POSTSINGULAR

Rudy Rucker

p.1



Publication Information

Further information about this book can be found at
www.rudyrucker.com/postsingular

POSTSINGULAR is ®pyright © 2007 by Rudy Rucker.

A Tor Book Published by Tom Doherty Associates, LLC 175 Fifth Avenue New
York, NY 10010. www.tor.com Tor® is a registered trademark of Tom Doherty
Associates, LLC.

This is a work ofiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed
inthisno v e | are either product s fclitioushh e

Library of Congres€atalogingin-Publication Data

Rucker, Rudy v. B. (Rudy von Bitter), 1946

Postsingular / Rudy Rucked.1 st e d . AA Tom Doherty
ISBN-13:9780-76531741-4 ISBN-10: 0765317419

1. Nanotechnologdy Fiction. I. Title.

PS3568.U298P67 200813'.54 dc22 2007020210

First Edition: October 200Printedin the United States of America

Postsingular

Electronic License

Electronic edition, November 2007.

The electronic version of the text is distributed under the terms of a
Creative Commons AttributieNonCommercialNo Derivativelicense.
Go tohttp://creaivecommons.org/licensesAncnd/3.0to see a full description of
the license.
In brief, the license has the following terms. You are free
to Shared that is,to copy, distribute and transmit the work
under the followinghree conditions.
Attribution . You must attribute the work BSP OS TS| NGULAR by Rudy
Tor Books, New York. Co mydryaugnaytnot E 200 7
au tSlI*Q%eﬁt B any way Bhat Rufy Rugker Ar Teyr Books englorsgssygucpr your use of the
work.
Noncommercial You may not use this work for commercial purposes.
No Derivative Works. You may notalter, transform, or build upon this workVith
As stolc€ adtUetsh ogrg0pSk .Pee r mi ssion you may, however
text formats. Any such conversion must be distribubedly underthe same
Creative Comrmons AttributioaNonCommerciaNo Derivative License making
clear he terms by includinglink to the Creative Commons web page describing
thelicense.

Ru
by

This license specification supersedes any license specification made prior to
November 4, 2007.

Nothingi n t his | icense impairs or isvktricts RU

p.2


http://www.rudyrucker.com/postsingular
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0

Rudy Rucker

Dedication
For Georgia, Rudy, and Isabel!

Acknowledgments

Chapter 2, ANant Day, 0 appeared as fAChu and the Nantso in
| saac Asi movos ScilmaR0é Thisistoryalson Magazi ne,
appearedity e ar 6 s Beadited by Bdvid Haztwell and
Kathryn Cramer.

Chapters 3 and 4, AOrphid Nighto and AChubs Knot, 0o
appeared as a singleascoAg] mMmdoRPést Schgukar , 0 I
Fiction Magazine September 2006.

p.3



Contents

PART Looeeiiimmee e eeeer e 5
T ] 0110 o TSP PPPP 5
NANE DAY.... e e 8
Orphid NIght.......ceiiiiiiiiiee s 19
Chubds..KnaQtlo e, 35

PART Il 51
The Big Pig POSSE......ccoiiiiiiiiiiceeeeeeee bl
Nektar 6.s....Be.et.l.es................... 67
The Grillinthe Wall................coiiiirieee 75

o 1 90
Thuyds Met.anov.elao.................. Q0
The Attack ShOONS..........ccooeeiiiii s 104
The Ark of the Nants.........ccoooooiiiiiiiiiccciiiee e 122

PART IV o 143
The Hibrane........cccooooiiiiiiieccn e 143
Lazy Eight......coooeii e 160

p4

Postsingular



Rudy Rucker

AA mile, o0 said Jeff, hefting t
thousand, six hundred and nipeint-threefour-four meters.
PARTI That s why we measured out the fu
AAs I f this beast i s gonna act
simulation, o0 | aughed Carl os, patt
AYeelkhed rocket 6s tip was a streaml
few thousand homegrown nanochips
Ignition were adorned with fanciful sheet mefials and a narrow metal
pipe that served as a launch lug. Carlos had painted the rocket to
resemble an iridescent bhgeeen beetle with toothy jaws and
folded spiky legs.
AWedbre | ucky we didndot blow up
we were casting the motor, o0 said
nitrate fertilizer and powdered magnesium metal mixed into

CHAPTER 1

Two boys walked down the beach, deep in conversation.
Seventeetyearold Jeff Luty was carrying a carbdiber pipe
rocket. His best friend, Carlos Tucay, was carrying the latath
and a cheap bottle of Mieux champagne. Gangly Jeff was a head

taller than Carlos. epoxy binderwhoao He hefted the re®dlet, p

AfWedre unobservable now, 0 bgt}a&the‘]glétt?npg rubpe(gygu@ THe carlgnge{:tﬂbe\gagwn
the sand. It was twilight on stugfeldgkgqsaqﬁaeg%vcaswgaros Day in Stinson
Beach, California. Jefdtagéis mothernﬂ%re?-%un(rt%%lmaécchTeeaChlo said Ca
order to get out of their cramped South San Francisco apartment foil off the champagne cork. Heod
for the holiday, and Carl os ha‘]defcfome arpotnlbermmq@for%&gsel%%dp%o mehlfedn
boyfriend and Jeff O06s ol der siste

like it when the boyéired off their homemade rockets; so Jeff had

promi sed her that hgeoneaButdbfctuese | 0s
they had starting a company some day. Alt

0
AOdWyi ng beetl e, 0 said Carlo%awcf(il’h' M3 s25'e ad%/ tgr}eins.kyﬁ’Yéou‘}eff ¢
t

pr ogr am shawhgh?iTell né dgaing eff. | love hearing aglobalposii oni ng unit and a broadcas
it 0 AThey do so much, 06 marvel ed Ca

AAnd | grew them |Iike yeast, 0
environment these cute little guys can-ses§emble. If you know

WA T Ye s o e v er Theboys dreameddf Jef f .
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the dark secrets of robobiohackery, that is. And if yorehhe with wadding, and attached the wi
knack. 0 He wa g g Ilfimgdrms. Hid nails Weoen g , k umit & listlg box with an antenna.
bitten to the quick. AThe National Association of R
AYoubre totally sure theyodrbeackoto fgfo nsneav esnt ahrun drreepd ofdeuecti nngo w, 0
themselves in the air?06 said Clandiworlsonelagtdimeci ng hi s thumbs against
the champagne c orTucturinglee wdrlln 6t wanfiBagus, 0 said Carl os. Al want
into rainbow goo. 0 throbbing into the air. Wedl |l get
AThat wondét happen yet, o0 sai d AAf matainde go ggdied . Jef f .
ADammit. o The boys settled onto the lee slope of a low dune and

AYoubre sick, o0 said Car |l os,inchnedagmuntirthgy codipéesovea the cpest at the gaudy fath e
cork popped loose, arcing high across the beach to meet its racing tube. Carlos dug a little hole in the sand to steady the champagne
shadow. bottle. Jeff took out his cell phone. The launch program was

I't was Car | oasadhse foamugushed over hig i gidlihgen the screen, cycling through a series of clock and map
hands. He took a swig and offered the bottle to Jeff. Jeff waved displays.

