on ny part, had just been rendered obsol ete, but Lydia was doi ng her
best to sal vage sone vestige of ny professional dignity. This way, at least |I'd stay a few hours
ahead of the masses.

| said, "l appreciate that. Thank you."

We bid each other goodnight, and | viewed the "trailer"-a hastily assenbl ed package of footage and
text, alerting other news roons to the story, and giving themthe choice either to wait for the
polished itemsoon to follow, or to edit the raw material thenselves and put out their own
version. It consisted mainly of FBI news rel eases, plus sonme archival background naterial

Ned Landers, his two chief geneticists, and three of his executives, had just been arrested in
Portland. Ni ne other people-working for an entirely separate corporation-had been arrested in
Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Laboratory equi pnent, biochem cal sanples, and conmputer records had
been taken fromboth sites in pre-dawn raids. Al fifteen people had been. charged with violating
federal biotechnology safety | aws- but not because of Landers' highly publicized neo- DNA and

symbi ont research. At the Chapel Hill |aboratory, according to the charges, workers had been
mani pul ati ng i nfectious, natural -RNA viruses-in secret, w thout perm ssion. Landers had been
footing the bills, circuitously.

The purpose of these viruses remai ned unknown; the data and sanples were yet to be anal yzed.

There were no statements fromthe accused; their |lawers were counseling silence. There were sone
external shots of the Chapel Hi Il |aboratory, seal ed off behind police barricades. Al the footage
of Landers hinmself was relatively old material; the |latest was canni balized fromny interview with
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him (not conpletely wasted, after all)

The | ack of detail was frustrating, but the inplications already seemed clear. Landers and his
col | aborat ors had been constructing perfect viral inmnity for thenmsel ves beyond the specific
powers of any one vaccine or drug, beyond the fear of nutant strains out-evolving their defenses.

182
whi | e engi neering new viruses capable of infecting the rest of us. | stared at the screen, which
was frozen on the last frame of the report: Landers, as |1'd seen himin the flesh, nyself, sniling
at the vision of his brand new ki ngdom And though | bal ked at accepting the obvi ous concl usion .
what possi ble use could he have had for a novel human virus except for sone kind of thinning7

| sprinted to the bathroom and brought up the neager contents of ny stonach. Then | knelt by the
bowl , shivering and sweating-lapsing into microsleeps, alnost |osing my balance. The nel atonin
want ed me back, but | was having trouble convincing nyself that | was through vom ting. Panpered
hypochondriac that | was, | would have consulted ny pharmat once if 1'd had it, for a precise

di agnosis and an instant, optimal solution. Wth visions of choking to death in ny sleep, |
contenpl ated tearing off ny shoul der patch-but the synmbolic attenpt to surrender to natura
circadi an forces woul d have taken hours to produce any effect at all-and then it would have
rendered me, at best, a zonbie for the rest of the conference.

| retched, voluntarily, for a mnute or two, and nothing nore energed, so | staggered back to bed.
Ned Landers had gone further than any gender migrant, any anarchist, any Voluntary Autist. No nan
is an island7 Just watch me. And yet, apparently, it still hadn't been far enough. He'd still felt
crowded, threatened, encroached-upon. A biological kingdomwasn't enough; he'd aspired to nore

el bow room than even that unbridgeable genetic gulf could provide.
And he'd alnost attained it. That was what species self-know edge had given him a precise,

nmol ecul ar definition of the Hword . . . which he could personally transcend, before turning it
agai nst everyone who remained in its enbrace.
Vive la technoliberation! Wiy not have a million Ned Landers? Wiy not |let every solipsistic
lunatic and paranoi d, self-appointed ethnic-group-savior on the planet wield the sane power?

Par adi se for yourself and your clan-and apocal ypse for everyone el se.
That was the fruit of perfect understanding.
What's wrong, don't you like the taste7?

I clutched ny stomach and slid my knees toward ny chin; it changed the character of the nausea, if
not exactly removing it. The roomtipped, ny linbs grew nunmb, | strived for absol ute bl ankness.
And if |1'd dug deeper, done ny job properly, 1 mght have been the one to find himout, to stop
him .

183

G na touched ny cheek, and kissed ne tenderly. W were in Manchester, at the inmaging lab. | was
naked, she was cl ot hed.

She said, "Clinb inside the scanner. You can do that for ne, can't you? | want us to be nuch, much
closer, Andrew. So | need to see what's going on inside your brain."

| started to conply-but then | hesitated, suddenly afraid of what she'd discover

She kissed me again. "No nore argunents. If you love ne, you'll shut up and do what you're told."
She forced me down, and cl osed the hatch of the nmachine. | saw ny body from above. The scanner was
nmore than a scanner-it raked me with ultraviolet lasers. |I felt no pain, but the beans prised away

| ayer after layer of living tissue with nerciless precision. Al the skin, all the flesh, which
conceal ed ny secrets dissolved into a red mst around nme, and then the m st began to part.

| dreamed that | woke up scream ng

At seven-thirty, | interviewed Henry Buzzo in one of the hotel neeting rooms. He was charning and
articulate, a natural perforner, but he didn't really want to tal k about Violet Msala; he wanted
to recount anecdotes about fanmpous dead people. "OF course Steve Weinberg tried to prove that | was
wrong about the gravitino, but | soon straightened himout. " SeeNet al one had devoted three
full-1ength docunentaries to Buzzo, over the years, but it seened that there were still nobre namnes
he desperately needed to drop, on canmera, before dying.

I wasn't in a charitable nood; the three hours' sleep |I'd had after Lydia's call had been about as
refreshing as a blowto the head. | went through the notions, feigning fascination, and trying

hal f-heartedly to steer the interviewin a direction which mght produce sonme material | could
actual ly use.

"What kind of place in history do you think the discoverer of the TOE will attain? Wuldn't that
be the ultimate formof scientific imortality?"

Buzzo becane sel f-deprecating. "There's no such thing as inmmortality, for a scientist. Not even
for the greatest. Newton and Einstein are still fanpus today-but for how | ong? Shakespeare wil|
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probably outlast themboth . . . and maybe even Hitler will, too."

184

I didn't have the heart to break the news to himthat none of these were exactly househol d nanes
anynore.

| said, "Newton's and Einstein's theories have been swal |l owed whol e, though. Absorbed into |arger
schemes. | know, you've already carved your nane on one TCE which turned out to be provisional-but
all of the SUFT's architects said at the tinme that it was just a stepping stone. Don't you think
the next TOE will be the real thing: the final theory which |asts forever?"

Buzzo had given the question a |lot nore thought than | had. He said, "It mght. It certainly
mght. | can inmagine a universe in which we can probe no further, in which deeper explanations are

literally, physically, inpossible. But..."

"Your own TOE describes such a universe, doesn't it?"

"Yes. But it could be right about everything else, and wong about that. The sane is true

of Mosal a's and Nishide's."

| said sourly, "So when will we know, one way or the other? Wien will we be sure that we've struck
bot t on®?"

"Well ... if I'"'mright, then you'll never be sure that I'mright. My TCE doesn't allowitself to
be proved final and conplete-even if it is final and conplete." Buzzo grinned, delighted at the
prospect of such a perverse legacy. "The only kind of TOE which could | eave any | ess room for
doubt woul d be one which required its own finality-which made that fact absolutely central

"Newt on was swal |l owned up and di gested, Einstein was swallowed up and digested . . . and the old
SUET will go the sane way, in a matter of days. They were all closed systens, they were al

vul nerabl e. The only TCE whi ch could be guaranteed i mune to the process would be one which
actively defended itself-which turned its gaze outward to describe, not just the universe, but

al so every conceivabl e alternative theory which could sonehow supersede it-and then rendered them
all dermon-strably false, in a single blow"

He shook his head gleefully. "But there's nothing Iike that on offer, here. If you want absolute
certainty, you ve conme to the wong side of town."

The other side of town was still just outside the hotel's main entrance;

the Mystical Renai ssance carnival hadn't gone away. | headed out on to the street, anyway; |
urgently needed a dose of fresh air if | was going to

185

be nmore than hal f-conscious for the | ecture on ATM software techni ques which Mbsal a was due to
attend at nine. The sky was dazzling, and the air was already warm Statel ess seened unable to
deci de whether to surrender to a tenperate autum, or hold out for an Indian sumrer. The sunshi ne
lifted ny spirits, slightly, but I still felt crippled, beaten, overwhel ned.

I weaved my way past the stalls and snmall tents, dodgi ng gol dfi sh-bow -juggl ers and hand-stilt-
wal ker s-i npressive acts, nostly; it was only the droning songs of the buskers which really made ne
feel that I was running a gauntlet. Wile nenbers of Hunble Science! had been showi ng up at every
press conference and doing their best to repeat the tone of WAl sh's encounter with Msala, M had
remai ned endearingly innocuous by conparison. | was beginning to suspect that it was a deliberate
strategy: a good cult/bad cult gane, to wi den their conbined appeal. Hunmbl e Sci ence! had not hi ng
to |l ose by extrem sm those few nmenbers who left in disgust at Walsh's tactics (to join MR nost
likely) would be nore than conpensated for by an influx fromgroups like Celtic Wsdom and Saxon
Li ght-northern Europe's equival ents of PACDF, only nore influential

I recalled a scene fromone of the Miteba Kazadi biographies |I'd skimed: when asked in reproving
tones by a AAN journalist why he'd declined an invitation to take part in a traditional Lunda
fertility cerenony, he'd politely suggested that she go hone and berate a few cabinet ninisters
for failing to celebrate the solstice at Stonehenge. Ten years later, there were half a dozen MPs
who seenmed to have taken the suggestion at face value. No cabinet mnisters, though. So far

| paused to watch the MR theatre troupe, ready to play spot-the-nutilated-classic. After a few
baffling lines of garbl ed biotech-speak- unplaceable, but weirdly famliar-hairs stood up on the
back of ny neck. They'd seized on the news of Landers and his viruses, and were acting out their
own hastily scripted version of the story. Wat's nore, nost of their descriptions of Landers
nmodi fi ed personal biochenm stry came straight out of the narration to Junk DNA;, SeeNet's news
editors must have mined the discarded segnent of the documentary for some instant technica
background when they put together their final rel ease.

I shouldn't have been surprised by any of this-but the speed with which events thousands of

kil ometers away had been recycled as an instant parable was unsettling enough; hearing nmy own
wor ds echoed back at nme as part of the feedback | oop verged on the surreal

186
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An actor playing one of the FBI agents sent to gather Landers' conputer files turned to the

audi ence (all three of us) and proclainmed, "This know edge could destroy us all! W nust avert our
gaze!" Hi s conpanion replied nournfully, "Yes-but this is only one man's folly! The sanme sacred
mysteries are spelled out in ten mllion other machines! Until every one of those files is erased
. none of us will ever sleep safely!"

My head throbbed and nmy throat tightened. | couldn't deny that in the dead of night, confused and

in pain, 1'd shared this sentinent entirely.
And now?
I walked on. | had no tine to waste on Landers, or MR keeping up with Violet Msala was al ready

provi ng near enough to inpossible. The whol e docunentary kept being transnmuted i nto sonethi ng new
before ny eyes-and however gloriously unworldly her arcane physics, Msala was entangled in so
many political conplications that | was beginning to | ose count.

Had Sarah Kni ght known about Mbsala's plans to emigrate to Stateless? If she had, it would have
made the project a thousand tines nore attractive to her than any deal with the

Ant hrocosnol ogi sts. Wul d she have kept a selling point |ike that from SeeNet, though? Maybe, if
she'd wanted to take it to another network-but in that case, why wasn't she here, shoul dering ne
asi de, nmking Violet Msala: Technotiberatew? O nmaybe Mysal a had sworn her to secrecy and she'd
honored that pronise, even though it had neant |osing the job?

It was driving me insane: even in her absence, Sarah seemed to be one step ahead of ne all the
way. At the very least, | should have asked her to collaborate; it would have been worth splitting
my fee with her, and giving her a co-director's credit, just to find out what she knew

A bright red graphic flashed up over ny visual field, a small circle at the center of a | arger one

with cross-hairs. | froze, confused. As | shifted ny gaze, the target clung to a face in the
crowd. It was a person in a clown suit, handing out MR literature.
Aki l'i Kuwai e?

Wtness thought it was.

The clown wore a nmask of active make-up, currently a checkerboard of green and white. Fromthis

di stance, ve night have been any gender, including asex; ve was about the right build and hei ght-
and vis features
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weren't dissinmilar, so far as | could tell with squares painted all over them It wasn't

i mpossi bl e-but | wasn't convinced.

| approached. The clown called out, "Get your Daily Archetype'. Get the truth about the dangers of
frankensci ence!”™ The accent, even if | couldn't place it geographically, was unm stakable-and this
hawker's cry sounded every bit as ironic as Kuwal €' s observati ons about Janet Wl sh.

| wal ked up to the clown; ve regarded ne inpassively. | said, "How nmuch?"

"The truth costs nothing . . . but a dollar would help the cause.”

"Whi ch cause is that? MR or AC?"

Ve said quietly, "We all have our roles to play. I'mpretending to be MR You're pretending to be
a journalist.”

That stung. | said, "Fair enough. | admit | still don't know half as nuch as Sarah Knight. . . but

I"mgetting there. And |1'd get there faster with your help."

Kuwal e regarded ne with undi sgui sed nistrust. The checkerboard on vis face suddenly nelted into

bl ue- and-red di anonds-a disorienting sight, though vis fixed stare throughout the transition only
made vis contenpt shine through all the nore clearly.

Ve said, "Wy don't you just take a panphlet and fuck off?" Ve held one out to nme. "Read it and
eat it."

"I'"ve swal | owed enough bad news today. And the Keystone-"

Ve grinned sardonically. "Ah, Amanda Conroy summons you to her hearthside, and you think you know
it all.”

“I'f I thought | knew it all, why would | be pleading with you to tell ne what |I've m ssed?"

Ve hesitated. | said, "On Sunday night, you asked ne to keep ny eyes open. Tell ne why, and tel

me what |'mlooking for-and I'Il do it. | don't want to see Msala hurt, any nore than you do. But
I need to know exactly what's going on."

Kuwal e thought it over, still suspicious, but clearly tenpted. Short of Modsal as col | eagues, or

Karin De G oot-all highly unlikely to cooperate-| was probably the closest ve could ever hope to
get to vis idol

Ve mused, "If you were working for the other side, why would you pretend to be so inconpetent?”

| took the insult in my stride. "I'mnot even sure that | know who the other side is."

188

Kuwal e caved in. "Meet nme outside this building in half an hour." Ve took ny hand and wrote an

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (87 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:38 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

address on ny palm it wasn't the house where I'd net Conroy. In half an hour, | was supposed to
be filmng Mdsala at yet another |ecture-but the docunmentary would survive with a few | ess
reaction shots to choose from and Msala woul d probably be relieved to be left in peace for a
change.

Kuwal e thrust a rolled-up panphlet into ny open hand before | turned away. | al nost discarded it,
but then | changed ny nmind. Ned Landers was on the cover, bolts protruding fromthe side of his
neck, while an Escher-rip-off effect had himreaching out of the portrait and painting it hinself.
The headline read: THE MYTH OF A SELF- MADE MAN-whi ch was, at |east, wittier than anything the

mur dochs woul d cone up with. Wien | flicked through the article within, though . . . there was no
talk of nmonitoring or restricting access to human genone data, no discussion of US and Chi nese
resi stance to international inspections of sites with DNA synthesis equiprment, no practica
suggesti ons what soever for preventing another Chapel Hill. Beyond a call for all hurman DNA maps to
be "erased and undi scovered"-about as useful as inploring the people of the world to forget the
true shape of the planet-there was nothing but cult-speak: the danger of meddling with

qui ntessential nysteries, the "human need" for an ineffable secret to life, the techno-rape of the
col l ective soul

If Mystical Renaissance really wanted to speak for all humanity, define the fit and proper

boundari es of know edge, and dictate-or censor-the deepest truths of the universe . . . they were
going to have to do better than this.

| closed my eyes, and | aughed with relief and gratitude. Now that it had passed, | could adnmit it:
For a while, |I'd alnost believed that they mght have clained ne. 1'd alnbst inagined that | m ght
have ended up crawling into their recruitnent tent on my hands and knees, head bowed with
appropriate humlity (at last), proclaimng: "I was blind, but now | see! | was psychically
numbed, but now I'm attuned! | was all Yang and no Yin-left-brained, |inear, and hierarchical -but

now | ' mready to enbrace the Al chemical Bal ance between the Rational and the Mystical! Only say
the word . . . and | will be Healed!"
The address Kuwal e had given me was a baker's shop. Inported |uxuries aside, all the food on
Statel ess canme fromthe sea-but the proteins and
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starches in the nodul es of the engi neered seaweeds which flourished at the borders of the reefs
were all but identical to those in any grain of wheat, and so was the snell they produced on

baki ng. The familiar arona nade ne |ight-headed with hunger, but the thought of swallow ng a
singl e nout hful of fresh bread was enough to nmake nme nauseous. | should have known, by then, that
there was sonething physically wong with ne-beyond the after-effect of the flight, beyond broken
mel a-toni n sl eep, beyond ny sadness over | osing G na, beyond the stress of finding nyself at the
deep end of a story which showed no sign of bottoming out. But | didn't have nmy pharmto pronounce
the illness real, |I didn't trust the local doctors, 1 didn't have time to be sick. So | told
nyself that it was all in ny head-and the only possible cure was to try to ignore it.

Kuwal e appeared, sans clown suit, just in tine to save ne fromeither passing out or throw ng up
Ve wal ked past w thout even glancing at nme, radiating nervous energy; | followed-and started
recordi ng-resisting the urge to shout out vis nanme and deflate the inplied cl oak-and-dagger
solemity.

| caught up, and wal ked al ongsi de ver. "Wat does 'nminstream AC nean, anyway?"

Kuwal e gl anced at ne sideways, edgy and irritated, but ve deigned to answer. "W don't know who
the Keystone is. W accept that we may never know, for certain. But we respect all the people who
seemto be |likely candidates.™
That all sounded obscenely noderate and reasonabl e. "Respect, or

revere."
Ve rolled vis eyes. "The Keystone is just another person. The first to grasp the TOE conpletely-
but there's no reason why a billion others can't do the same, after ver. Sonmeone has to be first-

it's as sinple as that. The Keystone is not-renotely-a 'god' ; the Keystone need not even know t hat
ve's created the universe. All ve has to do is explainit.”

"Wil e people like you stand back and explain that act of creation?"

Kuwal e made a disnissive gesture, as if ve had no tine to waste on netaphysical nit-picking.

| said, "So why are you so concerned about Violet Msala, if she's nothing so cosmcally specia
after all?"

Ve was benused. "Does a person have to be some kind of supernatural being, to deserve not to be
killed? Do | have to get down on ny knees
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and worshi p the wonan as Mot her Goddess of the Universe, in order to care whether she lives or
di es?"
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"Call her Mdther CGoddess of the Universe to her face, and you'd soon wi sh you were dead,

yoursel f."

Kuwal e grinned. "And rightly so." Ve added stoically, "But | know she thinks AC is even |ower than
the Ignorance Cults; the very fact that we desist fromgod-talk only makes us nore insidious, in
her eyes. She thinks we're parasites feeding off science: following the work of TCE theorists,

stealing it, abusing it ... and not even having the honesty to speak the | anguage of the anti-
rationalists."” Ve shrugged lightly. "She despises us. | still respect her, though. And whet her
she's the Keystone or not. . . she's one of the greatest physicists of her generation, she's a
powerful force for technoliberation . . . why should | need to deify her, to value her |ife?"

"Ckay." This whole |laid-back attitude seened far too good to be true-but it wasn't inconsistent
with anything I'd heard from Conroy. "That's nmainstream AC. Now tell ne about the heretics."

Kuwal e groaned. "The pernmutations are . . . endless. Inmagine any variation you like, and there's
sure to be sonmeone on the planet who enbraces it as the truth. W don't have a patent on
Ant hr ocosnol ogy. There are ten billion people out there, and they're all capable of believing

anyt hing they want to, however close to us in nmetaphysics, however far away in spirit."

This was pure evasion, but | didn't get a chance to press the point. Kuwal e saw a tram ahead,

begi nning to nove away fromits stop, and ve started running for it. | struggled to keep up; we
both nade it, but | took a while to get ny breath back. W were headed west, out toward the coast.
The tramwas only half-full, but Kuwal e remai ned standing in the doorway, gripping a hand rail and
| eaning out into the wind. Ve said, "If | show you the people you need to recognize, will you |et
me know if you see then? 1'Il give you a contact number, and an encryption algorithm and all you
have to do is-"

| said, "Slow down. Who are these peopl e?"

"They're a danger to Violet Msala."

"You mean, you suspect they're a danger."

"I know it."

"Ckay. So who are they?"
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"What difference would it nake if | told you their nanmes? It wouldn't nean anything to you."
"No, but you can tell me who they're working for. Which government, which biotech conpany . .. ?"
Vis face hardened. "I told Sarah Knight too much. |I'mnot repeating that m stake."

"Too nmuch for what? Did she betray you? To ... SeeNet?" "No!" Kuwal e scow ed; | was missing the
point. "Sarah told ne what happened with SeeNet. You pulled a few strings . . . and all the work

she'd done counted for nothing. She was angry, but she wasn't surprised. She said that's what the
networks were like. And she bore you no real grudge; she said she was ready to pass on everything
she knew, if you agreed to refund her costs out of your research budget, and nmintain
confidentiality."

| said, "What are you talking about?"

"I gave her the okay to tell you everything she knew about AC. Wiy do you think I made such a foo
of nyself, at the airport? If I'd known you were still in the dark, do you think I would have
approached you |ike that?"

"No." That nuch, at |east, made sense. "But why would she tell you she was going to brief ne, and
then change her mind? | haven't heard a word fromher. She doesn't answer ny calls-"

Kuwal e fixed vis eyes on ne, sad and ashaned, but suddenly, painfully, honest.

"And she doesn't answer nine."

W left the tram at a stop on the outskirts of a small industrial conplex, then wal ked sout heast.
If we were under professional surveillance, all of this incessant notion would change not hi ng- but
if Kuwal e believed it made it safe for us to talk nore freely, | was willing to tag al ong.

I didn't accept for a nonent that anything had happened to Sarah

she had every reason to wi sh both of us out of her life-a wish which a few words to her

communi cati ons software coul d have granted. She m ght have had a brief, magnani nous fantasy about
putting me in the picture, in spite of what 1'd done to her, out of sheer journalistic solidarity-
all of us pulling together for the sake of Mysala's history-naking
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story-whi ch-nust-be-told, aa
had worn of f.

What's nmore, | was beginning to have second thoughts about the threat to Msala herself.

| turned to Kuwale. "If biotech interests ever did assassinate Violet Msala, she'd be an instant
martyr for technoliberation. And as a corpse, she'd be just as good a mascot, just as good an
excuse for the South African governnment to | ead an anti-boycott revolt in the UN."

"Maybe, " ve conceded. "If the headlines told the right story."

a-but then felt differently in the norning, once the chem cal sol ace
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"How coul d the story fail to get out? Mdsala's backers would hardly stay silent."

Kuwal e smled grinmy. "Do you know who owns nost of the nedia?"

"Yes, | do, so don't give ne that paranoid bullshit. A hundred different groups, a thousand
different people ..."

"A hundred different groups-nost of which also own | arge biotech concerns. A thousand different
peopl e-nost of them on the boards of at |east one major player, from AgroCenesis to VivoTech."
"That's true, but there are other interests, with other agendas. It's not as sinple as you make it
sound. "
W were alone now, on a large stretch of flat but unpaved reef-rock, prepared but not yet built
upon; sone small-scale construction machinery was clustered in the distance, but it appeared to be
idle. Munroe had told me that no one could own | and on Statel ess-any nore than they could own air-
but equally, there was nothing to stop people fencing off and nmonopolizing vast tracts of it. That
they chose not to made ne distinctly uneasy; it seemed |like an unnatural exercise of restraint-a
delicately bal anced consensus poised ready to collapse into a spate of |and grabs, the creation of
de facto titles, and an outraged-probably viol ent-backlash fromthose who hadn't got in first.
And yet. . . Wiy cone all the way out here, just to play Lord of the Flies7 No society chooses to
destroy itself. And if an ignorant tourist was capabl e of inmagining how disastrous a | and rush
woul d be, the residents of Statel ess nust have thought it through thenselves, in a thousand tines
nore detail.

| spread my arns to enconpass the whole renegade island. "If you really think the biotech
conmpani es can get away with nmurder, tell me why they haven't turned Stateless into a fireball?"
"Bonbi ng El N do nade that solution unrepeatable. You need a

193

government to do it for you-and no government, now, would risk the backlash."

"Sabotaged it, then? If EnGenelity can't cone up with sonmething to dissolve their own creation
back into the sea, then the Beach Boys were lying."

"The Beach Boys?"

""Californian biotechnol ogists are the best in the world.' Wasn't that one of theirs?”

Kuwal e said, "EnCGenelity are selling versions of Stateless all over the Pacific. Wiy would they
sabot age their best denonstration nodel - their best advertizement, unauthorized or not? They m ght
not have planned it this way, but the truth is, Statel ess has cost them nothing-so | ong as no one
el se goes renegade."

I wasn't convinced, but the argument was goi ng nowhere. "Do you want to show ne your gallery of

al | eged corporate assassins? And then explain to ne, very carefully, exactly what you plan to do
if I tell you that |1've sighted one of these people? Because if you think I"'mentering into a
conspiracy to nmurder-even in defense of the Keystone herself, even on Statel ess-"

Kuwal e cut nme off. "There's no question of violence. All we want to do is watch these peopl e,
gather the necessary intelligence, and tip off conference security as soon as we have sonet hi ng

tangi ble."

Vi s notepad beeped. Ve halted, took it out of vis pocket and gazed at the screen for severa
seconds, then carefully paced a dozen neters south. | said, "Do you mind if | ask what you're
doi ng?"

Kuwal e bearmed proudly. "My data security is linked to the d obal Positioning System The nost
crucial files can't be opened, even with the right passwords and voiceprint, unless you're
standi ng on the right spot-which changes, hour by hour. And I'mthe only one who knows exactly how
it changes.”

| al nost asked: Way not nenorize a long list of passwords, instead of |ocations7 Stupid question
The GPS was there, so it had to be used-and a nore convol uted security schene was better, not
because it was any nore secure, but because the complexity of the systemwas an end in itself.
Technophilia was |ike any other aesthetic; there was no point asking why ?

Kuwal e was only half a generation younger than ne, and we probably shared ei ghty percent of our
worl d views-but ve'd pushed all the things
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we both believed nuch further. Science and technol ogy seened to have given ver everything ve could
ask for: an escape fromthe poi soned bat-tieground of gender, a political novenent worth fighting
for, and even a quasi-religion-insane enough in its own way, but unlike nost other science-
friendly faiths, at least it wasn't a |laboriously contrived synthesis of nodern physics and sone
dog-eared historical relic: a nmock truce like the fatuities of Quantum Buddhism or the Church of
the Revised Standard Judaeo- Christian Bi g Bang.

| watched ver tinkering with the software, waiting for some conjunction of satellites and atomc
cl ocks, and wondered: Wuld | have been happier, if |I'd nade the sane deci sions? As an asex-saved
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froma dozen screwed-up relationships. As a technoliberateur-with ideological zeal to shield ne
from any doubts about Nagasaki or Ned Landers. As an Anthrocosnol ogist-with a final explanation
for everything which put me one up on even the TCE theorists, and inocul ated nme agai nst conpeting
religions in ny old age.

Wul d | have been happier?

Maybe. But then, happi ness was overrat ed.

Kuwal e' s software chimed success. | wal ked over and accepted the data ve' d unl ocked, tight-beam
infrared fl owi ng between our notepads.
| said, "I don't suppose you want to tell ne how you know about these people? O how |'mnmeant to

verify what you say about then®?"

"That's what Sarah Kni ght asked ne."

"I''"'mnot surprised. And now |'m asking."

Kuwal e ignored ne; the subject was closed. Ve gestured at ny abdonmen with vis notepad, and
instructed me solemly, "Move everything in there, first chance you get. Perfect security. You're
| ucky. "

"Sure. Wile one EnGeneUity assassin is running around Statel ess with your notepad, trying to find
the right geographical coordinates, the others will be saving tine by carving ne open."

Kuwal e | aughed. "That's the spirit. You nmay not be nuch of a journalist, but we'll nake a

revol utionary martyr out of you yet."

Ve pointed across the expanse of reef-rock, glistening green and silver in the nmorning sun. "W

should return to the city by separate routes. If you head that way, you'll hit the southwest tram
line in twenty m nutes.”

"Ckay." | didn't have the energy to argue. As ve turned to | eave, though, | said, "Before you

vani sh, will you answer one |ast question?"

Ve shrugged. "No harmin asking."
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"Why are you doing this? | still don't understand. You say you really don't care whether Violet
Mosala is the Keystone or not. But even if she's such a great hunman being that her death would be
a global tragedy . . . what makes that your personal responsibility? She knows exactly what she's

buying into, noving to Stateless. She's a grown wonman, with resources of her own, and nore
political clout than you or | could ever hope for. She's not hel pl ess, she's not stupid-and if she

knew what you were doing, she'd probably strangle you with her bare hands. So ... why can't you
| eave her to take care of hersel f?"
Kuwal e hesitated, and cast vis eyes down. | seened to have hit a nerve, at last; ve had the air of

soneone searching for the right words with which to unburden verself.

The silence stretched on, but | waited patiently. Sarah Knight had extracted the whole story,
hadn't she? There was no reason why | couldn't do the sane.

Kuwal e | ooked up and replied casually, "Like |I said: no harmin ask-

i ng.

Ve turned and wal ked away.
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18

I viewed the data Kuwal e had given me while | waited for the tram Ei ghteen faces, but no nanes.
The i mages were standardi zed 3D portraits: backgrounds renoved, |ighting honogenized, |ike police

mug shots. There were twelve nen and six wonen, of diverse ages and ethnicities. It seened a
curiously large nunber; Kuwal e hadn't suggested that every one of themwas actually on Statel ess-
but how, exactly, could ve have got hold of portraits of the eighteen corporate assassins nopst
likely to be sent to the island? Wat kind of source, what kind of |eak, what kind of data theft
coul d have yielded precisely this nmuch, and no nore?

In any case, | had no intention of letting the ACs know if | spotted one of these faces in a crowd-
| ess out of fear that | mght be putting nyself at risk by siding with radical technoliberateurs
agai nst powerful vested interests, than out of a lingering suspicion that Kuwal e m ght yet prove
to be entirely off the planet-as paranoid a Mysala fan as |1'd first imagi ned, and nore. Wthout
any way of confirmng vis story, | could hardly unleash an unknown retribution on sone tota
stranger who happened to stray too close to Violet Msala. For all | knew, this was a gallery of

i nnocent Ignorance Cultists, snapped as they disenbarked froma charter flight. The fact that
Mosal a had no shortage of potential enenies didn't prove that Kuwal e knew who they were-or that
ve'd told ne the truth about anything.

Even the version of Anthrocosnology |I'd been fed sounded far too reasonabl e and di spassionate to
be true. The Keystone is just another person, honestly-all our concern for Violet Mpsala is due to
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her numerous other good points. Wiy go to the trouble of inventing a cult which el evates sonmeone
to the status of Prine Cause for Everything-and then treat that fact as all but insignificant?
Kuwal e had protested too rnuch.
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By the time | reached the hotel, the ATM software | ecture was al nbst over, so | sat in the |obby
to wait for Mosala to energe
The nore | thought about it, the less | was prepared to trust anything Kuwal e and Conroy had told
me-but | knew it could take nmonths to find out what the Anthrocosnol ogists were really about.
Q her than Indrani Lee, there was only one person who was likely to hold the answers-and | was
sick of remaining ignorant out of sheer dunmb pride.

| called Sarah. If she was in Australia, it was broad daylight on the east coast by now. . . but
the sane answering systemresponded as before.

| left another message for her. | couldn't bring nyself to cone right out and say it in plain
English: | abused ny position with SeeNet. | stole the project fromyou, and 1 didn't deserve it.
That was wong, and I'msorry. Instead, | offered her participation in Violet Msala in whatever
role now suited her, on whatever terns we could agree were mutually fair.

| signed off, expecting to feel at |east sone snall neasure of relief fromthis belated attenpt to
make amends. |nstead, a powerful sense of unease descended on nme. | |ooked around the brightly Iit
| obby, staring at the dazzling patches of sunshine on the ornately patterned gol d-and-white fl oor-
Statel ess-spartan as ever-as if hoping that the light itself might flood in through ny eyes and
clear the fog of panic fromny brain. It didn't.

I sat with ny head in ny hands, unable to nake sense of the dread | felt. Thing's weren't that
desperate. | was still in the dark about far too much-but |less so than four days ago. | was naking
progress, wasn't 1? | was staying afloat. Barely.
The space around ne seened to expand. The |obby, the sunlit floor, retreated-an infinitesinm

shift, but it was inmpossible to ignore. |I glanced down at ny notepad cl ock, |ight-headed with
fear; Mdsala' s lecture was due to end in three mnutes, but the tinme seened to stretch out ahead
of me, an uncrossable void. | had to nake contact with soneone, or sonething.

Before | could change ny nind, | had Hernes call Caliban, a front end for a hacking consortium An

androgynous grinning face appeared- nutating and flow ng, changing its features second-by-second
as it spoke; only the whites of its eyes stayed constant, as if peering out from;

behind an infinitely nall eabl e mask. '
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"Bad weat her comi ng down, petitioner. There's ice on the signal wires." Snow began to swirl around
the faces; their skin tones favored grays and blues. "Nothing's clear, nothing' s easy."

"Spare ne the hype." | transmitted Sarah Knight's conmuni cati ons nunber. "Wat can you tell ne
about that, for . . . one hundred dollars?"

Cal i ban leered. "The Styx is frozen solid." Frost formed on its various |lips and eyel ashes.

"A hundred and fifty." Caliban seened uni npressed-but Hernes flashed up a wi ndow showi ng a credit
transfer request; | okayed it, reluctantly.

A screenful of green text, nockingly out-of-focus, appeared to illum nate the software faces. "The
nunmber bel ongs to Sarah Alison Knight, Australian citizen, primary residence 17E Parade Avenue,

Li ndfield, Sydney. En-fem date-of-birth April 4th, 2028."

"I know all that, you useless shit. Wiere is she now precisely? And when did she | ast accept a
call, in person?"

The green text faded, and Caliban shivered. "Wl ves are howing on the steppes. Underground rivers
are turning to glaciers."

| restrained nyself fromwasting nore invective. "I'Il give you fifty."

"Veins of solid ice beneath the rock. Nothing noves, nothing changes."

| gritted my teeth. "A hundred." My research budget was vani shing fast-and this had nothing to do
with Violet Mosola. But | had to know.

Orange synbol s danced across gray flesh. Caliban announced, "Qur Sarah | ast accepted a call-in
person, on this nunber-in the central netropolitan footprint for Kyoto, Japan, at 10:23:14

Uni versal Time, on March 26th, 2055."

"And where is she now?"

"No device has connected to the net under this ID since the stated call." Meaning: she hadn't used
her notepad to contact anyone, or to access any service. She hadn't so nuch as viewed a news
bulletin, or downl oaded a three-m nute nusic video. Unless.

"Fifty bucks-take it or leave it-for her new comunications nunber."

Caliban took it, and smled. "Bad guess. She has no new nunber, no new account."

| said nunbly, "That's all. Thank you."
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Cal i ban m nmed astoni shment at this unwarranted courtesy, and bl ew

199

me a parting kiss. "Call again. And renenber, petitioner: data wants to be free!"
Why Kyot o7 The only connection |I could think of was Yasuko Nishide. Meaning what? She'd stil

pl anned to cover the Einstein Conference, after all-but with a rival profile of a rival theorist?
And the only reason she wasn't yet on Stateless was N shide's illness?
Why t he communi cati ons bl ackout, though? Kuwal e' s gri munspoken concl usi on nade no sense. Wy
woul d bi otech interests want to harm Sarah Knight, if she'd shown every sign of abandoni ng Viol et
Mosal a for anot her-thoroughly apolitical-physicist?

Peopl e began to cross the | obby, talking excitedly. |I |ooked up. The auditorium down the corridor
was enptying. Msala and Hel en Wi energed together; | nmet up with them

Mosal a was beanming. "Andrew! You nissed all the fun! Serge Bischoff just released a new al gorithm
which is going to save ne days of conputer tine!"

Wi frowned and corrected her. "Save all of us days, please!"™ "OF course." Mdsal a stage-whi spered
to me, "Helen still doesn't realize that she's on ny side, whether she likes it or not." She
added, "I have a sunmmary of the lecture, if you want to see it?"

| said toneless |y, "No." | realized how blunt that sounded, but | felt so spaced out, so

di sconnected, that | really didn't care. Msala gave nme a curious | ook, nore concerned than angry.
Wi |l eft us. | asked Msala, "Have you heard any nore about Ni shide?"

"Ah." She becane serious. "It seens he's not going to nake it to the conference, after all. H's
secretary contacted the organizers; he's had to be hospitalized. It's pneunonia again." She added
sadly, "If this keeps up ... | don't know. He may retire altogether."”

I closed nmy eyes; the floor began to tilt. A distant voice asked, "Are you all right? Andrew?" |
pictured nmy face, glow ng white hot.

| opened my eyes. And | thought | finally understood what was happeni ng.

| said, "Can | talk to you? Please?" "OF course."

Sweat began running down my cheeks. "Don't |ose your tenper. Just hear ne out."

Mosal a | eant forward, frowning. She hesitated, then put a hand on
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my forehead. "You're burning up. You need to see a doctor, straight away."

| screanmed at her hoarsely, "Just listen! Listen to ne!"

Peopl e around us were staring. Mdsal a opened her mouth, outraged, ready to put nme in ny place-but

then she changed her mind. "Go ahead. |I'mlistening."

"You need blood tests, a full . . . mcropathology report . . . everything. You re asynptomatic,

now, but . . . however you feel ... doit . . . there's no way of know ng what the incubation

period mght be." | was dripping sweat, and swaying on nmy feet; every breath felt like a lungfu

of fire. "What did you think they were going to do? Send in a hit squad with nachine guns? | doubt
| was meant to get sick ... at all . . . but the thing nust have nutated on the way. Keyed to

your genone .. . but the lock fell off, en route.” | laughed. "In nmy blood. In nmy brain."

I sagged, and dropped to ny knees. A convul sion passed through ny whole body, like a peristaltic
spasmtrying to squeeze the flesh right out of ny skin. People around ne were shouting, but I

couldn't make out what they were saying. | struggled to lift ny head-but when | succeeded,

briefly, black and purple bruises flowered across ny vision.

| stopped fighting it. | closed nmy eyes and |ay down on the cool, welcomng tiles.

In the hospital ward, for a long time, | paid no attention to my surroundings. | thrashed about in
a knot of sweat-soaked sheets, and let the world remain mercifully out of focus. | sought no

infornation fromthe people around ne; in my delirium | believed | had all the answers:
Ned Landers was behind everything. Wen we nmet, he'd infected ne with one of his secret viruses.
And now, because |I'd traveled so far to escape it ... although Hel en Wi had proved that the whole
worl d was nothing but a | oop, and everything | ed back to the same point. . . now | was coning down
with Landers' secret weapon against Violet Msala, Andrew Worth, and all his other enenies.
I was coming down with Distress.
Atall Fijian man dressed in white poked a drip into ny elbow. | tried to shake it out; he held ne
still. | nuttered triunphantly, "Don't you know there's no point? There's no cure!" Distress was
nowhere near as bad as |'d imagined; | wasn't screaming |like the woman in Mam, was |?
201

I was nauseous and feverish-but | felt sure that | was headed for some form of beautiful
pai nl ess oblivion. | smled up at the man. "1'm gone forever now 1've gone away!"

He said, "I don't think so. | think you' ve been there, and you're com ng back."

| shook ny head defiantly, but then cried out in surprise and pain. My bowels had gone into spasm
and | was enptying them uncontrollably, into a pan | hadn't even noticed beneath nme. | tried to
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stop. | couldn't. But it wasn't the incontinence that horrified me, as nuch as the
consi stency. This wasn't diarrhea; it was water.
The notion stopped eventually, but | kept shuddering. | pleaded for an explanation. "Wat's

happeni ng to ne?" "You have chol era. Drug-resistant cholera. W can control the fever, and keep
you hydrat ed-but the disease is going to have to run its course. So you're in for a long haul."
202
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As the first wave of deliriumsubsided, | tried to assess ny position dispassionately, to arm
myself with the facts. | was not an infant, | was not old. | was not suffering frommalnutrition
parasite infestation, an inpaired i nmune system or any other conplicating factor. | was in the

care of qualified people. My condition was being nmonitored constantly by sophisticated nachi nes. |
told nyself that | was not going to die. Fever and nausea, absent in "classical" cholera, neant
that I had the Mexico City biotype-first seen in the aftermath of the quake of' 15, |ong since
distributed globally. It entered the bl oodstreamas well as the gut, producing a w der range of
synptonms, a greater risk to health. Nevertheless, mllions of people survived it every year-often
in much worse circunstances: without antipyritics to control the fever, w thout intravenous

el ectrolytes, without any antibiotics at all-making drug resistance academ c. In the | argest
metropolitan hospitals, in Santiago or Bonbay, the particular strain of Vibrio cholerae could be
sequenced conpletely, and a de novo drug designed and synthesized in a matter of hours. Mbst
peopl e who contracted the disease, though, had no prospect whatsoever of receiving this |uxurious
mracle cure. They sinply lived through the rise and fall of the bacterial enpire inside them
They rode it out.

I could do the sane.

There was only one small flaw in this clear-eyed, optimstic scenario:

Most people had no reason to suspect that their guts were full of a genetic weapon which had

det onated one step short of its target. Engineered to nimc a natural strain of cholera as closely
as possi bl e-but engi neered to push the envel ope of plausible synptons far enough to kill a
heal t hy, twenty-seven-year-old wonman, receiving the best care that Statel ess coul d provide.
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The ward was cl ean, bright, spacious, quiet. | spent npost of ny time screened off fromthe other
patients, but the white translucent partitions |et the daylight through-and even when ny skin was
on fire, the faint touch of radiant warnth reaching nmy body was strangely conforting, like a
fam liar enbrace
By late afternoon on the first day, the antipyritics seemed to be working. | watched the graph on
the bedside nonitor; my tenperature was still pathol ogical, but the imrediate risk of brain danage
had passed. | tried to swallow |iquids, but nothing stayed down-so | npistened ny parched |ips and

throat, and let the intravenous drip do the rest.
Not hi ng could stop the cranps and the bowel spasns. Wen they cane, it was |ike denonic

possession, |ike being ridden by a voodoo god:
an obscene bear-hug by sonething powerful and alien constricting inside ny flesh. | couldn't
believe that any nuscle in nmy own rag-doll body could still be so strong. | tried to stay calmto

accept each brutal convul sion as inevitable, to keep ny mnd fixed on the sure and certain

knowl edge that this too woul d pass-but every tine, the surge of nausea swept away mny | aboriously
conposed stoicismlike a house of matchsticks beneath a tidal wave, and |left me shuddering and
sobbi ng, convinced that | was finally dying, and hal f-believing that that was what | wanted nore
than anything el se: instant rel ease.

My nel atoni n patch had been renoved; the abyssal sleep it generated was too dangerous, now. But |
couldn't begin to tell the difference between the erratic rhythnms of nelatonin w thdrawal, and ny
otherwi se natural state: long stretches of half-sensate paralytic stupor, broken up by brief,

viol ent dreans-and nmonents of panic-stricken clarity each tine | believed ny intestines were about
to rupture and wash out of nme in a red and gray tide.

| told nyself that | was stronger and nore patient than the disease. Cenerations of bacteria could
conme and go; all | had to do was hang on. All | had to do was outlive them

On the norning of the second day, Mysala and De G oot canme to visit. They seenmed like tinme
travelers to nme; ny previous life on Statel ess had already receded into the distant past.
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Mosal a seenmed shocked by ny appearance. She said gently, "I've taken your advice; |'ve been

exam ned thoroughly. I'mnot infected, Andrew. |'ve spoken to your doctor, and he thinks you nust
have caught this fromfood on the plane."

| croaked, "Has anyone el se, on the sane flight-?"
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"No. But one seal ed package m ght have missed being irradiated, and ended up inperfectly
sterilized. It can happen.”

I didn't have the strength to argue. And this theory made a certain anmount of sense: a random
glitch had breached the technol ogi cal barrier between Third World and First, nonentarily
scranbling the inpeccable free-market |ogic of enploying the cheapest caterers on the planet and
then blasting away the risks with an equally cheap burst of gamma rays.

That evening, ny tenperature began rising again. Mchael-the Fijian man who'd greeted ne when
first woke, and who'd since explained that he was "both doctor and nurse, if you insist on using

those archaic foreign words here"-sat by nmy bed for nost of the night ... or at |east, he was
there in the flesh during every brief w ndow of lucidity | experienced; the rest of the tinme, for
all I knew, | hallucinated his presence.

| slept three straight hours fromdawn to m d-nom ng-1ong enough for ny first coherent dream
Clawi ng ny way up toward consciousness, | clung defiantly to the happy ending: The di sease had run

its course, it had burned itself out. My synptoms had vani shed. G na had even flown in overnight-
to take me back, to take ne hone.

I'd been woken by an intense cranp. | was soon expelling gray water full of intestinal nucus,
gaspi ng obscenities, wanting to die.

In the late afternoon, with the sunlit ward behind the screens as vague and | uni nous as heaven-re-
enacting the sane convul sions for the thousandth tine, shitting out, yet again, every last drop of
fluid the drip had fed into ne-1 found nyself emitting a keening noise, baring nmy teeth and
shivering, like a dog, |ike a sick hyena.

Early on the fourth day, ny fever al nbst vani shed. Everything which had cone before seened |ike an
anest heti zed nightnare, violent and frightening but inconsequential-a dream sequence shot through
gauze.
A nerciless gray solidity clung to everything in sight. The screens around ne were caked with
dust. The sheets were stained yell ow from
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dried sweat. My skin was coated with slime. My lips, ny tongue, ny throat, were cracked and
stingi ng, sloughing dead cells and seeping a thin discharge which tasted nore |like salt than

bl ood. Every nuscle frommny diaphragmto ny groin felt injured, useless, tortured beyond repair-
but tensed like an animal flinching froma rain of blows, ready for nore. The joints of ny knees
felt as if I'd been crouching for a week on cold, hard ground.

The cramps, the spasns, began again. |1'd never been so lucid; they' d never been worse.

I had no patience left. All | wanted to do was rise to ny feet and wal k out of the hospital

| eavi ng ny body behind. Flesh and bacteria could fight it out between thenselves; 1'd |ost

i nterest.

I tried. | closed ny eyes and pictured it. | willed it to happen, |I wasn't delirious-but walking

away fromthis pointless, ugly confrontation seened |ike such a sensible choice, such an obvious
solution, that for a nmonent | suspended all disbelief.

And | finally understood, as | never had before-not through sex, not through food, not through the
| ost exuberant physicality of childhood, not fromthe pinpricks of a hundred petty injuries and
instantly cured di seases-that this vision of escape was neaningless, a false arithnetic, an idiot
dr eam

Thi s di seased body was ny whole self. It was not a tenporary shelter for sone tiny, indestructible
man-god living in the safe warm dark behind nmy eyes. Fromskull to putrid arsehole, this was the

i nstrument of everything I'd ever do, ever feel, ever be.

I'd never believed ot herw se-

-but 1'd never really felt it, never really known it. 1'd never before been forced to enbrace the
whol e sordid, twitching, visceral truth.

Was this what Daniel Cavolini had | earned, when he tore away his blindfold? | stared up at the
ceiling, tense and shivering, claustrophobic, all the nausea and pain spread across ny abdonen
hardening into rigid bands |ike nmetal enbedded in the flesh.

By noon, ny tenperature started clinbing again. | was glad: | wanted delirium | wanted confusion
Sonetinmes the fever flayed every nerve, magnified and sharpened every sensation-but | still hoped
it might erase this new understandi ng, which was worse than the pain.

It didn't.

Mosal a visited again. | sniled and nodded, but said nothing, and
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couldn't concentrate on her words. The two screens either side of the bed remained in place, but
the third had been noved aside, and when | raised ny head | could see the patient opposite ne, a
forlorn skinny boy with a drip, his parents beside him H's father was reading to himquietly;
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his mother held his hand. The whol e tabl eau seenmed i npossi bly distant, separated fromnme by an
unbridgeable gulf; | couldn't imagi ne ever again having the power to clinb to ny feet and wal k
five neters

Mosala left. | drifted.

Then | noticed soneone standing near the foot of the bed, and an electric jolt ran through ny
body. A shock of transcendental awe.

Striding through unforgiving reality: an angel

Janet WAl sh turned, half toward me. | raised nyself up on nmy el bows and called out to her,
terrified, enraptured. "I think I understand now. Wiy you do it. Not how . . . but why."

She | ooked straight at me, nmildly puzzled, but unperturbed.

| said, "Please talk to ne. I'mready to listen."

Wal sh frowned slightly, tolerant but unconprehending, her wings fluttering patiently.

"I know |'ve offended you. I'msorry. Can't you forgive me? | want to hear everything now | want

to understand how you make it work."
She regarded ne in silence.
| said, "How do you lie about the world? And how do you nmake yourself believe it? How can you see

the whole truth, know the whole truth ... and go on pretending that none of it matters? What's the
secret? What's the trick? What's the nagic7"

My face was already burning white hot, but | |eaned forward, hoping that her sheer radiance m ght

infect me with her great transform ng insight.

"I"'mtrying! You have to believe I'mtrying!" | |ooked away, suddenly at a loss for words, struck

dunmb by the ineffable nystery of her presence. Then a cranp seized ne; the thing | could no | onger
pretend was a denon snake constricted inside ne.

| said, "But when the truth, the underworld, the TOE . . . reaches up, takes you in its fist, and
squeezes..." | raised nmy own hand, neaning to denonstrate, but it was already clenched tight
involuntarily. "How do you ignore it? How do you deny it? How do you go on fooling yourself that
you' ve ever stood above it, ever pulled the strings, ever run the show?"
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Sweat was running into nmy eyes, blinding ne. | brushed it away with ny clenched fist, |aughing.
"When every cell, every fucking atomin your body, burns the nessage into your skin: everything
you val ue, everything you cherish, everything you live for ... is just the scumon the surface of

a vacuumthirty-five powers of ten deep-how do you go on |lying? How do you cl ose your eyes to

t hat ?"

I waited for her answer. Sol ace, redenption, were within nmy grasp. | held nmy arns out toward her
in supplication.

Wal sh smiled faintly, then wal ked on w thout saying a word.

I woke in the early hours of the norning. Burning up again, drenched in sweat.

M chael was sitting on the chair beside ne, reading fromhis notepad. The whole ward was |it
softly from above, but the light of the words shone up nore brightly.

| whispered, "Today, | tried to becone . . . everything | despise. But | couldn't even manage
that."

He put the notepad down, and waited for nme to conti nue.

"I'mlost. | really amlost."

M chael gl anced at the bedside nonitor, and shook his head. "You' re going to live through this. In
a week, you won't even be able to inmagi ne how you feel right now "

"I"'mnot tal king about the cholera. |I'mhaving-" | laughed; it hurt. "I'm having what Mstica
Renai ssance would call a spiritual crisis. And | have nowhere to turn to for confort. Nowhere to
turn to for strength. No lover, no fanmly, no nation. No religion, no ideology. Nothing."

M chael said calmy, "Then you're lucky. | envy you."

| gaped at him appalled by this heartl essness.

He said, "Nowhere to bury your head. Like an ostrich on reef-rock. | envy you. You night |earn
sonet hing. "

I had no reply to that. | started shivering; | was sweating and aching, but icy cold. "I take back

what | said about the cholera. It's fifty-fifty. I'mbeing equally fucked by both."

M chael put his hands behind his neck and stretched, then rearranged hinself on the chair. "You're
a journalist. Do you want to hear a story?"

"Don't you have sone vital nmedical work to do?"
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"I"'mdoing it."

Waves of nausea began sweeping up fromny bowels. "Ckay, |I'Il listen. If you'll let me record.
What's this story about?"
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He grinned. "My own spiritual crisis, of course."

"l should have guessed." | closed ny eyes and i nvoked Wtness. The whol e action was instinctive,
and it was over in half a second-but when it was done, | was shocked. 1 felt like |I was on the
verge of disintegrating . . . but this machinery-as nuch a part of ne as anything organic-stil

wor ked perfectly.

He began, "Wen | was a child, ny parents used to take ne to the nost beautiful church in the
worl d."

"I'"ve heard that line before."

"This time it's true. The Reforned Methodist Church in Suva. It was a huge, white building. It

| ooked plain fromthe outside-austere as a barn. But it had a row of stained glass w ndows,
showi ng scenes fromthe scriptures, carved by a conputer in sky-blue, rose and gold. Every wal
was lined with a hundred kinds of flowers-hibiscus, orchids, lillies- piled up to the roof. And
the pews were always crammed with people;

everyone wore their finest, brightest clothes, everyone sang, everyone snmiled. It was like

st eppi ng straight into heaven. Even the sernpbns were beautiful: no hell-fire, only confort and
joy. No ranting about sin and dammation: just sone nodest suggestions about kindness, charity,

| ove. "

| said, "Sounds perfect. Wat happened? Did God send a Greenhouse stormto put an end to all this
bl asphenous happi ness and noder ati on?"

"Not hi ng happened to the church. It's still there."

"But you parted conpany? Wy?"

"l took the scriptures too literally. They said put away childish things. So | did."

"Now you' re being facetious."

He hesitated. "If you really want to know the precise escape route . . . it all started with just
one parable. Have you heard the story of the widows mte?"

"Yes. "

"For years, as a schoolboy, | turned it over and over in ny head. The poor widow s snmall gift was
nmore precious than the rich man's | arge one. Ckay. Fine. | understood the nmessage. | could see the

dignity it gave to every act of charity. But | could see a whole [ot nore encoded in that parable,
and those other things wouldn't go away.
209
"I could see a religion which cared nore about feeling good than doing good. A religion which
val ued the pleasure of giving-or the pain-nore than any tangible effect. A religion which put
savi ng your own soul through good works far above their worldly consequences.
"Maybe | was reading too nmuch into one story. But if it hadn't started there, it would have

started sonmewhere else. My religion was beautiful _ but | needed nore than that. | denanded nore.
It had to be true. And it wasn't."
He sniled sadly, and raised his hands, let themfall. | thought |I could see the loss in his eyes,

I thought | understood.

He said, "Gowing up with faith is like growing up with crutches.”

"But you threw away your crutches and wal ked7"

"No. | threw away ny crutches and fell flat on ny face. All the strength had gone into the
crutches-1 had none of nmy own. | was nineteen, when it finally all fell apart for me. The end of
adol escence is the perfect age for an existential crisis, don't you think? You ve left yours
awfully late."

My face burned with humliation. Mchael reached over and touched ny shoulder. He said, "I've had
a long shift, my judgnent's slipping. I'"'mnot trying to be cruel." He |aughed. "Listen to ne,
spouting 'season for everything' bullshit-like the Edenites neet Il Duce: Get those enbtiona

trains running on time!" He | eaned back, and ran a hand through his hair. "But | was nineteen
there's no getting around it. And I'd lost God. What can | say? | read Sartre, | read Canus, |
read Nietzche-"

I winced. Mchael was puzzled. "You have a problemw th Friedrich7"

The cranp tightened. | replied through gritted teeth, "Not at all. Al the best European

phi | osophers went mad and conmitted suicide."

"Exactly. And | read themall."

" And?"

He shook his head, smiling, enbarrassed. "For a year or so ... | really believed it: Here J am
staring into the abyss with Nietzche. Here | am on the brink of insanity, entropy,
meani ngl essness: the Enlightennent's unspeakabl e godl ess rational dammati on. One wong step, and
I'"l'l go spi-raling down."

He hesitated. | watched himclosely, suddenly suspicious. Was he naking this up as he went al ong?
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Alittle inprovised Care' for'the' Wole' Patient routine7 And even if he wasn't. . . we'd had
different lives, different histories. What use was any of this to ne?
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I listened, though.

"But | didn't go spiraling down. Because there is no airyss. There is no yawning chasmwaiting to
swal | ow us up, when we learn that there is no god, that we're aninals |ike any other aninal, that
t he universe has no purpose, that our souls are nade of the same stuff as water and sand."

| said, "There are two thousand cultists on this island who believe otherw se."

M chael shrugged. "What do you expect fromnoral flat-Earthers, if not fear of falling? If you
desperately, passionately want to plumet into the abyss, of course its possible-but only if you
work hard. Only if you will the entire thing into being. Only if you manufacture every | ast
centimeter of it, on your way down.

"I don't believe that honesty |leads to madness. | don't believe we need delusions to stay sane. 1
don't believe the truth is strewn with booby-traps, waiting to swallow up anyone who thinks too
much. There is nowhere to fall-not unless you stand there digging the hole."

| said, "You fell, didn't you? Wen you |l ost your faith."

"Yes-but how far? What have | become? A serial killer? Atorturer?"

"I sincerely hope not. But you lost a lot nore than 'childish things,' didn't you? Wat about all
those stirring sernons on kindness, charity and | ove?"

M chael | aughed softly. "And the | east of these is /aith. Wat nmakes you think |I've | ost anything?
|'ve stopped pretending that the things | value are |ocked up in some magical vault called ' God' -

outside the universe, outside tinme, outside nyself. That's all. | don't need beautiful lies
anynore, just to make the decisions | want to make, to try to live a life |l think is good. If the
truth had taken those things away ... | could never really have had themin the first place.
"And | still clean up your shit, don't 1? | still tell you stories at three in the norning. If you

want greater niracles than that, you' re out of |uck."

Whet her it was genui ne autobi ography, or just a slick piece of ad hoc therapy, Mchael's story
began to undermi ne ny panic and cl austrophobia. H's arguments nmade too nuch sense to ne; they
sliced through ny self-pity like a hot wire. If the universe itself wasn't a cultural construct,

the gray terror | felt fromseeing nyself as a part of it certainly was. |'d never had the honesty
to enbrace the nol ecul ar nature of ny
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own exi stence-but then, the whole society I'd inhabited had been equally coy. The reality had

al ways been gl ossed over, censored, ignored. 1'd spent thirty-six years in a world still infested
with lingering dualism wth tacit dunb spirituality-where every novie, every song, still wailed
about the immortal soul. .. while everyone swal |l owed desi gner drugs predicated on pure
materialism No wonder the truth had come as a shock
The abyss-li ke everything el se-was understandable. | lost interest in digging nyself a hole.

Vi brio chol erae declined to foll ow ny exanpl e.

I lay curled on ny side, ny notepad propped up against an extra pillow, while Sisyphus showed ne
what was happeni ng i nside ne.

"The A subunit of the chol eragen nol ecul e binds to the surface of the intestinal nucosal cell; the
A subunit detaches and traverses the nmenbrane. This catal yzes increased adenyl ate cycl ase
activity, which in turn raises the level of cyclic AMP, stinulating the secretion of sodiumions.
The ordi nary concentration gradient is reversed, and fluid is punped in the wong direction: out
into the intestinal space.”

| watched the nolecules interlocking, | watched the nercil ess random dance. This was what | was-
whether it gave nme any confort to understand it, or not. The sane physics which had kept ne alive
for thirty-six years nmight or might not casually destroy me-but if | couldn't accept that sinple,
obvious truth, |I had no business explaining the world to anyone. Sol ace and redenption could screw
thensel ves. 1'd been tenpted by the Ignorance Cults-and naybe | hal f understood what drove them
now but what did they have to offer, in the end? Alienation fromreality. The universe as an
unspeakabl e horror to be endl essly denied, shrouded in saccharine artificial nysteries, every
truth subjugated to doublethink and fairy tales.

Fuck that. | was sick fromtoo little honesty, not too nuch. Too many myths about the H word, not
too few | would have been better prepared for the whole ordeal by a lifetine spent calmy facing
the truth, than a lifetinme spent rehearsing the nost seductive denials.

I watched a schematic of the worst-case scenario. "If antibiotic-resistant, Mexico City V.

chol erae succeed in crossing the blood-brain barrier, imunosuppressants can limt the fever-but
bacterial toxins thenselves are likely to cause irreversible danage."

Mut ant chol eragen nol ecul es fused with neural nenbranes. The cells collapsed |ike punctured
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bal | oons.
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| still feared death as nmuch as ever-but the truth had lost its sting. If the TOE had taken ne in
its fist and squeezed ... at least it had proved that there was solid ground beneath ne: the fina
|l aw, the sinplest pattern, holding up the world in all its strangeness.

I"d hit bottom Once you' d touched the bedrock of the underworld, the foundations of the universe,
there was nowhere else to fall.

| said, "That's enough. Now find sonething to cheer ne up."

"How about the Beat poets7"

| smiled. "Perfect."

Si syphus ransacked the libraries, and played themreading their own works. G nsberg howing

"Ml och! Mol och!" Burroughs rasping "A Junkie's Christnas"-all severed linbs in suitcases, and
scoring the imrmacul ate fi x.

And best of all, Kerouac hinself, wild and mel odic, stoned and innocent: "Wat |If The Three

St ooges Were Real ?"

Afternoon sunlight slanted across the ward and brushed the side of ny face, bridging distance,
energy, scale, conplexity. This was not a reason for terror. It was not a reason for awe. It was
the nost ordinary thing imaginable.

| was as ready as |'d ever be. | closed ny eyes.
Soneone prodded ny shoul der, and said for the fourth or fifth tinme, "Wke up, please."
I"d lost all choice in the matter. | opened ny eyes.

A young wonman stood beside nme, no one I'd seen before. She had serious, dark brown eyes. dive
skin, long black hair. She spoke with a German accent.
"Drink this." She held out a snmall vial of clear liquid
"I can't keep anything down. Didn't they tell you?"
"This, you will."

| was past caring; vomiting was as natural to me as breathing. | took the vial and tipped the
contents down ny throat. My esophagus spasned, and acid hit the roof of ny nouth-but nothing nore.
I coughed. "Wy didn't soneone offer ne that sooner?"
"I't only just arrived."
"Fr om wher e?"
"You don't want to know. "
213

I blinked at her. My head cleared slightly. "Arrived? Wat kind of drug wouldn't be in stock
al ready?"
"What do you think?"
The flesh at the base of ny spine went cold. "Am| dream ng? O am | dead?"
"Akili had sanples of your blood smuggled out to ... a certain country, and anal yzed by friends.
You just swallowed a set of magic bullets for every stage of the weapon. You'll be on your feet in
a matter of hours.”

My head throbbed. The weapon. My worst fear had just been confirnmed and bani shed in the sane
sentence; it was disorienting. "Every stage? Wat woul d have cone next? What have | nissed out
on?"
"You don't want to know. "

"I think you're right." | still wasn't convinced that any of this was happening. "Wy? Wy did
Akili go to all that trouble just to save ne?"
"W had to find out exactly what you were carrying. Violet Msala mght still be at risk, even

t hough she's showi ng no synptons. We had to have a cure for her, ready, here on the island."

| absorbed that. At |east she hadn't said: W don't care who is or isn't the Keystone. W're al
prepared to risk our lives to protect just about anyone.

"So what was | carrying? And why did it detonate prematurel y?"

The young AC frowned solemly. "W still haven't worked out all the details-but the timng fel
apart. It looks like the bacteria generated confused internal signals, due to a disparity between
intracel lul ar nol ecul ar cl ocks and the host's biochenical cues. The nelatonin receptors were
choked, saturated-" She stopped, alarned. "I don't understand. Wy are you | aughi ng?"

By the time | left the hospital, on Tuesday norning, | had my strength back-and | was enraged. The
conference was half over, but TOEs were no |onger the story-and if Sarah Knight, for whatever

unf at homabl e reasons, had abandoned the war over Msala to sit by Yasuko Nishide' s bedside,
incomunicado ... I'd finally have to start unraveling the whole conplicated truth for nyself.
Back in ny hotel room | plugged in ny unbilical fiber, passed Kuwal e's ei ghteen nmug shots to
Wtness, and flagged them for constant real -tinme search
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| called Lydia. "I need five thousand dollars extra for research
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dat abase access and hacking fees. Mdre is going on here than |I can begin to describe. And if you
don't agree that it's worth every cent in a week's tinme, I'll refund it all."

We argued for fifteen minutes. | inprovised; | dropped m sl eading hints about PACDF and an

i npendi ng political storm but | said nothing about Mosala's planned emigration. In the end, Lydia
caved in. | was astonished.

| used the software Kuwal e had given nme to send ver a deep-encrypted nessage. "No, | haven't
spotted one of your goons. But if you expect any nore help from nme-beyond acting as a living
culture nmediumyou're going to have to give ne all the details: who these people are, who enpl oyed
them your analysis of the weapon . . . everything. Take it or leave it. Meet ne at the sane pl ace
as last time, in an hour."

| sat back and took stock of what | knew, what | believed. Biotech weapons, biotech interests!

Whet her or not that was true, the boycott itself had alnmost killed ne. |1'd al ways seen both sides
of the gene patent laws, |'d always been equally suspicious of the corporations and the renegades-
but now the symmetry was broken. | had a long history of apathy and anbi val ence-and | was ashaned
to admit that it had taken so much to politicize nme-but now | was ready to enbrace
technoliberation, | was ready to do everything | could to expose Mosala's enem es and hel p her
cause.

The Beach Boys never lied, though. | couldn't believe that a weapon from EnGenelUity and their
allies would have failed because of anything as sinple as ny distorted nelatonin cycle. That
sounded nore like the work of brilliant, resourceful amateurs making do with Iimted know edge,

limted tools.

PACDF? The | gnorance Cults? Hardly.
O her technoliberateurs, who' d decided that Msala's original scheme would benefit greatly froma
Nobel - pri ze-wi nning martyr? Unaware that they were pitted agai nst people who |largely shared their
goal s-but who weren't nmerely averse to treating peopl e as expendabl e, but who had el evated the
sacrificial celebrity in question to the status of creator of the universe?
There was an irony there, sonewhere: the cool, pragmatic realpolitik faction of technoliberation
seened to be infinitely nore fanatical than the quasi-religious Anthrocosnol ogists.
An irony, or a nisunderstanding.
215

Kuwal e's reply arrived while | was in the shower, scouring away the dead skin and the sour odor
I'"d been unable to renmove in the hospital bathroom
"The data you insist on seeing can't be unlocked at the place you've specified. Meet ne at these
coordi nates. "

| checked a map of the island. There was no point arguing.

| dressed, and set out for the northern reefs.
216

part three

20

The easiest way to travel beyond the tramlines turned out to be hitching a ride on one of the
ball oon-tired trucks used to carry produce inland. The trucks were automated, and foll owed
predet erm ned routes; people seened to treat themas public transport, although the sea farners
effectively controlled the schedul e by the delays they inposed, |oading and unl oadi ng them The
bed of each truck was divided crosswi se by a dozen |low barriers, form ng spaces into which crates
were slotted, and doubling as benches for the passengers.

There was no sign of Kuwal e; ve seemed to have found another route, or left for the rendezvous
point much earlier. | sat with about twenty other people on the ride northeast fromthe term nus,
resisting the urge to ask the woman besi de ne what woul d happen if one of the farmers insisted on
| oadi ng so many crates that there was no room for anyone to return-or what di scouraged passengers
fromlooting the food. The harnmony of Stateless still seemed precarious to ne, but | was grow ng
increasingly reluctant to give voice to questions which anbunted to asking: Wy don't you people
all run anok, and nake your own lives as miserabl e as possible?

I didn't believe for a monent that the rest of the planet could ever function like this-or that
anyone on Stateless would particularly want it to-but | was begi nning to understand Mnroe's
cautious optimsm If | lived here, nyself, would | try to tear the place down? No. Wuld | bring
about riots and massacres inadvertently, in pursuit of sone short-term gain? Hopefully not. So,
what |udicrous vanity allowed me to imagine that | was so nuch nore reasonable or intelligent than
the average resident of the island? If | could recognize the precariousness of their society, so
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could they-and act accordingly. It was an active balance, flying by wire, survival through self-
awar eness.

219

A tarpaulin sheltered the bed of the truck, but the sides were open. As we drew nearer to the
coast, the terrain began to change: incursions of partly conpacted coral appeared, noist and
granul ar, glistening in the sun like rivers choked with powdery gray-and-silver snow. Entropy
shoul d have favored the solid reef-rock banks dissolving into this sludge and washi ng away-but it
favored nore strongly the flow of energy fromthe sun into the lithophilic bacteria infesting the
coral debris, which labored to stitch the | oose aggregate of |inestone into the denser polyner-

m neral matrix around it. Cool, efficient biological pathways, catalyzed by perfectly shaped
enzynes |i ke nol ecul e-sized injection nolds, had al ways nocked the hi gh-tenperature-and-pressure
i ndustrial chemistry of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Here, they nocked geol ogy itself.
The conveyor belt of subduction, feeding ocean sedinents deep into the earth to be crushed and
met anor phi zed over eons, was as obsolete on Statel ess as the Bessener process for steel, the Haber
process for ammoni a.

The truck noved between two broad streams of crushed coral. In the distance, other streans w dened
and nerged, the fingers of reef-rock between them narrow ng then vanishing, until the |land around
us was nore than half sludge. The part-digested coral grew coarser, the surface of the channels

| ess even; glistening pools of water began to appear. | noticed occasional streaks of color
surviving within the bl eached |inestone-not the nuted trace mnerals of the city's masonry, but
vivid, startling reds and oranges, greens and blues. The truck already stank of the ocean, but
soon the breeze-which had been carrying the scent away-began to conpound it.

Wthin mnutes, the | andscape was transforned. Vast banks of living coral, inundated with ocean
wat er, surrounded narrow, w nding causeways. The reefs were dazzling, polychromatic; the alga
synbionts living within the various species of coral-building polyps enployed a rai nbow of

di stinct photosynthetic pignments-and even froma distance | could make out wild variations of

nmor phol ogy between the mineralized skel etons of each col ony: pebbl ed aggregates, riots of thick
branched tubi ng, delicate fernlike structures-no doubt a pragnatic exercise in diversity for the
sake of ecol ogical robustness, as well as a deliberately opul ent display of bioengineering
virtuosity.

The truck stopped, and everyone el se clanbered off-except for the two people |I'd seen shifting
crates onto a freight tramback at the term nus.
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| hesitated, then followed the crowd; | had further to go, but | didn't want to attract attention
The truck noved on. Mst of the other passengers were carrying masks, snorkels, flippers; | wasn't
sure if they were tourists or locals, but they all headed straight for the reefs. | wandered al ong

with them and stood for a while, watching, as they stepped gingerly out onto the half-protruding
coral, heading for deeper water. Then | turned and strolled north along the shoreline, away from
the divers.

I caught ny first glinpse of the open ocean, still hundreds of neters ahead. There were a dozen
smal | boats noored in the harbor-one of the six arnpits of the giant starfish. The view fromthe
air came back to nme, fragile and exotic. Wat exactly was 1 standing on? An artificial island? An
ocean- goi ng machi ne? A bi oengi neered sea nonster? The distinctions blurred into meani ngl essness.

| caught up with the truck at the harbor; the two workers loading it glanced at ne curiously, but
didn't ask what | was doing here. My idleness nmade ne feel |like a trespasser; everyone else in
sight was shifting crates or sorting seafood. There was machi nery, but npost of it was very | ow
tech: electric forklifts, but no giant cranes, no vast conveyor belts feeding processing plants;
the reef-rock was probably too soft to support anything heavy. They could have built a floating
platformout on the harbor to take the weight of a crane, but apparently no one felt it was worth
the investment. O maybe the farmers sinply preferred it this way.

There was still no sign of Kuwale. | noved away fromthe | oadi ng bay and wandered cl oser to the
water's edge. Biochem cal signals diffusing out fromthe rock kept the harbor free of coral, and
pl ankt on transported sedinment to the reefs where it was needed; the water here | ooked bottonl ess,
deep blue-green. Anidst the froth of the gently breaking swell, | thought | could discern an
unnatural effervescence; bubbles were rising up everywhere. The outgassing fromthe pressurized
rock, which |I'd seen-second hand-on the underside of Statel ess, was escaping here to the surface
Qut on the harbor, farmers were w nching aboard what mi ght have been a fishing net bursting with
produce. Celatinous tendrils enbracing the bounty glistened in the sun. One worker stretched up
and touched the top of the "net" with sonething on the end of a long pole, and the contents
abruptly spilled onto the deck, leaving the slack tendrils quivering; w thin seconds, when the

| ast scraps had fallen, the transl ucent
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creature was alnost invisible. | had to strain ny eyes to followit, as they lowered it back into
t he ocean.

Kuwal e said, "Do you know what non-renegades pay Ccean Logic for a harvester like that? Al its
genes were taken straight fromexisting species-all the conpany ever did was patent them and
rearrange them"

| turned. "Spare ne the propaganda. |'mon your side-if you'll give nme sone straight answers."
Kuwal e | ooked troubled, but said nothing. | spread ny arms in a gesture of frustration. "Wat do
have to do to convince you to trust me_ as nuch as you trusted Sarah Knight? Do | have to die for
the cause first?"

"I"'msorry you were infected. The wild type's bad enough; | know, |'ve had it." Ve was wearing the
sane black T-shirt I'd seen ver in at the airport, flickering with random points of brightness. It
suddenly struck me again just how young ve was: little nore than half ny age-and in at the deep
end.

| said, begrudgingly, "That wasn't your fault. And |'mgrateful for what you did." Even if saving
my life wasn't the point.

Kuwal e | ooked distinctly unconfortable, as if I'd just showered ver with undeserved praise. |
hesitated. "It wasn't your fault, was it?"

"Not directly."

"What's that supposed to nmean? The weapon was yours?"

"No!" Ve | ooked away, and said bitterly, "But | still have to take some responsibility for

everyt hing they do."

"Why! Because they're not working for the biotech conpani es? Because they're technoli berateurs,
like you?" Ve wouldn't neet ny eyes; | felt a small surge of triunph. I'd finally got sonething
right.

Kuwal e replied inpatiently, "Of course they' re technoliberateurs.’
"But that's not why they're trying to kill Msala."

A man was wal king toward us with a crate on his shoulder. As | glanced in his direction, red lines
flashed up across nmy vision. He kept his face half-turned away fromus, and a w de-bri mmed hat
conceal ed half of the rest, but Wtness-reconstructing the hidden parts by symmetry and anatoni ca
extrapol ati on rul es-saw enough to be convi nced.

I fell silent. Kuwale waited until the man was out of earshot, then said urgently, "Wo was it?"
"Don't ask me. You wouldn't give nme any nanes to go with the faces
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renenber?" But | relented, and checked with the software. "Nunber seven in your list, if that
means anything to you."

"What kind of swimer are you?"

"Very nedi ocre. Wy?"

Kuwal e turned and dived into the harbor. | crouched by the edge of the water, and waited for ver
to surface.

| called out, "Wiat are you doing, you lunatic? He's gone."

"Don't followne in yet."

"I have no intention-"

Kuwal e swamtoward nme. "Wait until it's clear which one of us is doing better." Ve held up vis
right hand; | reached down and took it, and began to haul ver up; ve shook vis head inpatiently.
"Leave ne in, unless | start to falter.” Ve trod water. "Immediate irrigation is the best way to
renove sone transdernmal toxins-but for others, it's the worst thing you can do: it can drive the
hydr ophobi ¢ spearheads into the skin nmuch faster." Ve subnerged conpletely, dragging nme in up to
t he el bow, al nost dislocating my shoul der

As if to say: isn't everyone?

When ve surfaced again, | said, "What if it's a nixture of both?"

"Then we're fucked."

I glanced toward the |oading bay. "I could go and get help."” In spite of everything I'd just been
t hrough-no doubt thanks to a passing stranger with an aerosol-part of ne still flatly refused to

believe in invisible weapons. O maybe | just imagined that sonme principle of double jeopardy
meant that the nolecular world had no nore power over ne, no right to a second attenpt to claim
me. Qur presuned assailant was wal king calmy off into the distance; it was inpossible to fee

t hr eat ened.