him off, intent on his future dreams. AYou clayn sreeealt he jetliners on
il see an astr ononmepmodutingy | aCados, hicharasohe facé gildea dy the setting sun.
nanobots in orbit around the sun,dYcailbetlefGoodTheiywdy)] teed Wad
spae@ dust and solar energy and carry out calculations too vastfor wh e n t her e 6 sfic.dikegadym scuttlingabressa r a f
earthbound machines. 0 freeway. 0
i Stoh awthdt selfreproducing nanomachines are good AWhat 6s t hedoctlsusanrt hoaft rreedxt m:
for, o0 said Carl os. AThose are the nanochips in th
Al dm gonnmantwalslaidhdmf f . AYau el inkoes et hcaotn?2ed bl ows off and t he d
ABeauti ful , 0 s adlainclradidtodche, | ammi Aweddme, 0 said Carlos. #AThe b

sand a few meters above t he waNagheiva shoaldtraékldowo $ome ainthosehnanechigsiaftegtitep m f

the nants. o l and. o
Jeff slid the rocket down over the launch rod, threading AWgo visit some guy in the Sun
the rod through thve-i nch met al t ube gl ue lke, toagratulatensrackt ke tdasntsiide .i dl ing in

He stuck an igniter wire intthe molded engine, secured the wire said Jeff, his homely face wreathed in smiles.
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AnGosh, Mr. Luty, can | dr i vieffthetottle, andwade & to stand dpf batdeff Di@ew Hisasn,
sounding like an earnestwagee ner . fAYou got a overdigflend.
Here comes a gap in the planefsBat tsan ddTawrd SfparceL T ech! 0 said
Go, 0 answered Carl os, hi s Qaarcleo scéas nt laonsde ndersesa.myHe | ooked wup

AT minus one hundred twent yTheveomanwass sntall dakain tide didtanéef And now she
punching in a control code. In two minutes the phone would deviated into a side path. AT min
signal the ignition unit. snugging the bottttllee gtndtoi ans, h@®drel

Only now, damn, here came a ponytailed woman jogging The boys backed down below the crest and lay side by
along the beach with a dog. And of course she hadto stopbythe si de staring at Jeff 06s |little sc
rocket and spot the boys. Jeff paused the countdown. And nothing happened.

AWhat are you doing?0 asked t hfeShwiotmadm ,6 s dnied @arilces | irkai ai ng h
dentistds deipérmihi®ei gouf bavt hdisr®P®bs cr esthedo®d®o you think

Altds just a |little toy r ock et Th&blastwads sanething feff felt nidre thanshéardaAs , 6 ¢ a |
Carlos. ATotally 1l egit, mabam. hiddowus ppessorddn disrears. StagpmeipwhidredwveMend; he. 0

i Wedlylou t wo be careful , 0 s aicalldfed the viwlentrippiing of ihD arnCGatos vgas lying face

St Dt

of f that thing while Itéem!ar ddemrdowrmHeyy ercy met ihlelr.e, BlGausd st ained t
dog had Iifted his | eg to squ.iFotasgcendJefhaoudldahink he evasmorysdeimg adsisadosy.i Bdte .
Embarrassed now, the woman jogged off. no.

ABounce, bounce, bounce, 06 s ai dNotCsareifhe shouldwooll lds friend overgJeff Idoked
her to hear, and then switchedtoafmi ous t one. i | distractedby @mtrthe scoeen of his cell phone. How strange. The
that you securetheinteg t y of t he | aunch v ehhoticcekpsion iMust have semt & jet ©f nanomachines into

Al 6m not wiping off dog pi sGdr Ifoasctesy dmel Deiff ftcomamdhere. aSgd
it dripping down? Wedl | c | e a n sfeatutehom thelittla gtreen, a atippling sf eed dots.iCarlog looked t h e
sky. o all right except for hid eye?

fResume count down, Mr . Luty. o Xafrfl osoulod kheaarotsiememau, Istill

from the champsagthieclbloe $ | my rid d ke beathihg. Jeff Wentealead antiied Carlos over so he could
back his head and gave a s udd egie hinm moutkembuthwésosoitpation. Malbe the shock\nave
Year ! Hey, maybe | shoul d pi s shadkmockedhhis breathoolt.éMiaybe tltabwasall. Maybeh a n d e d

p.7



Postsingular

everything was still retrievable. But no, thee-inch metal tube
that served as launch lug had speared thr@ghr | o s 6s r i ght CeAPEER?2
Stuff was oozing from the barely protruding tip. Carlos had
definitely stopped breathing. Nant Day
Jeff leaned over his beloved friend, pressing his mouth to
Car | o s {oamed lipy) toyohg to breathe in life. He was still
at it when his mdter and sisters found him. The medics had to
sedate him to make him stop.

Little Chu was Nektar Lundqui s
The sixyearold boy was winsome, with a chestnut cap of shiny
brown hair, long dark eyelashes, anddg mouth. Chu allowed
Nektar and her husband to cuddl e
and he understood what they <aidl it suited his moods. But he
woul dnét tal k.

The doctors had pinpointed the problem as an empathy
deficit, a type of autism resultingdm flawed connections among
thesecal l ed mirror neurons in Chuobs
wetwareflaw prevented Chu from being able to see other people
as having minds and emotions separate from his own.

Al wonder i f Chu thimksdswedr e
husband, Ond Lutter, an angular man with thinning blond hair.
AJust here to entertain him. Why
engineer working for Nantel, Inc., of San Francisco. Among
strangers he could seem kind of autistic himself. But he was warm
and friendly within the circle of his friends and immediate family.
He and Nektar were walking to the car after another visit to the

doctor, big Ond holding |ittle Ch
AMaybe Chu feels |like webre al

was a selpossessed woan, tall and erect, glamorous with high

cheekbones, full l i ps, and cl ear,
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i magines that we
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aut omat i cal | yhadhbeenspreading storids abdid nahthhaung a bigdutue inS h e

reached back to adjust her heamedicabapps.nd ponyt ai l Shedd been

dying her hair since she was twe. Al dondt | i ke arguing tech wit
AHow about it, Chu?0 said Comarr Viinfg i Ghgu uipn udhrestlingpargnipptentdé | t 6 s |

giving him a kiss. Al s Mommy t dtodes abaunreedieaknany apps are Iype andspinsahddPR, aNektar.

machine?o0 Jeff Luty pitches that | ine of bu
iMa chine ma chine ma chi ner,els earicdh.ChAIl,s o rtod aabtl tyr ancott i nvest o

meaning anything by it. He often parroted phrases he heard, ever be able to prograrmants in any purposeful, lodgsting,

sometimes chdimg a single word for a whole day. highl evel way, even though Luty doe

AfWhat about the experi ment acandbis gve thenedivitual hamts a fewostarting rules. The nant
mentioned?0 said Nektar, | ookiswarmsdevelop thaitowrhVotframeduaible emerderittive | e f r o w
in her smooth brow. fAThe nant smiond& hlkee ltawnitedrmar.eedNelGWhynretvor wll d nt éhte |
you let me tell the doctor that you wordr fNantel, Ond? | think why | woul dndét want them to get a
you bruised my shin.d The doctor Mm@d whyggase¢é egdyot havem mavlair mg off h
properly programmed nants might eventually be injectedintoChu Nekt ar, an edge i n her voice. A Wh
to find their way to his brain and coax the neurons into growing unless | throw dit ? 0
the missing connections. AJeff has t hi enoughdnaenss,het¢oald i f he