Kuwal e wat ched nme anxiously. "How are you feeling?"

"Fine. Except you're breaking my arm This is insane." My skin began to tingle. Kuwal e groaned, a
wor st - expect ati ons-conme-true sound. "You're turning blue. Get in."

My face was growi ng nunb, ny linbs felt heavy. "And drown? | don't think so." My speech sounded
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slurred; 1'd lost all feeling in ny tongue.

“I'"1l hold you up."

"No. Cinmb out and get help."

"You don't have tine." Ve yelled toward the | oading bay; vis cry sounded weak to ne-either ny

hearing was fading, or ve'd inhaled enough of the toxin to affect vis voice. | tried turning ny
head to see if there was any response; | couldn't.
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Cursing ny stubborness, Kuwale raised verself up and dragged me over the edge.

I sank. | was paralyzed and nunb, unsure if we were still connected. The water woul d have been
transparent if not for the air bubbles; it was like falling through flawed crystal. | desperately

hoped that | wasn't inhaling-it seened inpossible to tell

Bubbl es drifted past nmy face in contradictory wavering streams, refus-ing to define the verti cal

| tried to orient nyself by the gradient of light, but the cues were anbiguous. Al | could hear
was ny heart pounding- slowy, as if the toxin was bl ocking the pathways that should have had it
racing in agitation. | had a weird sense of deja vu; with no feeling in nmy skin, I felt no wetter
than when |1'd stood on dry land watching the inmage fromthe tunnel diver's canera. | was having a
vi carious experience of nmy own body.

The bubbl es suddenly blurred, accel erated. The turbul ence around nme grew brighter, then w thout
warning nmy face energed into the air, and all | could see was bl ue sky.

Kuwal e shouted in nmy ear, "Are you okay? |I've got you now. Try to relax." Ve sounded distant; al

I could nanage was an indignant grunt. "A couple of mnutes, and we should be safe. My lungs are

affected, but | think that's passing."” | stared up into the unfathomabl e sky, drowning in reverse.
Kuwal e spl ashed water over ny face. | was inproving; at least | could tell that I was swall ow ng
nmost of it. | coughed angrily. My teeth started chattering; the water was colder than |I'd

i magi ned. "Your friends are pathetic. One amateur burglar, caught out by a backup alarm Cholera
that gets confused by a nel atonin patch. Toxins that wash off in seawa-ter. Violet Mysala has
nothing to fear."

Sonmeone grabbed ny foot and dragged me under

I counted five figures in wetsuits and scuba gear; they were all clad in polyner fromankles to
wists, and all wore gloves and hoods as well. No skin exposed. Why7 | struggled weakly, but two
divers held me tight, trying to thrust sone kind of netal device into nmy face. | pushed it away.
The harvester enmerged fromthe translucent distance, barely visible against the sunlit water, and
I felt my first real shock of visceral fear. If they'd poi soned the tentacles-restored the natura

gene to the engi neered species-we were dead. | broke free long enough to turn and see the other
three divers thrashing around Kuwal e, trying to hold ver still.
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One of ny captors waved the device in front of nme again. It was a regulator, attached to an air
hose. | turned to stare at her; | could barely make out her expression through the facepl ate,
though Wtness instantly recognized another target. The air hose led to a second tank on her back.
I had no way of knowi ng what the tank contained-but if it was harnful, | was only m nutes away

from drowni ng anyway.

The diver's eyes seened to say: It's your decision. Take it or leave it.

| |1 ooked around again. Kuwale's arnms were tied behind vis back, and ve'd given in and accepted the
unknown gas. | was still weak fromthe toxin, and short of breath. | had no chance of escaping.

I let them bind ny hands together, then | opened ny nouth and bit hard on the regul ator tube. |
sucked in air gratefully, reeling between panic and relief. If they'd wanted us dead, they would

have run a fishing knife through our ribs by nowbut | still wasn't ready for the alternative.
The harvester approached, and the divers swamforward to neet it, dragging us along. | wanted to
shield ny face with ny hands, but | couldn't. The medusa s knot of transparent tentacles opened up
around us, withing like the pathol ogical topol ogies of pre-space, |ike the vacuumcone to life.
Then the net closed tight.
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21
The harvester's toxins were enervating, but not painful. If anything, they nade the ride nore

bear abl e: rel axi ng nuscles tensed in revul sion and cl austrophobia, dulling the sense of being
eaten alive. The creature was probably just a commercial species, not the privately engineered
weapon |'d imagined. Belatedly, | started recording; ny eyes stung fromthe salt, but closing them
gave nme vertigo. | could see Kuwal e and the divers guarding ver, blurred as if through frosted

gl ass. Pacified by the toxins, cocooned in translucent jelly, we noved through the bright water.

| pictured us being winched into the air and dropped uncerenoni ously onto the deck, like the catch
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I'd seen disgorged earlier. Instead, soneone relaxed the harvester with a hornonal wand while we
were still in the water, and the divers haul ed us up over the side, clinbing rope |adders. On
deck, Wtness matched three nore faces. No one spoke to us, and | was still too spaced-out to
conpose an intelligent question. The woman who'd offered ne the regul ator bound ny feet together
then tied nmy hands, already joined, to Kuwal e's, l|inking us back-to-back. Another of the divers

t ook away our notepads, wapped a |l ength of (non-living) fishing net around us-threading it under
our arms-then hooked it to the winch and | owered us into an enpty hold. Wen they cl osed the
hatch, we were in total darkness.

| felt my biochenical stupor lifting; the odor of decaying seaweed seened to help. | waited for
Kuwal e to vol unteer an assessment of our situation; after several minutes of silence, | said, "You
know all their faces;

they know all your conmunications codes. Now tell me who's winning the intelligence war."

Ve shifted irritably. "I"Il tell you this much: | don't think they'Il harmus. They're noderates;
they just want us out of the way."

226

"Wile they do what?"

"Kill Mosala."

My head swam fromthe stench; the snelling-salts effect had outlived its useful ness and gone into
reverse. "If noderates want to kill Modsala, what do the extremi sts have in mind?"

Kuwal e di dn't answer.

| stared out into the bl ackness. Back on the docks, ve'd insisted that the threat to Msal a had

nothing to do with technoliberation. |I said, "Do you want to clear up one snall point of

Ant hr ocosnol ogi cal doctrine for

ne.

"No. "

"If Mbsal a dies before becom ng the Keystone .. . nothing happens, nothing changes. Ri ght? Someone

el se will take her place-eventually- or we wouldn't even be here to talk about it."

No reply.

"Yet you still feel responsible for keeping her safe? Why?" | cursed nyself silently; the answer
had been staring ne in the face ever since |I'd spoken to Amanda Conroy. "These people are not the
political enem es of sonmeone who just happens to be a potential Keystone. Are they? They're a
wal ki ng affront to every mai nstream Ant hr ocosnol ogi st- because they' ve stol en your ideas, and
pushed themto their |ogical conclusion. They're AC, just |like you, except that they' ve deci ded
they don't want Violet Msala as creator of the universe.”

Kuwal e responded venorously, "It's no 'logical conclusion.' Trying to choose the Keystone is
insanity. The universe exists because the Keystone is given. Wuld you try to change the Big
Bang?"

"No. But this act of creation still hasn't happened, has it?"

"That makes no difference. Tine is a part of what is created. The universe exists-now because the
Keystone will create it."

| persisted, "But there's still roomleft to change things, isn't there? No one knows yet exactly
which TOE is true."

Kuwal e shifted again; | could feel vis body growrigid with anger. "That's the wong way to | ook
at it! The Keystone is given! The TCE is fixed!"

| said, "Don't waste your breath defending the mainstreamto ne. | think you're all equally
braindead; I'"mjust trying to come to grips with the nore dangerous version. Don't you think I
have a right to know what we're up agai nst?"
227

I could hear ver breathing slowy, trying to cal mverself. Then ve explained, reluctantly: "They
believe that the identity of the Keystone is determined, preordained . . . along with everything
else in history, including the killing of any 'rivals.' But deterninismdoesn't take away the

illusion of power-have you ever known an Islamc fatalist to be passive? It's not as if the hand
of God is going to reach out of the sky and nake sure that they spare the Keystone-or sone

i mprobabl e conspiracy of fate will frustrate them if they go after the wong physicist. There's
no need for supernatural intervention, when the whole universe and everyone in it is just a
conspiracy to explain the Keystone's exi stence. Woever they nurder, for whatever reason, they
can't get it wong.

"So ... if they kill all the rivals of the theorist with the TCE they favor, then that TCE nust be
the one that brings the universe into being. And whether they've really chosen anything or not,
the result is the sane. The TOE they want, and the TCE they get, end up being identical."

It hit me, belatedly. "And they're in Kyoto, too? You think they got to Nishide-that's why he's
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sick? And they got to Sarah, before she coul d expose thenP"

"Most likely."
"Have you told the Kyoto police? Do you have people, there-?" | stopped; ve could hardly discuss
count er neasures, when we were alnbst certainly being nonitored. | said wearily, "Wiat's so

wonder ful about Buzzo's TOE, anyway?"
Kuwal e was derisive. "They think it |eaves open a chance of access to other universes, seeded from
pre-space by other Big Bangs. Msala and N shide both rule that out conpletely; other universes

m ght still exist, but they're unreachable. Black holes, wornholes, in their TCEs, all |ead back
to this one cosnos."
"And they're willing to kill Msala and Ni shi de-because one universe isn't enough for thenf"

Kuwal e protested sardonically, "Think of the infinite riches we'd be throwing away, if we chose a
sel f-contai ned cosnbs. Take a | ong-term perspective. Wiere would we flee to, when the Big Crunch
cane? One or two lives is a snall price to pay for the future of all humanity, isn't it?"

| thought of Ned Landers again, trying to step outside the human race, in order to take control of
it. You couldn't step outside the uni--but out-explaining every TOE theorist with Anthrocosnol ogy,
verse

and then pl ayi ng choose-your-own-creator, canme close.

228

Kuwal e sai d despondently, "Maybe Msala is right to despise us, if this is where our ideas have
led. "

I wasn't going to argue. "Does she know? That there are ACs who want to kill her?"

"She does and she doesn't."

"Meani ng what ?"

"We've tried to warn her. But she | oathes even the mainstream so passionately that she won't take

the threat seriously. | think she thinks . . . bad ideas can't touch her. If Anthrocosnology is
not hi ng but superstition, it has no power to harm her."
"Tell that to G ordano Bruno." My eyes were adapting to the darkness; | could see a faint strip of

light on the floor of the hold in the distance.
| said, "Have | m ssed sonething-or have we been talking all this time about the people you cal
noder at es?" Kuwal e didn't reply, but | felt ver nove-slunmping forward, as if in a final surrender

to shane. "What do the extrem sts believe? Break it to nme gently, but break it to me now. | don't
want any nore surprises."”

Kuwal e confessed nmiserably, "You mght say they . . . hybridized with the Ignorance Cults. They're
still ACs, in the broadest sense: they believe that the universe is explained into being. But they
believe it's possible-and desirable-to have a universe without any TOE at all: without a fina

equation, a unifying pattern. No deepest level, no definitive | aws, no unbreakabl e proscriptions.
No end to the possibility oftranscendence.

"But the only way to guarantee that... is to slaughter everyone who night becone the Keystone."
My clothes seened to reach an equilibriumw th the hold' s noist air at the nost unconfortable

| evel of danpness possible. | needed to urinate, but I held off for the sake of dignity-hoping
that 1'd be able to judge correctly when the problem becane life-threatening. | thought of the
astrononer Tycho Brahe, who'd died after rupturing his bladder during a banquet, because he was
too enbarrassed to ask to be excused.
The strip of light on the floor didn't nove, but it grewslowy brighter, and then di magain, as
the hours wore on. The sounds reaching the hold neant little to ne; random creaki ng and cl anki ng,
muf fl ed voi ces and footsteps. There were distant huns and throbbi ng noi ses, some constant,
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sonme internmttent; no doubt the nobst casual boating enthusiast could have discerned the signature
of an MHD engine, propelling a jet of sea-water backward wi th superconducting magnets-but |
couldn't have picked the difference between maxi mumthrust and a crew nmenber taking a shower.

| said, "How does anyone ever become an Ant hrocosnol ogi st, when no one knows you exist?"

Kuwal e didn't answer; | nudged ver with ny shoul der.
"I''"'mawake." Ve sounded nore dispirited than | was.
"Then talk to nme, |1'mgoing out of ny mnd. How do you find new nenbers?"

"There are net discussion groups, dealing with related ideas: fringe cosnol ogy, information

nmet aphysi cs. W take part-w thout revealing too nmuch-but we approach people individually if they
seem synpat hetic and trustworthy. Someone, sonewhere, re-invents Anthrocosnol-ogy two or three
tinmes a year. W don't try to persuade anyone that it's true-but if they reach the sane

concl usions for thenselves, we let themknow that there are others."

"And the non-nai nstream do the sane? Pluck people off the nets?"

"No. They're all detectors. They all used to be with the rest of us."
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"Ah." No wonder the mainstreamfelt such a strong obligation to protect Msala. Minstream

Ant hr ocosnol ogi sts had literally recruited her woul d-be nurderers.

Kuwal e said quietly, "It's sad. Sone of themreally do see thenselves as the ultimte
technol i berateurs: taking science into their own hands, refusing to be steamrollered by soneone
el se's theory-refusing to have no say in the matter."

"Yeah, very denocratic. Have they ever thought of holding an election for the Keystone, instead of
killing off all the rival candidates to their own pretender?"

"And give up all that power, thenselves? | don't think so. Miteba Kazadi had a 'denobcratic'
ver si on of Anthrocosnol ogy which didn't involve nurdering anyone. No one could understand it,
though. And | don't think he ever got the nathematics to work."

| laughed, astonished. "Miteba Ka*adi was AC?"

"Of course."

"I don't think Violet Msala knows that."

"I don't think Violet Msala knows anything she doesn't want to."
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"Hey, show sone respect for your deity."

The boat lurch slightly. "Are we noving? O did we just stop?" Kuwal e shrugged. Adaptive ball ast
snoot hed the ride so thoroughly that it was al nbst inpossible to judge what was going on; 1'd felt
no wave notion in all the time we'd been on board, let alone the subtle accel erations of the

j our ney.

| said, "Do you know any of these people, personally?"

"No. They all left the nainstream before | joined."

"So you can't really be sure how noderate they are."

"I"'msure of the faction they belong to. And if they were going to kill us, we'd be dead."

"There nust be good and bad places for disposing of corpses. Points where illegal discharge is

| east likely to wash ashore-conputabl e by any hal f-decent piece of marine navigation software."
The boat |urched again, then sonething struck the hull; it resonated all around us, setting ny
teeth on edge. | waited, tensed. The sound di ed down, and nothing foll owed.

| struggled to fill the silence. "Were are you fron? | still can't place the accent."”

Kuwal e | aughed wearily. "You'd be wong if you could. | was born in Malawi, but | |left when | was
ei ghteen nonths old. My parents are diplomats-trade officials; we traveled all over Africa, South
Anerica, the Caribbean."

"Do they know you're on Statel ess?”

"No. W parted conpany. Five years ago. Wien | nmigrated."”

To asex. "Five years ago? How old were you?"

"Si xteen."

"I'sn't that too young for surgery?" | was, still, only guessing, but it would take nore than
superficial androgyny to split up nmost fanmilies.

"Not in Brazil."

"And they took it badly?"
Ve said bitterly, "They didn't understand. Technoliberation, asex- everything that mattered to me-
none of it nmade sense to them Once | had a nmnd of ny owmn, they started treating ne |ike sone

kind of ... alien foundling. They were highly educated, highly paid, sophisticated, cosnopolitan .
traditionalists. They were still tied to Malawi -and to one social stratum and all its val ues

and prejudi ces-wherever they went. | had no honeland. | was free." Ve |aughed. "Travel shows up

t he
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invariants: the same hypocrisies repeating thenselves, over and over. By the time | was fourteen
I'"d lived in thirty different cultures-and |'d figured out that sex was for dunb conformsts."

That al nost shut ne up. | asked tentatively, "You nean gender or intercourse?"
"Bot h. "
| said, "Some people need both. Not just biologically-1 know, you can switch that off. But... for

identity. For self-esteem”

Kuwal e snorted, highly amused. "Self-esteemis a commopdity invented by twentieth-century persona
growmh cults. If you want self-esteemor an enotional center-go to Los Angeles and buy it." Ve
added, nore sympathetically, "What is it with you Westerners? Sonetinmes it sounds to nme |ike al
the pre-scientific psychol ogy of Freud and Jung-and all its market-driven US regurgitations-has
hi j acked your | anguage and culture so conpletely that you can't even think about yoursel ves
anynore, except in cult-speak. And it's so ingrained now, you don't even know when you're doing
it."

"Maybe you're right." | was beginning to feel unspeakably old and tra-ditionalist myself. If
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Kuwal e was the future, the generation after ver was going to be entirely beyond nmy conprehension.
Whi ch was probably no bad thing, but it was still a painful realization. "But what do you put in
pl ace of Western psychobabbl e? Asex and technoliberation I can al nbst understand-but what's the
great attraction of Anthrocosnol ogy? If you want a dose of cosmic reassurance, why not at | east
choose a religion with an afterlife?"

"You should join the nurderers up on deck, if you think you can choose what's true and what
isn't."

| stared out across the dark hold. The faint strip of light was fading rapidly; it |ooked like we
were going to spend a freezing night here. My bladder felt close to bursting but I was having
trouble forcing nyself to let go. Every tine | thought I'd finally accepted ny body and all it
could do to ne, the underworld tugged the |eash again. |1'd accepted nothing. |1'd had one brief
gli npse beneath the surface, and now | wanted to bury everything I'd |learned, to carry on as if
not hi ng had changed.

| said, "The truth is whatever you can get away with."

"No, that's journalism The truth is whatever you can't escape."

* * N
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I was woken by torchlight in nmy face, and soneone jaggi ng an enzyne-coated knife through the

pol yner net which bound me to Kuwale. It was so cold it had to be early norning. | blinked and
shivered, blinded by the glare. | couldn't see how nany people there were, |let al one what weapons
they carried, but | sat perfectly still while they cut me free, working on the assunption that

anything | ess could earn ne a bullet through the brain.

I was winched up in a crude sling, then left suspended in mdair while three people clanbered out
of the hold on a rope |adder, |eaving Kuwal e behind. | |ooked around at the noonlit deck and-so
far as | could see- open ocean. The thought of |eaving Stateless behind chilled ny blood; if there
was any chance of help, it was surely back on the island.

They slamed the hatch closed, |owered ne and untied ny feet, then starred hustling me toward a
cabin at the far end of the boat. After sonme pleading, | was allowed to stop and piss over the
side; for several seconds afterward, | was so overcone with gratitude that | would have been
willing to despatch Violet Msala personally with ny bare hands, if anyone had asked.

The cabin was packed with display screens and el ectronic equipnent. |'d never been on a fishing
boat before in nmy life, but this | ooked distinctly like overkill, when the average fleet could
probably be run by a single mcrochip.

I was tied to a chair in the mddle of the cabin. There were four people present; Wtness had

al ready nmat ched two of themnunbered three and five in Kuwale's gallery-but it cane up blank on
the others, two wonmen about ny age. | captured and filed their faces: nineteen and twenty.

| said, to no one in particular, "Wat was all the noise, before? | thought we'd run aground."
Three said, "W were ranmed. You missed all the excitenment." He was a Caucasi an unal e, heavily
muscl ed, with Chinese characters tattooed on both forearms.

"Ranmed by who?" He ignored the question, a little too coolly; he'd already said too nuch.

Twenty had waited in the cabin while the others fetched ne; now she took charge. "I don't know
what fantasies Kuwal e's been feeding you. Portraying us as rabid fanatics, no doubt." She was a
tall, slender black woman with a Francophone accent,

"No, ve told nme you were noderates. Wren't you |istening?"
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She shook her head innocently, benused, as if it were self-evident that eavesdroppi ng was beneath
her dignity. She had an air of calmauthority which unnerved ne; | could inagine her instructing

the others to do just about anything, while retaining a deneanor of absol ute reasonabl eness. "
'Moderate' -but still 'heretical,' of course.™

| said wearily, "What do you expect other ACs to call you?" "Forget other ACs. You shoul d nake
your own judgnent-once you've heard all the facts."

"1 think you blew any chance of a favorable opinion when you infected me with your hone-brewed

cholera." "That wasn't us." "No? W was it, then?"
"The sane people who infected Yasuko Nishide with a virulent natural strain ofpneunpbcoccus."”
A chill ran through me. | didn't know if | believed her, but it fit with Kuwal e's description of

the extrenists.

Ni net een said, "Are you recording, now?"

"No." It was the truth; although |1'd captured their faces, |1'd stopped continuous filning hours
before, back in the hold.

"Then start. Please." N neteen | ooked and sounded Scandi navian; it seened every faction of AC was
relentlessly internationalist. Those cynics who clai ned that people who forged transgl oba

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (107 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:38 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

friendships on the nets never cane together in the flesh were wong, of course. Al it required
was a good enough reason. "Wy?"

"You're here to make a docunentary about Violet Msala, aren't you? Don't you want to tell the
whol e story? Right to the end?"

Twenty expl ai ned, "When Mosala's dead, there'll be an uproar, naturally, and we'll have to go into
hiding. And we're not interested in martyrdombut we're not afraid of being identified, once the
m ssion's over. W're not ashaned of what we're doing here; we have no reason to be. And we want
sonmeone objective, non-partisan, trustworthy, to carry our side of the story to the world."

| stared at her. She sounded perfectly sincere-and even formally apol ogetic, as if she was asking
for a slightly inconvenient favor.

I glanced at the others. Three regarded ne with studi ed nonchal ance. Five was tinkering with the
el ectronics. N neteen stared back, unwavering in her solidarity.
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| said, "Forget it. | don't do snuff novies." It was a nice line; if | hadn't recalled Daniel
Cavolini's interrogation the nonent the words were out, | might have had a warm i nner glow for
hour s.

Twenty put ne straight, politely. "No one expects you to film Msala's death. That woul d be
impractical, as well as tasteless. W only want you to be in a position to explain to your viewers
why her death was necessary."

My grasp on reality was slipping. In the hold, I'd anticipated torture. 1'd inmagined, in detail
the process of being made to |l ook Iike a plausible victimof a shark attack

But not this.

| forced nmyself to speak evenly. "lI'mnot interested in an exclusive interview with my subject's
murderers." The thought crossed ny mind that half of SeeNet's executives would never forgive those
words, if they ever found out that 1'd uttered them "Wy don't you take out a paid spot on
TechnoLalia? |'msure their viewers would give you an unqualified vote of support-if you pointed
out that it was necessary to kill Msala in order to preserve the possibility ofwormhole travel to
ot her universes."

Twenty frowned, unjustly slandered. "I knew Kuwal e was feeding you poisonous lies. Is that what ve
told you?"

| was growi ng |ight-headed, disbelieving; her obsessive concern with exactly the wong proprieties
was surreal. | shouted, "It doesn't matter what the fucking reason is!" | tried to stretch ny
hands out, to inplore her to see sense; they were tied firmy to the back of the chair. | said
nunbly, "I don't know . . . maybe you just think Henry Buzzo has nore gravitas, nore presidential
style. A suitably Jehovian manner. Or maybe you think he has nore el egant equations." | very
nearly told them what Mosala had told ne: Buzzo's nethodol ogy was fatally flawed; their favorite
contender could never be the Keystone. | caught nyself in time. "I don't care. It's still murder."
"But it's not. It's self-defense."

| turned. The voice had conme fromthe doorway of the cabin.

Hel en Wi et ny eyes, and expl ai ned sadly, "W rmholes have nothing to do with it. Buzzo has

nothing to do with it. But if we don't intervene, Violet will soon have the power to kill us all."
235
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After Helen Wi entered the cabin, | recorded everything. Not for SeeNet. For |nterpol
"I'"ve done all | can to try to steer her onto safer ground,” Wi insisted solermly. "I thought, if

she understood where she was headi ng, she'd change her nethods-for conventional scientific
reasons. For the sake of a theory with physical content-which is what nost of her peers expect of
a TCE." She raised her hands in a gesture of despair. "Nothing stops Violet! You know that. She
absorbed every criticism| offered-and turned it into a virtue. |'ve only made things worse."
Twenty said, "I don't expect Amanda Conroy even began to convey a true picture of the richness of
i nformati on cosnmol ogy. What did she describe to you? One nodel only: a Keystone creating a
perfect, seam ess universe-with no observable effects, ever, violating the TOE? No prospect of
seeing through to the netaphysics beneat h?"

"That's right." 1'd given up expressing outrage; the best strategy | could think of was to play
along, let themincrinnate thensel ves as much as they wanted, and cling to the hope that | m ght
still have a chance to warn Mbsal a.

"That's only one possibility, anmong mllions. And it's about as sinplistic as the earliest
cosnol ogi cal nodels of General Relativity fromthe nineteen twenties: perfectly honmpbgeneous

uni verses, bland and enpty as giant toy balloons. They were only studi ed because anything nore

pl ausi ble was too difficult to anal yze, mathematically. Nobody ever believed that they described
reality."”
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Wi took up the thread. "Conroy and her friends are not scientists;
they're enthusiastic dilettantes. They seized hold of the very first solution that canme al ong, and

decided it was everything they wanted.” | didn't know about the others, but Wi had a career, a
confortable life,
236

whi ch she was tearing to shreds before ny eyes. Maybe the intellectual energy she'd devoted to

Ant hr ocosnol ogy had al ready cost her any success she might have had with ATMs-but now she was
sacrificing everything.

"That kind of perfect, stable cosnbs isn't inpossible-but it depends entirely on the structure of
the theory. The observabl e physics, and the infornation netaphysics underlying it, can only be
guar ant eed i ndependent and separabl e under certain rigorous constraints. Msala s work shows every
sign of violating those constraints in the nost dangerous manner possible.”

Wi stared at nme for a nonment longer, as if trying to judge whether or not she'd hamrered homre the
gravity of the situation. Nothing in her manner betrayed any hint of paranoia or fanaticism
however m staken she was, she seened as sober to ne as a Manhattan Project scientist, terrified
that the first A-bonmb test might set off an atnospheric chain reaction which would engulf the
wor | d.

I must have | ooked suitably di smayed; she turned to Five, and said, "Show him" Then she left the
room

My heart sank. | said, "Where's she going?" Back to Stateless, in another boat! No one here had a
better chance of getting close to Mdsala than Wi. | renenbered the two of them wal ki ng through the
hotel 1| obby, |aughing, alnpost armin arm

"Hel en al ready knows too nuch about Mosal a's TOE-and too nuch informati on cosnol ogy," N neteen
expl ai ned. "Pushing that any further could nmake a dangerous conbi nation, so she no | onger attends
sessi ons where we discuss new results. There's no point taking risks."

| absorbed that in silence. The ACs' obsessive secrecy went far beyond Conroy's fear of nedia
ridicule, or the need to plot assassinations unobserved. They really did believe that their ideas
al one were as perilous as any physical weapon.

I could hear the ocean noving gently around us, but the windows only mrrored the scene within. My
reflection | ooked |ike soneone el se:

hair sticking out oddly, eyes sunken, context all wong. | pictured the boat perfectly becal nmed,
the cabin a tiny island of light fixed in the darkness. | forced my wists apart experinentally,
gaugi ng the strength of the polyner, the topol ogy of the knot. There was no give, no slippage.
Since |I'd been woken and haul ed above the deck, 1'd been sick with dread, wired and ragged-but for
a nonent | felt sonething like the clarity of
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the hospital ward returning. The world lost all pretense of meaning: no confort, no nystery, no
t hreat.

Five-a middl e-aged Italian man-finished tinkering with the electronics. He addressed ne as self-
consciously as if | was pointing a thousand-watt floodlight and a nineteen-fifties novie canmera in
his face.

"This is our |atest superconputer run, based on everything Msal a has published so far. W' ve
deliberately avoided trying to extrapolate to a TOE, for obvious reasons-but it's still possible
to approximate the effects which mght result if the work was ever conpleted."

The | argest display screen in the cabin, some five neters wide and three high, suddenly lit up.
The image it showed resenbl ed an el aborately i nterwoven mass of fine, nmulticolored thread. 1'd
seen nothing like it at the conference; this wasn't the withing, anarchic foamof the quantum
vacuum |t | ooked nore |ike a conpact ball of neon-lunmi nous tw ne, which had been wound by Escher
and Mandel brot in turn, with exquisite care, over several centuries. There were symetries within
symretries, knots within knots, details and patterns which seized the eye, but were too intricate
and convoluted to follow to any kind of closure.

| said, "That's not pre-space, is it?"

"Hardly." Five regarded nme dubiously, as if he suspected that ny ignorance woul d prove
insurnountable. "It's a very crude nmap of information space, at the instant the Keystone 'becones’
the Keystone. W call this initial configuration 'Al eph,' for short." |I didn't respond, so he
added with distaste, as if forced to resort to baby-talk, "Think of it as a snapshot of the

Expl anatory Bi g Bang."

"This is the starting point of ... everything? The prem se for an entire universe?"

"Yes. Wy are you surprised? The physical, prinordial Big Bang is orders of nagnitude sinpler; it
can be characterized by just ten nunbers. Al eph contains a hundred mllion tines nore infornmation
the idea of creating galaxies and DNA out of this is far |ess outlandish."
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That remmined a matter of opinion. "If this is neant to be the contents of Violet Msala's skull
it doesn't ook Iike any kind of brain map |I've ever seen."
Five said drily, "I should hope not. It's not an anatomi cal scan-or a functional neural nap, or

even a cognitive synbolic network. The Keystone's neurons-let alone vis skull-don't even exist,
'yet.' This is the
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pure information which logically precedes the existence of all physical objects. The Keystone's

' knowl edge' and 'nmenory' cone first. The brain which encodes them follows."

He gestured at the screen, and the ball of tw ne exploded, sending brilliant |oops arching out
into the darkness in all directions. "The Keystone is, at the very least, arned with a TOE, and
aware of both vis own existence, and a canoni cal body of observations of experinental results-
whet her vis own, or 'second hand'-which need to be accounted for. If ve |lacked either the
information density or the organizational schema to explain vis own existence self-consistently,

t he whol e event would be sub-critical: there'd be no universe inplied. But given a sufficiently
rich Al eph, the process won't stop until an entire physical cosnps is created.

"OfF course, the process never 'starts' or 'stops' in the conventional sense-it doesn't take place
intin at all. Successive franes in this simulation sinply correspond to increnents in |ogica
extension-like steps in a nmathematical proof, adding successive |ayers of consequences to an
initial set of prem ses. The history of the universe is enbedded in those consequences |ike

the sequence of a murder, pieced together by pure deduction from evidence at the scene of the
crime."

As he spoke, the patterns I'd glinpsed on the surface of "Al eph" were woven and re-woven in the
surroundi ng "infornmation vacuum" It was |i ke watching a dazzling new tapestry being created every
second fromthe one beneath-threads picked | oose enough to drag a little further, and then re-
conbined by a million invisible hands. A thousand subtle variations echoed the original canon, but
there were also startling new themes energing, apparently from nowhere. Intermeshing fracta

i slands, red and white, drifted apart and reconbi ned, struggled to engulf each other, then nelted
into an archi pel ago of hybrids. Hurricanes within hurricanes, violet and gold, spun the thread
ever tighter-and then the tiniest vortices counter-rotated, and the whole hierarchy dissol ved.
Tiny jagged shards of crystalline silver slowy diffused through all the chaos and regularity,
infiltrating and interacting with everything.

| said, "This is beautiful technoporn-but what exactly is it neant to be show ng?"

Five hesitated, but then condescended to point out a few features. "This is the age of the Earth,
being refined toward a definite value, as various geophysical and biol ogi cal conclusions feed into
it. This is the
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comonal ity of the genetic code, on the way toward giving rise to a sharp set of possibilities
for the origins of life. Here, the underlying regularity in the chemstry of the el enents-"

"And you expect Violet Msala to fall into some kind of trance, and think all these things
through, right after her nonment of apotheosis?"

He scow ed. "No! Al of this follows logically fromthe Keystone's information content at the
Al eph noment-it's not a prediction of the Keystone's thought processes. Do you inmagine that.

the Keystone has to count fromone to a trillion-out |loud-to create all the nunbers in between
before arithmetic can make use of thenf? No. Zero, one, and addition are enough to inply all of
them and nore. The universe is no different. It just grows out of a different seed."

I glanced at the others. They were watching the screen with uneasy fascination, but no sign of
anything renotely like religious terror. They m ght have been observing a runaway G eenhouse
climate nmodel, or a simulation of a nmeteor strike. Secrecy had insul ated these people from any
serious challenges to their ideas, but they still clung to sone senbl ance of rationality. They
hadn't plucked the supposed need to kill Msala out of thin air, and then invented Anthrocosnol ogy
after the fact, to justify it. They really did believe that they'd been forced to this unpal atabl e
concl usi on by reason al one.

And maybe the sanme relentless logic could still be used to change their minds. | was an ignorant
out sider, but they'd invited ny scrutiny for the sake of explaining their actions to the world.
They' d brought nme up here so they could argue their case for posterity, but if | accepted their
ternms as given, and argued back at themin their own |language . . . nmaybe there was still a small
chance that | could inject enough doubt to persuade themto spare Mosal a.

| said carefully, "All right. Logical inplication is enough; the Keystone doesn't have to think

t hrough every last mcroscopic detail. But wouldn't ve still have to sit down, eventually, and at
least . . . map out the full extent of whatever vis TCE inplies? And satisfy verself that there
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were no | oose ends? That would still be a lifetine's work. Maybe the race to conplete the TCE is
only the first step in the race to becone the Keystone. How can anythi ng be expl ai ned i nto being,
until the Keystone knows that it's been expl ai ned?"

Five cut me off inpatiently. "A Keystone with a TOE is inexplicable without all of human history,
and all prior human know edge. And j ust
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as every biol ogical ancestor or cousin requires their own quota of space and tinme to inhabit and
observe-their own body, their own food and air, their own patch of ground to stand on-every
intellectual predecessor or contenporary requires their own partial explanation of the universe.
It all fits together, in a nosaic reaching back to the Big Bang. If it didn't, we wouldn't be
here.
"But the Keystone's burden is to occupy the point where all explanations converge into a kerne
conci se enough to be apprehended by a single mind. Not to recapitulate all of science and history-
merely to encode it."
This was futile. | couldn't beat themat their own ganme; they'd had years in which to ponder al
t he obvi ous objections, and convince thenselves that they'd answered them And if mainstream ACs
sharing al nost the sane nindset hadn't been able to sway them what hope did | have?

| tried another angle. "And you're happy to believe that you're nothing but a bit player in sone
junped-up TCOE theorist's dreanf? Dragged into the plot to save ver fromhaving to invent a way for
intelligence to evolve in a species with only one menber?"

Five regarded nme with pity. "Now you're talking in oxynorons. The universe is not a dream The
Keystone is not. . . the avatar of sone slunbering god-conputer in a higher reality, threatening
to wake and forget us. The Keystone anchors the universe fromw thin. There's nowhere else to do
it.
"A cosnps can have no nore solid foundation than a single observer's coherent explanation. What
woul d you consider | ess ethereal than that? A TCE which is sinply true-for no reason? And what
woul d we be, then? A dream of inaninmate pre-space? Fignments of the vacuumi s imagi nati on? No.
Because everything is exactly what it seens to be, whatever underlies it. And whoever the Keystone
is, I"'mstill alive, I"'mstill conscious"-he kicked the leg of ny chair-"the world | inhabit is
solid. The only thing that matters to me is keeping it that way."

| turned to the others. Three was gazing at the floor; he seenmed enbarrassed by the whole
unnecessary business of trying to justify anything to an ungrateful world. N neteen and Twenty
regarded nme hopefully, as if expecting that the stupidity of my reluctance to enbrace their ideas
woul d dawn on ne at any nonent.

How could | argue with these people7 | no | onger knew what was reasonable. It was three in the
nmorni ng; | was danp, freezing cold, captive,
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i sol ated, and outnunbered. They had all the insider jargon, all the computing power, all the
slick graphics, all the condescending rhetoric. Anthrocosnol ogy possessed all the intimdating
weapons it coul d possibly need-according to Culture First-to be a science, as good or bad as any
ot her.

| said, "Nane one single experinment you can do, to distinguish all this information cosnol ogy from
a TOE which is '"true for no reason.'"
Twenty said quietly, "Here's an experinment for you. Here's an enpirical test. W can | eave Violet

Mosala to finish her work, unnolested. And if you're right, nothing will happen. Ten billion
people will live through the eighteenth of April-nost of themnot even know ng that a Theory of
Everyt hing has been conpleted, and proclainmed to the world."

Five said, "If you're wong, though . " He gestured at the screen, and the animation

accel erated. "Logically, the process has to reach right back to the physical Big Bang, to set the
ten paraneters of the Standard Unified Field Theory, to explain the entire history of the
Keystone. That's why it takes so long to conmpute the sinulation. In real-time, though, the
observabl e consequences will begin within seconds of the Al eph nonment-and locally at |east, they
should only last a matter of mnutes."

"Local | y? You nean, on Statel ess-?"

"I mean the Solar System Wich itself should only last a matter of

nm nutes. "

As he spoke, a small dark patch on the outernost |ayer of the information tapestry began to grow.
Around it, the thread of explanation was unw ndi ng, knots which weren't really knots were
unraveling. | had a sickening, giddy sense of deja vu; ny fanciful netaphor for Wi's conplaints
about Mosala's circular logic was being paraded in front of me as supporting evidence for a death
sent ence.
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Five said, "Conroy and the 'mainstream take it for granted that every informati on cosnol ogy mnust
be tine-symretric, with the sane physics holding true after the Al eph noment as before. But
they're wong. After Al eph, Msala' s TOE would begin to undermne all of the physics it first
inplied. It goes through all the |abor of creating a past-only to reach the conclusion that it has
no future."

The darkness on the screen spread faster, as if on cue. | said, "This isn't proof of anything.
Not hi ng behind this so-called 'sinulation' has ever been tested, has it? You're just. . . grinding
away at a set of equations from

242

infornmation theory, with no way of knowi ng whether or not they describe the truth.”

Five agreed. "There is no way of know ng. But suppose it happens, unproven?"

| pleaded, "Wiy should it7 If Msala is the Keystone, she doesn't need this"-1 tugged at ny hands,
wishing | could point at the travesty-"to explain her own existence! Her TCE doesn't predict it,
doesn't allow it!"

"No, it doesn't. But her TCE can't survive its own expression. It can make her the Keystone. It
can grant her a seanless past. It can manufacture twenty billion years of cosnplogy. But once it's
been stated explicitly, it will resolve itself into pure mathematics, pure logic." He joined his
hands together, fingers interlocked-and then dragged themslowy apart. "You can't hold a universe
together with a system which spells out its own |ack of physical content. There's no ... friction
anynore. No fire in the equations.”

Behind him the tapestry was conming apart; all the ornate dazzling patterns of know edge were

di sintegrating. Not devoured by entropy, or halted and reversed like the galaxies' flight; the
process was sinply pushing on, relentlessly, toward a conclusi on which had been inmplicit fromthe
start. Every possible rearrangenent of nmeaning had been extracted fromthe Al eph 'knot'-except the
very last. It wasn't a knot at all: it was a sinple |loop, |eading nowhere. The colors of a
thousand different explanatory threads had encoded only the |ack of awareness of their hidden
connections. And the universe which had bootstrapped itself into existence by spinning those
explanations into a billion tangled hierarchies of ever-increasing conplexity . . . was finally
unwi nding into a naked statenent of its own tautology.

A plain white circle spun in the darkness for a second, and then the screen switched off.

The denonstration was over. Three began to untie nme fromthe chair.

| said, "There's something | have to tell you. |'ve kept it from everyone-SeeNet, Conroy, Kuwale.
Sarah Kni ght never found out. No one el se knows, except nme and Mosala. But you really need to hear
it."

Twenty said, "W're listening." She stood by the blank display screen, watching me patiently, the
nmodel of polite interest.

This was the last chance | had to change their mnds. | struggled to concentrate, to put nyself in
their place. Wuld it make any difference to their plans, if they knew that Buzw was wrong7
Probably not. Wth or
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wi t hout ot her candi dates to take her place, Msala would be equally dangerous. |If N shide died,
his intellectual |egacy could still be pursued-and they'd sinply race to protect his successors,

and to slaughter Mbsal a's.

| said, "Violet Mdsala conpleted her TCE back in Cape Town. The conputing she's doing nowis al
just cross-checking; the real work was finished nonths ago. So ... she's already becone the

Keyst one. And not hing' s happened, the sky isn't falling, we're all still here." | tried to |augh
"The experinent you think is too dangerous to risk is already over. And we've survived."

Twenty continued to watch me, with no change of expression. A wave of intense self-consciousness
swept over nme. | was suddenly aware of every nuscle in nmy face, the angle of ny head, the stoop of
ny shoul ders, the direction of nmy gaze. | felt like a barely man-shaped |unmp of clay, which would
need to be nol ded, painstakingly, into a convincing |ikeness of a human bei ng speaking the truth.
And | knew that every bone, every pore, every cell in ny body was betraying the effort I was
making to fake it.

Rul e nunmber one: never let on that there are any rules at all

Twenty nodded at Three, and he untied nme fromthe chair. | was taken back to the hold, |lowered in
with the wi nch, and bound to Kuwal e

agai n.

As the others began to clinb out on the rope | adder, Three hesitated. He crouched down besi de ne
and whi spered, like a good friend offering painful but essential advice: "I don't blame you for

trying, man. But hasn't anyone ever told you that you're the worst liar in the worl d?"
244
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When |'d finished my account of the killers' nedia presentation, Kuwale said flatly, "Don't kid
yoursel f that you ever had a chance. No one could have tal ked themout of it."

"No?" | didn't believe ver. They'd tal ked thenselves into it, systematically enough. There had to
be a way to unravel their own supposedly watertight |ogic before their eyes-to force themto
confront its absurdity.

I hadn't been able to find it, though. | hadn't been able to get inside their heads.

I checked the tine with Wtness; it was alnbst dawn. | couldn't stop shivering; the slick of algae
on the floor felt danper than ever, and the hard pol yner beneath had grown cold as steel

"Mosala will be under close protection.” Kuwal e had been despondent when | left ver, but in ny
absence ve seened to have recovered a streak of defiant optimsm "I sent a copy of your nutant

chol era genone to conference security, so they know the kind of risk she's facing-even it she
won't acknow edge it herself. And there are plenty of other mainstream AC back on Statel ess.™

"No one back on Stateless knows that Wi is involved, do they? And anyway . . . W could have

i nfected Mbsala with a bi oweapon days ago. Do you think they woul d have confessed everything, on
canera, if the assassination wasn't already a fait acconpli7. They wanted to ensure that they'd
recei ve due credit, they had to get in early and avoid the rush, before everyone from PACDF to
EnGeneUity cones under suspicion. But it would have to be the last thing they'd do, before
confirmng that she's dead, and fleeing Statel ess.”" Meaning that nothing |I'd said above deck coul d

have made the slightest difference? Not quite. They nmight still have furnished an antidote, their
own pre-existing magic bullet.
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Kuwal e fell silent. | listened for distant voices or footsteps, but there was nothing: the
creaking of the hull, the white noise of a thousand
waves.
So nuch for ny grandi ose visions of rebirth through adversity as a fearless chanpion of
technoliberation. Al |I'd done was stunble into a vicious game between rival lunatic god-nakers-

and been cut back down to ny proper station in |ife: conveyor of soneone el se's nmessages.

Kuwal e said, "Do you think they're nmonitoring us, right now? Up on deck?"

"Who knows?" | | ooked around the dark hold; | wasn't even sure if the faint gray |ight which m ght
have been the far wall was real, or just retinal static and imagination. | |aughed. "Wat do they
think we're going to do? Junp six nmeters into the air, punch a hole in the hatch, and then swima
hundred kil onmeters-all dressed as Sianese tw ns?"

| felt a sudden sharp tug on the rope around ny hands. Irritated, | alnobst protested al oud-but |
stopped nyself in tine. It seened Kuwal e had nade good use of an hour without vis wists jamed
bet ween our backs. Wrking sone slack into vis own bonds and then hiding the | oop between vis
hands . . . which in turn mght have hel ped ver keep themslightly apart, when we were tied

t oget her agai n? What ever houdini ve'd used, after a few nore minutes of painstaking manipul ation
the tension on the rope vani shed. Kuwale pulled vis arnms free of the space between us, and
stretched them w de

| couldn't help feeling a rush of pure, dunb elation-but | waited for the inevitable sound of
boots on the deck. IR caneras in the hold, nonitored non-stop by software, would have registered
this transgression easily.

The silence stretched on. G abbing us nust have been a spur-of-the-nonent decision when they
intercepted ny call to Kuwale-if they'd planned it in advance, they would have had handcuffs, at
the very |l east. Maybe their surveillance technol ogy, at short notice, was as down-market as their
ropes and nets.

Kuwal e shuddered with relief-1 envied ver; my own shoul ders were painfully cranped-then squeezed
vis hands back into the gap

The polynmer rope was slippery, and knotted tight-and Kuwal e's fingernails were cut short (they
ended up in ny flesh several tines). Wien ny hands were finally untied, it was an anticlinmax; the
surge of elation had Iong faded, | knew we didn't have the slightest chance of escape. But
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anything was better than sitting in the dark and waiting for the honor of announcing Msal a's
death to the world.

The net was nade froma smart plastic which adhered selectively to its own opposite surface-
presunmably for ease of repair-and the join was as strong as the stuff itself. W'd been wapped
tight with our arns behind us, though; now that they were free, there was sone sl ack-four or five
centineters. We rose to our feet awkwardly, shoes slipping on the algal slinme. | exhal ed, and
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flattened my stomach, glad of ny recent fast.

The first dozen attenpts failed. In the dark, it took ten or fifteen mnutes of tortuous
repositioning to find a way of standi ng which mnimzed our conbined girth all the way down. It
seened |ike the kind of arduous, inane activity contestants would have to go through on gane shows

in Hell. By the tinme the net touched the floor, 1'd lost all feeling in nmy cal ves;

I took a few steps across the hold and al nost keel ed over. | could hear the faint click of
fingernails slipping over plastic; Kuwale was already working on the rope around vis feet. No one
had bothered to bind ny legs, the second tine; | paced a few nmeters in the darkness, working out
the ki nks, maeking the nost of the visceral illusion of freedomwhile it |asted.

I wal ked back to where Kuwal e was sitting, and bent down until | could nake out the whites of vis
eyes; ve reached up and pressed a vertical finger to ny lips. | nodded assent. So far, it seened
we' d been lucky- no IR canera-but there mght still be audio surveillance, and there was no way of

knowi ng how snmart the listening software ni ght be.

Kuwal e stood up, turned and vani shed; vis T-shirt had gone dead, deprived of sunlight for so |ong.
I heard occasional squeaks fromthe wet soles of vis shoes; ve seened to be slowy
circumavigating the hold. | had no idea what ve was hoping to find-sone unlikely breach in the
structure itself? | stood and waited. The faint line of light on the floor was visible again, just
barely. Dawn was breaking, and daylight could only nmean nore people awake on deck

| heard Kuwal e approach; ve tapped ny arm then took ny elbow | followed ver to a corner of the
hol d. Ve pressed nmy hand to the wall, about a neter up. Ve'd found some kind of utilities panel
guarded by a protective cover, a small spring-loaded door flush with the wall. | hadn't noticed it
when we were being lowered in, but the walls were heavily stained and spattered, an effective
canoufl age pattern

| explored the exposed panel with ny fingertips. There was a | ow vol tage DC power socket. Two
threaded nmetal fittings, each a couple of
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centimeters wide, with flowcontrol |evers beneath them Whatever they supplied-or whatever they
were meant to punp out-they didn't strike ne as nuch of an asset. Unl ess Kuwal e had vi si ons of
flooding the hold, so we could float up to the hatch?

| alnost missed it. At the far right of the panel, there was a shall owrimed circul ar aperture,
just five or six mllimeters wide. An optical interface port.

Connected to what? The boat's main conputer? If the vessel's original design had all owed for
carrying cargo, maybe a crew nenber with a portable term nal would have fed in inventory data from
here. In a fishing boat | eased to Anthrocosnol ogists, | didn't have high hopes that it was
configured to do anything at all.

| unbuttoned ny shirt, while invoking Wtness. The software had a crude "virtual term nal" option
which would I et nme view any incoming data, and mne-type as if on a keyboard. | unseal ed the
interface port in nmy navel, and stood pressed against the wall, trying to align the two
connectors. It was awkward-but after wiggling out of the fishing net, this seened like no
chall enge at all.
The best | could get was a brief surge of randomtext-and then an error nessage fromthe software
itself. It was picking up an answering signal but the data was scranbl ed beyond recognition. Both
ports were sockets, designed to be joined to an unbilical's connector. Their identical protective
rims kept themtoo far apart-their photodetectors a nmillinmeter beyond the plane of focus of each
others signal |asers.

| stepped back, trying not to vent ny frustration audi bly. Kuwal e touched my arm inquiringly. |
put vis hand to ny face, shook ny head, then guided vis finger to ny artificial navel. Ve cl apped
me on the shoulder: | understand. Ckay. W tried.

| stood slunped against the wall beside the panel. It occurred to ne that if | buried the ACs'
confession, EnCeneUity might still get the blane. If Helen Wi and friends, in hiding, tried
claimng responsibility after the fact, they were nore than likely to be witten off as obscure
cranks. No one had ever heard of Anthrocosnol ogists. Msala' s martyrdomcould, still, break the

boycott w de open.

I could already hear nyself reciting the conforting rationalization over and over in ny head: It
woul d have been what she wanted

I took off ny belt and forced the prong of the buckle into the flesh around ny netal navel. There
was a thin layer of bioengi neered connective
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tissue around the surgical steel, sealing the pernmanent wound agai nst infection; the sound of
tearing collagen set nmy teeth on edge, but there were no nerve endings to register the danage. A
coupl e of centineters down, though, | hit the netal flange which anchored the port in place. |
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| evered the flesh away fromthe tube, and nanaged to force the prong past the edge of the flange
It had seenmed like a small enough piece of DY surgery: enlarging the existing hole in the

abdom nal wall by seven or eight millinmeters. My body disagreed. | persisted, digging around under
the flange and trying to twist it free, while conflicting waves of chem cal nessengers fl ooded out
fromthe site, delivering razor-sharp rebukes and anal gesic confort in turn. Kuwal e cane over and
hel ped ne, pulling the aperture open. As vis warmfingers brushed the scars where |I'd sl ashed

nyself in front of Gna, | found | had an erection; it was the wong response for so nany reasons
that | al nbst burst out |aughing. Sweat ran into ny eyes, blood trickled down toward my groin-and
my body kept on blindly signaling desire. And the truth was, if ve'd been willing, | would have

happily lain down on the floor and nade |l ove in any way possible. Just to feel nore of vis skin
against nmy skin. Just to believe that we'd nade sone kind of connection

The buried steel tube energed, trailing a short I ength of blood-slick optical fiber. | turned away
and spat out a nouthful of acid. Mercifully, nothing followed.

I waited for ny fingers to stop shaking, then w ped everything clean on ny shirt, and unscrewed
the whol e end assenbly, |eaving the wi ndowed port naked, unencunbered. More |ike circuntision than
phal | opl asty-and a |l ot of trouble to go through for a mllinmeter of penetration. | pocketed the
metal foreskin, then found the wall socket and tried again

Large, cheerful, blue-on-white letters appeared in front of ne- unable to dazzle, but no |l ess of a
shock.

M t subi shi Shanghai Mari ne

Mbdel Nunmber LMHDV-12-5600

Enmer gency Options:

F-1aunch Fl ares

B-activate radi o Beacon

I hit all the possible escape codes, in the hope of finding some wi der menu-but this was it, the
complete list of choices. Al the glorious
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fantasies | hadn't dared entertain had involved reaching the ship's nain conmputer, gaining

i nstant access to the net, and archiving the ACs' pre-recorded confession in twenty safe pl aces,
whi | e sinultaneously sending copies to everyone at the Einstein Conference. This was nothing but a
vesti gial energency systemprobably built into the design as a mininumstatutory requirenent, and
then ignored when the ship was fitted out by a third party with proper conmunications and

navi gati on equi pnent. |gnored-or disconnected? | mnmed typing B

The text of a sinple mayday broadcast flowed across the virtual screen. It gave the ship's node
nunber, serial nunber, latitude and longitude-if | renenbered the map of Stateless correctly, we
were closer to the island than I'd thought-and stated that "survivors" were located in the "main
cargo hold." | suddenly had a strong suspicion that if we'd bothered to search the rest of the
hol d, we might have found another panel, hiding two fist-sized red buttons | abel ed BEACON and
FLARES-but | didn't want to think about that.

Somewhere up on deck, a siren started scream ng. Kuwal e was di snayed. "Wat did you do7 Trigger a
fire alarn?" "I broadcast a nmayday. | thought flares night get us into trouble.” | closed the
panel and started rebuttoning nmy bloody shirt, as if hiding the evidence m ght help

| heard soneone heavy running across the deck. A few seconds later, the siren shut off. Then the
hat ch was wound hal fway open, and Three peered down at us. He was hol ding a gun, al nost absent

m ndedly. "Wat good do you think that's going to do you? We're sending out the fal se-al arm code
al ready; no one's going to take any notice." He seened nore bernused than angry. "All you have to

do is sit tight and stop fucking about, and you'll be free soon enough. So how about sone
cooperati on?"
He unfurled the | adder and came down, alone. | stared up at the strip of pale dawn sky behind him

| could see a fading satellite, but | had no way to reach it. Three picked up two pieces of

di scarded rope and tossed themat us. "Sit down and tie your feet together. Do it properly and you
m ght get breakfast." He yawned wi dely, then turned and yelled, "G or-gio! Annal Gve ne a hand!"
Kuwal e rushed him faster than |I'd seen anyone nove in ny life. Three raised the gun and shot ver
in the thigh. Kuwal e staggered, pirouetting, still noving forward. Three kept the gun ai ned
squarely
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on ver, as vis knees buckled and vis head sagged. As the shot's reverb faded frommy skull, |
coul d hear ver gasping for breath.

| stood and shouted abuse at him barely conscious of what | was saying. I'd lost it: | wanted to
take the hold, the ship, the ocean, and wipe themall away |ike cobwebs. | stepped forward, waving
my arns wildly, scream ng obscenities. Three glanced at nme, perplexed, as if he couldn't inagine
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what all the fuss was about. | took another step, and he ained the gun at ne.
Kuwal e sprang forward and knocked himoff his feet. Before he could rise, ve | eapt on him and
pinned his arns, slamm ng his right hand against the floor. | was paralyzed for a second,

convinced that the struggle was futile, but then | ran to help.

Three nust have | ooked |ike an indul gent father playing with two belligerent five-year-olds. |
tugged at the gun barrel protruding fromhis huge fist; the weapon night as well have been set in
stone. He seened ready to clinb to his feet as soon as he caught his breath, with or w thout
Kuwal e' s sl ender frame attached.

I kicked himin the head. He protested, outraged. | attacked the same spot repeatedly, fighting
down ny revul sion. The skin above his eye split open; | ground ny heel hard into the wound,
crouchi ng down and pulling on the gun. He cried out in pain and let it slip free-and then hal f sat
up, throwing Kuwale to one side. | fired the gun into the floor behind ne, hoping to discourage
himfrom making ne use it. Another shot rang out, above. | |ooked up. N neteen-Anna?-was |ying on
her stomach at the edge of the hold.

| ainmed the gun at Three, stepping back a few paces. He stared at ne, bloodied and angry-but stil
curious, trying to fathomny sensel ess actions.

"You want it, don't you? The unraveling. You want Mbsala to take the world apart." He | aughed and
shook his head. "You're too late."

Anna called out, "There's no need for any of this. Please. Put the gun down, and you'll be back on
Stateless in an hour. No one wants to harmyou."

I shouted back, "Bring me a working notepad. Fast. You have two minutes before | blow his brains

out." | nmeant it-if only for as long as it took to get the words out.

Anna crawl ed back fromthe edge; | heard a murnmur of angry | ow voices as she consulted with the
ot hers.
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let had clearly mssed the

Kuwal e linped over to ne. Vis wound was bl eeding steadily; the bul -]
id, "They're not going to do

fernoral artery, but vis breathing was ragged, ve| needed help. Ve sa
it. They'll just keepi stalling. Put yourself in their place-"

Three said calmy, "Ve's right. Watever value anyone puts on ny life ... if Msala becones the
Keystone, we all die anyway. If you're trying to save her, you' ve got nothing to trade-because
what ever you threaten, it's forfeit either way."

I glanced up toward the deck; | could still hear themarguing. But if they had enough faith in
their cosnology to kill Mdsala-and to trash their own lives and become self-righteous fugitives,
hiding out in rural Mongolia or Turkistan without so nuch as a share of the nmedia rights ... the
threat of one nore death was not going to dent their conviction. | said, "I think your work is in
urgent need of peer review " | handed Kuwal e the gun, then took off ny shirt and tied it around
the top of vis leg. 1'd stopped bl eeding, nyself; the ruptured seal ant tissue was 00zing a

col orl ess bal mof antibiotics and coagul ants.

| returned to the utilities panel and plugged nyself in again. Independent of the main conputer
the emergency systemcoul dn't be shut down; | repeated the mayday, then fired the flares. | heard
three | oud hisses of expanding gas-and then a nerciless actinic glare began to spread down the far
wal I, displacing the soft dawn |ight. The brown patina of algal stains had never been cl earer-but
it lost its canoufl age value conpletely: the edges of another recessed conpartnment appeared, the
gap around the protective cover starkly etched in black. | |ooked inside; there were two | arge
buttons, just as |I'd suspected, and an enmergency air supply as well. On close inspection, the
faintest hint of a cryptic |ogo-inconprehensible across all | anguages and cul tures-showed through
the stains on the conpartnent's door

The conversation above had fallen silent. | was just hoping they wouldn't panic, and rush us.
Three seened tenpted to say sonething disparagi ng, but he kept his nouth shut. He eyed Kuwal e
nervously; maybe he'd decided that ve was the real fanatic who wanted the unraveling, and |I'd
merely been duped into hel ping ver.

The flare rose toward the zenith, its light filling the hold. |I said, "I don't understand. How do
you get to the point where you're ready to kill an innocent wonman-just because sone conputer tells
you she can
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bring on Armageddon?" Three mined indifference in the presence of fools. | said, "So you found a

theory that could swallow any TOE. A systemthat could out-explain any kind of physics. But don't
kid yourself:

it's not science. You mght as well have stunbled on some way to add up the gematria nunbers

of ' Mbsala' to get 666."

Three said mldly, "Ask Kuwale if it's all cabalistic gibberish. Ask ver about Kinshasa in '43."
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"What ?"

"That's just . . . apocryphal bullshit." Kuwal e was drenched in sweat, and show ng signs of going
into shock. | took the gun, and ve went to sit against the wall.

Three persisted, "Ask ver how Miteba Kazadi died."

| said, "He was seventy-eight years old." | struggled to recall what his biographers had said
about his death; given his age, | hadn't paid much attention. "I think the words you're | ooking
for are 'cerebral henorrhage.'"

Three | aughed, disbelieving, and a chill ran through ne. O course they had nore than pure

informati on theory behind their beliefs: they also had at | east one mythical death by forbidden
know edge-to validate everything, to convince themthat the abstractions had teeth.

| said, "Okay. But if Miuteba didn't bring down the universe when he went. . . why should Msal a?"
"Mit eba wasn't a TCE theorist; he couldn't have become the Keystone. No one knows exactly what he
was doing; all his notes have been |lost. But some of us think he found a way to mix with

i nformati on-and when it happened, the shock was too much for him"

Kuwal e snorted deri sively.

| said, "What's 'mix with information' supposed to nean?"
Three said, "Every physical structure encodes information-but nornmally it's the | aws of physics
al one whi ch control how the structure behaves." He grinned. "Drop a Bible and a copy of the
Principia together, and they'll fall side-by-side all the way. The fact that the | aws of physics
are thenselves information is invisible, irrelevant. They're as absolute as Newt oni an space-tinme-a
fixed backdrop, not a player

"But nothing's pure, nothing s independent. Tinme and space nix at high velocities. Macroscopic
possibilities mx at the quantum|level. The four forces mx at high tenmperatures. And physics and
information mix . . . by an unknown process. The symetry group isn't clear, let alone the
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detail ed dynamics. But it could just as easily be triggered by pure know edge- know edge of

i nformati on cosnol ogy itself, encoded in a human brain-as by any physical extrene.”

"To what effect?"

"Hard to predict." The blood on his face resenbled a black caul in the flare's Iight. "Muybe .
exposi ng the deepest unification: revealing precisely how physics is created by expl anation-and
vice versa. Spinning the vector, rotating all the hidden machinery into view"

"Yeah? |If Muteba had such a great cosmic revelation . . . how do you know it didn't turn himinto
the Keystone? The instant before he died?" | knew | was probably wasting nmy breath, but | couldn't
stop trying to get Mosala off the hook

Three smirked at ny ignorance. "I don't think so. I've seen nodels of an infornmation cosnos with a
Keyst one who mixed. And | know we don't live in that universe."

"\hy 2"

"Because after the Al eph nonment, everyone el se would get dragged al ong. Exponential growth: one
person m xing, then two, four, eight . .. if that had happened in '43, we'd all have foll owed

Mut eba Kazadi by now. We'd all know, firsthand, exactly what killed him™"

The flare descended out of sight, plunging the hold into grayness again. | invoked Wtness,

adapting ny eyes to the anmbient Iight again instantly.

Kuwal e said, "Andrew Listen!"

There was a deep rhythm c pul sing sound comi ng through the hull, growing steadily louder. 1'd
finally learned to recognize an MHD engi ne-and this one wasn't ours.

I waited, sick with uncertainty. My hands were begi nning to shake as badly as Kuwal e's. After a

few m nutes, there was shouting in the distance. | couldn't nake out the words-but there were new
voi ces, with Pol ynesian accents.
Three said quietly, "You keep your mouth shut, or they'll all have to die. O is Violet Msala

worth a dozen farnmers to you?"

| stared at him I|ight-headed. Wuld the rest of the ACs think like that! How many real deaths
woul d they have to confront, before they admitted that they m ght be m staken? O had they
surrendered conpletely to a noral cal cul us where even the snmallest chance of the unraveling
out wei ghed any crine, any atrocity?
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The voices grew nearer, then the engine stopped; it sounded as if the fishing boat had pulled up
right beside us. But | could al ready hear another one in the distance.

I caught snatches of a conversation: "But | |eased you this boat, so it's nmy responsibility. The
energency system should not have nmal functioned." It was a deep voice, a wonan's, puzzl ed,
reasonabl e, persistent. | glanced at Kuwal e; vis eyes were shut, vis teeth clenched tight. The
sight of ver in pain cut me up badly; | didn't trust what | was beginning to feel for ver, but
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that wasn't the point. Ve needed treatnent, we had to get away.

But if | called out. . . how many people would | endanger?

| heard a third ship approaching. Mayday . . . false-alarmcode . . . mayday . . . flares. The
whol e | ocal fleet seenmed to think that was strange enough to be worth |ooking into. Even if al
t hese peopl e were unarnmed, the ACs were now conpl etely outnunber ed.

| raised my head and bellowed, "In here!"

Three tensed, as if preparing to move. | fired the gun into the floor near his head, and he froze.
A wave of vertigo swept over nme-and | waited for a barrage of automatic fire. | was insane-what
had 1 done?

There were heavy footfalls on the deck, nore shouting.

Twenty-and a tall Pol ynesian wonan in blue coveralls-approached the edge of the hold.

The farmer glanced down at us, frowning. She said, "If they've threatened viol ence, gather your
evidence and take it to an adjudicator back on the island. But whatever's gone on here-don't you
thi nk both sides would be better off separated?”

Twenty faked outrage. "They hide on board, they intindate us with firearns, they take a man
host age! And you expect us to hand them over to you, so you can let themgo free!"

The farmer | ooked straight at me. | couldn't speak, but | net her gaze, and | let nmy right hand
drop to ny side. She addressed Twenty again, deadpan. "|I'm happy to testify for you, about what
I've seen here. So if they're willing to give up their hostage and cone with us-you have ny word,
justice won't be conprom sed."

Four other farners appeared at the edge of the hold. Kuwale, still sitting by the wall, raised a
hand in greeting, and called out sonething in a Polynesian | anguage. One of the farners | aughed
raucously, and replied. | felt a surge of hope. The ship was swarm ng with peopl e-and when it
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canme down to the prospect of a massacre, face-to-face, the ACs had buckl ed.

| put the gun in nmy back pocket. | shouted up, "He's free to go!"
Three rose to his feet, looking surly. | said quietly, "She's dead anyway. You said so yourself.
You're already savior of the universe." | tapped ny stonmach. "Think of your place in history.

Don't tarnish your inage now.
| adder.

I threw the gun into a coner of the hold, then went to help Kuwale. Ve took the | adder slowy; |
foll owed cl ose behind, hoping |I'd be able to catch ver if ve lost vis grip.

There nust have been thirty farners on deck-and eight ACs, nost of themw th guns, who seened far

He exchanged gl ances with Twenty, then started clinbing the rope

nore tense than the unarnmed anarchists. | felt a reprise of horror at the thought of what mni ght
have happened. | | ooked around for Helen Wi, but she was nowhere in sight. Had she returned to the
island during the night, to oversee Mdsala's death? 1'd heard no boat. . . but she night have

donned scuba gear, and ridden the harvester

As we started naking our way toward the edge of the deck, where a concertina bridge |inked the two
ships, Twenty called out, "Don't think you' re going to walk away with stolen property.”

The farmer was | osing patience; she turned to ne. "Do you want to enpty out your pockets, and save
us all some tinme? Your friend needs a doctor."

"I know. "
Twenty approached nme. She | ooked around the deck, neaningfully, and my blood froze. It wasn't over
yet. They hoped that whatever they'd done to Mosala was irreversible by now. . . but they weren't

certain, and they were ready to start shooting rather than turn me | oose with footage which proved
that the danger was real

They knew Mosala too well. | had no idea how I'd convince her, without it; she already believed
that 1'd cried wolf, once.
I had no choice, though. | invoked Wtness, and w ped everything. "Okay. It's done. It's erased."

"I don't believe you."
| gestured at the protruding fiber. "Plug in a notepad, do an inventory. See for yourself."
"That's no proof. You could fake that."
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"Then . . . what do you want? Do you want to put me in a tuned mcrowave field, and fry all the
RAM?"

She shook her head solemmly. "W don't have that kind of equipnent

here. ™"

I glanced at the bridge, which was sighing with the shifting pressure as the boats bobbed and
swayed in the gentle swell. "Ckay. Let Kuwale go. I'Il stay."

Kuwal e groaned. "Don't. You can't trust-"

Twenty cut ver off. "It's the only way. And you have ny word that you'll be returned to Stateless,
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unhar med, once this is over."
She gazed at ne calmy; so far as | could tell, she was perfectly sincere. Once Mdsal a was dead,
I'd be free

But if she survived, and conpleted her TOE-proving that these people were nothing but failed
hom ci dal conspirators? How woul d they feel about their chosen nessenger then?

| sank to nmy knees. | thought, among other things: The sooner 1 start, the sooner it's over

I wrapped the fiber around ny hand and started hauling the menory chips out of my gut. The wound
left by the optical port was too small- but the chips' capsul e-shaped protective casings forced it
open, and they energed into the light one by one, like the gleani ng segnents of some strange
cybernetic parasite which was fighting hard to stay inside its host. The farners backed away,
al arned and confused. The |ouder | bellowed, the nore it dulled the pain.
The processor energed |ast, the buried head of the worm trailing a fine gold cable which lead to
ny spinal cord, and the nerve taps in ny brain. | snapped it off where it vanished into the chip
then rose to ny feet, bent double, a fist pressed against the ragged hole.

| pushed the bloody offering toward Twenty with ny foot. | couldn't stand up straight enough to
| ook her in the eye.
"You can go." She sounded shaken, but unrepentant. | wondered what kind of death she'd chosen for
Mosal a. C ean and painless, no doubt: straight into a fairytale coma, wthout a speck of blood or
shit or
vomi t.

| said, "Mail it back to ne, once you're finished with it. O you'll be hearing fromny bank
manager . "
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In the cranped sick bay, a scan of Kuwale's |eg reveal ed ruptured bl ood vessel s and broken
ligaments, a trail of danmge like an aircraft's crash path leading to the bullet buried at the
back of vis thigh. Ve watched the screen with grimanusenent, sweat dripping fromvis face as the
anci ent software ground away at a detailed assessnent; the final |ine read: Probable gunshot
injury. "Ch, | was hit!" One of the farners, Prasad Jwal a, cleaned and dressed our wounds, and
punped us full of (off-the-shelf) drugs to limt bleeding, infection, and shock. The only strong
pai nkillers on board were crude synthetic opiates which left me so high that | couldn't have given
a coherent account of the ACs' plans to anyone if the fate of the universe had depended on it.
Kuwal e | ost consci ousness conpletely; | sat beside ver, fantasizing about gathering my thoughts.
It was just as well that ny stomach was tightly bandaged; | had a strong urge to reach through the
portal I'd nmade and probe the nachinery which renmained inside nme: the tight snoboth coil of the

i ntestines, the denon snake which Kuwal e's nmagic bullet had taned;
the warm bl ood-drenched liver, ten billion nicroscopic enzynme factories plugged straight into the
circulation, a bootleg pharm di spensing whatever its chemical intuition desired. | wanted to drag
every dark nysterious organ out into the daylight one by one, and arrange themall in front of ne
in their proper positions, until | was nothing but a shell of skin and nuscle, face-to-face at
last with ny inner twn.
After about fifteen mnutes, the same enzyme factories finally began degrading the opiates in ny

bl ood, and | clawed nmy way down from marshnal | ow heaven. | begged for a notepad; Jwal a obliged,
then left to hel p out on deck

I managed to get through to Karin De Groot inmmediately. | stuck to the essentials. De G oot heard
me out in silence; ny appearance nust
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have given the story a degree of credibility. "You have to talk Violet into heading back to
civilization. Even if she's not convinced of the danger . . . what has she got to | ose? She can
al ways deliver her final paper from Cape Town."

De Groot said, "Believe me, she'll take every word of this seriously. Yasuko N shide died |ast
night. It was pneunoni a-and he was very frail -but Violet's still badly shaken. And she's seen the
chol era genone anal ysis, which was done by a reputabl e Bonbay | ab. But-"

"So you'll fly out with her?" N shide's death saddened ne, but Mos-ala's | oss of conpl acency was
pure good news. "I know, it's a risk, she might get sick on the plane, but-"

De Groot cut me off. "Listen. There've been sonme problens here, while you were away. No one's
flying anywhere."

"Why? What kind of problens?"

"A boatload of... nercenaries, | don't know. . . arrived on the island overnight. They've
occupi ed the airport."

Jwal a had cone back to check on Kuwal e; he caught the |ast part of the conversation, and
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interjected derisively, "Agents provocateurs. Every few years a different pack of apes in designer

camouf | age show up, try to make trouble . . . fail, and go away." He sounded about as concerned as
sormeone from an ordi nary denocracy, conplaining about the periodic irritation of election
canpaigns. "I saw themlast night, landing in the harbor. They were heavily arned, we had to | et
them pass."” He grinned. "But they're in for sone surprises. |'lIl give themsix nonths, at the
nost . "

"Si x mont hs?"

He shrugged. "It's never been | onger."

A boatl| oad of nercenaries, trying to make troubl e-the boat which had ramed the ACs? In any case,
Twenty and her col | eagues nust have known by norning that the airport had been seized-and that ny
testinmony would make little difference to Mosal a's chances.
The timng could not have been worse, but it was hardly surprising. The Einstein Conference was

al ready lending Stateless too nmuch respectability, and Mysala's planned mgration woul d be an even
greater enbarrassment. But EnGeneUity and their allies wouldn't try to assassinate her, creating
an instant martyr. Nor would they dissolve the island back into the ocean, and risk scaring off
legitimate custoners worth billions of dollars. Al they could do was try, one last tinme, to bring
t he
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soci al order of Stateless crashing down-proving to the world that the whol e nai ve experinment had
been dooned fromthe start.

| said, "Were's Violet now?"

"Tal king to Henry Buzzo. She's trying to convince himto go with her to the hospital."

"Good idea." Imersed in the schenes of the "noderates,” |1'd alnost forgotten that Buzzo was al so
i n danger-and Mosala was at risk on two fronts. The extrem sts had already triunphed in Kyoto-and
whoever had infected me with the cholera, en route from Sydney, was probably on Statel ess right
now, |ooking for a chance to make up for the botched first attenpt.

De Groot said, "I'"lIl show themthis conversation inmediately."

"And give a copy to security.”

"Right. For what that's worth." She seened to be hol ding up under the pressure far better than
was; she added wrily, "No sign of Helen Wi in flippers, so far. But |I'll keep you posted."
We arranged to neet at the hospital. | signed off, and closed ny eyes, fighting the tenptation to
sink back into the lingering opiate fog.

It had taken the mainstream ACs five days to srmuggle in a cure for me even with the airport open
After everything |I'd been through, | wasn't ready to swallow the fact that Msala was now a
wal ki ng corpse- but short of a counter-invasion by African technoliberateurs, over a distance of
tens of thousands of kilonmeters, in the next day or two, at the latest... | could see no hope of
her surviving.
As the boat approached the northern harbor, | sat watching over Akili. | badly wanted to take vis
hand, but | was afraid it would only make things worse. How could | have fallen for someone who'd
surgically excised even the possibility of desire?

Easily enough, apparently: a shared traunmm, an intense experience, the confusing absence of gender
cues ... it was no great nystery. People becane infatuated with asex all the tine. And no doubt it
woul d pass, soon enough-once | accepted the sinple fact that nothing | felt could ever be

reci procat ed.
After a while, | found | could no I onger bear to look at vis face; it hurt too rmuch. So 1 watched
the glowing traces on the bedside nonitor, and listened for each shall ow exhalation, and tried to
understand why the ache I felt would not go away.

* * *
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The trams were reportedly still running, but one of the farmers offered to drive us all the way to
the city. "Quicker than waiting for an anmbul ance,"” she explained. "There are only ten on the
island.” She was a young Fijian named Adel l e Vuni bobo; | renenbered seeing her |ooking down into
the hold on the ACs' boat.

Kuwal e sat between us in the cab of the truck, half awake but still stupefied. | watched the vivid
coral inlets shrinking around us, like a fast-notion view of the reefs' slow conpaction

| said, "You risked your life back there.
"Maydays at sea are taken very seriously.
puncture ny deferential manner.

"Lucky we weren't on land." | persisted, "But you could see that the boat wasn't in danger. The
crewtold you to clear off and mind your own business. Underlining the suggestion with guns."

She gl anced at me curiously. "So you think it was reckl ess? Foolish? There's no police force here.

Her tone was gently nocking, as if she was trying to
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Who el se woul d have hel ped you?"

"No one," | admitted.

She fixed her eyes on the uneven terrain ahead. "I was in a fishing boat that capsized, five years
ago. W were caught in a storm M parents, and ny sister. My parents were knocked unconsci ous,
they drowned straight away. My sister and | spent ten hours in the ocean, treading water, taking
turns hol ding each other up."

"I"'msorry. The Greenhouse Stornms have clai ned so many people-"

She groaned. "I don't want your synpathy. |I'mjust trying to explain."
I waited in silence. After a while, she said, "Ten hours. | still dreamabout it. | grew up on a
fishing boat-and |I'd seen stornms sweep away whole villages. | thought | already knew exactly how I

felt about the ocean. But that tinme in the water with ny sister changed everything."
"I'n what way? Do you have nore respect, nore fear?"
Vuni bobo shook her head inpatiently. "Mre |ifejackets, actually, but that's not what |'mtalking

about." She grinaced, frustrated, but then she said, "Wuld you do sonmething for ne? C ose your
eyes, and try to picture the world. Al ten billion people at once. | know it's inpossible- but
try. "

I was baffled, but |I obliged. "Okay."