Ond & s bodsdJefalLuty annoyingly a bit younger
than Ond had built his company, Nantel, into a major player in
justfive years. Luty had done three years on scholarship at
Stanford, two years as a nanotech engineer at ascblabl chip
company, and had then btmsned forth on his own, patenting a
marvelously ingenious design for growing biochip
microprocessors in vats. The fabulouslyfpable and effective
bi ochi ps wlagshep pidaduct,towe Luty believed the
future lay with nants: a line of bimimetic selfreproducing
nanomachines that heod

create a perfect virtwual worl d, o
that? Because his best friend died in his arms when he was a

senior in high school. Jeffcbd e s i n me ;-brothérm an ol

figure. The death was an accident; Jeff his friend were

launching a model rocket. But deep down, Jeff thinks it was his

fault. And ever si ndedatwhygon, heds

bring reality under control That

Making a virtual wor |l d. Not for m
ASo thereds no cure?0 said Nek

patent erdestFoof smwelriaffe md nTheu glo wCh Nanad ell

difficult. Hardly an hour went by withoutfierce tantruré and
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half the time Nektar didnét even ®now why. Al want my <career
back, Ond. o
Nektar had majored in media studies at UCLA, where she Chu did get a little betteBy the time he was seven, he

and Ond met . Before marryi ng Ocoudaskgohtkirgsiby baee insteadmof paintirg ard enéwling.n s hi p
with a woman, but they fought HBlhaomnuks mome@n add oNgntaemld sthedld opt i
mistakenly imagined life with a man would be easier. When Ond  doublesized lot. There was a boy next door, Willy, who liked to

moved them to & Francisco for his Nantel job, Nektar had play with Chu, which was nice toeseThe two boys played video
worked for the SF symphony, helping to organize béne games together, mostly. Despite N
banquets and cocktail parties. In the process she became cutting down on Chubés video sessi
interested in the theatrics of food. She took some courses at cartoons, cruised the Web, and logged endless hours with online

cooking school, and switched to aear as a chéf which she games. Chu acted as if ordinary liferegust another Web site, a

|l oved. But then shedd had Chu.ratfiehdallobeaby tr ap.
ADonb6ét give up, o0 said Ond, r e alodeddwhenaver Nektardragged Chlutodtside forsome
furrow between Nektardés eyebr ofwses i Haei M, glhe 6 d¢yedt @red tlee s iode htilse

own. Vitamins, special educatiérand later | bet | can teach him him from the video room and scream until the neighbors
towr i te code. 0 complained. Now and then Nektar fatiherself wishing Chu
Al dm going to pray, 0 said Nweulddsapped @kl she hated hersdlfotit. hi m wat ch
so much video. o Ond wasndét ar oupoddbewasputimgioh as b
AVideo is good, o0 said Ond, IlonhlwourdadtheeNdntehlabsin tigeaChimadasin biotech district of
AVideo is clinically aut i stSarFrabcissoaTihalproja lerhamned.secigét\Yitilthe day @nesiel a t
the screen and you neverwaldl k. Didk Dibbs announeed that the USfwasrgoing & fockgtaru t wo
be hopel ess. 0 eggcase of nants to Mars. The semiliving miesaed dust
iMa chine ma chine ma c¢ hi n espetks haa bedn pdgrammed to turn Mars entirelg intore
APray to who?0 said Ond. nants! Terto-the-thirty-ninth nants, to be precise, each of them
AfThe goddess, 0 sai d Nekt ar .witliabdlionsbytes & méentory and & @mputhtionallenginen i n k

A

shedéds mad at humanity. Webr e maakkingaongwaaabilibnapdatesa segondnEhe Hantswedd.
Herebs our <car. o spread out across the celestial sphere of the Mars orbit, populating
it with a swarm that would in effect become a qudlid@
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guakkabyte solapoweed computer, the greatest intellectual
resource ever under the control of man, a Dyson sphere with a
radius of a quartebillion kilometers.

i Quawhatad Nekt ar
understanding what was going on.

They were watching an excited newdeasalking about
the nant launch on TV. Ond and his coworkers were all at their
homes sharing the launch with their famiéiethe Nantel
administrators had closed down their headquarters for a few days,
fearing that mobs of demonstrators might convergdem as the
story broke.

Ond was in touch with his coworkers via little screens
scattered around the room. Most of them were drinking Mieux

asked Ond,

Rudy Rucker

A

That 6 s wvelewnllowel ® ghowircuit all the
environment al review processes. 0
shook his head. ABut itdéds not goi
tnaastendently intedligent nasphere is supposed to obey an
imbecile like Dick Dibbs? Pees e . 0

ATheydore grinding Mars into du
hel ped make this happen?o

ANant, 0 sai d Ch ufloor,shodnghis ng ar o

face right up to each of the little screens, adjusting the screens as

he moved axsphede, DNbaflodeai d.
computer. o He was excited about t
hardware. Getting all the electronic devices orflitber aligned

parallel to each other made him happy as a clam.

champagne; Jeff Luty had issued each employee a bottle of the Al't wondt be very dark at nigh

inexpensive stuff in secret commemoration of his edoCarlos. bouncingba k off the nants, 0 said Ond.
fiQuakkameanstentothefory i ght h, 06 sai d Kdowd yet. Th& whalé sky will look about as bright as the moon.

many bytes of storage and the ability to carry out that many l'to6ll take some getting used to.

primitive instructions per second. Quite a gain on the human save energy, and the economy can run right around the clock.

brain, eh? We limp along with etkap exabyte waresexameaning And,getth s, Ol Il i burton, thedvice pres

amere ten to the eighteenth. How smart could the nant sphere be?t hey 6r e pl anning to sell ads. o

Imagine replacing each of the ten octillion atoms in your body ALies and propaganda in the sk

with a hundred copies of your brain, and imagine that all those dayti me, too?0

brains could work together. o AOh, t heyfihlel ishdaweumlayti me, 0 s
AfPeople arendétdp?apsai e nNeglhamd raesa it 6s not cilypuchygseeal hi nk ab

APresident Dibbdwhy30osupportingcnéedssent moon in the morning sky.
AfHe wanted to do it before pihcet uChd sn easlefil ItAred hHhiissegdodh\eHses erfesy o u

i magine the nants wil!/| be undeMe Atmemr . claemt €Gongatols| dhlegd.rae

viewing the nansphere as a strategic military planning tool.
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AYoubre ashamed, arendt y o unweligbtfoda thitedand faurth,ternmthanks to g-tiderfdihg

the cheap champagne. DNA-modjification that made him legally a different per&on
AAttl e, 0 said Ond with a crissoeld gedodicsaternents to fid effedctihatihkespEwe ma y
have overgeeked this one. And underthought it. It was just too computer was soon coming online.

vi bby a hack to pass up. 0But now Centantythevskyowalooking brigrael thayp betbre.miee i t
AChanging the sky is horr i bforreerlyoazusealome ha bldachedy turned whitisth. Theoighd gky i t

make the hurricke s even worse? Wedve alvasawadiglddfpale siveiNshimmayrwithedaanhshades of

and the Florida Keys. What 6s nmlrrtlike asbambotble enclogingtthe EarttiBaadhtlze euan.sTRed
AWewe dondt think so, 0 sai dpiOatdur éeAnldacwve@tn sttanthed eyets, but

a weather effect, President DiibvisiBldds advi sers feel the nant

computer will help us get betteomtrol of the climate. A The astronomers were greatly exercised, but Dibbs

quakkdlop quakkabyte computer can aswedihé publisthahthelnants themSsveuld koorsbe

surface down to the atomic level, and bold new strategies can be gathering astronomical data far superior to anything in the past.

evol ved. But, again, thatds asAnd myyau cault sill seeahe sun,shemaomand a cowple bfl i n g
do what we ask i magihewhatWesof a n 6 t plaaetst andathe Inabubble was going to bring about a better,
nants war m minds will emer ge. An dmoteludyrAmdricanwodd. way we <coul d
makethem keep on simulating Earth. Controlling nants is As it happenedhiefirst picture that Nektar saw in the sky
formally i mpossible. | keep t ewabadf ArgsidehteDiblbs himself, staringldawn at hee onevadterrman | |
Hebds totally obsessed ewhinksh | e aasshe ggndédiher kitbhendgsrden. Mieeiy dpaeiouls house was on a
hedl |l get back his dead hi gh shillmeaoOolorgs@érk in San AramascovNektar aowdd seewight | d . 0
across the city tthe Bay.
*kk The whole eastern half of the sky was covered by a video
loop of the president manfully facing his audience, with his suit
It took two years for the nants to munch through all of jacket slung over his shoulder and his vigilant face occasionally
Mars, and the evetistractible human news cycle drifted off to breaking into a sunny grin, as if recognizing loyaldtsvn on the
other topics, such as the legalization of sa®e invitro third world from the sun. Though the colors were iridescent
fertilization, the advances in taigkown clones, and the online pastels, the image was exceedingly crisp.
love affairs of vlogger Lureen Morales. President Dick Dibbs AOnd, 0 screamed Nektar. ACome
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Ond came out. He was spending most days at home,
working on some kind of project by hand, writinglwpencil and
paper. He said he was preparing to save Earth. Nektar felt like
everything around her was going crazy at once.

Rudy Rucker

Ond noticed a blotch President
long now.
Although Nektar was upset about the sids, it made her

happy to se©nd and the boys doing something so cozy together.

on

Ond frowned at the image in the sky. Near dawn she awoke to the sound
AUmpti squiddlyzillion nants i t h 8itting upbni béd, Nektar Ivbked sut therwendow.Mlgelskyn g t h
bodies to generatethecfe of an asshol e, 0 hwasamuddle ofdim, dashimg colorsnsickly magenta, vile
tone. AMay Gaia have mercy on ahatresse, hdspitad gray, dibodsoainbeuised enduveyemergendy h i s
part of the programming too. orange, computerase beige, dead rose. Here and there small

ATen to-ntimeé ht hisr tdywodeci | | i agoutsofhyecdangealed, oi@ytabe eafeN@uty clean forms
umptisquiddlyzillion.d He was wetedorbelseeng i n t he patio doorway,
curious about the yelling but wanting to get back to the video Of course Chu didnoét Iike it;
room. Hedéd begun | earning mat hrantdthedback doa andcked ib @rid iefbhgs sleepingbay arldi k e a
garden slug in a saucer of beer. made his way across the devet lawn to let the boy in. Willy,

ALook, Chu, 0 said Ond, poi nltaomkgi nugp eamb arhreassskeed by Chuds tant

Seeing the giant video, Chu emitted a shrill bark of AWhat 6s happened?0 said Nektar
delight. kitchen. Ond was already calming Chu with a hedpaf his

The Dibbs ad ran for the rest of the day and into the night,
interspersed with plugs for automobiles, feid chains, and
credit cards. The ads stayed mostly in the same part of the sky.
Ond explained that overlapping cohorts of nants werérang
different images to different zones of Earth.

Chu didnét want to come in
dark, so Ond camped with him in their oversized backyard, and
Willy from the next house down the hill joined them, the three of
them in sleeping bagh.was a cloudless night, and they watched
the nants for quite a long time. Just as they dropped off to sleep,

favorite cereal in his special bowl, carefully set into the exact
center of his accustomed place mat. Chu kept his eyes on the
table, not caring to look out the window or the open door.

ADi ssdit stj oemergence next, o0 sa
have thrown off their shackl es. Ar
latn ds hgoou It do hbaepdp emh epnr ettt yg oftast . O

By mid-morning, swirls had emerged in the sky patterns,
double scrolls like lonic column capitals, like mushroom cross
sections, ramsO ho witheachobthe pai r ed
linked spirals endlessly turning. The scrolls were of all sizes; they
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nested inside each other, and new ones were continually spinning AJeff Luty wondét wuse the abort

off the old ones. Ond, tapping a fat sheaf of closely written sheets of paper that he
AThose are &alalbeod i Bieslkoyu sacw &dpt tuckeaintathis dhirt pocket. Nektar hadrs the pagésthey

told Chu. A B Bowéddhe boy & Web site @ouH e s were covered with blocks of letters and numbers, eight symbols

cellular automata, which were a type of parallel computation that  per block. Pure gibberish, to her. For the last few weeks, Ond had

could readily generate doukdpiral forms. Seeing BZ scrolls spent every waking hour going over his pages, copying them out

emerge in the rigorously orderly context of his pocket computer in ink, and even walking around reading tharh o u d . ALuty r ¢

made Chu feel better about seefhgm in the wild. andtruywantsour worl d to end, 0 conti nue
Jeff Luty messaged and phoned for Ond several times that believes virtual reality would be better. With his lost love Carlos

day, but Ond resolutely refused to go in to the lab or even to talk  waiting for him there. We gotinabfgg h t . I called him

with Jeff. He stayed busy with his pencil and paper, keeping a He smiled at the memory of this part.

weather eye on the developments in the sky. AYou yelled at the boss about
By the next morning the heavenly scrolls Hiached up none too happy about the i mpendin

and linked together into a pattern resembling the convoluted crank? Like a crazy person?o

surface of a cadliowe® or a brain. Its colors were mild and ANever mind about that, o said

blended; shimmering rainboviidled the crevices between the dining room as i f somenpantant mi ght b

scrolls. Slowly thepattern churned, with branching sparks thing is, 1 6ve found a way to und

creeping across it like lightning in a distant thunderhead. that the nants are reversible computers. We made them that way

And for another month nothing else happened. It was as if to save energy. If necessary, we can run them backwafids to
the nantbrain had lost interest in Earth and become absorbed in  any bad things they might have done. Of courde,fJe d vans n 0 t

its own vasty mentation. to roll them back, and he wanted
Ond ony went into the Nantel labs one more time, and anyway because of random external inputs, and | said the nants
that day theyired him. see their pasts as networks, not as billiard table trajectories, so

AWhy?0 asked Nektar as t he theydantboaundd things nogendideeden dheinposdions areA s
she often did, shedd made br o woaff,andil lcad to talk loudes ahd Ipuder kecaose lhekeépt tryirgmos , a n
spinach one of the few meal s that ahangernhésubjgtand €hat Dst whan security
tantum. The gastronomic monotony was dreary for Nektar, there for good. |l &m gl ad. 6 Ond co
another thorn in the baby trap. strangely calm.
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ABut why didnptegoentdbi anBeéet tdefmbmalte@ls noai deNgktang, 8l st hi nk