"Now descri be what you see.”

"A view of the Earth fromspace. It's nore |ike a sketch than a photograph, though. North is up
The Indian Ccean is in the center-but the
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view stretches from Wst Africa to New Zeal and, fromlreland to Japan. There are crowds of peopl e-
not to scale-standing on all the continents and islands. Don't ask ne to count them but |'d guess
there are about a hundred, in all."

| opened ny eyes. 1'd left her old and new homes right off the map, but | had a feeling this
wasn't a consciousness-raising exercise in the marginalizing force of geographica

representations.

She said, "I used to see sonething |like that, myself. But since the accident, it's changed. When |
close ny eyes and inagine the world, now ... | see the same map, the same continents . . . but the
land isn't land at all. Wat |ooks |like solid ground is really a solid nass of people; there is no
dry land, there is nowhere to stand. We're all in the ocean, treading water, holding each other

up. That's how we're born, that's how we die. Struggling to keep each other's heads above the
waves." She | aughed, suddenly self-conscious, but then she said defiantly, "Well, you asked for an
explanation.” "1 did."

The dazzling coral inlets had turned to rivers of bleached |inestone sludge, but the reef-rock
around us now shimered with delicate greens and silver-grays. | wondered what the other farners

woul d have told nme, if |I'd asked themthe sanme question. A dozen different answers, probably;
Statel ess seened to run on the principle of people agreeing to do the same thing for entirely
different reasons. It was a sumover nutually contradictory topol ogi es which left the cal cul us of
pre-space for dead; no inposed politics, philosophy, religion, no idiot cheer-squad worship of
flags or synbol s-but order energed nonethel ess.

And | still couldn't decide if that was miracul ous, or utterly unnyste-rious. Order only arose and
survi ved, anywhere, because enough people desired it. Every denocracy was a kind of anarchy in

sl ow notion: any statute, any constitution could be changed, given tinme; any social contract,
witten or unwitten, could be dishonored. The ultimate safety nets were inertia, apathy and
obfuscation. On Stateless, they'd had the- possibly insane-courage to unravel the whole politica
knot into its sinplest form to gaze at the undecorated structures of power and responsibility,
tol erance and consensus.

| said, "You kept nme fromdrowning. So how do | repay you?" Vuni bobo gl anced at ne, neasuring ny
seriousness. "Swimharder. Help us all to stay afloat."
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"1l try. If | ever have the chance."

She sniled at this crudely hedged hal f-pronmi se, and rem nded nme, "We're heading straight into a
storm right now | think you'll get your chance."

|'"d expected, at |east, deserted streets in the center of the island, but at first sight little
seermed to have changed. There were no signs of panic- no queues of hoarders, no boarded-up

shopfronts. Wen we passed the hotel, though, | saw that the Mystical Renai ssance carnival had
gone to ground; | wasn't the only tourist who was suffering froma sudden desire to be invisible.
Back on the boat, |I'd heard that one wonan had been injured slightly when the airport was

captured, but nost of the staff had sinply wal ked away. Munroe had spoken of a nilitia on the
i sl and, and no doubt they outnunbered the invaders-but how their equipnment, training and
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di scipline conpared, | had no idea. The nercenaries seened content, so far, to dig thenselves in
at the airport-but if the ultimte aimwas not to take power, but to bring "anarchy" to Statel ess,
I had a queasy suspicion that there'd be something a lot |ess pal atable than the bl oodl ess seizure
of strategic assets, very soon
The atnpsphere at the hospital was cal m Vuni bobo hel ped ne get Kuwale into the building; ve
smiled dreamily and tried to linp forward, but it took the two of us to keep ver fromfalling flat
on vis face. Prasad Jwal a had sent the scan of Kuwale's bullet wound ahead, and an operating
theater was already prepared. | watched ver being wheeled in, trying to convince nyself that |
felt nothing but the same anxiety that | would have felt for anyone el se. Vuni bobo bid ne
farewel |
After waiting ny turn in casualty, | was sewn up under |ocal anesthetic. |I'd managed to kill the
bi oengi neered graft-which woul d have accel erated healing and forned a good seal -but the medic who
treated nme packed the wound with a spongy antibacterial carbohydrate polymer, which would slowy
degrade in the presence of the growth factors secreted by the surrounding flesh. She asked what
had made the hole. | told her the truth, and she seened greatly relieved. "I was beginning to
wonder if sonething had eaten its way out."

| stood up carefully, nunmb at the center, but feeling the pinched absence of skin and nuscle tug
on every part of nme. The nmedic said, "Try to avoid strenuous bowel novements. And | aughter."
263

I found De Groot and Mdsala in the anteroomto the Medical |maging suite. Msala | ooked drawn and
nervous, but she greeted me warmy, shaking nmy hand, clasping ny shoul der. "Andrew, are you al
right?" "I"mfine. But the docunentary may have a small gap in it." She managed to smle. "Henry's
bei ng scanned right now. They're still processing ny data; it could take a while. They're | ooking
for foreign proteins, but there's sone doubt as to whether the resolution's up to it. The
machi ne' s second-hand, twenty years old." She hugged herself, and tried to laugh. "Listen to ne.

If I"'mplanning to live here, I'd better get used to the facilities."

De Groot said, "No one |'ve spoken to has seen Helen Wi since early l|ast night. Conference
security checked out her room it's enpty."”

Mosal a still seened stunned by the revelation of Wi's all egi ance. "Why woul d she get involved with
t he Ant hrocosnol ogi sts? She's a brilliant theorist in her own right-not some pseudoscientific
hanger-on! | can understand how ... a certain kind of person night think there's something
mystical about working on TOEs, when they find they can't grasp the details, thenselves . . . but
Hel en understands nmy work al nbost better than | do!™ | didn't think it was a good tinme to point out
that that was half the problem "As for these other thugs, who you think killed Yasuko . . . 1"l
be giving a nedia conference this afternoon, outlining the problens with Henry Buzzo's choice of
measure and what it nmeans for his TOE. That should concentrate their tiny nminds." Her voice was
al nost cal mbut she held her arns crossed in front of her, one hand cl asped around the other
wist, trying to mask the faint trenmor of rage. "And when | announce ny own TOE on Friday norning

they can kiss their transcendence goodbye." "Friday norning?"

"Serge Bischoff's algorithnms are working wonders. Al ny calculations will be finished by tonorrow

ni ght."

| said carefully, "If it turns out that you' ve been infected with a bi oweapon-and if you becone
too sick to work-is there anyone el se who could interpret these results, and put the whol e thing
t oget her ?"

Mosal a recoil ed. "What are you asking ne to do? Anoint a successor to be targeted next?"
"No! But if your TCE is conpleted and announced, the noderates will have to admit that they've

been proven wong-and there's a chance they m ght hand over the antidote. |I'mnot asking you to
publicize any
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one's name! But if you can arrange for soneone to put the finishing touches-"

Mosala said icily, "I have nothing to prove to these people. And |I'm not risking soneone else's
life, trying."

Before | could pursue the argunent any further, De Groot's notepad chinmed. The head of security
for the conference, Joe Kepa, had viewed the copy De G oot had sent himof ny call fromthe
fishing boat, and he wanted to talk to ne. In person. |Imediately.

In a small nmeeting roomon the top floor of the hotel-with two |arge unal e associ ates | ooki ng on-
Kepa grilled me for alnost three hours, questioning everything right back to the monent when |'d
begged SeeNet to give nme the docunentary. He'd already seen reports fromsone of the farnmers about
events on the ACs' bhoat (they'd posted their accounts directly onto the |ocal news nets), and he'd
seen the chol era anal ysi s-but he was still angry and suspicious, he still seenmed to want to tear
my story to pieces. | resented the hostile treatnment, but | couldn't really blane him Until the
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sei zure of the airport, his biggest problem had been buskers in clown suits; nowit was the threat
of anything up to a full-scale mlitary engagenent around the hotel. Talk of information theorists
armed with amateur bi oweapons targeted at the conference's highest profile physicists nust have
sounded li ke either a sick hoax, or proof that he'd been singled out for divine punishnent.

By the time Kepa told ne the interview was over, though, | believed I'd convinced him He was
angrier than ever.

My testinony had been recorded to international judicial standards:

each frame stanped with a centrally generated tine code, and an encrypted copy | odged with
Interpol. | was invited to scan through the file to verify that there'd been no tanpering, before
| electronically signed it. | checked a dozen points at random | wasn't going to view the whol e

t hree hours.

| went to nmy room and took a shower, instinctively shielding the freshly bandaged wound al t hough |
knew t here was no need to keep it dry. The luxury of hot water, the solidity of the plain el egant
decor, seened surreal. Twenty four hours before, 1'd planned to do everything | could to help
Mosal a snash the boycott, reshaping the docunentary around the news of her enigration. But what
could I do for technolibera' tion, now? Buy an external canmera, and proceed to docunent her
meani ngl ess death, while Statel ess collapsed in the background? Was that
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what | wanted? To cl aw back ny del usions of objectivity, and calmy record whatever fate befel
her 7

| stared at myself in the mirror. Wat use was 1 to anyone now? The room had a wal | phone; | called
the hospital. There'd been no problens with the operation, but Akili was still sleeping off the
anesthetic. | decided to visit ver anyway.

| wal ked through the hotel |obby just as the norning sessions were breaking up. The conference was
still running on schedul e-al though screens announced a nenorial for Yasuko Nishide later in the
day-but the participants were visibly nervous and subdued, talking quietly in small groups, or

| ooki ng around furtively as if hoping to overhear sone vital piece of news about the occupation
however unreliable.

| spotted a group of journalists, all people | knew slightly, and they let me join in as they
swapped runors. The consensus seened to be that foreigners would be evacuated by the US (or New
Zeal and, or Japanese) navy within a matter of days, although no one could offer any firm evidence
for this belief. David Connolly-Janet Wl sh's photographer- said confidently, "There are three US
Nobel prize-wi nners here. Do you really think they're going to be left stranded, indefinitely,
while Statel ess goes to hell?"

The ot her consensus was that the airport had been taken by "rival anarchists"-the infanbus US gun
|l aw "refugees." Biotech interests didn't rate a nention, and if Msala's plan to mgrate was
common know edge on the island, nobody here had bothered to talk to the locals |Iong enough to find
out.

These peopl e would be reporting everything that happened on Statel ess to the worl d-and none of
them had the slighest idea of what was really going on

On ny way to the hospital, | spotted an electrical retailer. | bought a new notepad and a snall
shoul der-nounted canera. | typed nmy personal code into the notepad, and the last satellite backup
fromthe old machi ne fl owed down from deep freeze and started catching up with real-tinme. The
screen was a blur of activity for several seconds-and then Sisyphus announced, "Reported cases of
Di stress have* exceeded three thousand."

"l do not wish to know that." Three thousand? That was a sixfold increase in a fortnight. "Show ne

a case nap." It | ooked nore like the plot for a spontaneous cancer than any kind of infectious
di sease: a
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random scatter across the globe, ignoring every social and environnental factor, concentrated only
by popul ation density itself.

How coul d the nunbers be increasing so rapidly-without any |ocalized outbreaks? |I'd heard that
nodel s based on airborne transni ssion, sexual contact, water supplies, parasites, had all failed
to match t he epi deni ol ogy-

"Any ot her news on this?"

"Not officially. But footage logged in SeeNet's library by your coll eague John Reynol ds incl udes
the first reports of coherent speech by sufferers.”

"Sone people are recovering?"

"No. But sone new sufferers have shown an intermttent change in the pathol ogy."

"Change, or reduction?"

"The speech is coherent, but the subject nmatter is contextually inappropriate.”
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"You nean they're psychotic? Wen they finally stop screaning, and cal m down | ong enough to string

two words together . . . it's only to pass on the news that they've gone insane?"
"That's a matter for expert opinion."
I was alnobst at the hospital. | said, "Ckay, show ne sone of this changed pathol ogy. Show ne sone

of the joys I've m ssed out on."

Si syphus raided the library and brought ne a clip. It was questionable etiquette to peek at other
peopl e's unfini shed work, but if Reynolds had wanted the footage to be inaccessible to his

col | eagues, he woul d have encrypted it.

I watched the scene in the hospital elevator, alone-and | felt the blood draining fromny face.
There was no explanation for this, no possible way to nmake sense of it.

Reynol ds had archived three other scenes of "coherent speech” from Di stress patients. | viewed
themall, unwi nding the notepad's headset so | could listen in private as | nmade ny way al ong the
busy corridors. The exact words the patients used were different in every case-but the

i mplications were the sane.

| suspended judgnent. Maybe | was still in shock or still affected by the drugs |I'd been given on
the boat. Maybe | was seeing connections which sinply weren't there.

By the time | reached the ward, Akili was awake. Ve sniled ruefully
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when ve saw ne-and | knew | had it bad. It wasn't just the fact that vis face seened to have
burned itself into ny brain so deeply that I could no |onger believe that |I'd ever been attracted
to anyone el se. Beauty, after all, was the shallowest thing. But ver dark eyes showed a depth of
passi on, hunor, and intelligence that no one else |I'd known had ever possessed_

| caught myself. This was ludicrous. To a total asex, these were the sentinents of a hornone-
driven wi nd-up toy, a pathetic biological robot. If ve ever found out how ! felt... the nost |
coul d expect in return was to be pitied.

| said, "Have you heard about the airport?"

Ve nodded, dismayed. "And Nishide's death. How s Mdsala taking all this?"

"She's not falling to pieces-but I'"'mnot sure she's thinking straight.” Not |ike ne.

I recounted nmy conversation with her. "Wat do you think? If she can be kept alive until soneone
announces the TCE on her behalf, would the noderates recant and hand over the cure?"

Kuwal e didn't ook hopeful. "They might. If there was a clear proof that the TCE really had been
conpleted, with no roomfor doubt. But they're on the run, now, they can't hand over anything."
"They could still transmt the nolecule's structure.”

"Yeah. And then we just hope there's a nachine on Statel ess which can synthesize it in tine."

"If the whole universe is a conspiracy to explain the Keystone, don't you think she m ght get
lucky?" | didn't believe a word of this, but it seened like the right thing to say.

"Expl ai ni ng the Al eph nonent doesn't stretch to miracul ous reprieves. Msala doesn't have to be

t he Keystone-even with N shide dead, and Buzzo's TOE refuted. |If she survives, it will only be
because the people who struggled to save her fought harder than those who struggled to kill her."
Ve | aughed wearily. "That's what a Theory of Everything neans: there are no mracles, not even for
the Keystone. Everyone lives and dies by exactly the sanme rules."

"I understand." | hesitated. "There's sonething | have to show you. Sone news that's just broken
about Distress."

"Di stress?"

"Hurmor ne. Maybe it nmeans not hing, but | need to know what you think."
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I had an obligation to Reynolds not to splash his unrel eased footage around. The ward was full,

but there were screens either side of us, and the man in a cast in the opposite bed appeared to be
sl eepi ng. | handed Kuwal e nmy notepad, and had it replay one of the clips, with the volume down

| ow.

A pal e, dishevel ed, m ddl e-aged wonan with | ong black hair, restrained in a hospital bed, faced
the viewer squarely. She didn't | ook drugged, and she certainly wasn't exhibiting the syndrone's
characteristic behavior-but she regarded Reynolds with intense, horrified fascination

She said, "This pattern of information, this state of being conscious and possessing these
perceptions, waps itself in ever-growing |ayers of corollaries: neurons to encode the

i nformation, blood to nourish the neurons, a heart to punp the blood, intestines to enrich it, a
mouth to supply the intestines, food to pass through it, fields of crops, earth, sunlight, a
trillion stars."” Her gaze shifted slightly as she spoke, scanning back and forth across Reynol ds
face. "Neurons, heart, intestines, cells of proteins and ions and water wapped in lipid
menbranes, tissues differentiated in devel opnment, genes switched on by intersecting marker hornone
gradients, a mllion interlocking nolecular shapes, tetraval ent carbon, nonoval ent hydrogen
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el ectrons shared in bonds between nuclei of protons, neutrons to bal ance el ectrostatic repul sion,
quarks spinning in both to partner the leptons in a hierarchy of field excitations, a ten-

di mensional manifold to support them. . . defining a broken symetry on the space of al
topol ogi es.” Her voice quickened. "Neurons, heart, intestines, norphogenesis converging back to a
single cell, a fertilized egg in another body. Diploid chronbsones requiring a separate donor

Ancestry iterates. Miutations split species fromearlier |lineages, unicellular life, self-
replicating fragnents, nucleotides, sugars, amino acids, carbon dioxide, water, nitrogen. A
condensi ng protostellar cloud-rich in heavy el ements synthesized in other stars, flung throughout
a gravita-tionally unstable cosnbs which starts and ends in singularities.”

She fell silent, but her eyes kept noving; | could al nost see the outline of Reynolds' face in the
sweep of her gaze. And if he'd appeared to her, at first, as a bizarre apparition, flashes of

i nt ense conprehensi on now seened to break through her astoni shnent-as if she was pushing her
cosnol ogi cal reasoning to its limts, and weaving this stranger, this logically necessary distant
cousin, into the same unified schene.
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But then sonething happened to put an end to her brief rem ssion: an upwelling of horror and
pani ¢ distorted her features. Distress had reclained her. | halted the replay before she could

begin to thrash and scream

| said, "There are three other cases, nore or less the sane. So am| putting nmy own spin on this
ravi ng-or does it sound the sane to you? Because . . . what kind of plague could make people
believe that they' re the Keystone?"

Kuwal e put the notepad down on the bed and turned to face ne. "Andrew, if this is a hoax-"

“No! Wy would I-?"

"To save Mosala. Because if it's a hoax, you'll never pull it off."

| groaned. "If | was going to invent a Keystone to get her off the hook, | would have sinulated
Yasuko Ni shide on his deathbed having all the cosmic revel ati ons-not some random psychiatric
case." | expl ai ned about Reynolds and the SeeNet docunentary.

Ve searched ny face, trying to decide if I was telling the truth. |I gazed back at ver, too tired
and confused now to conceal anything. There was a flicker of surprise, and then . . . anusenent? |
couldn't tell-and whatever ve felt, ve kept silent.

| said, "Maybe sone other nminstream ACs faked it, hacked into SeeNet..." | was grasping at
straws, but | couldn't nake sense of this any other way.

Kuwal e said flatly, "No. | would have heard."

"Then-?"

"I't's genuine."

"How can it be?"

Ve met ny eyes again, unashaned of vis fear. "Because everything we thought was true, is true-but
we got the details wong. Everyone got the details wong. The mminstream the noderates, the
extrem sts: we all made different assunptions-and we were all wong."

"l don't understand."

"You will. We all will."

| suddenly recalled the apocryphal story fromthe AC on the boat about Miteba Kazadi's death. "You
think Distress comes from. . . mxing with infornmation?"

"Yes."

"If the Keystone does it, everyone else gets dragged al ong? Exponential growth? Just |like a

pl ague?”
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"Yes."

"But - how? Who was t he Keystone? Who started it? Miteba Kazadi, all those years ago?"

Kuwal e | aughed crazily. "No!" The man in the opposite bed was awake now, and listening to every
word, but | was past caring. "MIler didn't get around to telling you the strangest thing about
that cosnol ogi -cal nodel . "

MIller was the umale, the one I'd thought of as "Three."

"Which is-?"

"I'f you follow through with the calculations . . . the effect reaches back in time. Not far
exponential growth forward nmeans exponential decay backward. But the absolute certainty of the
Keystone m xing at the Al eph noment inplies a small probability of other people being 'dragged
al ong' at random even before the event. It's a continuity condition

there's no such thing in any systemas an instantaneous junp fromzero to one."

| shook ny head, unconprehending. | couldn't take this in.

Akili took ny hand and squeezed it hard, unthinking, transmitting vis fear-and a verti gi nous
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thrill of anticipation-straight into nmy body, fromskin to skin.
"The Keystone isn't the Keystone yet. The Al eph nonment hasn't even happened-but we're already
feeling the shock."
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Kuwal e borrowed ny notepad and rapi dly sketched out the details of the information flows which ve
bel i eved |l ay behind Distress. Ve even attenpted to fit a crude conputer nodel of the process to
t he epi-demi ol ogi cal data-al though ve ended up with a curve far |less steep than the actual case
figures (which had risen faster than exponential growth-"probably distorted by early under-
reporting"), and a predicted date for the A eph nonment sonewhere between February 7, 2055
and June 12, 3070. Undeterred, ve struggled to refine the nodel. G aphs, network diagrans, and
equations flickered across the screen beneath vis fingertips; it |ooked as inpressive as anything
I'"d seen Violet Msala do-and | understood it about as well
On one level, | couldn't help but be swept along with vis urgent logic-but as the initial shock of
recognition faded, | began to wonder again if we weren't sinply reading our own nmeaning into the
four patients' bizarre soliloquies. Anthrocosnol ogy had never before made a single testable
prediction. | didn't doubt that it could provide an el egant nathenmatical underpinning to any TOE-
but if the first distinct evidence for the theory itself consisted of the rantings of four people
suffering froma new and exotic mental disease, that was a slender basis on which to throw out
everything | believed about the universe.
And as for the prognosis, if Kuwale was right, of a world conpletely afflicted by Distress
that was a catacl ysm as unthi nkabl e as the noderates' unraveling.

| kept my doubts to myself, but by the tine | left the ward-1eaving Kuwal e i mMmersed in a
conference with the other nainstream ACs-1 had ny feet back on the ground. Al this talk of echoes
of the future Al eph nonment had to be ranked as | ess plausible than even the nost far-fetched
conventional alternatives.
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Maybe a neuroactive mlitary pathogen gone wong, targeting a specific region of the brain, could
i nduce the ordinary synptons of Distress in nost of its victins-plus these outbursts of nanic-but-
preci se observations in four out of three thousand cases. Reasoning was the product of organic

events in the brain, Iike every other mental process-and if a paranoid schizophrenic, injured by
crude accidents of genetics and di sease, could find personal significance in every advertising
sign, every cloud, every tree . . . maybe the conbination of the right scientific background wth

the highly focused damage w ought by this viral weapon could trigger an equally uncontroll abl e-but
much nore rigorous- aval anche of meaning. If the original aimof the weapon had been to inpair
anal ytical thought, it wasn't inconceivable that a wild version nmight end up overstimulating the
very neural pathways it had been designed to destroy.

I went back to the electrical shop and bought nyself another notepad. | called De G oot fromthe
street; she seened upset, but she didn't want to talk on the net.

We net at the hotel, in Msala's suite. De Goot ushered me in, in silence. "lIs Violet-?" Dust
not es swam beneat h the skylight; when | spoke, the room sounded hol |l ow.

"She's been admitted. | wanted to stay at the hospital, but she sent ne away." De G oot stood

opposite ne, hands clasped in front of her, eyes downcast. She said quietly, "You know, we've had
crank mail fromjust about everyone. Every cult, every lunatic on the planet wanted to let Violet
in on their anmazing cosmic revelations-or |let her know that she was desecrating their precious

myt hol ogy, and would burn in Hell for it ... or drive away all the Buddha-nature ... or crush the
world's great civilizations into nihilistic rubble, with her nale Wstern reductionist hubris. The
Ant hr ocosnol ogi sts were just . . . one nore voi ce shouting noise." She | ooked at ne squarely.

"Woul d you have picked themas the threat? Not the fundanentalists. Not the racists. Not the
psychotics who gave detail ed descriptions of what they planned to do to her corpse. People who
sent us long dissertations on information theory-and P.S., we'd be happy to see you create the
uni verse, but certain other parties may try to stop you."

| said, "No one could have picked them"
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De Groot ran a hand across her tenple, then stood in silence, shielding her eyes.
"Are you all right?"
She nodded, and | aughed hunorl essly. "Headache, that's all." She inhal ed deeply, visibly steeling
herself to push on. "They found traces of foreign proteins in her bloodstream bone marrow, and
| ynph nodes. They can't resolve the nol ecul ar structures, though-and she's showi ng no synptons, so
far. So they've put her on a mxture of strong antiviral drugs-and until sonething happens, al
they can do is watch her."
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"I's security-?"

"She's under guard. For what that's worth now. "

"And Buzzo?"

"Apparently his scan was clear." De Groot snorted, angry and bew | dered. "He's unnoved by ... all
of this. He believes that Nishide sinply died of natural causes, Violet has sone harni ess

pol lutant in her body, and your chol era analysis was sone kind of forgery for the sake of a nedia
beat-up. The only thing he seens worried about is how he's going to get honme at the end of the
conference if the airport is still closed.”

"But he has bodyguards-?"

"I don't know, you'd have to ask himthat. Ch-and Violet asked himto give a nedia conference

hi nsel f, announcing the flawin his TOE. The antiviral drugs are debilitating; she's so nauseous
that she can barely speak. Buzzo made sonme vague promise to her-but then he nuttered sonmething to
me about | ooking at the issues nore closely before he retracted anything. So | don't know what
he'll do."

| felt a stab of anger and frustration, but | said, "He's heard all the evidence, it's his

decision.” | didn't nmuch want to think about Buzzo's enem es, nyself. Sarah Knight s body hadn't
even been found yet-but the possibility that her killer was on Statel ess unnerved ne nore than
anything el se. The noderates had let ne wal k free, once they'd reasoned that they could still get

what they wanted. The extrenmists had nearly killed me, once already-and they hadn't even been
trying.

| said, "Even if this weapon is about to go off at any nonment . .. there's nothing anyone can do
on Stateless that couldn't be done in an air anbulance. Right? And . . . surely your governnent
would be willing to send a fully equipped mlitary hospital jet-"

De Groot gave a hollow | augh. "Yeah? You make it sound so easy. Violet has sonme friends in high

pl aces-and sone sworn enenmies . . . but
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nmost of all, a lot of fucking pragmatists who'll happily use her in whatever way they see fit. It
woul d take a snmall mracle for themto weigh up the pros and cons, take sides, battle it out, and
make a decision, all in one day-even if Stateless was at peace, and the jet could | and right at

the airport."

"Come on! The whole island's as flat as a runway! Okay, it's soft at the edges, but there must be
a ... twenty-kilometer radius in which the ground is hard enough,"

"All within reach of a mssile fromthe airport.”

"Yeah, but why should the nercenaries care about a nedical evacuation? They nust be expecting
foreign navies to start noving in soon to take their nationals off the island. This is no
different; it's just faster."

De Groot shook her head sadly; she wanted to be convinced, but | wasn't naking sense to her

"What ever you and | mght think about the risks, it's just guesswork and wi shful thinking. The
government is still going to assess the situation fromtheir own point of viewand they're not
going to nake a decision in thirty seconds. Tens of thousands of dollars for a nercy flight is one
thing. A plane shot down over Stateless is another. And the last thing Violet-or any sane person-
woul d want is three or four innocent people blown out of the sky for no reason.”

| turned away from her, and crossed to the window. Fromwhat | could see of the streets bel ow
Statel ess was still at peace. But whatever bl oody havoc the nercenaries were planning . . . surely
the last thing their enployers wanted was a worl d-famus martyr for technoliberation7. That was
why EnGeneUity had never really nade sense as her woul d-be assassins: her death woul d be as bad
for themas her highly publicized emigration

It was a delicate proposition, though. What would they be admitting, if they nade an exception for
her? And whi ch scenario would they consider npbst damaging to the anti-boycott push: the cautionary
tale of Mosala's tragic death froma reckless flirtation with renegades-or the heart-warmng story
of survival when a mercy flight whisked her back into the fold (where every gene belonged to its
rightful owner, and every disease had an instant cure)?

As yet, they probably didn't even know about the difficult choice they were facing. So it was up
to whoever broke the news to sell themon the right decision.

| turned to De Groot. "What if the nmercenaries could be persuaded to
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guar ant ee safe passage for a rescue flight? To make a public statement to that effect? Do you
think you could start things noving-on the chance of that?" | clenched nmy fists, fighting down
panic. Did 1 have any idea what 1 was saying7 Once |'d promsed to do this, | couldn't back out.

But 1'd already nade a pronise to swimfaster
De Groot | ooked torn. "Violet hasn't even told Wendy or Makonpo yet. And she's sworn ne to

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (127 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:38 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

silence. Wendy's on a business trip in Toronto."

"If she can | obby from Cape Town, she can | obby from Toronto. And Violet's not thinking straight.
Tell her nother everything. And her husband. Tell Marian Fox and the whole IUTP if you have to."
De Groot hesitated, then nodded uncertainly. "It's worth trying. Any-thing's worth trying. But how
do you inmmgine we're going to get any kind of guarantee fromthe nercenaries?"

| said, "Plan Ais to hope very hard that they're answering the phones. Because | really don't
want to have to walk into the airport and negotiate in person.”

Most of the island's center still appeared untouched by the invasion- but four streets away from
the airport, everything changed. There were no barricades, no warning signs-and no people at all.
It was early evening, and the streets behind nme were abuzz, with shops and restaurants open for
busi ness just five hundred neters fromthe occupi ed buil dings-but once |I'd crossed that invisible
line, it was as if Statel ess had suddenly given birth to its own Ruins, an inmtation in niniature
of the dead hearts of the net-slain cities.

There were no bullets flying, this was not a war zone, but | had no experience to guide me, no

i dea of what to expect. 1'd kept away frombattlefields; I'd chosen science journalismhappy in
the know edge that |I'd never be required to filmanything nore dangerous than a bioethics
conference.

The entrance to the passenger terminal was a w de rectangl e of blackness. The sliding doors |ay
ten nmeters away, in fragnments. Wndows had been broken, plants and statues scattered; the walls
were strangely scarred, as if something nmechanically clawed had scaled them |'d hoped for a
sentry, signs of order, evidence of a coherent command structure. This | ooked nore |ike a gang of
| ooters were waiting in the darkness for soneone to wander in.
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| thought: Sarah Kni ght would have done this-for the story al one.

Yeah. And Sarah Kni ght was dead.

| approached slowly, scanning the ground nervously, wishing | hadn't told Sisyphus fourteen years
before to lose all junk mail from weapons manufacturers | ooking for technophile journalists to
provide free publicity for their glanorous new anti-personnel mnes. Then again . . . there'd
probably been no hel pful tips in those nedia rel eases for avoiding being on the receiving end-
short of spending fifty thousand dollars on the matchi ng sweepers.

The interior of the building was pitch black, but the floodlights outside bleached the reef-rock
white. | squinted into the maw of the entrance, wishing 1 had Wtness to rejig my retinas. The
canmera on ny right shoulder was virtually weightless, but it still nade nme feel skewed and

m sshapen- about as confortable, centered, and functional as if ny genitals had mgrated to one
kneecap. And-irrationally or not-the invisible nerve taps and RAM had al ways nade ne fee
shi el ded, protected. When ny own eyes and ears had captured everything for the digital record, I'd
been a privileged observer right up to the nonment of being di senbowel ed or blinded. This machine
coul d be brushed off |ike a speck of dandruff.

I'd never felt so naked in ny life.

| stopped ten neters fromthe enpty doorway, arms stretched out and hands raised. | yelled into
the darkness: "lI'ma journalist! | want to talk!"

| waited. | could still hear the crowds of the city behind me, but the airport exuded silence.
shouted again. And waited. | was al nbost ready to give up fear for enbarrassnent; maybe the

passenger term nal was abandoned, the nercenaries had set up canp on the farthest corner of the
runway, and | was standing here naking a fool of nyself to no one.

Then | felt a gentle stirring of the humd air, and the bl ackness of the entrance di sgorged a
machi ne.

I flinched, but stood ny ground; if it had wanted nme dead, | would never have seen it comi ng. The
thing betrayed a flickering succession of partial outlines as it noved-faint but consistent
di stortions of the Ilight which the eye seized upon as edges-but once it halted, | was left staring

at nothing but afterinmages and guesswork. A six-|egged robot, three neters high? Actively
conmputing nmy view of its surroundings, and progranmm ng an optically active sheath to nmatch

|l um nosities? No-nore than that. It stood protruding halfway into the floodlit forecourt, without
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even casting a shadow which nmeant it was realtinme hol ographing the bl ocked |ight sources, its
pol yner skin lasing out a perfectly matched substitute beam wavefront by wavefront. | had a
sudden, sickening realization of what the people of Stateless were facing. This was alpha nilitary
tech, costing mllions. EnGeneUity weren't messing around with cheap aggravation, this tinme. They
wanted their intellectual property back, product reputation unscathed-and anythi ng which stood
above the reef-rock would be cut down if it got in the way.
The insect said, "W've already chosen the journalists' pool, Andrew Wirth. You're not on the
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invasion hit parade." It spoke English, perfectly inflected right down to a hint of anusenent, but
wi th an unnervi ng geographical neutrality. Wether its speech was autononmous, or whether | was
talking real-tinme to the nmercenaries-or their PR people-I had no idea.

"I don't want to cover the war. I"'mhere to offer you a chance to avoid some . . . undesirable
publicity."

The insect scuttled forward angrily, delicate noire patterns of interference fringes bl ossom ng
and fading on its canmpufl aged surface. | stayed rooted to the spot; ny instinct was to flee, but
my nmuscles felt Iike jelly. The thing cane to a halt, two or three nmeters away-and vani shed from
sight again. | didn't doubt that, at the very least, it could have raised its forel egs and
decapitated ne in an instant.

| steadied nyself, and addressed the solid air. "There's a wonan on this island who's going to die

if she's not evacuated in a matter of hours. And if that happens . . . SeeNet are ready to
broadcast a docunentary called Violet Msala: Martyr to Technoliberation.” It was the truth-
al t hough Eydi a had put up some resistance, at first. I'd sent her faked footage of Msala talking

about the reasons for her planned enmigration-all nore-or-less what had really been said, although
I hadn't actually filmed it. Three SeeNet newsroomeditors were hard at work incorporating that-

and sonme of the genuine material |1'd filed-into an up-to-date obituary. |I'd neglected to include

anyt hi ng about the Anthrocosnol ogi sts, though. Mysal a had been about to becone the figurehead for
a major challenge to the boycott-and now she was infected with a viral weapon, and Statel ess was

occupi ed. Lydia had drawn her own conclusions, and the editors woul d have been instructed

accordi ngly.

The insect was silent for several long mnutes. | remained frozen, my hands still in the air.

i magi ned the bl ackmail threat being passed up the
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chain of command. Maybe the biotech alliance were exploring the option of buying SeeNet and
killing the story? But then they'd have to | ean on ot her networks, too; they'd have to keep on
paying to ensure the right spin. They could get what they wanted for free, if they let her live.

| said, "If Mosala survives, you can stop her fromreturning. But if she dies here . . . she'll be
linked in the public imagination to Stateless for the next hundred years."

| felt a stinging sensation on ny shoulder. | glanced down at the canmera; it had been incinerated,

and the ashes were tunmbling away froma tiny charred patch on ny shirt.

"The plane can land. And you can leave with her. Once she's out of danger, file a new story from
Cape Town on her plans to enigrate-and what becane of them" It was the sane voice as before-but
the power behind the words canme fromfar beyond the island.

There was no need to add: If the spinis right, you'll be rewarded.

| bowed ny head in assent. "I'll do that."

The insect hesitated. "WII you? | don't think so." A searing pain slashed ny abdonen; | cried out
and sank to ny knees. "She'll return alone. You can stay on Statel ess and docunment the fall." |

gl anced up to see a faint hint of green and violet shinmrering in the air as the thing retreated,
like a glint of sunlight through half-cl osed eyes.

It took ne a while to rise to ny feet. The laser flash had burned a horizontal welt right across
my stomach-but the beam had |ingered for whole mcroseconds on the existing wound; the

car bohydrate pol ymer had been caranelized, and a brown watery fluid was | eaking out of my navel. |
muttered abuse at the enpty doorway, then started hobbling away.

When | was back anobng the crowds, two teenagers approached ne and asked if | needed hel p.

accepted gratefully. They held ne up as | linped toward the hospital

| called De Groot fromcasualty. | said, "They were very civilized. W have clearance to land."

De Groot | ooked haggard, but she beaned at me. "That's fantastic!"

"Any news about the flight?"

"Not hi ng yet, but | spoke to Wendy a few mi nutes ago, and she was waiting for a call fromthe
President, no less." She hesitated. "Violet's developed a fever. It's not dangerous yet, but..."
But the weapon had triggered. W'd be racing the virus every step of
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the way, now. \What had | expected, though? Another tinmng error? O nmgical imunity for the
Keystone? "You're with her?"

"Yes."

“I''"ll meet you there in half an hour.
The sane nedic treated nme as before. She'd had a long day; she said irritably, "I don't want to
hear your excuse this tine. The | ast one was bad enough."

| surveyed the pristine cubicle, the orderly cabinets of drugs and instrunents, and | was gri pped
by despair. Even if Mdysala was evacuated in tine . . . there were one mllion people on Stateless,
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with nowhere to flee. | said, "What will you do, when the war starts?"

"There won't be a war."

I tried to inmagine the machi nes bei ng assenbl ed, the fate being prepared for these people, deep
inside the airport. | said gently, "I don't think you're going to have a choice about that."

The medi ¢ stopped applying creamto ny bums, and glared at me as if |'d said sonething
unforgivably offensive and belittling. "You' re a stranger here. You don't have the slightest idea
what our choices are. What do you think? W've spent the |ast twenty years in sone kind of
blissful Utopian stupor, content in the know edge that our positive karm c energy would repel all
i nvaders?" She started di spensing the cream again, roughly.

I was benmused. "No. | expect you're fully prepared to defend yourselves. But this tine, | think
you're going to be outgunned. Badly."

She unrolled a |l ength of bandage, eyeing ne sharply. "Listen, because |'monly going to say this
once. When the tinme conmes, you' d better trust us."

"To do what ?"

"To know better than you."

| laughed grimy. "That's not asking nuch."”