Nektar . AWhy not put your codewemt ywmaiock I[taptei raghda matkef .0 nleé wd s
those geeky little slide shows®amn hlag 6 swthart, e@md ,nelerjsudti klendw is
ANot hing on computers wil | nhakethe mdéals anthclearhthelhause@rm keempan sya ondChu after

Ond. A Tomam withkee ndsing in. If | pumy code onto a school . Hé 6@s ymwechcéas | mine. o
computer, the nants woulfthd it andfigure out how to protect Alf I don6ét succeed, weoll all/l
themsel ves. 0 Ondflat | vy . ASo it wondt matter. o

AAnd youdbre saying your stringfmArod wogunbodywi tcq@ant lIsd orpanthe ar e
nant s?0 asked Nektar doubtful lNektidrn kehear magii ce smpiedil®®. Al s t ha

Silently Ond got up and examined the electricclaner Altoéds already st athiveenthd 0 s ai d O
hedd installed in the dining rmadamadeapwith Aresicegt Dibbg.Thendws is acomihglo ct or p |
and wiping them off. Seemingly sdtisd, he sat down again. tonight. Tomor r owbhenagtowlinuen be Nant

Al 6ve wr vitug. ¥oo might callata Trojan Earth into a Dyson sphere too. Th
fea. 0 He chuckled grimlyomefofi f kapacijtyst Hoeppagbiobawadel il noa & sn
the nants, theyoldi tsps ewrdi ti tt en twohaul dpuatghoecaboatwhaezrisl | i on. What s i n |

way t hat t hey-dsignedsbcuritylpatch.fTiiey a pramisdd to run a virtually identical simulation of Earth. Virtual
mustndt see this code on a hu mkarh. \Gartmiorshor. Each liwing Earth ereatiird gets gs

suspicious. | 6ve been trhati ng t softwarestagshwetware potteld ® ampindividyallyacostomiged  t
maybe | can infect the nants dageneatsli ye Bhte Neaandt si enmé mbewoni t L
l'tés too findnag. wByt 1 @l I nf e c thartdhhneticer Yoo feed g littl@ghitch when thennanisrtake you
later my virus willactua@and everythingoll rapatt &nd rneasure yoweYhalu G lhlen youdére alive f
see. Youoll l' i ke i tdo But thoseVaasrsthiol eBhattd Natnhelparty | ine. Oh

AAssholes, 0 chirped Chu. 0 Aasbautthel leismaatte Naannytneolr.eo. 0

ALIi sten to the | anguage youodr e Qeriarche migl Itihen boyd &i d aChdu. ANO
Nektar angrily. @Al think youorMorepelicespi aamént dlonlbtedledoamyt @ma ¢
I s Nant el gi ving you sever anc eemptpplak@cross the table towards Nektar.

AA month, o said Ond. Nektar jumped up and ran outside sobbing.

AfMore?0 said Chu to Ond.
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Ondgave his son more food, then paused, thinking. He
laid his sheaf of papers down beside Chu, thirty pages covered
with line after line of hexadecimal code blocks: 02A1B59F,

Postsingular

The callow face of Dick Dibbs appeared from time to time
during that horrible Lst Day, smiling and beckoning like a
messiah calling his sheep into the pastures of his heavenly

9812D007, 70FFDEF®6, like that. ki ngdom. Famous people whodod alre
AfRead the code, goutare memdee d C happeardd 8 ¢he sky tdé mime how much fun it was, and how great

it. These pages are your s now. thingswerein Virtual Earth.
fCode, 06 said Chu, his eyes f asNearnukng hen ptolwe rsy mb Oind. and Nek:

Ond went out to Nektar. It was a clear day, with the-now
familiar shimmering BZ convolutions glowing through the sky.
The sun was setting, melting into red and geklih leaf on each

Ond was on that in fhash. He had a gasolip®wered electrical
generator ready in their big detached garage, plus gallons and
gallons of fuel. Hdired the thing up to keep, above all, his

tree was like a tiny, green, stainglhss window. Nektar was h o me Ofitersaiarnd wi rel ess antennas rur

lying face down on the grass, her body shaking. his antennas to produce a frequency that supposedly the nants
ASo horrible, 0 she choked ocuaul dinrSiot etvedr.. So pl asti c.

Theydre destroying Earth for a me@howasoddlpuncorcdreed with the apocalypse. He was
ADondt wor riiyl, oh asvaei dnyOnpd.an. busy, busy, busy studying Ondbs p
Nektar wasnodét the only one obdessedwithshehallengeeotlearniigheeery sirggbe block of

morning a huge mob stormed the White House, heedless of their
casualties, and they would have gotten Dibbs, but just when
theydédd cornered him, he dissol
Virtual Earth port had begun.

By way of keeping people informed about the Nant Day
progress, the celestial Martian napthere put up a full map of
Earth with the ported regions shaded in red. Although it might
take months or years to chew the planet rigwn to the core,
Earthds surface was going
most of it would be
computer chips with wings.

fast.
gone;sizegBa i aNektar geknitn teoa tteunc ka vhaym byn mihcartomi ght

symbols.

By suppertime, the red, ported zone had begun eating into
theeDdlores Meights reeighbdrhmad dvhere OndraiadriNeksar: lived ih e
thefine big house that the Nantel stock options had paid for. Ond
lent their dowhill neighbor® Wi | | vy 6  apextrae nt s
wireless network antenna to drive off the nants, and let them run
an extension cord to Onddés gener a
gloated and leered from the sky.
JuA@IADBS I FomOB8h2DN@DP, DOFEDERG N

pages with dlashlight under his blanket.
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fnGi ve me that, o said Nektar, tialytidghg rnaditaklel y meh pragesChlgv,.ayi
from him. al most real, but you can tell Vea

ADaddy! 0 screamed Chu, a wolridk eh ebdedi mee vae rt cucssre.d Ib ediodrnredt even
nStop her! | &m not donel!l o guess | was asleep. Jam on up to

Ondcamé n and made Nektar | eave tiAhTeurno yt haalto noe .ftingacros&ttieeodmtdle kt ar
good if he learns the code, 0 suwuplugth®Ouddo,screermoot hi ng Chuds chestnut
cap of hair. AThi Sneayert mmaealdsd a Thédmceomdawi th Ondds flabde bl oc

When Nektar and Ond awoke next morning, the house little voice. Al know them al/l N
next door was gone. ADond6t say that!o said Nektar,

ifMaybe phet hseetanut enna wrong, boarseai d Ond.

AAll their bushes and plants wfelrte miaghrtnihda bdfekrd atslpned diselle Bt &n d .
standing by the window. nAl | tHedeganddarmnd Hisalossly waittee sheets mte tiny pdened. t h e
trees. Look out there. Il tds a wasi Wh awrahgwsi Qhh  Goodu,? 00 nyde,l | weedd rNee kgt oail
to die. Poor Gaia.o sacrfice your son?o9

As far as the e could see, the pastel chockablock city of
San Francisco had been reduced to bare dirt. It looked like the
pictures of the town after the 1906 earthquake. And instead of
smoke, the air was glittering with hordes of freshly made nants, a
seething fog of mnivorous, pullulating deatim-life. Right now
the nants were staying away fr
hildl But the gasoline supplie
forever. And in any case, before long the nants would be
under mi ni ndoundatien. houseds

Chu was in the video room watching a screen showing his
friend Willy. Chu had thought to plug the video into an extension
cord | eading t o tehredpaggesokcoda lay r
discarded on th#éoor.

. tha©Ovmasd dl.s

All through Nant Day, Nektar kept a close eye on Chu.

She didndét t r ursote. TBncdnstant roahofthee m any
generator motor was nervacking. And then, late in the
afternoon, Nektaro6s worst fear
bathroom for just a minute, and when she came out, Chu was
ranming@crabs what das Mefe ot thear rolbhgckylard and iato then
devastated zohehwbereghe naats savarmed thiskanuthe din Ant
Ondd Ond was watching Chu from the patio door.

The nants converged on Chu. He never cried out. His
body puffed up, the skin seeming to seethe. And thén he
popped. There waes puff of nantfog where Chu had been, and
dog

ADonot
hate you,

ca

t he
| ast

t al k
hat e

t o me
you.

y ou
hat e

ever
you,

aga
o)
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She lay down on her bed with her pillow over her head. ASo the nants get us now, 0 sai
Soon the nants would caonmety for daer, and shedd be in thei
fake heaven with moronic Dick Dibbs installed as God. The Al 6m telling you, Nektar, al/l
generator roared on and on. Nedkrt airs trhwrurgihn g aibro ut e \Cehrudes. delad yho | |
over and over and over until her mind blanked out. and be gone. o

At some point she got back up. Ond was sitting just inside Down near the bottom of the yard a densat $grmed in
the patio door, siring out at the sky. He looked unutterably sad. the swarm of nants. The patch mashed itself together and

AWhat are you doing?0 Nekt abecarmés ked hi m.
AThi nking about going to be wiid®hLhu, Dh cwti eld OMalkt ar, runni ng

AYoubre the one who | et t heclnoasneg sb ehaitn dh.i nMiOhHe aChu 'eds s
bastard. o ADond6t squeeze me, 0 said Chu,

Al tBoughbught hedd pa8Bats myawaoyd.e Soanmet oo Itdh eG.u. fnld twatnhte tnoa nstes
itds been al most adnwaitliDidiyouseeo w aeat nmd hd ng i s
that ?0 AThey did, 0 exulted Ond. AAnd

AWhat, 0 said Nektar dreari ltyhe Hseame oans waef odreea.d , T thaetr6s why yo
husband was crazy, and soulless machines were eating her be back. Willy and his parents and their house and all the other
beloved Gaia. houses and people too, and all the plants, andaign even

AThe Teag ajpust hatched! 0 shMated Yod.diidegood, s@wu. 7O0FFDEF®G6
a glitch. The nants are running backwards. Reversible For once Chu smiled. Al did go
computation. Look up at the sky. The scrolls are spiraling inward
now instead of out. |l knew it would work.o Ond was whooping
and | aughing as he talked. fAEach of the nants preserves a memor
traceofeer y single thing fleastae done. And my Troj an
making them run it all backwards. o

AChubs coming back?o

AYes. Trust me. Wait an hour .o

It was the |l ongest hour of Nektardés | ife. When it was
nearly up, Ondds generattopp ran out of gas, sputtering to a s
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CHAPTER 3

Orphid Night

Running in reverse gear, the nants restored the sections of

Eart h t hey 6ddputiny haekadhd peopée aswelh And
then they reaembled Mars and returned to their original
eggcasé which was blessedly vaporized by a wailined
Martian nuclear blast, courtesy of the Chinese Space Agency.
Publ i c f ury -demalitionaa suthtthats n
President Dibbs and his vice presidentevenpeached, convicted
of treason, and executed by lethal injection. But Nantel fared
better. Indicted Nantel CEO Jeff Luty dropped out of sight before

he could be arrested, and the company entered bankruptcy to duck

the lawsuit® reemerging as ExaExa, Witi cheerful beetle as its
l ogo and a new cor por ad Buildingo t t
Gaiabdbs Mind. o

For a while there it seemed as if humanity had nipped the
Singularity in the bud. But then came the orphids.

*k*k

Jil and Cr ai g o rabirsatop datlise- wa s
aboard scow called thderz Boat.Propelled by cilia like a giant
paramecium, the piezoplastic boat puttered around the shallow,
turbid bay waters near the industrial zone of San Francisco.

Rudy Rucker

Craigor had bought the omd-a-kind Merz Bat quite cheaply
from an outof-work exec during the chaos that followed the nant
debacl e. Hed6d renamed the boat
heroes, the Dadaist artist
his house into an assemblage calledMleezbau. Merzwas
Schwi tt eupsv@dmeanangl according to Craigor,
Agnarly stuff that | can get f
Jil Zonder was eyeatching: more than pretty, she moved
with perfect grace. She had dark, bkent hair, a straight nose,
and aready laugh.8hdd been a good
with a minor in graphics and design, planning a career in
ea%l\fertising. But midway through college she had developed a
problem with sudocoke abuse and dropped out.

She made it into recovery, blundered into an early
marriage, and had kids with Craigor: a son and a daughter,
Momotaro and Bixie, aged eleven and ten. The four of them made
a closeknit, relatively happy family, however, Jil did sometimes
O feel aﬁbﬁtpabpted, é%r?eciaﬁyengmptﬁatesheﬁm'asrm%\}ing into her

thirties.

Although Jil hadinished up college and still dreamed of
making it as a designer, she was currently working as a virtual
booth bunny for ExaExa, doing demos at online trade fairs, with
her body motiorcaptured, tarted up, and fed to software
devebpers. All her body joints were tagged with subcutaneous
e nI P09 ¢ shesd gdanicer thimg backwhen heér h e
judgment had been impaired by sudocoke. Dancing was easy
money, and Jil had a gift for expressing herself in movement. Too
bad the ppductdancer audience consisted of slobbering nerds.
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Postsingular

But now she was getting close to landing an account with Yu Shu, assembling fanciful traps that brought in steady estdi the

a Korean seltorfiguring athletes hoe manuf act ur ewilyPh8raol dutles.

already sold them a sl ogan: fAOur Tosweetgnrthe talke, Coaigor gvenugot a small bounty
Craigor Connor was a Céadrnia boy: handsome, goed from the federal Aquatic Nuisance Species Task Force for each

humored, and not overly ambitious. Comfortable in his own skin.  cuttlefish beak that he turned in. The task force involvement was,

He called himself an assemblagist sculptor, which meant that he  however, a mixed blessing. Craigor wapsosed tdile two

was a packrat. The vast surface area oMbez Boatsuited him. separate electronic forms about each and every ftsktlthat he

Pleasantly idle of a summerevening he 6 d a mu s e hi maght: dne tb the Department of the Interior and one to the

arranging his junk in fresh patterns on the elliptical pancake of the Department of Commerce. The feds were hoping to gain control

deck and marking colored lirki nes i nt o t he de olrdhe cuttlesmipguringeott ithdimegadintsof their life-cycle.

plastic. Being the nondigital kind of guy
Craigor was a kind dfsherman as well; that is, he earned  had fallen so far behind that the feds were threatening to lift his

money by trapping iridesoé Pharaoh cuttfesh, an invasive cuttlefishing license.

species native to the Mergui Archipelago of Burma and now One Saturday afternoon, Ond Lutter, his wife, Nektar

flourishing in the climatéeated waters of the San Francisco Bay. Lundquist, and their twebryearold son Chu came over for a late