When | turned into the corridor which led to Mbsala's room | saw De G oot tal king-in hushed
tones, but with obvious excitenment-to the two security guards. She spotted ne and waved.

qui ckened ny step

When | reached them De Goot silently held up her notepad and hit a key. A newsreader appeared.
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"In the | atest devel opnents on the renegade island of Statel ess, the violent anarchist splinter
group occupying the airport have just acceded to a request from South African diplomats to all ow
the urgent evacuation of Violet Msala, the twenty-seven-year-old Nobel |aureate who has been
attendi ng the controversial Einstein Centenary Conference." In the background, a stylized world
gl obe spun beneath an inmage of Msala, the view zooning in on Statel ess, and then South Africa, on
cue. "Wth the primtive healthcare facilities on the island, |ocal doctors have been unable to
provi de an accurate diagnosis, but Msala's condition is believed to be life-threatening. Sources
in Mandel a say that President Nchabal eng herself sent a personal appeal to the anarchists, and
received their reply just mnutes ago."

| threw ny arns around De G oot, lifted her off her feet and spun around until | was giddy with
joy. The guards | ooked on, grinning like children. Maybe it was a microscopic victory in the face
of the invasion-but it still seenmed like the first good thing that had happened for a very |ong
time.

De Groot said gently, "That's enough." | stopped, and we di sengaged. She said, "The plane | ands at

three a.m Fifteen kiloneters west of the airport.”

| caught my breath. "Does she know?"

De Groot shook her head. "I haven't told her anything yet. She's sleeping now, the fever's stil
high, but it's been stable for a while. And the doctors can't say what the virus will do next, but
they can carry a selection of drugs in the anbul ance to cover the nost likely emergencies.”

| said soberly, "Only one thing really worries ne, now "

"What ?"

"Knowi ng Violet. . . when she finds out we've gone behind her back, she'll probably refuse to

| eave- out of sheer stubbornness."

De Groot gave ne an odd |l ook, as if she was trying to deci de whether | was joking or not.

She said, "If you really believe that, then you don't know Violet at all."”
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| told De Goot I'd catch sonme sleep and be back by 2:30. | wanted to|] bid Mdsala bon voyage.

I went |ooking for Akili to tell ver the good news, but ve'd been dis-| charged. | sent ver a
message, then returned to the hotel, washed ny| face, changed ny |aser-singed shirt. My buns were
nunb, absent; the| |ocal anesthetic had magi cked them away. | felt battered, but tri-| unphant-and
too wired to stand still, let alone sleep. It was alnost | eleven, but the shops were still open

I went out and bought nyselfj another shoul der canera, then wandered the city, filmng everything
in | sight. The last night of peace on Statel ess? The nmood on the streets was) nothing like the

at nosphere of siege amobng the physicists and journalists | inside the hotel, but there was an edge
of nervous anticipation, like Los | Angeles during a quake risk alert (1'd been through one, a
false alarm. | Wien people net my gaze they seened curious-even suspicious-but | they showed no

sign of hostility. It was as if they thought |I mght, con-1 ceivably, be a spy for the nercenari es-
but if | was, that was nerely an | exotic trait which they had no intention of holding agai nst ne.
| stopped in the mddle of a brightly lit square, and checked the news nets. Buzzo had given no
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press conference adnitting his error, but with Mdsala now showi ng synptons, perhaps he'd take the
risk of the extremi sts seriously, and reconsider. Coverage of the situation on Statel ess stank
uni form y-but SeeNet woul d soon scoop everyone by announcing the real reasons for the occupation.
And even with Mbsala alive, the truth mght cone out badly for the pro-boycott alliance.

The air was humid, but cold. | stared up at the satellites which bridged the planet, and tried to
make sense of the fact that | was standing on an artificial South Pacific island, on the eve of a
war .

Was nmy whole life encoded in this nonent-the nenories | possessed, the
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circunstances 1 found nyself in? Taking this nuch and no nore as given . . . could 1 have
reconstructed all the rest?

It didn't feel that way. My chil dhood in Sydney was uni nagi nabl e, as renote and hypothetical as
the Big Bang-and even the tine I'd spent in the hold on the fishing boat, and the encounter with
the robot at the airport, had receded like fragnents of a dream

I'"d never had cholera. | possessed no internal organs.

The stars glinted icily.

At one in the norning, the streets were still crowded, shops and restaurants still tradi ng. Nobody
seened as sonber as they should have been; maybe they still believed that they were facing nothing

nmore than the kind of harassment they'd survived before.

There was a group of young nmen standing around a fountain in the square, joking and | aughing. |
asked themif they thought the mlitia would attack the airport soon. | couldn't imagi ne why el se
they'd be in such high spirits; nmaybe they'd be taking part, and were psyching thensel ves up for
it.

They stared at ne in disbelief. "Attack the airport? And get sl aughtered?"

"I't mght be your only chance."

They exchanged amused gl ances. One of them put a hand on ny shoul der and said solicitously,
"Everything's going to be fine. Just keep an ear to the ground, and hang on tight."

I wondered what kind of drugs they were on-When | returned to the hospital, De G oot said
"Violet's anmake. She wants to talk to you."

I went in alone. The roomwas dimy lit; a nonitor near the head of the bed glowed with green and
orange data. Mosala's voice was weak, but she was | ucid.

"WIl you ride in the anbul ance with ne?"

"If that's what you want."

"l want you to record everything. Just nmake good use of it, if you have to."

"I will." I wasn't sure exactly what she neant-fram ng EnGeneUity for her death, if it canme to
that? | didn't press her for details; | was weary of the politics of martyrdom

283

"Karin said you went to the airport and petitioned the nercenaries on ny behalf." She searched ny

face. "Wy?"

"l was returning a favor."

She | aughed softly. "Wat did | ever do to deserve that?"

"It's a long story." And | was no |onger sure, nyself, whether |1'd been trying to repay Adelle
Vuni bobo, doing it all for technoliberation, acting out of respect and adnmiration for Msala, or
hoping to inpress Akili by "saving the Keystone"-even if the role was beginning to sound less |like
a revered creator than a kind of information-theoretic Typhoid Mary.

De Groot canme in with news of the flight; everything was on schedule, and it was tinme to | eave.

Two nedics joined us. | stood back, filmng with the shoul der canera as Mysala was noved to a
trolley, nonitor and drug punps still attached.
In the garage, on the way to the anbul ance, | saw half a dozen balloon-tired vehicl es being | oaded

wi th medi cal equi prent, bandages, and drugs. Maybe they were noving supplies to other sites around
the city, in case the hospital was captured. It was heartening to see that not everyone was taking
the invasion lightly. I

We rode through the city slowy, without the siren wailing. More peo-j pie were on the streets
than |'d ever seen by daylight. Msala asked De' Groot for a notepad, then put it on the nattress
besi de her, and turnedj onto her side so she could type. Watever she was doi ng seenmed to| denand
i ntense concentration, but she spoke to me, without |ookingj away fromthe screen

|

"You suggested that | appoint a successor, Andrew. Soneone to makej sure that the work was
finished. Well, |I'marranging that now " |

I couldn't see the point anynore, but | didn't argue. A high-resolu-| tion scan in Cape Town woul d
yield structures for all the viral proteins | alnobst inmrediately, and precision drugs to bl ock
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their actions could bej designed and synthesized in a matter of hours. Proving the noderates
wong and then begging themfor the cure was no | onger any kind of| shortcut.

I

Mosal a gl anced up at me, and spoke for the canmera. "The software is | working on ten canonica
experiments. A full analysis of all of them | conmbined, will yield what used to be thought of as
the ten paraneters of | total space-the details of the ten-dinensional geonetry which underlies

all the particles and forces. In nodern terms . . . those ten experinents reveal, between them
exactly how the synmetry of pre-space is
284

broken, for us. Exactly what it is that everything in this universe has in conmon."
"l understand."
She shook her head inpatiently. "Let me finish. Wat's running on the superconputer network, right

now, is just brute-force calculations. | wanted the software to | eave the honors to nme. Doubl e-
checking, pulling it all together . . . witing a paper which set out the results in a way which
woul d nmake sense to anyone. But those things are trivial. | already know exactly what has to be

done with the results, once they're available. And-" She executed a flurry of keystrokes,
scrutinized the effects, then put the notepad aside. "All of it has just been automated. My nother

gave nme a pre-rel ease Kaspar clonelet last week-and it'll probably wite up the results nore
smoothly than | ever could. So whether |'malive, dead, or somewhere in between ... by six a.m on
Friday, that paper will be witten-and posted on the nets with toll-free, universal access. Copies

will also be sent to every faculty menber and every student of the Physics Departnents of every
university on the planet." She flashed a snmile of pure defiant glee. "Wat are the

Ant hr ocosnol ogi sts going to do, now? Kill every physicist on the planet?" | glanced up at De

G oot, who was tight-lipped and ashen. Mosal a groaned. "Don't | ook so damm norbid, you two. |'m
just covering all contingencies."

She cl osed her eyes; her breathing was ragged, but she was still snmiling. | turned to the nonitor;

her tenperature was 40.9 degrees.
W'd left the city behind; the wi ndows of the anmbul ance showed nothing but our reflections. The
ride was snooth, the engine all but silent. After a while, | thought | could hear the reef-rock
itself, exhaling through a distant borehole-but then | realized that it was the whine of the
approaching jet.

Mosal a had | ost consci ousness, and no one tried to rouse her. W reached the rendezvous point, and
I clinbed out quickly to cover the |anding-nore because of the promise |'d nmade than out of any
real vestige of professionalism The plane descended vertically, just forty or fifty neters away
fromus, gray fuselage Iit by nothing but noonlight, the VIOL engines blasting a fine caustic dust
of linmestone out of the matrix of the rock. | wanted to savor this nonent of victory-but the sight
of the sleek mlitary craft landing in darkness in the middl e of nowhere nade ny heart sink.

i magined it would be the sane with the naval evacuation: the outside world was going to tip-toe
in, gather up
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its own people, and | eave. The anarchists could take what was conming to them
The two nmen who descended first wore officer's uniforns and side arnms, but they might have been
doctors. They took the nedics aside and spoke in a huddle, their voices |ost beneath the hum of
the jets; air was still being forced through the stationary engines to keep themcool. Then a
sl ender young man in runpled civilian clothes emerged, |ooking haggard and disoriented. It took me
a few seconds to recognize him it was Msal a' s husband, Makonpo.

De Groot met him they enbraced silently. | stayed back as she led himto the anbul ance. | turned
and | ooked away across the gray-and-silver reef-rock; threads of scattered trace m nerals caught
the nmoonlight, shining |ike the foamon an inpossibly tranquil ocean. Wen | turned back, the
soldiers were carrying Misala, bound to a stretcher, up into the plane. Makonpo and De G oot
followed. | suddenly felt very
tired. ;

De Groot cane down the steps and approached ne, shouting, "Are , you coming with us? They say
there's plenty of room™

| stared back at her. What was there to keep nme here? My contract with SeeNet was to nake a
profile of Msala, not to record the fall of Stateless. The invisible insect had forbidden nme to
join the flight-but would the nercenaries have any way of knowing, if | did? Stupid question
outdoors, mlitary satellites could just about fingerprint people and lip-read their
conversations, all in infrared. But would they shoot down ;
t he pl ane-underm ning the whole PR exercise, and inviting retribution-just to punish one obscure
journalist? No.
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| said, "I wish | could. But there's soneone here | can't |eave behind."

De Groot nodded, needing no further explanation, and shook my| hand, smiling. "Good luck to both
of you, then. | hope we'll see you in , Cape Town, soon."

"So do I."

The two nedics were silent as we rode back to the hospital. | felt certain that they wanted to
tal k about the war-but not in front of a foreigner. | scanned through the footage |I'd taken with

the shoul der canera, not yet trusting the unfamiliar technol ogy, then dispatched it to nmy console
at home.

The city was nore crowded than ever, though there were fewer people on their feet now Mst were
canping out on the streets, with sl eeping
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bags, folding chairs, portable stoves, and even some small tents. | didn't know whether to fee
encouraged by this, or depressed at the pathetic optimsmit inplied. Maybe the anarchists were
prepared to make the best of it, if the city's infrastructure was seized. And |I'd still seen no

evi dence of panic, riots, or looting-so maybe Minroe was right, and their education in the origins
and dynam cs of these revered human cultural activities was enough to enpower themwth the
ability to think through the consequences, and decline to take part.

But in the face of a billion dollars' worth of military hardware, they were going to need a | ot
nore than stoves, tents, and soci obiology to avoid being sl aughtered.
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I was woken by the shelling. The runbling sounded distant but the bed was shaking. | dressed in

seconds then stood in the mddle of the room paralyzed by indecision. There were no basenents
here, no bonmb shelters, so where was the safest place to be? Down on the ground floor? O out on
the street? | bal ked at the prospect of exposure, but would four or five storeys over ny head
offer any real protection, or just a heavier pile of rubble?

It was just after six, barely light. I noved to the wi ndow cautiously, fighting down an absurd
fear of snipers-as if anyone fromeither side would bother. Five colums of white snoke hung in
the mddl e distance, tunneling out from hi dden apexes |ike |anguid tornadoes. | asked Sisyphus to

scan the local nets for close-up vision; dozens of people had posted footage. Reef-rock was
resilient and non-flammabl e, but the shells nmust have been spiked with sone chem cal agent
tailored to inflict damage beyond the reach of nere heat and percussion, because the results

| ooked |l ess like shattered buildings than mine tailings dunmped on enpty lots. | couldn't inagine
anyone surviving inside-but the adjacent streets hadn't fared nuch better, buried neters deep in
chal k dust.

The peopl e canped outside the hotel showed no sign that they' d been taken by surprise; half of
them were al ready packed and noving, the rest were taking down their tents, rolling up blankets
and sl eepi ng bags, disassenbling stoves. | could hear young children crying, and the nood of the
cromd was visibly tense-but no one was being tranpled underfoot. Yet. Looking further along the
street, | could make out a slow, steady flow of people north, away fromthe heart of the city.
I'd been half expecting sonething deadly and sil ent-EnCGeneUity were bioengineers, after all-but I
shoul d have known better. A rain of explosions, buildings reduced to dust, and a stream of

ref ugees made far
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better pictures for Anarchy Cones to Stateless. The nercenaries weren't here to take control of
the island with clinical efficiency; they were here to prove that all renegade societies were
dooned to collapse into tel egenic mayhem

A shell went off sonewhere east of the hotel, the closest yet. Wite powder rained down fromthe
ceiling; one coner of the polynmer wi ndow popped |oose fromits franme, and curled up |ike a dead
leaf. | squatted on the floor, covering ny head, cursing nmyself for not |leaving with De G oot and
Mosal a-and cursing Akili for ignoring ny nessages. Wiy couldn't 1 accept the fact that | neant
nothing to ver? I'd been of sonme use in the struggle to protect Mdsala fromthe heretic ACs and
I'd brought ver the news which supposedly revealed the truth behind Distress ... but now that the
great infornmation plague was conming, | was irrelevant.

The door swung open. An elderly Fijian worman stepped into the room the hotel staff wore no

uni forms, but | thought I'd seen her before, working in the building. She announced curtly, "W're
evacuating the city. Take what you can carry." The fl oor had stopped noving, but | rose to ny feet
unsteadily, unsure if 1'd heard her correctly.

I'd al ready packed ny clothes. | grabbed ny suitcase, and followed her out into the corridor. My
roomwas just past the stairs, and she was heading for the next door along. | gestured at the
other half of the corridor, some twenty rooms. "Have you checked-?"
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"No." For a nonment, she seened reluctant to entrust me with the task, but then she relented. She
hel d up her pass key and let nmy notepad clone its IR signature.

I left my suitcase by the stairs. The first four roons were enpty. Mre shells were exploding all
the tine now, nost of themnercifully distant. | kept one eye on the screen as | waved ny notepad
at the | ocks; sonmeone was collating all the damage reports and posting an annotated map of the
city. So far, twenty-one buildings had been denolished-nmainly apartnent bl ocks. There was no
question that if strategic targets had been chosen, they woul d have been hit; maybe the nopst
val uabl e infrastructure was bei ng spared-saved for the use of a puppet governnent to be installed
by a second wave of invaders, who' d "rescue" the island from"anarchy"? O naybe the ai mwas
sinmply to level as many residential buildings as possible, in order to drive the greatest nunber
of people out into the desert.

| found Lowell Parker-the Atlantica journalist |1'd seen at Mysala's
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medi a conference-crouched on the floor, shaking . . . nuch as the wonan fromthe hotel had found
me. He recovered quickly, and seened to accept the news of the evacuation gratefully-as if al
he'd been waiting for was word of a definite plan, even if it cane from soneone el se who didn't
have a cl ue.

In the next ten or twelve roons, | canme across four nore people- journalists or academcs,
probably, but no one | recogni zed-nost of them already packed, just waiting to be told what to do.
No one stopped to question the wi sdom of the message | was passing on-and | badly wanted to get
away fromthe bombing, nyself-but the prospect of a ml-lion people pouring out of the city was
beginning to fill me with dread. The greatest disasters of the last fifty years had all been anpong
refugees fleeing war zones. Maybe it would be smarter to take ny chances playing Russian roulette
with the shells.

I knew the last roomwas a suite, the mrror imge of Msala and De Goot's; the architectura
symretry of the building demanded it. The cloned pass key signature unl ocked the door-but there
was a chain keeping it from opening nore than a crack

| called out, loudly. No one answered. | tried using ny shoul der-and bruised nyself badly, to no
effect. Swearing, | kicked the door near thej chain-which was twi ce as painful, alnpst splitting
my stitches, but it worked.

Henry Buzzo was sprawl ed on the floor beneath the wi ndow, flat on| his back. | approached,

di smayed, doubting that there'd be nmuch chance of getting help anid all the chaos. He was wearing
a red velvet bathrobe, and his hair was wet, as if he'd just stepped out of the shower. AJ

bi oweapon fromthe extrem sts, finally taking hold? O just a heart attack fromthe shock of the
expl osions ?

Nei t her. The bat hrobe was soaked with blood. A hole had been blasted in his chest. Not by a

sni per; the wi ndow was intact. | squatted down and pressed two fingers against his carotid artery.
He was dead, but still warm

I closed my eyes and clenched ny teeth, trying not to screamwith frustration. After all it had
taken to get Mosala off the island, Buzzo could have saved hinself so easily. A few words
admtting the flawin his work, and he'd still be alive.

It wasn't pride that had killed him though-screw that. He'd had a right to his stubbornness, a
right to defend his theory, flawed or not. He
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was dead for precisely one reason: sone psychotic AC had sacrificed himto the mirage of
transcendence.

I found two unmal e security guards in the second bedroomone fully dressed; one had probably been
sl eeping. Both | ooked like they'd been shot in the face. | was in shock now nore dazed than

si ckened-but | finally had enough presence of nind to start filmng. Maybe there'd be a trial
eventually, and if the hotel was about to be reduced to rubble, there'd be no other evidence.
surveyed the bodies in close-up, then wal ked fromroomto room sweeping the camera around

i ndi scrimnately, hoping to capture enough detail for a conplete reconstruction

The bat hroom door was |locked. | felt an idiotic surge of hope; maybe a fourth person had w tnessed
the crinme, but had managed to hide here in safety. | rattled the handle, and | was on the verge of
yelling out words of reassurance, when the nmeaning of the chained front door finally penetrated ny
st upor.

| stood frozen for several seconds, at first not quite believing it-and then afraid to nove.
Because | coul d hear soneone breathing. Soft and shall ow but not soft enough. Struggling for
control. Centineters away.

I couldn't let go of the handle; ny fingers were clenched tight. | placed ny left hand fl at

agai nst the cool surface of the door, at the height where the killer's face would be-as if hoping
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to sense the contours, to gauge the distance fromskin to skin by the resonant pitch of every
scream ng nerve end.

Wio was if! Who was the extrem sts' assassin? Wio had had the opportunity to infect ne with the
engi neered chol era? Sone stranger |'d passed in the Phnom Penh transit |ounge, or the crowded
bazaar of Dili airport? The Pol ynesi an busi nessman who' d sat beside ne, on the last |leg of the
flight? Indrani Lee!

I was shaking with horror, certain that a bullet would pierce my skull in a matter of seconds-but
part of nme still wanted, badly, to break open the door and see.

I could have broadcast the nmonment |ive on the net-and gone out in a blaze of revelation

Anot her shell expl oded nearby, the shock wave resonating through the building so powerfully that
the frame al nost flexed itself free of the |ock

| turned and fl ed.
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* * *

The procession out of the city was an ordeal -but perhaps never nore than it had to be. From ny
snai |l 's-eye view of the crowd, everyone |ooked as terrified, as claustrophobic, as desperate for
monentum as | was-but they remai ned stubbornly, defiantly patient, inching forward |ike novice

ti ghtrope wal kers, cal culating every novenent, sweating fromthe tension between fear and
restraint. Children wailed in the distance, but the adults around nme spoke in guarded whispers

bet ween t he ground-shaki ng detonations. | kept waiting for an apartment block to collapse in front
of us, burying a hundred people and crushing a hundred nore in the panic of retreat-but it failed
to happen, again and again, and after twenty excruciating mnutes we'd |l eft the shelling behind.
The procession kept noving. For a long time, we renmained jammed in a herd, shoul der-to-shoul der
with no choice but to keep step-but once we were out of the built-up suburbs and into the

i ndustrial areas, where the factories and warehouses were set in w de expanses of bare rock, there
was suddenly space to nove freely. As the opaque scrumaround nme nmelted into near transparency,
could see half a dozen quad-cycles ahead in the distance, and even an electric truck keepi ng pace.

By then we'd been wal king for alnbst two hours, but the sun was still low, and as the crowd spread
out a wel cone cool breeze noved in between us. My spirits were lifting, slightly. Despite the
scal e of the exodus, 1'd witnessed no real violence; the worst |1'd seen so far was an enraged

coupl e scream ng accusations of infidelity at each other as they trudged al ong, side by side, each
hol di ng up one end of a bundle of possessions wapped in orange tent fabric.

It was clear that the whol e evacuation had been rehearsed-or at |east w dely discussed, in great
detail-long before the invasion. Cvil defense plan D. head for the coast. And a pl anned
evacuation, with tents, with blankets, with sol ar-rechargeabl e stoves, didn't have to be the

di saster, here, that it mght have been al nbost anywhere el se. W were noving closer to the reefs
and the ocean farms-the source of all the island's food. The freshwater arteries in the rock could
be tapped with relative ease, as could the sewage treatnent conduits. |If exposure, starvation
dehydrati on and di sease were the greatest killers of nodern warfare, the people of Statel ess

seened to be uniquely equipped to resist themall. The only thing that worried ne was the
certainty that the nercenar-
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i es understood all of this, perfectly. If their aimwith the shelling had been to drive us out of
the city, they nust have known how relatively little msery it would cause. Maybe they believed

that sel ective footage of the exodus would still be enough to confirmthe political failure of
Statel ess in nost people's eyes-and with or wi thout scenes of dysentery and starvation, there was
no doubt that the position of the anti-boycott nations had al ready been weakened. | had a queasy
suspi ci on, though, that nmerely evicting a mllion people into tent villages wouldn't be enough for
EnCenelity.

I"d transmtted the footage fromBuzzo's suite, along with a brief deposition putting it in
context, to the FBI and to the security firms head office in Suva. It had seened the proper way
to let the famlies of the three men hear of their deaths, and to set in notion as nuch of an

i nvestigation as was possible under the circunstances. | hadn't sent a copy to SeeNet-less out of
respect for the bereaved relatives, than out of a reluctance to choose between admtting to Lydia
that 1'd concealed the facts about Mdsala and the ACs . . . and conpounding the crine, by
pretending that | had no idea why Buzzo had been assassinated. Whatever | did, | was probably
screwed in the long run, but | wanted to delay the inevitable for a few nore days, if possible.
Sone three hours' slow march fromthe city, | caught sight of a multi-colored blur in the

di stance, which soon resolved itself into a vast patchwork of vivid green and orange squares,
scattered across the rock a few kiloneters ahead. W'd just left the central plateau behind, and
t he ground now sl oped gently down all the way to the coast; whether it was that nodest gradient,
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or the end of the march coming into view, the going seenmed suddenly easier. Thirty minutes |ater

t he peopl e around nme stopped and began to pitch their own tents.

| sat on ny suitcase and rested for a while, then dutifully comenced recordi ng. Wether the
evacuation had been rehearsed or not, the island itself collaborated with the refugees so fully as
they set up canp that the process | ooked nore like the snooth slotting into place of missing
conmponents in an el aborate machi ne-the | ogical conpletion of a function the bare rock had al ways

i mplied-than any kind of desperate attenpt to inprovise in an energency. One tear-sized droplet of
signaling peptide was enough to start the cascade which instructed the lithophiles to open a shaft

to a buried freshwater artery-and by the time I'd seen the third punp installed, |1'd learned to
recogni ze the characteristic swirl of green-
293

and- bl ue trace mnerals which marked the sites where wells could be fornmed. Sewerage took a
little longer-the shafts were w der and deeper, and the access points rarer
This was the flipside of Ned Landers' mad, tire-eating survivalist nightmare: autonony-through-

bi ot ech, but without the extrem smand paranoia. | only hoped that the founders and desi gners of
Statel ess- the Californian anarchists who'd worked for EnGenelity all those decades ago-were stil
alive to see how well their invention was serving its purpose.

By noon, with royal blue marquees providing shade for the water punps, bright red tents erected
over the latrines, and even a rudinentary first-aid center, | believed | understood what the nedic
had meant when she'd warned nme not to think that |I knew better than the locals. | checked the
damage map of the city; it was no |onger being updated, but at the |last recorded count, over two
hundr ed bui | di ngs-i ncludi ng the hotel -had been | evel ed.

Maybe technoli beration could never transformthe unforgiving rock of the continents into anything
as hospitable as Stateless-but in a world accustoned to i mages of squalid refugee canps, choking
on dust or drowning in nud . . . maybe the contrasting vision of the renegades' village could
still symbolize the benefits of an end to the gene patent |aws, nore persuasively than the island
at peace ever had.

I recorded everything, and dispatched the footage to SeeNet's news roomw th narration which |
hoped would limt the perverse downside:
the l ess dramatic the anarchists' plight, the | ess chance there was of any grass roots politica
backl ash against the invasion. | didn't want to see Statel ess discredited, with conmentators
tutting wisely that it had al ways been destined to slide into the abyss-but when it took a
thousand corpses a day to raise a flicker of interest fromthe average viewer, if | painted too
sangui ne a picture the exodus would be a non-story.
The first truck fromthe coast which | sighted ran out of food long before it came near us. By
three p.m, though, with the sixth delivery, two narket tents had been set up near one of the
wat er punmps and an ad hoc "restaurant" was under construction. Forty minutes later, | sat on a
folding chair in the shade of a photovoltaic awning, with a bowl of steaming sea urchin stew on ny
| ap. There were a dozen other people eating out, forced to flee without their own cooking
equi pnent; they eyed ny canera suspiciously, but adnmitted that, of course, there' d been
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plans for leaving the city-first drafted | ong ago, but discussed and refined every year

| felt nore optimstic than ever-and nore out of synch with the nobod of the locals. They seenmed to
be taking the success of the exodus (a small miracle, in ny eyes) for granted-but now that they'd
come through it unscathed, as they'd al ways expected, and were waiting for the nercenaries to make
the next nove, everything had becone | ess certain.

"What do you think will happen in the next twenty-four hours?" | asked one wonan with a snmall boy
on her lap. She wapped her arns around the child protectively, and said nothing.
Qut si de, soneone roared with pain. The restaurant enptied in seconds. | nanaged to penetrate the

crowd which had formed in the narrow square between the markets and the restaurant-and then found
mysel f forced back as they drew away in panic.

A young Fijian man had been | ofted nmeters above the ground by invisible nachinery; he was w de-
eyed with terror, crying out for help. He was struggling pitifully-but his arns hung at his sides,
bl oody and ruined, white bone protruding through the flesh of one el bow. The thing which had taken
himwas too strong to be fought.

Peopl e were wailing and shouting-and trying to force their way out of the crowd. | resisted too
I ong, transfixed with horror, and | was shoved to ny knees. | covered nmy head and crouched down,
but I was still an obstacle to the stanpede. Soneone heavy tripped on nme, jabbing nme with knees
and el bows, then leaning on nme to regain his balance, alnmost crushing ny spine. | cowered on the

ground as the buffeting continued, wishing | could rise to ny feet, but certain that any attenpt
woul d only see ne knocked flat on nmy back and tranpled in the face. The man's desperate pleading

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (136 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:39 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

was |ike a second rain of blows; | tucked nmy head deeper into ny arnms, trying to blot out the
sound. Sonewhere nearby, a tent wall collapsed gently to the ground.

Long seconds passed, and no one else collided with nme. | raised ny head; the square was deserted
The man was still alive, but his eyes were rolling up into his skull intermttently, his jaw
wor ki ng feebly. Both his | egs had been shattered now. Blood trickled down onto his invisible
torturer-each droplet halting in md fall and spreading out for a noment, hinting at a tangible
surface before vanishing into the hidden carapace. | searched the ground for nmy canera, enmtting
soft angry choking noises. My throat was knotted, nmy chest constricted; every breath, every nove-
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ment felt like a punishnent. | found the canera and attached it, then rose shakily to ny feet and
began recordi ng.
The man stared at ne in disbelief. He | ooked ne in the eye and said, "Help ne."

| stretched a hand in his direction, inpotently. The insect ignored nme-and | knew | was in no
danger, it wanted this to be seen-but | was giddy with rage and frustration, sweating cold
stinking rivulets down ny face and chest.
A delicate sheen of interference fringes raced over the robot's formas it raised the nan higher.
The canera foll owed ny gaze upward, until | knew it was fram ng only the broken body and the
uncaring sky.

| heard nyself bellow ng, "Were's the fucking mlitia now? Wiere are your weapons? Where are your
bonbs? Do sonet hing!"

The man's head lolled; | hoped he'd | ost consciousness. Invisible pincers snapped his spine, then
flung himaside. | heard the corpse thud agai nst the marquee above the water punps, then slide to
t he ground.

The whol e canp of ten thousand seened to be wailing in ny skull, and | was scream ng i ncoherently,

but | kept my eyes | ocked on the place where the robot had to be.

There was a loud scrabbling sound fromthe space in front of ne. A sickening hush descended in the
al l eys around the square. The insect played with the light, sketching its own outline for us, in
reef-rock gray agai nst the heavens, in sky blue against the rock. The body hanging fromits six
upturned-V | egs was | ong and segnented; a blunt restless head at each end sw vel ed curi ously,
sniffing the air. Four lithe tentacles slithered in and out of sheaths in the carapace, tipped
with sharp cl aws.

| stood swaying in the silence, waiting for something to happen-for someone with a jacket full of
pl astic explosives to burst out of an alley and run straight at the nachine in the hope of a

kam kaze enbrace . . . though ve would not have conme within ten neters before being bl asted back
into the crowd to incinerate a dozen friends, instead.

The thing arched its body and raised a pair of |inbs, spreading themw de in a gesture of triunph.
Then it lurched toward a gap between the tents, sending people tripping into the walls and
frantically clawing at the fabric, trying to tear a way out of its path.

It raced down the alley and di sappeared, headi ng south, back toward the city.
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* * *

Huddl ed on the ground behind the latrines, not ready to face the denoralized people of the camp, |

di spatched the footage of the nurder to SeeNet. | tried to conpose some narration to go with it,
but I was still in shock, | couldn't concentrate. | thought: WAr correspondents see nuch worse,
day after day. How long will it be, before I"'minured to this?

I scanned the international coverage. Everyone was still tal king about "rival anarchists"-

i ncludi ng SeeNet, who'd broadcast nothing |I'd sent them

| spent five minutes trying to calmnyself, then called Lydia. It took me half an hour to get
through to her in person. Al | could hear around ne was people sobbing with grief. What would it
be like, after the tenth attack7 The hundredth7 | closed ny eyes and fantasized about Cape Town,
Sydney, Manchester. Anywhere.

When Lydia answered, | said, "I"'mhere, I'mcovering this-so what's happening to ny footage?" She
was not in charge of news, but she was the only person likely to give me a strai ght answer.

But Lydia was stony-faced, cold with anger. "Your 'obituary' of Violet Msala had a whol e scene
cooked up out of thin air. And it said nothing about the cult which killed Yasuko Ni shi de-and now
Henry Buzzo. |'ve seen your deposition to the security firm about the chol era, about the fishing
boat. So what are you playing at?"

I clutched at excuses, trying to find the right ones, know ng that Msala would have died if |

hadn't used you was not good enough. | said, "Everything | faked, she really said. Of the record.
Ask her."
Lydi a was unnoved. "It's still unacceptable, it still violates all the guidelines. And we can't

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (137 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:39 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Di stress.txt

ask her anything. She's conatose."

I didn't want to hear that; if Mdsala was brai n-damaged, it had all been for nothing. | said, "I
couldn't tell you the rest . . . because | couldn't tip off the Anthrocosnol ogi sts by broadcasting
everything." | was ranting; the ACs had al ready known exactly how nuch | would have told the

authorities.

Lydi a's expression softened-as if | was clearly so far gone, now, that | deserved to be pitied,
not rebuked. "Look, | hope you find a way to get hone safely. But the documentary's cancel ed-
you' ve broken the terms of the contract and News isn't interested in your coverage of the
political problens on the island.”
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"Political problems? I"'min the nmddle of a war being funded by the biggest biotech conpany on
the planet. I'"'mthe only journalist on the island who seens to have a clue what's going on. And
I'"m SeeNet's only journalist, period. So how can they not be interested?" "W're negotiating
coverage from sonmeone el se." "Yeah? Who? Janet Wal sh?" "It's none of your business."

"l don't believe you! EnCGeneUity are slaughtering people, and-" Lydia held up a hand to sil ence
me. "l don't want to hear any nore of your . . . propaganda. Ckay? |'msorry you've been through
so much unpl easantness. |I'msorry the anarchists are killing each other." She spoke with genuine
sadness, | think. "But if you've taken sides, and you want to churn out. . . polem cs against the
boycott and the patent laws, full of forged material. . . then that's your problem | can't help
you. "Be careful, Andrew. Goodbye."
As dusk fell, | wandered through the canp, filmng, transmtting the signal in real-tine to ny
consol e at hone-guaranteeing a record of everything, for what it was worth.
The nodel refugee village was still intact, the punps still working, the sanitation inpeccable.

Li ghts shone everywhere, hal oed with orange and green through the fabric, and the aroma of cooking
wafted out of every second doorway. The tents' stored photovoltaic electricity would last for
hours, yet. No great damage had been done-no source of physical confort had been |ost.

But the people | passed were tense, fearful, silent. The robot could return at any tine, night or
day, and kill one nore person-or a thousand.

By sending the robots out of the city to strike at random the nercenaries could rapidly underm ne
noral e and drive people even further away, closer to the coast. G eenhouse refugees forced to
cling to the shoreline, waiting for the next big stormthe fate they'd come to Stateless to avoid-
m ght be ready to abandon the island altogether.

I couldn't imagi ne what had happened to the so-called militia- maybe they'd all been slaughtered

already, in sonme brave idiotic stand back in the city. | scanned the |ocal nets; there were bl eak
reports of dozens of attacks like the one I'd witnessed, but little else. | didn't expect
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the anarchists to broadcast all their nmilitary secrets on the nets, but |I found the absence of

bl usteri ng propaganda, of noral e-boosting clains of inmminent victory, strangely chilling. Mybe
the silence neant sonething, but if it did, | couldn't decipher it.

It was growing cold. | was reluctant to ask for shelter in a stranger's tent-1 wasn't afraid of
being turned away, but | still felt too nuch like an outsider, despite all ny feeble gestures of

solidarity. These people were under siege, and they had no reason to trust ne.

So | sat in the restaurant, drinking hot thin soup. The other custoners tal ked anong t hensel ves,
keeping their voices low, glancing at ne nore with neasured caution than open hostility, but

excl udi ng nme nonet hel ess.

I'd destroyed ny career-for Msala, for technoliberation-but |I'd achieved nothing. Msala was in a
coma. Stateless was on the verge of a | ong and bl oody decli ne.

I felt nunmb, and paranoi d, and usel ess.

Then a nmessage arrived fromAkili. Ve'd escaped the city unharmed, and was in another canp, |ess
than a kil oneter away.
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«S it down. Anywhere that |ooks confortable."

The tent contained nothing but a backpack and an unrolled sl eeping bag; the transparent floor

| ooked dry, despite the hint of dew outside, but alnost thin enough for the grit beneath it to be
felt through the plastic. A black patch on the wall radiated gentle heat, powered by the solar
energy stored in the charge-displacenment polyners which were woven into every strand of the tent's
fabric.

| sat on one end of the sleeping bag. Akili sat cross-legged beside nme. | | ooked around
appreci atively; however hunble, it was a vast inprovenent on bare rock. "Were did you find this?
I don't know if they shoot |looters on Stateless. . . but I'd say it was worth the risk."
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Akili snorted. "I didn't have to steal it. Wiere do you think |I've been living for the past two
weeks7 We can't all afford the Ritz."
We exchanged updates. Akili had heard nost of ny news already, from other sources: Buzzo's death;

Mosal a' s evacuation, and uncertain condition. But not her joke on the ACs: the automatic

di ssem nation of her TCE around the world.

Akili frowned intensely, silent for a long tine. Something had changed in vis face since |I'd seen
ver in the hospital; the deep shock of recognition at the news of the supposed m xi ng pl ague had
given way to a kind of expectant gaze-as if ve was prepared, now, to be taken by Distress at any

monment and was al nost eager to enbrace the experience, despite the anguish and horror all its
victinms had di splayed. Even the few who'd been briefly calmand lucid in their own strange way had
swiftly relapsed; if 1'd believed that the syndronme was everyone's fate, | would not have w shed
to go on living.

Akili confessed, "W still can't fit our nodels to the data. No one |'ve been in contact with can
work out what's going on." Ve seened resigned
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to the fact that the plague would el ude precise analysis, in the short termbut still confident

that vis basic explanation was correct. "The new cases are appearing too rapidly, nmuch faster than
exponential growth."

"Then maybe you're wong about the mxing. You nmade a prediction of exponential growh and now
it's failed. So nmaybe you've been reading too nuch Anthrocosnol ogy into four sick people's
ranting."

Ve shook vis head, calmy dismssing the possibility. "Seventeen people, now Your SeeNet

coll eague isn't the only one who's seen it; other journalists have begun to report the sane
phenonenon. And there's a way to explain the discrepancy in the case nunbers."

" How?"

"Multiple Keystones."

| laughed wearily. "What's the collective noun for that? Not an arch of Keystones, surely. A

pant heon? One person, with one theory, explaining the universe into existence-isn't that the whole
preni se of Anthrocosnol ogy?"

"One theory, yes. And one person al ways seened the nost |ikely scenario. W always knew that the
TOE woul d be broadcast to the world- but we always assuned that every |l ast detail would be worked
out in full by its discoverer, first. But if the discoverer is lying in a cona when the conplete

TOE is dispatched to tens of thousands of people, simultaneously . . . that's |like nothing we ever
contenpl ated. And nothing we can hope to nodel: the mathenmatics beconmes intractable." Ve spread
vis hands in a gesture of acceptance. "No natter. W'll all learn the truth, soon enough."

My skin crawled. In Akili's presence, | didn't know what | believed. | said, "Learn it how7

Mosal a's TCE doesn't predict telepathy with the Keystone-or Keystones-any nore than it predicts
t he universe unraveling. If she's right, you nust be wong."
"It depends what she's right about."
"Everything? As in Theory of ?"
"Everything could unravel tonight-and nost TOEs woul d have nothing to say about it, one way or
anot her. The rules of chess can't tell you whether or not the board is strong enough to hold up
every legal configuration of the pieces."
"But every TOE has plenty to say about the human brain, doesn't it? It's a |lunmp of ordinary
matter, subject to all the ordinary | aws of physics.
301

It doesn't start 'mixing with information' just because soneone conpletes a Theory of Everything
on the other side of the planet."
Akili said, "Two days ago, | would have agreed with you. But TOEs which fail to deal with their
own basis in information are as inconplete General Relativity-which required the Big Bang to take
pl ace,
as
but then broke down conpletely at that point. It took the unification of all four forces to snooth
away the singularity. And it looks like it's going to take one nore unification to understand the
expl anatory Bi g Bang."
"But two days ago-?"
"I was wrong. The nmai nstream al ways assuned that an inconplete TOE was just the way things had to
be. The Keystone woul d expl ai n everythi ng-except how a TCE could actually conme into force. Anthro-
cosnol ogy woul d answer that question-but that side of the equation would never be visible." Akili
hel d out both hands, pal ns pressed together horizontally. "Physics and netaphysics: we believed
they'd renmain separate forever. They always had, in the past, so it seened |ike a reasonable
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premi se. Like the single Keystone." Ve interlocked vis fingers and tipped vis hands to a forty-
five-degree angle. "It just happens to be wong. Maybe because a TCE which unifies physics and

i nformati on- which m xes the |levels, and describes its own authority-is the very opposite of
unraveling. It's nore stable than any other possibility; it affirns itself, it tightens the knot.'
| suddenly recalled the night I'd visited Amanda Conroy, when |'d concl uded, tongue-in-cheek, that
the separation of powers between Ms-ala and the Anthrocosnol ogi sts was a good thing. And |ater
Henry Buzzo had jokingly postul ated a theory which supported itself, defended itself, ruled out
all competitors, refused to be swal |l owed.

| said, "But whose theory is going to unify physics and information? Msala' s TCE nakes no attenpt
to 'describe its own authority.' "

Akili saw no obstacle. "She never intended it to. But either she failed to understand all the

i mplications of her own work-or soneone out on the net is going to get hold of her purely physica
TOE, and extend it to enbrace information theory. In a matter of days. O hours."

| stared at the ground, suddenly angry, all the mundane horrors of the day closing in on nme. "How
can you sit here wapped up in this bullshit? Watever happened to technoliberation7. Solidarity
with the renegades? Smashing the boycott?" My own neager skills and connections had already cone
to nothing in the face of the invasion but sonehow |'d
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i mgi ned Akili proving to be a thousand tines nore resourceful: taking a vital role at the hub of

the resistance, orchestrating some brilliant counter-attack

Ve said quietly, "What do you expect nme to do? I'"'mnot a soldier; | don't know how to win the war

for Stateless. And there'll soon be nore people with Distress than there are on this whol e i sl and-

and if ACs don't try to analyze the m xing plague, no one else is going to do it."

| laughed bitterly. "And now you're ready to believe that understandi ng everything drives us

i nsane? The lIgnorance Cults were right? The TCE sends us scream ng and kicking into the abyss?
Just when |I'd made up ny nmind that there was no such thing."

Akili shifted unconfortably. "I don't know why people are taking it so hard.” For the first tine
there was a hint of fear in vis voice, breaking through the determ ned acceptance. "But

m Xxi ng before the Al eph nonent nust be inperfect, distorted-because if it wasn't flawed in sone
way, the first victimof Distress would have expl ai ned everything, and becone the Keystone.

don't know what the flaw is-what's missing, what makes the partial understanding so traumatic-but
once the TOE is conpleted . . ." Ve trailed off. If the Al eph noment didn't put an end to
Distress, the nisery of a war on Statel ess would be nothing. If the TOE could not be faced, al
that |ay ahead was universal madness.

We both fell silent. The canp was quiet, except for a few young children crying in the distance,
and the faint clatter of cooking utensils in sonme of the nearby tents.

Akili said, "Andrew?"

"Yes?"
"Look at ne.
I turned and faced ver squarely, for the first tinme since I'd arrived. Vis dark eyes appeared nore
| um nous than ever: intelligent, searching, conpassionate. The unsel fconscious beauty of vis face
evoked a deep, astonished resonance inside nme, a thrill of recognition which reverberated fromthe
darkness in ny skull to the base of ny spine. My whole body ached at the sight of ver, every
muscl e fiber, every tendon. But it was welcome pain, as if |'d been beaten and left to di e-and now
found nysel f, inpossibly, waking.

That was what Akili was: ny |ast hope, ny resurrection

Ve said, "Wat is it you want?"

"l don't know what you nean."
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"Cone on. I'mnot blind." Ve searched ny face, frowning slightly, puzzled but unaccusing. "Have I
done sonething? To | ead you on? To give you the wong idea?"

"No." | wanted the ground to swallow ne. And | wanted to touch ver nore than | wanted to live
"Neural asex can make people |ose track of the nessages they're sending. | thought |I'd nade
everything clear, but if |I've confused you-"

| cut ver off. "You did. Make everything." | heard ny voice disintegrating; | waited a few
seconds, forcing nmyself to breathe calmy, willing ny throat to unknot, then said evenly, "It's
not your fault. I"'msorry |I've offended you. I'Il go." | began to stand.

"No." Akili placed a hand ny shoul der, gently restraining me. "You're ny friend, and you're in

pain, and we're going to work this out."
Ve rose to vis feet-but then squatted down and began to unlace vis shoes.
"What are you doi ng?"
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"Sonetines you think you know sonet hing, you think you' ve taken it in. But it's not real, unti
you've seen it with your own eyes." Ve pulled vis |oose T-shirt over vis head; vis torso was
slender, lightly nuscled, vis chest perfectly snpboth-no breasts, no nipples, nothing. | |ooked
away, and then clinbed to ny feet, determined to walk out-at that nonent, prepared to abandon ver
for no better reason than to preserve a desire which I'd al ways known | ed nowhere-but then |I stood
there paral yzed, |ight-headed, verti gi nous.

| said nunmbly, "You don't have to do this."

Akili wal ked up to me, stood beside ne. | kept ny eyes fixed straight ahead. Ve took ny right hand
and placed it against vis stonmach, which was flat and soft and hairless, then forced nmy sweating
fingers down between vis |egs. There was nothing but snmpoth skin, cool and dry all the way-and
then a tiny urethral opening.

| pulled free, burning with humliation-swallow ng a venonous barb about African traditions just
intine. | retreated as far as the tent allowed, still refusing to face ver, and a wave of gri ef
and anger swept over ne.

"Why7 How could you hate your body so nuch?"

"I never hated it. But | never worshipped it, either." Ve spoke softly, striving for patience-but
weary of the need to justify verself. "I didn't pick you for an Edenite. The Ignorance Cults al
worship the smallest cages they can find: the accidents of birth, of biology, of history and cul -
304

ture

and then rail against anyone who dares to show themthe bars of a cage ten billion tines
larger. But my body is not a tenple-or a dung-heap. Those are the choices of idiot nythol ogy, not
the choi ces of tech-noliberation. The deepest truth about the body is that all that restrains it,
in the end, is physics. W can reshape it into anything the TCE all ows."
This cool logic only made nme recoil even nore. | agreed with every word of it-but I clung to ny
instinctive horror like a lifeline. "The deepest truth would still have been true if you hadn't
sacrificed-"
"1"'ve sacrificed nothing. Except sone ancient hardw red behavioral patterns buried in ny |inbic
system triggered by certain visual cues and pheronones . . . and the need to have snall
expl osi ons of endogenous opiates go off in ny brain."
| turned and let nyself look at ver. Ve stared back at nme defiantly. The surgery had been well
execut ed; ve did not |ook unbal anced, deforned. | had no right to grieve for a | oss which existed
only in my head. Nobody had mutilated ver by force; ve had nade vis own decision with vis eyes
wi de open. | had no right to wi sh ver heal ed.
I was still shaken and angry, though. | still wanted to punish ver for what ve'd taken from ne.
| asked sardonically, "And where does that get you? Does hacking out your base animal instincts
grant you sone . . . great, rarefied insight? Don't tell ne: you can tune in to the |ost w sdom of
the celibate nmedi eva
saints
7
Akili grinmaced, anused. "Hardly. But sex grants no insight, either- any nore than shooting up
heroi n does-however nuch the cultists rant about Tantric nysteries and the conmuni on of souls.
G ve an MR a nmagi ¢ nushroomor two, and they'll tell you, sincerely, that they've just fucked God.
Because sex, drugs, and religion all hinge on the sane kind of sinple neurochenical events:
addi ctive, euphoric, exhilarating-and all, equally, neaningless."
It was a famliar truth-but at that nonent it cut deep. Because | still wanted ver. And the drug
was hooked on did not exist.
Akili half raised vis hands, as if to offer a truce: ve'd had no wish to hurt ne, only to defend
vis own philosophy. "If nopbst people choose to remain addicted to orgasm then that's their right.
Not even the nost radical asex would dream of forcing anyone to follow us. But | don't happen to
want my own life to revolve around a few cheap biochem cal tricks."
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"Not even to be made in the inage of your bel oved Keystone?"

"You still don't get it, do you?" Ve |aughed wearily. "The Keystone is not sone . . . teleologica
endpoi nt, sone cosnic ideal. In a thousand years' tinme, the Keystone's body will be the sane

obsol ete joke as yours and mine."

I'"d run out of anger. | said sinmply, "I don't care. Sex can still be nmuch nore than the rel ease of

endogenous opi at es-"

"OF course it can. It can be a formof communication. But it can also be the very opposite-with
all the sanme biology in play. And all 1've given up is that which the best and the worst sex have
in conmon. Don't you see that? Al |'ve done is subtracted out the noise."
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These words made no sense to nme. | | ooked away, defeated. And | knew that the pain |I'd thought of
as an ache of |onging had never been nore than the bruising 1'd received fromthe crom as they
fled the robot, and the throbbing of the wound in ny stomach, and the weight of failure.

| said, without hope, "But don't you ever want sone kind of... physical solace? Sone kind of
contact? Don't you ever, still, just want to be touched?"

Akili wal ked toward ne and said gently, "Yes. That's what |'ve been trying to tell you."

I was speechl ess. Ve placed one hand on ny shoul der, and cupped the other against ny face, raising
my eyes to nmeet vis. "If it's what you want, too-if it won't just be frustrating for you. And if
you understand: this can't turn into any kind of sex, |I don't-"

| said, "I understand."

| undressed quickly, before | could change nmy mind, trenbling |Iike a nervous adol escent-willing ny
erection to vanish, without success. Akili turned up the heating panel, and we lay on our sides on
t he sl eeping bag, eyes |ocked, not quite touching. | reached over and tentatively stroked vis

shoul der, the side of vis neck, vis back

"Do you like that?"

"Yes. "

| hesitated. "Can | kiss you?"

"Not a good idea, | think. Just relax." Ve brushed ny cheek with vis cool fingers, then ran the
back of vis hand down the center of my chest, toward nmy bandaged abdonen.

I was shivering. "Does your leg still hurt?"

"Sonetines. Relax." Ve kneaded ny shoul ders.
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"Have you ever done this. . . with a non-asex before?"

"Yes."

"Mal e or fenmale?"

"Fermal e." Akili laughed softly. "You should see your face. Look-if you cone, it's not the end of

the world. She did. So I'"mnot going to throw you out in disgust.
m ght be better if you did; you mght |oosen up."”

Ve slid a hand over ny hip. "It

| shuddered at vis touch, but ny erection was slowy subsiding. | stroked the snooth unmarked skin
where a nipple night have been, searching for scar tissue with ny fingertips, finding nothing.
Akili stretched lazily. | began massaging the side of vis neck, again.

| said, "I'mlost. |I don't know what we're doing. | don't know where we're headi ng."

"Nowhere. We can stop if you want to. We can always just talk. O we can talk wi thout stopping.
It's called freedomyou' Il get used to it, eventually."

"This is very strange." Qur eyes renmained | ocked together, and Akili seened happy enough-but |
still felt | should have been hunting for sone way to nake everything a thousand tinmes nore

i ntense.

| said, "I know why this feels wong. Physical pleasure without sex-" | hesitated.

"Go on."

"Physi cal pleasure, without sex, is generally classified as-"

"What ?"

"You're not going to like this."

Ve thunped me in the ribs. "Spit it out."

"Infantile:'

Akili sighed. "Okay. Exorcismtime. Repeat after me: Uncle Sigmund, | renounce you as a charl atan
a bully, and a fabricator of data. A cor-rupter of |anguage, a destroyer of lives."

| conplied-then | wapped ny arns around ver tightly, and we lay there with our |egs entw ned,
heads on each other's shoulders, gently stroking each other's backs. The whole futile sexua
charge 1'd felt since the fishing boat was finally lifting; all the pleasure cane fromthe warnth
of vis body, the unfaniliar contours of vis flesh, the texture of vis skin, the sense of vis

presence.
And | still found ver as beautiful as ever. | still cared about ver as much as ever.
307

Was this what |'d always been | ooking for? Asexual love. It was a disquieting notion-but |

thought it through calmy. Maybe all ny Iife I'd unconsciously swallowed the Edenite lie: that
everything in the perfect, harnonious nodern enotional relationship somehow fl owed magi cally out
of beneficent nature. Monogany, equality, honesty, respect, tenderness, selflessness-it was al
pure instinct, pure sexual biology, taking its unfettered course-despite the fact that all those
criteria of perfection had changed radically fromcentury to century, fromculture to culture. The
Edeni tes procl ai ned that anyone who fell short of the glowing ideal was either wilfully fighting
Mot her Gaia, or had been corrupted by a traumatic upbringing, nedia manipulation, or the deeply
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unnat ural power structures of nodern society.

In fact, the ancient reproductive drives had been hemed in by civilizing forces, inhibited by
cultural strictures and pressed into service to create social cohesion in countless different ways-
but they hadn't actn ally changed in tens of thousands of years, and they contradi cted current
nores, or were silent, just as often as they supported them G na'' unfaithful ness had hardly been
a crime against biology . . . and whatever |'d done to drive her away had been a failure of purely
conscious effort- a lack of attentiveness that any Stone Age ancestor woul d have found second
nature. Virtually everything which nodern humans valued in rel ati onshi ps-over and above the act of
sex itself, and some degree of protectiveness toward their partners and offspring-arose by a
separate force of will. There was a massive shell of noral and social constructs w apped around
the tiny core of instinctive behavior-and the pearl bore little resenblance to the grit.

I had no wi sh to abandon either, but if what 1'd failed at so badly, again and again, had been
reconciling the two .

If the choice cane down to biology or civilization . . . | knew, now, which | valued the nost. And
asex could still be close. Asex could still touch. After a while, we clinbed into the sl eeping bag
to keep warm 1 was still nunb with despair at the tragedy of Stateless, Msala's senseless half-
nmurder, the ruins of ny career. But Akili kissed ne on the forehead, and tried vis best to unknot
my achi ng back and shoulders-and | did the same for ver, in the hope that it mght nmake vis fear
of the great information plague, which | still did not believe was conming, in some small way
easier to bear.

* * *
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| woke, confused, to the sound of Akili breathing beside nme. The tent was bathed in gray and bl ue
I ight, shadow ess as noon; | |ooked up and saw the disk of the nobon overhead, a white spotlight
penetrating the weave of the roof, rainbowfringed by diffraction

I thought: Akili met me outside the airport. Ve could have infected me with the engi neered chol era
then, knowing that I'd carry it to Mosal a.

And when the weapon m sfired, ve' d produced the antidote-to gain nmy trust, in the hope that ve

could use ne a second time . . . but then the noderates had unwi ttingly kidnapped us both, and
there'd been no need to strike at Msala again

It was sheer paranocia. | closed ny eyes. Wiy would an extremnist pretend to believe in the

i nformati on plague? And if the belief was genuine, why kill Buzzo when the Al eph nmoment had been

proved inevitable? Either way, with Mdsala back in Cape Town-and her work proceeding, with or

Wi t hout her-what use could | be to the extrem sts?

| disentangl ed nyself, and clinbed out of the sleeping bag. Akili woke while |I was dressing, and
muttered sleepily, "The latrine tent glows red. You can't miss it."

"I won't be long."

I wal ked aimessly, trying to clear ny head. It was earlier than |I'd imgi ned, barely after nine,

but shockingly cold. Lights still showed fromnost of the tents, but the alleys between them were
desert ed.

Akili as an extrem st assassin nade no sense-why would ve have struggled to get us off the fishing
boat ?-but the doubt 1'd felt on waking still cast a shadow over everything, as if ny mstrust

itself was as much of a disaster as any possibility that |I could be right. How could we have been
t hrough so nmuch together-only for nme to wake beside ver, wondering if it had all been a lie?
I reached the southern edge of the canp. These peopl e nust have been the | ast wave of refugees to
head north, because there was nothing in sight but bare reef-rock, stretching to the horizon

| hesitated, and al nost turned back. But pacing the alleys nmade ne feel like a spy-and | wasn't
ready to return to Akili's tent, to the warnth of vis body, to the hope ve seened to offer. Half
an hour before, 1'd seriously considered mgrating to total asex-tearing out my genitals
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and several vital pieces of gray matter-as the panacea for all my woes. | needed to take a | ong

wal k, al one.
| headed out into the noonlit desert.
Whorls of trace minerals glittered everywhere; nowthat |1'd seen a few of these hierogl yphs

deci phered, the ground appeared transforned, dense with neaning-although for all | knew, nost of
the patterns could still have been nothing but random decoration

The abandoned city was either in darkness, or hidden fromview by the slope of the ground; | could
see no hint of light on the southern horizon. | pictured a fresh swarmof the invisible insects
scurrying out fromtheir nest at the center . . . but | knew |'d be no safer back in the canp- and
the things only killed for the spectacle of it, for the panic they instilled. Alone, | was |ess of

a target than ever.
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I thought | felt the ground shudder-a trenmor so slight that | doubted it inmediately. Was there
still shelling going on? |I'd imagi ned everyone leaving the city to the nercenaries-but nmaybe a few
di ssenters had ignored the evacuation plan ... or maybe the mlitia had remained, in hiding, and
the real confrontation had finally begun. That was a disnal prospect; they didn't stand a chance
It happened again. | couldn't judge the direction of the blast-I1'd heard no sound at all, just
felt the vibration. | turned a full circle, scanning the horizon for snpoke. Maybe they were
shelling the canps, now. The white plumes over the city in the norning had been visible for

kil ometers-but shells nmeant for tents on bare rock would carry different charges, with different
effects.

| kept wal king south, hoping that the city would cone into view along with sone sign that the
pyrotechnic action was still confined there. And | tried to imagi ne nyself living through the war,
emer gi ng unscat hed, but cozily famliar with all the nyriad technol ogi es of death . . . offering-
to the nets who didn't care what |'d faked-footage conplete with my own now expert commentary on
"the characteristic sound of a Chinese-made Vigilance nissile neeting its target," or "the

unm st akabl e vi sual signature of a Peacetech forty-mllinmeter shell exploding over open ground.”

I felt a wave of resignation sweep over ne. |I'd swallowed too nmany dreans in the | ast three days:
technol i beration, an end to the gene patent laws . . . personal happi ness, asexual bliss. It was
time to wake up. The ordinary madness of the world had finally reached Statel ess-
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so why not stand back, regain sone perspective, and try to scrape sone kind of a living out of it?
The invasion was no greater tragedy than ten thousand ot her bl oody conquests before it-and it had
al ways been inevitable. War had conme, one way or another, to every known human cul ture.

| whi spered al oud, without nuch conviction, "Screw every known human cul ture."

The ground roared, and threw ne.

The reef-rock was soft, but | hit it face-down, bloodying nmy nose, naybe breaking it. Wnded and
astoni shed, | raised nyself onto nmy hands and knees, but the ground still hadn't stopped shaki ng,

I didn't trust nyself to stand. | | ooked around for sonme evidence of a nearby inpact-but there was
no gl ow, no snoke, no crater, nothing.

Was this the new terror? After invisible robots-invisible bonbs?

I knelt, waited, then clinbed to ny feet unsteadily. The reef-rock was still reverberating;

paced in a drunken circle, searching the horizon, still refusing to believe that there could be no
other sign of the blast.

The air had been silent, though. It was the rock which had carried the noise. An underground

det onati on?

O undersea, beneath the island?

And no detonation at all-

The ground convul sed again. | |anded badly, twisting one arm but panic washed out everything,
dulling the pain into insignificance. | clawed at the ground, trying to find the strength to deny
every instinct which screaned at me to stay down, not to risk noving-when | knew that if | didn't
stand-and then sprint faster across the shuddering dead coral than I'd ever noved in ny life-1 was
| ost.

The mercenaries had killed off the lithophiles which gave the reef-rock its buoyancy. That was why
they'd driven us out of the city: only the center of the island would hold. Beyond the support of
t he guyot, the overhang was sinking.

| turned to try to see what had happened to the canp. Blue and orange squares gazed back at me

bl ankl y; nost of the tents were still standing. | could see no one noving out across the desert
yet-it was too soon-but there was no question of going back to warn them Not even Akili. Inland
di vers woul d surely understand what was happening, faster than | had. There was nothing | could do
now but try to save nyself.

| clinbed to ny feet and broke into a run. | covered about ten neters
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before the ground shifted, slamm ng me down. | got up, took three steps, tw sted an ankle, fel
again. There was a constant tortured cracking sound filling nmy head now, conducted through ny body

fromreef-rock to bone, resonating fromliving mineral to living mneral-the underworld reaching
up to nme, sharing its disintegration

| started crawing forward on ny hands and knees, scream ng wordl essly, alnost paralyzed by a
vision of the ocean rushing over the sinking reefs, sweeping up bodies, propelling theminland,
dashi ng them agai nst the splintering ground. | glanced back and saw nothing but the placid tent
village, still uselessly intact-but the whole island was roaring in nmy skull, the deluge could
only be m nutes away.

| stood again, ran for whol e seconds despite the swaying stars, then |anded heavily, splitting ny
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stitches. Warm bl ood soaked the bandages. | rested, covering ny ears, daring to wonder for the
first time if it would be better to stop and wait to die. How far was 1 fromthe guyot7 How far
woul d the ocean reach in, even if 1 nade it to solid ground7 | groped at ny notepad pocket, as if

I could get a GPS fix, check a few maps, cone to sone kind of decision. | rolled onto ny back and
started | aughing. The stars jittered into tinme-1lapse trails.

| stood up, glanced over ny shoul der-and saw soneone runni ng across the rock behind nme. | dropped
to ny hands and knees, half voluntarily, but kept ny eyes on the figure. Ve was dark-skinned and
sl ender- but it wasn't Akili, the hair was too long. | strained nmy eyes. It was a teenage girl.
Her face caught the noonlight, her eyes wide with fear, but her nouth set in determ nation. Then
the ground heaved, and we both fell. | heard her cry out in pain.

| waited-but she didn't get up

| started crawling back toward her. If she was injured, all I'd be able to do was sit with her

until the ocean took us both-but | couldn't keep going and | eave her

When | reached her, she was lying on her side with her |egs jack-knifed, massagi ng one calf,
muttering angrily. | crouched beside her and shouted, "Do you think you can stand?"

She shook her head. "We'd better sit it out here! W'll be safe here!"

| stared at her. "Don't you know what's happeni ng? They've killed the lithophiles!"

"No! They've been reprogramred-they're actively swallow ng gas. Just killing them would be too

sl ow gi ve too rmuch warni ng!"
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This was surreal. | couldn't focus on her; the ground was juddering too hard. "W can't stay here!
Don't you understand? We'll drown!™

She shook her head again. For an instant, contradictory blurs of notion cancel ed; she was smling

up at me, as if | was a child afraid of a thunderstorm "Don't worry! We'll be fine!"

What did she think would happen, when the ocean came screaming in7 We'd just. . . hold each other

up? One nillion drowning refugees would all |ink hands and tread water together?

Stateless had driven its children insane.

A fine noist spray rained down on us. | crouched and covered nmy head, picturing deep water rushing
into the depressurized rock, blasting fissures all the way to the surface. And when | | ooked up

there it was: in the distance, a geyser fountained straight into the sky, a terrible silver thread
in the noonlight. It was sone hundred neters away-to the south-neaning that the path to the guyot
was al ready underm ned, and there was no hope of escape.

I lay down heavily beside the girl. She shouted at nme, "Wy were you running in the wong
direction? Did you | ose your way?"

I reached over and gripped her shoul der, hoping to see her face nore clearly. W gazed at each
other in nutual inconprehension. She yelled, "I was on scout duty. | should have stopped you at
the edge of the canmp, but | thought you'd just go a little way, | thought you just wanted a better
view for your canera."

The shoul der canmera was still packed in my wallet; | hadn't even thought of using it, turning it
back on the canp as it was fl ooded, broadcasting the genocide to the world.
The gentle rain grew heavier for a second or two-but then subsided. | |ooked south, and caught

sight of the geyser coll apsing.

Then, for the first time, | noticed ny hands trenbling.

The ground had qui et ened.

Meani ng what 7 The stretch of rock we |lay on had broken free of its surroundings, |ike an iceberg
birthed screaming froma glacial sheet, and was floating in relative tranquility now before the
wat er rushed in around the edges?

My ears rang, ny body was quivering-but | glanced up at the sky, and the stars were rock-steady.
O vice versa.

And then the girl gave ne a shaken, queasy, adrenaline-drunk grin, her eyes shining with tears of
relief. She believed that the ordeal was over.
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And 1'd been warned not to think I knew better. | stared back at her wonder-ingly, ny heart stil
pounding with terror, my chest constricted with hope and disbelief. |I found nyself emitting |ong,
gaspi ng sobs.

When |'d regai ned ny voice, | asked, "Wiy aren't we dead? The overhang can't float wi thout the

lithophiles. Wiy aren't we drowning?"

She rose and sat cross-|egged, massagi ng her bruised calf, distracted for a nonent. Then she

| ooked at ne, took the nmeasure of ny m sunderstandi ng, shook her head, and patiently expl ai ned.
"No one touched the lithophiles in the overhang. The militia sent divers to the edge of the guyot,
and punped in primer to nake the lithophiles degass the reef-rock just above the basalt. Water
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fl ooded in- and the surface rock at the center is heavier than water."

She snmiled sunnily. "I look at it this way. We've lost a city. But we've gained a | agoon."
314

PART FOUR

29

The canp was in jubilant disarray. There were thousands of people out in the noonlight, checking
each other for injuries, raising collapsed tents, celebrating victory, nourning the city-or
soberly reni ndi ng anyone who'd listen that the war m ght not be over. No one knew for certain what
forces, what weapons, m ght have been concealed far fromthe city, safe fromthe devastation of
the center's coll apse-or what m ght yet craw out of the |agoon

I found Akili, unharmed, helping with the marquee which had fallen onto the water punps. W
enbraced. | was bruised all over, ny face was caked with blood, and ny thrice re-opened wound was
sendi ng out flashes of pain like electric arcs-but I'd never felt nore intensely alive.

Akili pulled free of me gently. "At six a.m, Msala's TCE will be posted on the nets. WIIl you
sit up with ne and wait?" Ve |ooked nme in the eye, hiding nothing-afraid of the plague, afraid
effacing it al one.

| squeezed vis arm "OF course.”

I went to the latrines to clean up. Mercifully, the sewage conduits remmi ned open and the raw
wast e previously discharged hadn't been forced back up to the surface by the conpressi on waves of

the quake. | washed the blood off ny face, and then cautiously unbandaged ny stonach.
The wound was still bleeding thinly. The cut fromthe insect's laser ran deeper than |'d realized;
when | bent over the washbasin, | could feel the two walls of flesh on either side of the gash-

sonme seven or eight centineters |ong-slide against each other, disconnected except at the ends.
The burn had cauterized tissue all the way through the abdoni nal wall-and now t he dead seam had
split open.

| 1 ooked around; there was no one else in sight. | thought: This is not a good idea. But |'d
al ready been punped full of antibiotics against the risk of internal infection
317

I closed nmy eyes and forced three fingers deep into the wound. | touched the small intestine,
bl ood-war m not snake-cold, resilient, nuscular and unslick beneath nmy fingertips. This was the
part of ne which had al nost killed me-subverted by foreign enzymes, nercilessly winging me dry.
But the body is not a traitor: it only obeys the laws it rmust obey in order to exist at all.
Pai n caught up with me, and | al nost froze-l imagined spending ny life as a Bonaparte, or a self-
doubting Thomas-but | jerked ny hand free and then | eaned agai nst the plastic barrel of the
washbasi n, punching the side.

| wanted to stare into a nmirror and proclaim This is it. 1 knowwho 1 am now. And 1 accept,
absolutely, ny life as a nmachine driven by blood, as a creature of cells and nol ecules, as a
prisoner of the TOE
There were no mrrors, though. Not in the latrines of a refugee canp, not even on Stateless.

And if | waited a few nore hours, the words would carry nore wei ght-because by dawn, 1'd finally
know t he whol e truth about the TCE which enabled ne to speak t hem
On ny way back to neet Akili, | took out ny notepad and scanned the international nets. The

anarchi sts' strike against the mercenaries was being tal ked about, breathlessly, everywhere.
SeeNet's coverage was the best, though

It started with a view of the |agoon itself, huge and eerily calmin the noonlight, alnost a
perfect circle-like some ancient flooded vol canic crater, an echo of the hidden guyot bel ow. I
felt, in spite of everything, a pang of sorrow at the death of the mercenaries whose faces |'d
never seen, who'd been betrayed by solid rock, and had drowned in terror for nothing but noney and
the rights of EnGeneUity's sharehol ders.

The journalist spoke-a wonan, out-of-shot, a professional with optic nerve taps. "It may take
decades to reveal exactly who funded the invasion of Stateless, and why. It's not even clear, as
speak, whether or not the desperate sacrifice the residents of this island have made will save

them fromthe aggressors

"But | do know this. Violet Msal a-the Nobel |aureate who was evacuated from Stateless in a
critical condition, |less than twenty-four hours ago-had intended to nake this island her new hone.
She had
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hoped to |l end the renegades enough respectability to enable a group of nations opposed to the UN
boycott to speak their minds, at last. And if the invasion was an effort to silence those
di ssenting voices, it now seens dooned to failure. Violet Mbsala is in a coma, fighting for her
life after an attack by a violent cult-and the people of Stateless will be struggling harder than
ever to survive the next few years, even if peace has cone to themtoni ght-but the astonishing
courage of both will not be easily forgotten."
There was nore, with sone of my footage of Mosala at the conference, and this journalist's own
coverage of the shelling, the dignified exodus fromthe city, the establishment of the canps, and
an attack by one of the nmercenaries' robots.
It was all inmmacul ately shot and edited. It was powerful, but never exploitative. And fromstart
to finish, it was unashaned-but absol utely honest-propaganda for the renegades.
| could not have done it half as well.
The best was yet to cone, though
As the viewreturned to the dark waters of the |agoon, the journalist signed off.
"This is Sarah Knight, for SeeNet News, on Stateless."
As far as the personal corn nets were concerned, Sarah Knight was still incommuni cado in Kyoto.
Lydia woul dn't take my call-but | found a SeeNet production assistant willing to pass on a nessage
to Sarah. She called nme half an hour later, and Akili and | dragged the story out of her
"When Ni shide becane ill in Kyoto, | told the Japanese authorities exactly what | thought was
happeni ng- but hi s pneunpbcoccus sequenced as an unengi neered strain, and they refused to believe
that it had been introduced by a trojan." Trojans were bacteria which could reproduce thensel ves
and their hidden pathogenic cargo-w thout synptons or an i mmune response-for dozens of generations
and then self-destruct without a trace, |eaving behind a nassive but apparently natura

infection to swanp the body's defenses. "After nmaking so much of a stink-and no one believing ne,
not even Nishide's famly-1 thought it would be wise to keep a low profile."
W weren't able to talk for long, Sarah had to get to an interviewwith one of the mlitia's

di vers, but just as she was about to break the
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connection, | said haltingly, "The Msal a docunentary. You deserved the conm ssion. You should
have got it."

She made as if to laughingly dism ss the whole question as ancient history-but then she stopped
herself, and said calmy: "That's true. | spent six nonths making sure | was better prepared than
anyone el se- and you still cane along and stole it in a day. Because you were Lydia's bl ue-eyed
boy, and she wanted to keep you happy.”

I couldn't believe how hard it was to get the words out. The injustice was blindingly obvious-and
I'd admitted it to nyself a thousand tinmes-but sone splinter of pride and self-righteousness

resi sted every step of the way.

| said, "I abused my power. I'msorry."

Sarah nodded slowy, |ips pursed. "Ckay. Apol ogy accepted, Andrew. On one condition: you and Akili
agree to be interviewed. The invasion is only half the story here-and I don't want the fuckers who

put Violet in a coman to get away with anything. | want to hear exactly what happened on that
boat . "
| turned to Akili. Ve said, "Sure."

W exchanged coordi nates. Sarah was on the other side of the island, but she was working her way
around to all of the canps, hitching rides with the mlitia.

"At five a.m?" she suggested.

Akili | aughed, flashing a conspiratorial glance at nme. "Wy not? No one's sl eeping tonight, on
Statel ess.”

The canp was full of the sounds of celebration. People streanmed past the tent, |aughing and
shouting, shrunken sil houettes agai nst the moonlight. Music fromthe satellites-from Tonga, from
Berlin, from Kinshasa- bl asted out of the main square-and soneone, sonehow, had found or nade

firecrackers. | was still intoxicated with adrenaline, but ragged with fatigue-1 wasn't sure if |
wanted to join the party, or curl up and hibernate for a fortnight. 1'd prom sed to do neither
Akili and | sat on the sleeping bag-warmy dressed, with the tent flap closed; the electricity was
fadi ng. W passed the hours tal king, scanning the nets, lapsing into awkward silences. | longed to
bring ver, sonehow, inside the aura of invulnerability | felt, having survived ny own inagined
apocal ypse. | wanted to confort ver in any way | could. M
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j udgrment was paral yzed, though; vis body | anguage had beconme opaque to ne, and | had no sense of
how or when to touch ver. W'd lain together naked, but | couldn't keep that nenory, that inage,
fromsignifying nore to me than it could ever nean to ver. So we sat apart.
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| asked why ve hadn't nentioned the nixing plague to Sarah

"Because she might have taken it seriously enough to spread word, start a panic."

"Don't you think people mght panic less if they knew the cause?"

Akili snorted. "You don't believe what |'ve told you about the cause. Do you think people would
react to the news with anything but inconprehension or hysteria? Anyway, after the Al eph nonent,
the '"victinms' will know far nore than anyone who hasn't nixed could ever tell them And there'l
be no question of panic, then: Distress itself will have vanished." Mst of this was said with
absol ute conviction; it was only with the |ast pronouncenent that ve seenmed to waver.

| asked tentatively, "So why did the noderates get it so wong? They had their own superconputers.
They seenmed to know as nuch about Anthrocosnol ogy as anyone. If they could be m staken about the
unraveling ..."

Akili gave me a long, hard look-still trying to judge how far ve could trust me. "I don't know
that they're m staken about the unraveling. | hope they are but | don't know it for sure.”

I thought that over. "You nmean the distortion in the nixing before the Al eph nonment could be
enough to have prevented the unraveling, so far-but once the TOE is conpleted . .. ?"

"That's right."

I felt a chill, nore of inconprehension than fear. "And you still tried to protect Msal a?
Believing there was a chance that she could end everythi ng?"

Akili stared at the floor, trying to find the right words. "If it does happen, we won't even have
time to know it-but | still think it would have been wong to kill her. Unless the unraveling was
absolutely certain, and there was no other way to stop it. No one can deal with an unknown chance
of the end of the universe. How many people can you kill, for a cause like that? One? A hundred? A
mllion? It's like . . . trying to manipulate an infinitely heavy weight, on the end of an

infinitely long | ever. However fine your judgnment is, you know it can't be good enough. Al you
can do is adnit that, and wal k away."
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Before | could reply, Sisyphus said, "I think you'll want to see this."
The fishing boat with the noderates had been intercepted off the coast of New Zeal and. The news
f oot age showed peopl e in handcuffs being herded ashore froma patrol boat onto floodlit docks,
eyes downcast. "Five," Gorgio, who' d |lectured ne on the unraveling. "Twenty," who'd refused to
let nme | eave the boat with their confession in ny gut. Qthers were nissing, though
Then sailors followed, carrying the bodies on stretchers. They were covered in sheets-but the
umal e, Three, was unmi stakable. The journalist spoke of suicide pacts. Hel en Wi was nentioned by
name, dead from poi son.
The first scenes of the arrest had filled ne with a buzz of righteous euphoria at the prospect of
these fanatics facing justice-but | felt nothing but enervating horror as |I tried to understand
what had gone on in their minds, in the |ast nonents. Maybe they'd seen the reports of ranting

Di stress victinms-and some had concl uded that the unraveling was inevitable, others that it was now
i mpossi ble. O maybe the whol e convoluted logic of their actions had sinply unwound, |eaving them
staring at the unadorned truth of what they'd done.