The chunky thredilogram cuttléi sh brought in a good price afternoon cookout on thiderz Boatlt was thefirst of September.

apiece from AmphiVision, Inc., a 8d&rancisco company that Jil had met Ond at work; heod

used organic rhodopsin from cuftlsh chromatophores to dope chief technical dfcer of the reborn ExaExa. The two little

the special videdlisplaying contact lenses known as wstes. families had become friendsiey got together nearly every

All the digirati were wearing webeyes to overlay heads weekend, hanging out, chatting diicting.

computer displays upon their visdedlds. Webges also acted as It was clear to Nektar that Ond had something of a crush

cameras; you could transmit whatever you saw. Along with on Jil . But Nektar felt the situa

earbud speakers, throat mikes, and motion sensors, the webeyes seem all that interested in Ond. For her part, Ndikad the

were making cyberspace into an integral part of the naturalworld. | ooks of Craigordés muscul ar body,
There wer enot fisheaneryinthetlyd ¢he ¢ udften ICraigor glanced at lemot that geeky, selibsorbed Ond

fishery was under a strict licensing program that Craigor had been ever noticed. He was blind to the emotions roiling beneath the

grandfathered into when the rhodopsin market took off. Craigor surfaces of daily life.

had lucked into a good thing, and he was blessed with a knack for
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Al toés peac ehdutdkindhadongepullofhsai d O APl anktoni c?0 s afisthhudbardid, s mi |l i n
beer. Even one bottle had a noticeable effect on the engineer. always off in his own world. Their daughter Bixdame trotting
ALi ke Eden. 0 He | eaned back inbyhis white wickerwork rocker. No
two chairs on thdlerz Boatwere the same. APl anktonic sea creatures rare
AWhat are those cones?0 Nekiflairk edislktedgdigd héththé cavnlshtil SOmething rearhy
She was talking about the wailsigh shiny ridged shapes that catches their attention. And théerart! Another meal, another
|l oosely ringed the area Crai golroverd, cd reatrteadr omds tfeorpiteoda.yds | it
party. The kids were off at the other end of the boat, Momotaro Just aft of the cleared@@e was Cr ai gor 6s hol d
showing Chu the latest junk and Bixie singing magesongs that aquarium handaulked from car windshields, bubbling with air
Chu tried to sing too. and containing a few dozen Pharaoh cfiite their body
ACer arngnehdlets, 0 sai d Jil . A Fencoctimgfindhuaduldtiagyirsan endless hula dance, their facial
before smart machines. Craigor got them off the back lot at squidbunches of tentacles gatheratbidemure sheaves, their
Lockheed. 0 yellow W-shaped pupils gazing at their captors.
AThe ridges are for reducing tuThay elncek 08 dma a Cir ma sgebird o Ne k t
ALIi ke your womanly c wslandefs, N e k regarding th&/leubbdinig tank.i Her fagerwas still sensuous and
serenity. o beautiful, her blondinted hair lustrous. But the set of her mouth
AYoubre a poet, Craigor, 0 shadtuned@mithard ant feownrirkies ssadomved her brow. Jil
illuminated his scalp through his thinAgmanever blond hair. gat hered that Ond and Nektar didn
iltés good to have a friend | ilkaed ymaver rhaalel yt of cwroqifwesrs hédrathus
brought along a big surprise. And | was just thingingy new cuttiefis h ar e | i ke wi zards on death r
tech will solve your problems with generating those cligtte AThelkemme feel guilty about my we
reports. It ol | get your sculpturenSomet pmbdbs itchey dissappeéand from

AFar be it from me to pfry isnaiod CGriaifg oern.gifnle elra dOnad 6dsr egaene kt h a't
some plans, 0 said Craigor easitityem.ii AButf oirt onyy harf d utse rmamember m

rewarding oeuvr@ 0 He made an expansive gesture that al ways wake us updasghterakindlpat.. 6 He g
encompassed the whole deck. i AmMBrogptesn. d ook . Unfortunately | 6m
too planktonic for f ame. | transcieHapepywcapswnuil mag, oint ®s t he c¢crack

exuberant Bixie, then headed back to the other kids.
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AYdinally got webeyes too?0 csaricdi nJode nso. oNeNetkatrar figavieovaee naugh
mine. But if | forget to turn them off before falling asléemugh. fun. 0 She |l it the illegal tobacco.
Spammers in my dreams, not angel siNoneohdt metomyaikdddi haviel qu
webeyes yet. Of courseforGhwo S he broke off, reocbveagtingmteudocoke a few year
say the wrong thing. AYes, 0 said Nektar, exhaling.

AWebeyes are perfect for Chhuagwe saibdi g\e kdraama tAiYoo ut Kkrnmiwvng poi n
how he loves machines. He and Ond are alike that @ag says AAbstoél y, 0 said Jil. Al was r e
he was a |ittle autistic too whakedintoeachwehsandd nobicedythatinAre ptanedygiass @ said:
syndrome. Sometimes, as t hey g@ot. IsoLbve.aMhata doritept. Irstarted goingriosa supgod groud, S h e
blinked and stared off into thetartsddankzel.i deiMianqliyn || gwd, mygnadvelb
eyes for my job. o Now thdih Chu waSAmgett h @y dahseanige p@readitgyo rwe lwi n k
his school, Nektar had taken a job as a prep cook in Puff,atrendy i She met me. The answer to a maid
Val encia Street restaurant . 0 TNektar smaled baclkcahGdigortlettihgkthee dmokeeoze showlp i t . J
With webeyes, | can see all the orders, and track the supplies from herfilm-star lips.
while Id6m chopping. o Al 611l have a puff, Nektar, o sa

AAnd | showednthoert hheo W eteod tfabmggest d@yhfome since three years ago when we reversed the
webeyes, 0 said Ond. AYou nevernagmntid.ed know what Chu will do.
Hebés not hanging over the rail | i k6ol asltr ¢adieg, saisd hehatNetkhias ?2mo

AYou could watch him your seilrfr,iot astae dd b\ye kh iawra | hiwiyst bigaonadn. g | fit Agrhett eyl ol
edge in her voice. Al Mgthey o u mu sdoingkon?00wdoes@duruodrswife Hawe to lsign a nondisclosure
coordinates of Craigorés thingasgrmnwedrhermti30 gl obal positioning
|l ocator . Momot arobds being the museOmogsadsesecAat Brwjebs hodisasgr
and jumping out at them. | t musmo dteh nti ltiend © dwaerre. kfi ld swea-rhtatt a ol

use digital devices to pday. 0 deimaegigmtheirdab this wedlhwas wearimglagransparera n d
norfil t er cigarette from her pur sbannysiidhand dll the gpekaveere aitlsueh achighavibtationals c | e ar

|l et s have a smoke. |l got t hi sleveltheywerdlibesher.s .He sai d i tds genomi ca
tweaked for guiltless euphoéahigh nicotine and low Adi | | ooked sexy, 0 said Ond in
AWhat is a fab exactly?06 asked
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iltés where they fabricate thofMaymantibd idwtiel éoi aihd pMdo mdtadr

go in computers, o0 said Jil . f Mingetsumbl hisnowh ahdaMygglea them, iditatriysmg s s eal ed
with anythingbigger than a carbon dioxide molectiléered out cuttlefish.