I couldn't judge them | didn't know how | could have clawed ny way up, if 1'd spiraled down into
the nightmare of believing what they'd believed. 1 might have struggled hard to reason all of
Ant hr ocosnol ogy out of existence-but if I'd failed, would | have had the hunmility (or the
genoci dal irresponsibility) to walk away fromthe inplications, to refuse to intervene?
Qut si de, people were roaring with laughter. In the square, someone turned the nusic up insanely
|l oud for a second, distorting it into boom ng bass static, shaking the ground.

Akili held conference with the other nmainstream ACs. Someone was hacking into a WHO conputer, to
get the unofficial latest figures for reported cases of Distress.

"N ne thousand and twenty." Ve turned to ne with a sharp intake of breath; | didn't knowif it was
panic, or the exhilaration of free fall. "Tripled in two days. And you still think it's a virus?"
"No." Even without this inexplicable burst of contagion, | knew ny
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targeted neuroactive nutant bi oweapon theory wouldn't stand up to any scrutiny at all. "But we can
still both be wong, can't we?"

" Maybe. "

| hesitated. "If it's this fast now, then after the Al eph monent... ?"

"I don't know. It could sweep the planet in a week. O an hour. The faster the better-Iless
suffering for the people who see it coming, but don't yet understand.” Akili closed vis eyes,

began to put vis face in vis hands, stopped, clenched vis fists. "Wen it cones, it better be
good. The truth you can't escape had better be sweet."
I nmoved cl oser and put my arm around ver, and swayed our bodies gently together fromside to side.
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Sarah arrived, barely a mnute later than prom sed. She sat on ny suitcase, and we tal ked for her
canmera eyes. Sonetimes we had to shout to nmake ourselves heard-but software would bring the noise
of the celebrations down to an atnospheric mnurnur.

Sarah and | had never been nore than casual acquaintances-1'd only spoken to her in person a dozen
times before-but for nme, she cane fromthe world beyond Statel ess, the tinme before the conference;
she was living proof of that era of sanity. And it only took one third party, there in the flesh,
to anchor me to normality-to render ne certain, again, that Akili was wong. Distress was a
mundane horror, no different fromchol era. The universe was oblivious to human expl anati on. The

| aws of physics al ways had been and al ways woul d be solid-all the way down to the bedrock of the
TOE- whet her or not they were understood.
And-t hough we weren't going out in real-tine-she'd brought her audience with her. Under the
potential scrutiny of ten million people, what else could | do but think what they expected nme to
think, give in to their consensus, conforn?
Akili, too, seened to rel ax-but whether Sarah's presence anchored ver in the same way, or nerely
served as a wel conme distraction, | couldn't tell

Sarah guided us deftly through our roles in Violet Msala: Victimof Anthrocosnol ogy. The
deposition |I'd nade for Joe Kepa had stuck to the legally pertinent facts; this interview
pretended to probe the noral and phil osophi cal depths of the ACs' conspiracy. But Akili and | both
tal ked of the fishing boat, and the noderates' insane beliefs, as if we had no
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doubt that their whole world viewas nuch as their violent nethods- deserved only contenpt; as if
nothing renmotely simlar could have crossed our own minds in a thousand years.
And it all becanme news. It all becane history. Sarah was doing her job flaw essly-but for the
record, the three of us willingly steamrollered flat every unspoken fear, every qualm every
trace of doubt that the world could ever be different fromthe nets' pale inmtation of it.
We were al nost finished-1 was on the verge of recounting the events in the anbul ance-when ny

not epad chimed. It was a coded trill for a call to be taken only in private. If | answered, the
comuni cations software would shift to deepest encryption, automatically-but if the notepad sensed
other people within earshot, it would refuse to naintain the connection

| excused nyself, and left the tent. The sky showed a faint wash of gray over the stars. Misic and
| aughter still flooded out of the square behind the nmarkets, and people were still roanming the
canp, but | found a secl uded spot nearby.

De Groot said, "Andrew? Are you all right? Can you tal k?" She | ooked haggard and tense.

"I'mfine. Alittle bruised by the quake, that's all." | hesitated; | couldn't bring nmyself to ask
t he questi on.

"Violet died. About twenty minutes ago." De Groot's voice faltered, but she steeled herself and
pushed on wearily. "No one knows exactly why, yet. Sone kind of trap sprung by one of the anti-
viral magic bullets-maybe an enzyme in concentrations too weak to detect, which converted it into
a toxin." She shook her head, disbelieving. "They turned her body into a mnefield. What did she
ever do to deserve that7 She tried to find a few sinple truths, a few sinple patterns to the
world. "

| said, "They've been caught. They'll stand trial. And Violet will be renenbered ... for

centuries." It was all hollow confort, but | didn't know what el se to say.

And 1'd thought |1'd been prepared for this news, ever since |'d heard she was in coma-but it stil
canme |ike a sudden blowto the head ... as if the anarchists' astonishing reversal of fortune, and
Sarah's mracul ous reappearance, had sonehow rewitten the odds. | covered ny eyes with nmy forearm
for a noment, and saw her sitting in her hotel room beneath the skylight, raked by the sun
reachi ng out and taking ny hand. Even if I"'mwong . . . there has to be sonething down there. O
nobody coul d even touch
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De Groot said, "How soon can you get off the island?" She sounded nore than a little concerned-
whi ch was touchi ng, but strange. We'd hardly been that close.

I laughed dismssively. "Why7 The anarchi sts have won, the worst is over. I'msure of that." De
Goot did not | ook sure at all. "Have you heard something? From. . . your political contacts?"
There was a sudden chill in ny bowels, like the disbelief 1'd felt before each new spasmfromthe

cholera: It can't be happeni ng agai n.

"This isn't about the war. But-you're stuck, aren't you?"

"For now. Are you going to tell nme what this-?"

"W had a nessage. Just after Violet died. Athreat fromthe Anthro' cosnol ogists." Her face
contorted with anger. "Not the ones on the boat, obviously. So it nust have cone fromthe ones who
killed Buzzo."
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"Sayi ng what ?"

"Shut down all of Violet's calculations. Present themwith a verified audit trail for her
superconputer account, proving that all the records of her TOE work have been erased w t hout being
copied or read."

I made a sound of derision. "Yeah? Wiere do they think that will get then? Al her nethods and

i deas have been published already. Someone else will duplicate everything ... in a year at the
nost . "

De Groot seened indifferent to the ACs' notives; she just wanted an end to the violence. "I've
shown the nmessage to the police, here-but they say there's nothing anyone can do, with Statel ess
the way it is." She caught herself; she still hadn't spelled it out. "The threat is, we post the
audit trail within an hour-or they kill you."

"Right." | could see the logic of it: De Goot, and Mdsala's fanm ly, wuld all be too well guarded

to threaten directly-but they'd hardly sit back and let the extrenmists kill ne, after 1'd hel ped
get Violet off Stateless.

"The cal cul ati ons were already conpleted when 1 |ogged on-1ucky Violet progranmed her net
broadcast to wait until the hour." De G oot |aughed softly. "Her idea of making it a fornal

occasion. We'll do what they've asked, of course. The police advised nme not to call you-and I know
the news does you no good-but | still thought you had a right to be told."

| said, "Don't do anything, don't erase a single file. I'lIl call you back, very soon." | broke the
connecti on.

| stood there in the alley for several seconds, listening to the wild nusic, chilled by the w nd,
thinking it through.
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When | wal ked into the tent, Sarah and Akili were laughing. |I'd neant to invent an excuse to get
Sarah out quietly, so we could both just wal k away-but it struck ne at that nonment that it would
do me no good. Buzzo had been killed with a gunshot, but their favored nethods were biological. If
I fled, the chances were that |'d be carrying the weapon inside ne.

I reached down and grabbed Akili by the front of vis jacket and sent ver spraw ing backward onto
the floor. Ve stared up at ne, faking shock, anguish, bew |ldernment. | knelt down over ver and
punched ver in the face, clunsily-surprised that I'd even got this far; | was no good at viol ence,

and |'d expected ver to defend verself with all the agility ve'd denbnstrated on the boat, |ong
before I'd lain a finger on ver.

Sarah was outraged. "What are you doing? Andrew!" Akili just stared at ne speechless, hurt, still
playing dunmb. | lifted ver half off the ground with one hand-ve barely resisted-then punched ver
agai n.

| said evenly, "I want the antidote. Now. Do you understand? No nore threats to De Goot, no files
destroyed, no negotiations-you're just going to hand it over."

Akili searched ny face, clinging to the charade, protesting innocence with vis eyes |ike sone
wongfully accused lover. For a monent, | wanted to hurt ver badly; | had idiot visions of some

bl oody catharsis, washing the pain of betrayal away. But the thought of Sarah recording it al

kept ne in check; | never found out what | would have done, if we'd been al one.

And nmy rage slowy ebbed. Ve'd infected me with chol era, slaughtered three people, nanipulated ny
pat hetic enotional needs, used me as a hostage . . . but ve hadn't, renmotely, betrayed me. It had
all been an act fromthe start; there'd never been anything between us to be sacrificed to the
cause. And if the solace | thought we'd given each other had only been in nmy head, then so was the
hum | i ati on.

I"d live.

Sarah said sharply, "Andrew" | glanced at her over ny shoul der

she was livid, she nust have thought |I'd gone insane. | explained inpatiently, "That call was from
Karin De Groot. Violet's dead. And now the extrenists have threatened to kill me if De G oot
doesn't trash the TCE calculations." Akili nined grave consternation; | laughed in vis face.
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"Ckay. But what nmakes you think Akili's working for the extrem sts? It could be anyone in the canp-
"Akili is the only person besides ne and De Groot who knew about Mysala's joke on the ACs."
"What J' oke?"

"I'n the anbul ance.” |I'd alnpbst forgotten; | hadn't reached the end of the story for Sarah. "Violet

programmed software to wite up the cal cul ations, polish the TOE, and dispatch it over the net.
And the work's all conpleted; De Groot only caught it before it was sent."

Sarah fell silent. | turned to her warily, still expecting Akili to nake a nove once ny guard was
down.
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She had a gun in her hand. "Stand up please, Andrew "

| laughed wearily. "You still don't believe ne? You'd rather trust this piece of shit-just because
ve was your source?"

"I know ve didn't send that nessage to De Goot."

"Yeah? How?"

"Because | did. | sent it." | stood up slowy, turning to face her, refusing to accept this
ridiculous claim The nmusic fromthe square surged madly again, meking the whole tent hum She
said, "I knew there were calculations in progress, but | thought they still had days to run. | had

no idea we'd cut it so fine."

My ears were ringing. Sarah watched ne calmy, aimng the gun with unwavering conviction. She nust
have nade contact with the extrem sts when she'd been researching Holding Up the Sky-and no doubt
she'd i ntended to expose them once she had the whole story. But they would have realized how

val uabl e she could be to themand before resorting to killing her, they would have tried
everything possible to bring her round to their point of view
And they'd succeeded. In the end, they'd convinced her to swallowit all: Any TCE would be an

atrocity, a crine against the human spirit, an unendurable cage for the soul

That was why she'd worked so hard to get Violet Msal a-and when she'd lost it, she'd had soneone
infect me with the cholera, nodified to do the job indirectly. But they'd been sloppy with the
timng provisions needed to acconmpdate the |ast-nminute change of plan

Ni shi de and Buzzo she'd dealt with in person.

And 1'd just destroyed every chance of trust, every chance of friendship, every chance of |ove |

m ght have found with Akili. I'd beaten it al
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into the ground. | covered ny face with ny hands, and stood there wapped in the darkness of
solitude, ignoring her commands. | didn't care what she did; | had no reason to go on

Akili said, "Andrew. Do as she says. It'll be okay."

| | ooked at Sarah. She had the gun raised, and she was repeating angrily, "Call DeGoot!"

I took out nmy notepad and nade the call. | swept the canmera around, to illustrate the situation
Sarah gave detailed instructions to De Groot, a procedure for transferring authority over Msala's
super conput er account.

De Groot seemed to be in shock at first, stunned to learn of Sarah's allegiance; she conplied with
barely a word. Then her anger boiled to the surface, and she interjected sardonically, "Al your
resources and expertise, and you couldn't even have an acadeni ¢ account hacked open7"

Sarah was al nost apol ogetic. "Not for lack of trying. But Violet was paranoid, she had good
protection.”

De Groot was incredul ous. "Better than Thought Craft's?"

"What ?"

De Groot addressed me. "They pulled a childish stunt, when Wendy was in Toronto. They hacked into
Kaspar and had it spouting their stupid theories. Al for the sake of what? Intimdation? The
programmers had to shut it down and go to backups. Wendy didn't even know what it meant-until |
had to tell her who was trying to kill her daughter."

| heard Akili, still on the floor at ny feet, inhale sharply. And then | understood, too.
Free fall

Sarah frowned, irritated by the distraction. "She's lying." She took out her own notepad and
checked sonething, still holding the gun on me. "Break the connection, Andrew " | did.

Akili said, "Sarah? Have you been followi ng D stress?" "No. |'ve been busy." She exam ned her

notepad warily, as if it were a bonb that needed defusing. Msala's work was all there in her
hands now, and she had to be sure she destroyed it, thoroughly and irrevocably, without letting it
tai nt her.

Akili persisted. "You've |ost, Sarah. The Al eph nonent has passed." She gl anced up fromthe screen
at me. "Wuld you shut ver up? | don't want to hurt ver, but-"

328

| said, "Distress is a plague of mxing with information. |I thought it was an organic virus, but

Kaspar proves that it can't be."

Sarah scow ed. "What are you saying? You think De Groot read the finished TCE paper, and becane

t he Keystone?" She held up her notepad triunphantly, with an audit trail displayed. "Nobody's read
t he paper. Nobody's accessed the final results.”

"Except the author. Wendy sent Violet a Kaspar clonelet. It wote the paper, it pulled all the

cal cul ations together. And it's becone the Keystone."

Sarah was incredul ous. "A piece of software7."

Akili said, "Scan the nets for lucid Distress victins. Hear what they have to say."
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"If this is some kind of ridiculous bluff, you're wasting-"

Si syphus interrupted cheerfully, "This pattern of information requires itself to be encoded in
ger mani um phosphi de crystals, in an artifact designed in collaboration with organic-"

Sarah screanmed at ne wordl essly, waving the gun above her head, casting wild belligerent shadows
on the walls of the tent. | hit the MJTE button and killed the audio; the declaration continued
silently, in text flowing across the screen. My mind was reeling at the inplications-but I'd | ost
ny death wish, and Sarah had ny full attention

Akili spoke calmy but urgently. "Listen to me. Distress nunbers must be expl oding al ready. And
with a software Keystone-a machine world viewthe nmixing's going to keep wecking people's mnds
until soneone reads the TCE paper."

Sarah was unnmoved. "You're wong. There is no Keystone. W've won: we've |left the |ast question

unanswered." She smiled at ne suddenly, radiantly, lost in sonme private apotheosis. "It doesn't
matter how snmall the |oophole is, the residue of uncertainty; in the future, we'll know how to
enlarge it. And we'll never be brute nachines, we'll never be nere physical beings ... so long as
there's still that hope of transcen-dence.”

| kept my expression deadpan. The nusic swelled. The two tall Polynesian wonen-mlitia nenbers?-
creeping in behind her raised their truncheons and struck together; she went down col d.
One of them dropped to her knees to inspect Sarah; the other eyed nme curiously. "So what was her
pr obl en?"
"She was high on something." Akili clinbed to vis feet beside ne.
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| said, "She cane in here ranting, stole vis notepad. W couldn't get any sense out of her."
"I's that true?"
Akili nodded neekly. The militia nmenbers | ooked suspicious. They took possession of the gun, with
obvi ous di staste-but handed Akili the notepad. "Okay. W'll take her to the first aid tent. Some
peopl e just don't know how to enjoy thensel ves."
"We should restart Mosala's dispatch procedure. Scatter the TCE over the net." Akili sat beside
me, tense with urgency, the notepad in one hand.

| struggled to focus nmy thoughts. The situation eclipsed everything which had happened between us-
but | still couldn't look ver in the eye. Akili's know edge m ner had al ready counted nore than a
hundred new cases of Distress in five mnutes-via nedia reports of people dropping in the streets.
| said, "We can't scatter it. Not until we know if that woul d make things better, or worse. Al
your nodels, all your predictions, have failed. Maybe Kaspar proves that the mixing is real -but
everything else is still guesswork. Do you want to send every TCE theorist on the planet insane?”
Akili turned on nme angrily. "It won't do that! This is the cure as well as the cause. It just
needs one last step. It just needs a human interpretation.” But ve did not sound convi nced. Maybe
the whole truth was even worse than the distorted glinpse which led to Distress. Maybe there was
not hi ng ahead but madness. "Do you want nme to prove that? Do you want me to read it first?"

Ve raised the notepad; | grabbed vis arm "Don't be stupid! There are too few people who even half
understand what's going on, to risk | osing one of you."
We sat there, frozen. | stared at ny hand where it held ver; | could see where |'d broken the

skin, striking vis face.

| said, "You think Kaspar's viewis too nmuch for nost people to swallow? You think soneone has to
step in and interpret it? To bridge the difference in perspectives?

"Then you don't want an expert-in TOEs, or in Anthrocosnol ogy. You want a science journalist."
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Akili let me drag the notepad fromvis hand.

| thought of the hopel ess scream ng wonan thrashing on the floor in Mam, and the briefly lucid
victins who'd clung to their sanity only minutes longer. | had no wish to follow them

If there was one remaining purpose to ny life, though, this was it: to prove that the truth could
al ways be faced-expl ai ned, denystified, accepted. This was ny job, this was ny vocation. | had one
| ast chance to try to live up to it.

| stood. "I'Il have to |leave the canp. | can't concentrate with all this noise. But I'Il do it."
Akili was huddl ed on the ground with vis head bowed. Ve said quietly, wthout |[ooking up, "I know
you will. 1 trust you."

I left the tent quickly, and headed south. Stars still showed dinmy in half the pale sky; the w nd
fromthe reefs was col der than ever.

A hundred neters into the desert, | stopped and raised the notepad. | said, "Show ne A Tentative

Theory of Everything, by Violet Msala."
I took off the blindfold.
331
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I kept walking as | read, half-consciously retracing the steps I'd taken sone eight hours before
The reef-rock hadn't Assured in the quake, but the ground' s texture seenmed to have been
transformed in sone subtle way. Maybe the pressure waves had realigned the pol yner chains, forging
a new kind of mineral; the island' s first ever geol ogi cal netanorphosis.
Qut in the desert, away fromall the factions of Anthrocosnol ogy, the anarchists' heedl ess
rejoicing, the mounting reports of Distress, | did not know what | believed. If 1'd felt the
wei ght of ten billion people slipping into madness around me, | know | woul d have been paral yzed
I nmust have been saved in part by lingering skepticismand in part by sheer curiosity. If I'd
surrendered to the appropriate human responses-blind panic and awe-struck hunmility-in the face of
the magni tude of everything which supposedly lay in the balance, | would have thrown the poi soned
chalice of the notepad away.

So | enptied ny nind of everything else, and let the words and equati ons take over. The Kaspar
clone let had done a good job; | had no trouble understanding the paper
The first section contained no surprises at all. It summarized Mosal a's ten canoni cal experinents,
and the way in which she'd conputed their symetry-breaking properties. It ended with the TCE
equation itself, which linked the ten paraneters of broken symetry to a sumover all topol ogies.
The nmeasure Msal a had chosen to give weight to each topol ogy was the sinplest, the nost el egant,
the nost obvious of all the possible choices. Her equation couldn't grant the universe the
"inevitability" of freezing out of pre-space which Buzzo and N shide had sought to contrive, but
it showed how the ten experinments-and by extension, everything fromnmayflies to colliding stars-
wer e bound
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together, were able to coexist. In an inmaginary space of great abstraction, they all occupied
exactly the same point.

Past and future were bound together, too. Down to the |level of quantumrandomess, Mysala's
equati on encoded the comon order found in every process fromthe folding of a protein to the
spreading of an eagle's wings. It delineated the fan of probabilities linking any system at any
nmonent, to anything it mght becone.

In the second section, Kaspar had traw ed the databases for other references to the sanme

mat hemati cs, other resonances to the same abstractions-and in this scrupulously conpletist search
it had found enough parallels with information theory to push the TCE one step further. Everything
Mbsal a woul d have spurned-and Hel en Wi woul d have feared to conbi ne- Kaspar had serenely brought

t oget her.

There could be no information wi thout physics. Know edge al ways had to be encoded as sonet hi ng.
Mar ks on paper, knots on a string, pockets of charge in a sem conductor.

But there could be no physics without infornmation. A universe of purely random events woul d be no
universe at all. Deep patterns, powerful regularities, were the whole basis of existence.

So- havi ng determ ned whi ch physical systens could share a universe-Kaspar had asked the question:
whi ch patterns of information could those systens encode7

A second, anal ogous equation had energed fromthe same mathematics, with alnbost no effort at all.
The informational TOE was the flipside of the physical TOE, an inevitable corollary.

Then Kaspar had unified the two, fitting themtogether like interlocking nmrror inages (in spite
of everything, | had a feeling that Symmetry's Chanpi on woul d have been proud) . . . and all of
the predictions of Anthrocosnol ogy had come tunbling out. The term nol ogy was different-Kaspar had
i nnocently coined new jargon, unaware of the unpublished precedents-but the concepts were

unm st akabl e.

The Al eph nonment was as necessary as the Big Bang. The universe could never have existed w thout
it. Kaspar had shied away fromclaimning the honor of being Keystone-and had even refused to grant
the explanatory Big Bang prinmacy over the physical one-but the paper stated clearly that the TOE
had to be known, had to be understood, to have ever had force.

M xi ng, too, was inevitable. Latent know edge of the TOE infected al
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of time and space-every systemin this universe encoded it-but once it was understood explicitly,
that hidden information would crystallize out wherever the possibility arose, percolating up

t hrough the foam of quantum randomess. It was nore |ike cloud-seeding than tel epathy; nobody
woul d read the nmind of the Keystone-but they' d follow the Keystone in reading the TCE which their
own mnds, their own flesh, already encoded.

And even before the Al eph nonent, the mi xing would happen, albeit inperfectly.

But not for |ong.

In the | ast section, Kaspar predicted the unraveling. The Al eph nmonent would be followed, on a
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ti mescal e of seconds, by the degeneration of physics into pure mathematics. Just as the Big Bang
i mplied pre-space before it-an infinitely symretric roiling abstraction where nothing really
exi sted or happened-the Al eph nmorment would bring on the informational mrror imge, another
infinite wastel and without tine or space.
These words prophesying the end of the universe had been witten half an hour before | was reading
t hem

Kaspar had not become the Keystone.

I lowered the notepad and | ooked around. The | agoon had cone into view in the distance, silver
gray with the hint of dawmn. A few bright stars renained in the west. | could still hear the rnusic
fromthe celebrations, faintly: a distant tunel ess hum
The m xi ng took place so snoothly that | barely knew when it began. Listening to Reynol ds'
Distress victins, |'d inmagined themgranted X-ray vision and nore, assailed by inages of nolecul es
and gal axies, reeling at the universe in every grain of sand-and they were the lucky few 1'd
steeled nmyself for the worst: the sky peeling open to reveal sonme Mystical Renai ssance wet dream
of stargate acid-trip stupefaction, the end of thought, the candied incineration of reason
The reality could not have been nore different. Like the coded markings of the reef-rock, the
surface of the world began to speak of its depths, and its hidden connections. It was like
| earning to read a new | anguage, in seconds, and seeing the beautiful but hitherto nerely
decorative calligraphy of a foreign al phabet transforned before ny eyes-
334
acquiring neani ng, w thout changing its appearance in any way. The fading stars described their
fusion fires, the crush of gravity held in check by the liberation of binding energy. The pale
air, reddened in the east, deftly portrayed its own biased scatter of photons. The lightly rippled
water hinted at the play of intermolecular forces, the strength of the hydrogen bond, the gentle
elasticity of a surface trying to mninmze its contact with air.
And all of these nessages were witten in a common | anguage. It was clear at a glance that they
bel onged t oget her.

No wheels within wheels, no dazzling cosm c technoporn, no infernal diagrans.

No vi sions. Just understandi ng.

| pocketed the notepad and spun around, |aughing. There was no overload, no crippling flood of
i nformation. The nessages were always there-but | could take themor |eave them At first, it was
i ke skipping over text with glazed eyes, requiring a conscious shift of focus-but with a few
monents' practice, it became second nature.
This was the world as I'd always strived to see it: mpjestically beautiful, intricate and strange-
but at its core harnoni ous, and hence ultimately conprehensible.

It was not a reason for terror. It was not a reason for awe.
The m xi ng began to cut deeper

| grew aware of nmy own physicality, my own nature witten in the TOE. The connections |'d seen in
the world reached into ne, and bound nme to everything in sight. There was, still, no X-ray vision
no doubl e-helix dreambut | felt the i Mmutable grammar of the TOE in ny linbs, in nmy blood, in the
dark glide of consciousness.

It was the |l esson of the cholera-only starker and clearer. | was mat' ter, |ike everything el se.

I could feel the slow decay of my body, the absolute certainty of death. Every heartbeat spelled
out a new proof of nortality. Every nmonment was a premature burial

| inhal ed deeply, studying the events which followed the inrush of air. And | could trace the
sweet ness of the odor and the cooling of the nasal nenbranes, the satisfying fullness of the
I ungs, the surge of blood, the clarity delivered to the brain ... all back to the TCE
335

My cl austrophobi a evaporated. To inhabit this universe-to coexist with anything-1 had to be
matter. Physics was not a cage; its delineation between the possible and the inpossible was the
bare mi ni mum that existence required. And the broken symretry of the TCE-hacked out of the
infinite paral yzi ng choi ces of pre-space-was the bedrock on which | stood.

I was a dying nachine of cells and nolecules; | would never be able to doubt that again.
But it was not a path into nadness.
The m xing had still nore to show ne; the nessages of introspection grewricher. 1'd read the

expl anatory threads fanning out fromthe TOE, binding ne to the world-but now the threads which
expl ai ned ny thoughts began to turn back toward their source. So | followed them down, and
under st ood what my own m nd was creating through understandi ng:

Interacting synbols coded as firing patterns in neural pathways. Rules of dendritic growth and
connection, synoptic weight adjustnent, neurotransnmit' ter diffusion. A chemistry of nenbranes,
ion punps, proteins, anmines. Al the detail ed behavior of nolecules and atonms, all the | aws
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governing their necessary constituents. Layer after layer of converging regularity-

-right down to the TCE

There was no arena of disinterested physics. There was no solid | ayer of objective |aws. Just a

deep circul ating convection current of explanation, a causal magma upwel ling fromthe underworld

and t hen plungi ng down again into darkness, churning from TOE to body to nind to TOE-held up by

not hi ng but the engi ne of understanding.

There was no bedrock, no fixed point, no place to rest.

I was endl essly treadi ng water

I sank to ny knees, fighting away vertigo. | lay face down, clinging to the reef-rock. The coo

solidity of the ground refuted nothing.

But did it need to! Held up by aloof, tineless |aws, or held up by the bootstrap of explanation
it endured, regardless.

I thought of the inland divers who'd descended through every | ayer of the unnatural ecol ogy which

kept this island afl oat, who'd wi tnessed the subterranean ocean ceasel essly corroding the rock

from bel ow.

They' d wal ked away-dazed, but exalted.

| could do the sane.

336

I rose to ny feet unsteadily. | thought it was over: | thought I'd cone through the m xing,

unscat hed. Kaspar could not have becone the Keystone-and yet sonehow the Al eph nonment nust have

passed safely, renoving the distortion, banishing D stress. Maybe some mai nstream AC had hacked

into Mosal a's account upon |earning of her death and had grasped sone crucial error in Kaspar's

anal ysis before I'd read a word of it.

AKili was approaching-an indistinct figure in the distance, but | knew it could be no one else. |

raised a hand tentatively, then waved in triunmph. The figure waved back, stretching vis giant

shadow west across the desert.

And everything |1'd | earned cane together, |ike a thunderclap, |ike an ambush.

I was the Keystone. 1'd explained the universe into being, wapped it around the seed of this
monent, |ayer after |layer of beautiful convol uted necessity. The bl azi ng wastel and of gal axi es,
twenty billion years of cosmic evolution, ten billion human cousins, forty billion species of life-
t he whol e el aborate ancestry of consciousness flowed out of this singularity. | had no need to
reach out and imagi ne every nol ecul e, every planet, every face. This nonent encoded them all

My parents, friends, lovers . . . Gna, Angelo, Lydia, Sarah, Violet Msala, Bill Minroe, Adelle
Vuni bobo, Karin De Groot. Akili. Even the hel pl ess bell owi ng strangers, victins of the sane

revel ation, had only been nouthing distorted echoes of nmy own horror at the understanding that I'd
created them all
This was the solipsistic madness |1'd seen reflected in that first poor woman's face. This was

Di stress: not fear of the glorious machinery of the TOE, but the realization that | was alone in
the darkness with a hundred billion dazzling cobwebs w apped around ny non-exi stent eyes-
-and now that | knew it, the breath of my own understandi ng woul d sweep themall away.

Not hi ng coul d have been created w thout the full know edge of how it was done: wi thout the unified
TOE, physical and informational. No Keystone could have acted in innocence, forging the universe
unawar e.

But that know edge was inpossible to contain. Kaspar had been right. The noderates had been right.
Everyt hing which had breathed fire into the equations would now unravel into enpty tautol ogy.
337

| raised my face to the blank sky, ready to part the veil of the world and find nothing behind
it.
Then Akili called ny nane, and | stopped dead. | |ooked down at ver-beautiful as ever, unreachable
as ever.

Unknowabl e as ever
And | saw the way through.

| saw the flaw in Kaspar's reasoning which had kept it from beconing the Keystone: an unexam ned
assunpti on-an unasked question, not yet true or false.
Coul d one nind, alone, explain another into being7
The TCE equation said nothing. The canoni cal experinments said nothing. There was nowhere to | ook
for the answer but my own nenories, ny own life.

And all | had to do to tear nyself out of the center of the universe- all | had to do to prevent
the unraveling-was give up one last illusion
338
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epi | ogue
As the plane touches down, | begin recording. Wtness confirnmns:

"Cape Town, Wednesday April 15, 2105. 7:12:10 GMI."

Karin De Groot has conme to the airport to nmeet ne. She | ooks astonishingly healthy, nuch nore so
in the flesh-though, as with all of us ancients, the | osses are etched deep. W exchange
greetings, then | glance around trying to take in the profusion of styles in anatonmy and dress-no
nore than anywhere el se, but every place has a different nmx, a different set of fashions.

I mposing retractable cowms full of dark violet photosynthetic synmbionts seemto be popul ar
t hroughout Sout hern Africa. Back home, sl eek anphi bi an adaptions for underwater breathing and
feedi ng are comon.
After the Al eph nonment, people had feared that the m xing would inpose uniformty. It had never
happened-any nore than, in the Age of Ignorance, the brutal, inescapable truths that water was wet
and the sky was bl ue had forced everyone on the planet to think and act identically. There are
infinitely many ways to respond to the single truth of the TOE. Wat's becone inpossible is

mai ntai ning the pretense that every culture could ever have created its own separate reality-while
we all breathed the sane air and wal ked the sane ground.

De Groot checks sonme schedule in her nmind s eye. "So you didn't cone straight from Statel ess?"
"No. Malawi. There was soneone | had to see. | wanted to say goodbye."
We descend to the subway, where the train is expecting us and lights a path for our eyes to the
carriage door. It's alnost fifty years since |I've been in this city, and nost of the

i nfrastructure has changed; in unfamliar surroundings, the TOE bl azes out of every surface,

unbi dden, |ike an exuberant child boasting of the bright new things ve's nmade. Even the
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si npl est novelties-the non-slip dirt-eating coating on the floor tiles, the |um nous pignments of
the living scul ptures-catch ny attention as they spell out their unique ways of coexisting.
Not hi ng i s inconprehensible. Nothing can be nistaken for magic.

| say, "When | first heard that they were building the Violet Msala Mnorial Kindergarten,

i magi ned she woul d have been insulted. Wiich only goes to show how little |I knew her. | don't know
why | was invited."
De Groot laughs. "lI'mjust glad you didn't conme all this way for the cerenony and nothing el se.

You coul d have done it on the net; no one would have ni nded."

"There's nothing like being there."

The train renminds us of our stop, holds the doors for us. W walk through the neat suburbs not far
fromthe house where Mosal a spent her chil dhood, though the streets now are |ined with species of
pl ants she woul d never have recogni zed. She never saw trees growing on Statel ess, either. People
stride past us, glancing up at the elegant logic of the cloudl ess blue sky.

The kindergarten is a small building, reconfigured into an auditoriumfor the occasion. Half a
dozen speakers are here to address the fifty children. | lapse into reverie until one of Violet's
grand- daughters, working on the Hal cyon, explains the starship's drive; the core principle, close
to the TOE, is easy to grasp. Karin De Groot speaks about Violet, anecdotes of generosity and

i ntransi gence. And one of the children sets the stage for me, telling the others about the Age of
I gnor ance.

"I't hangs like a stalactite fromthe Information Cosnps." The present tense is sophistication, not
solecism relativity demands it. "lIt's not autononous, it doesn't explain itself-it needs to be
joined to the Informati on Cosnos, in order to exist. W need it, too, though. It's a necessary
history, a logical outgrowth if you try to extend tinme before the Al eph nonent."

Ve sumons vivid diagrans and equations into the air. The brilliant stellar cluster of the

I nformati on Cosnos, wapped densely in explanatory threads, holds up the sinple drab cone of the
Age of |gnorance, which points back to the physical Big Bang. Vis audi ence of |ess precocious four-
year-ol ds struggle with the concepts. Tine before the Al eph nonent7 G andparents notw thstanding,
it alnost defies belief.

| rise to ny feet and recite ny prepared version of the events of fifty
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years ago-getting | aughs of incredulity in all the right places. Owmership of genes? Centralized
aut horities? Ignorance Cults?

Anci ent history always sounds quaint, old victories preordained, but | try to convey sonme sense of
how | ong and hard their ancestors struggled to | earn everything they now take for granted: that
law and norality, physics and metaphysics, space and tine, pleasure, |love, neaning ... are all the
burden of the participants. There are no i movabl e centers, dispensing absolutes |ike nmanna: no
God, no Gaia, no beneficent rulers. No reality but the universe explained into being. No purpose
tolife unless we create it, together or alone.
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Sonmeone asks about the turnoil in the days after Al eph

| say, "Everyone found the truth hard to swallow Othodox scientists-because the TCE had turned
out to be grounded in nothing but its own explanatory powers. The |gnorance Cults-because even the
partici patory universe, the nost subjective reality possible, was no synthesis of their favorite
myt hs-whi ch coul d never have created anythi ng-but the product of universal scientific
under st andi ng of what coexistence really neant. Even the Anthrocosnol ogi sts turned out to have
been wrong; they'd been so obsessed with the idea of a single Keystone that they' d barely

consi dered the possibility that everyone, equally, could play that role. They'd m ssed the nost
stable, and symetrical, solution:

where every nmind obeys the TOE-but it takes all of them together, to create it."

One astute listener sees that |'m dodging the issue-a child | would have called "human," in the
days before the Hword exploded and it was finally understood: the TOE is all we have in comon.
"Most people weren't scientists, cultists, or Anthrocosnol ogists, were they? They had no stake in
these ideas. So why were they so sad?"

Sad. There were nine mllion suicides. Nine mllion people we could not hold up, when all
illusions of solidity vanished. And I'mstill not certain that there was no other way-that | found
the only possible bridge into the Information Cosnos. If 1'd | et nyself descend into the nadness
of Distress, would someone el se have asked a different |ast question, and found another way

t hr ough?7
No one has accused ne, no one has judged ne. |'ve never been dammed as a criminal, or hailed as a
savior. The idea that a single Keystone could ever have explained ten billion people into

exi stence is absurd, now. In retrospect, Distress is seen as no different fromthe naive
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illusion that every galaxy is rushing away fromus-when in truth, there is not, and cannot be,
any center at all.

I talk haltingly about Lanont's Area. "It nade people think that they knew each other, and could
speak for each other, understand each other-much nore than they really could. Some of you m ght
still have it in your brain-but in the face of the evidence, now, it's easy to ignore."

I try to explain about the delusion of intimcy, and how much was invested in it once. They listen
politely, but | can see that it nakes no sense to them because they know full well that they've

I ost nothing. Love in the face of the truth has turned out to be stronger than ever. Happi ness
never really depended on the old Ilies.

Not for these children, born w thout crutches.

In vis home in the dazzling bounteous engineered jungle of Malawi, |1'd told Akili | was dying.
After you, there was no one. And we'd touched for the last tine.

I nmove on quickly.

"Gt her people," | add, "lanented the end of nystery. As if nothing would remain to be discovered,
once we understood what |ay beneath our feet. And it's true that there are no nore 'deep’
surprises-there's nothing left to | earn about the reasons for the TOE, or the reasons for our own
exi stence. But there'll be no end to discovering what the universe can contain; there'll always be
new stories witten in the TOE- new systens, new structures, explained into being. There m ght
even be other minds on other worlds, co-creators whose nature we can't even imagine yet.

"Viol et Mdsala once said: 'Reaching the foundations doesn't mean hitting the ceiling.' She hel ped

us all touch the foundations; | only wi sh she could have lived to see you building on them higher
than anyone has built before."
| take ny seat. The children applaud politely-but I feel like a senile fool for telling themthat

their future is unbounded.
They al ready knew that, of course
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author's note
Anong many works which inspired me in the witing of this novel, | nust single out Dreans of a

Fi nal Theory by Steven Winberg, Culture and Inperialismby Edward W Said, and "CQut of the Light,
Back Into the Cave" by Andy Robertson (Interzone 65, Novermber 1992). The excerpt fromthe poem
Technol i beration is nodel ed on a passage from Ai ne Cesaire's Notebook of a Return to the Native
Land.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt (157 of 157) [1/23/03 12:28:39 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Greg%20Egan/Egan,%20Greg%20-%20Distress.txt