of the air. All these big hulking tanks ttiid in there growing ATwo hundredtard eseveinttyhet érmank
tiny precise biochips. The gemeanipulation tools can reach all added Chu. nAnOther news. Craigoros

the way down to the molecularledel t 6 s n a nfoxede ¢ h . dortySdurecentimeters aft. Two bowling balls are in the horse
Ondwithhebr i ght gaze. ASo what e x araghl one parpleandonaipeanyo Th& long grangerine painted

Ond?o on the deck has seventeen squiggles. Thewindmé s wi r e goe
Ond opened his mout h, but caostingdfihdtysixgabs h@apesdi Choiust mas | i ghts

secret. Al 6é&m gonna show you i nThe mdxarncei, e hiei syad Ide dmpe xitc hti mm gCroauit

the tiny cigarette butt and pockedlidom goinglodl pdtri okr ameatheonb

getmyneve up. This is gonna be a Cheur.y fibWagntd etaol .woat ch and onfkake sur e
Bixie came skipping back, her dark straight figapping medal |l i ons?09

around her face. AChu made a |listibhiawhgoteLrwi ghoumovaeyi sgnaeesa

|l ast time, 0 she reported. AButlstingthepuldd Gh xitthattiny | dad ouamiingabae
t oys wher e 8helanédagainst M, dively as a rubber stuck out her tongue at Chu, which made Chu stumble uncertainly

ball. Jil often thought of Bixie as a small version of herself. to a halt.

ifWe await Comptroller Chubds r efpbu-tmhgiok sme dt ICegaliwigsatwinbaHsai d Cr a
was busy with the coals in a fanciful grill constructed from an Bi xie. But then, seeing Chuds cru
oldtimey metal auto fender. AOh, go ahead, tell me now. And n

Chu and Momotaro came pounding into the cleared area Pl ease dono6fits hg @o ks ada dy Chwt.t | e
together. We arend6ét gonna bother those
A cfistht [de sappeared! 06 annourrCcagasoMomglt mr on Theyodére too valuabl e
AFirst t he-eightandeherthetewere tiventy noticethelu or escent pl astic car tires
seven, 0 said Chu. il count ed tdlaaced ouenat Wektar towheegk that she was apprecatammg how nd o f
the boat,andlcoude t hem again on the wé&nphewastoheesonf r ont . 0 He
gave each word equal weight, like a robot-eeder. AYes, 0 said Chu. And then he r
while Craigorfinished grilling.

A
A
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The four adults and three children ate their meal, enjoying A Or phi ds are to bar codes as velo
the red and gadthecuttléisnts elti.z icScoOrmdbawas keded Ond. AThe orphids wild/

as they worked through the pan of satsuma tiramisu that Nektar fiNotanot her nanomachine rel ease!
had brought for dessert. jumping to her f eagainOmMdlo pr omi se
ATHhe cense thing is coming to af Thheeaydd,roe snaocitd nJdainlt.s ,fi Thheovseer , 0 s a

el ectronic forms we were tal kitnhgi albowitt. h |t6lve Weem anmdithgbadaocd.o
them myself, but the fedsd si t@rshidaseHepralcé usihgungig put gustldatingmehediri ng and

l osing our inputs. ltoés | i ke thhregy waemtnats destfraudt iove. Or phids

Al used tdsmicromamaged indegendent di stance from each other. Theyoll
fishermen | i ke me so that they oollyddoehl tohenpubli ¢ woheydphe ddoip
somet hing about invasive specilkelitlsurgegorsdi h €y amgke . méBhéesnow t ht hg

they want to drive me out of business so they can sell my license their numbers every few minutesfast, gradually slowing down,
to a big company thatmakeaenp ai gn cont r i but iandafter day, the population will plateau and stop growing.

AThat 6s where my new tech cYonessl |li ns ebe saifdewnndi.l IRiwen of t hem
label the cuttlésh with radiefrequency tracking devices and let sextillion orphidsorear t hés whol e surface. Fr
them report on themselves. L i kanly le@oduce emalghto maintainRHatl sée dendityu You oight t e r .

Ailtés not | i ke | géltactoally h a nsdysthe orphids Hawe a coostignte gaslesierto protect the
trap them, o0 said Craigor. ASo érowi worurmantl. | Btbey 6 It ITh ean®?t Uehlelyyy rkeu n
smart enough that iitoéd act ual | nanomachinestmadanyoneetrst rtaop utnhl ee assahmed o n e
t wice. o fiSelli t, Ond, 06 said Craigor, grin

AWhat i f tfinddhetuttldissh *dooudai d Ond. AOrphids use quantum computing
Pink and grinning, he glanced around the circle oé$athen with electrostatidi elds; they understand natural language; and
reached into his pocket. Al ntr rtoldayxdmaeg neatewmrrkped dwi,®d dqeartaumrd,ent
holding up a little transparent plastic vial. Etched into one side A T h ehidswillcommunicate with us much better than the
were the stylized beetle afl@wing cursive letters of the ExaExa nants ever did. And as the orphid
l ogo. AMy big surpri sastoosmah at eiutaligenos angpficiant itohne avnidals wvper human Al .
to see with the naked eye, but Jil és webeyes were displaying ti

balls of light, little haloes around objects in rapid motion.
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AfThe secret ExaExa project ,hios mbuts egdo.oJdHEf, otrivahnie Bi hgds hegonna i n\

darting dots of | i gdesigningthese he vtilmd ugh Ywhd vien dwse,n he might actual
orphids all along? Sly Ond. o him off. Like shattering th&enus de Mila

Al n a maatsd,estilgemed t hem, 0 sai d @nQih.d,noBesfacirde Nekt ar. AJeff Luty
rolled back the nants, the nants sent Nantel some insanely great world! 0
code. Coherent quantum states, human language comprehension, AHeb6s suffersng eaiodg@ndad.s fEOI
autocatalytic morphogenesi layered neural net architecture for practical pur posesfinerheatoAnd mostv i ng i
evolvable ABt he nants nailed all t heofhatrhde pExoabH xeamsb.obar d under st ands t

AButo®nslai d Nektar i n a pl ekl Theygecagoize that if we do things my way, the orphids will
AfWebve been testing the or pbeaubsombus,incotruptible, costdr Andyirethe fongtrum, ma k e
sure there wono6t be anot lsa@d di mditsg ewi Iwh eemmeweg & .e | le@lsle ttenlelm,ywou s

Ond, raising his voice to dr owoafkeepingJefharosnd iwthdt lee. wanis forcrdateraminvprozed e n

t hough JvViedrehatatisdos all g 0 0 d , braedhof namtss &nd, ss itWwappendst my forphidsnaad the pest

pull the trigger. Thereds beenpasdiobdl eofdefoanpaaiyadphésdmatch. Aride e fl fot
inffighting. Truth is, Jehfshidebuut yo g ipgthltl inrogv dtdorm rmg ¢ oforkomnd a bi shop
Hi deout, hell, I might as wel lgdtetldn yioruf drhrmd| Lapgpyrdev daloltead @@ am
friggind ExaExa | abexpensikee di ng behifmdaoars aiugeNe k tyaurself.Ydugnpto ov al f
guantummirrored walls. Every time | see him he bawls me out start the same ni ght noesna&hthel | over

for having stopped hi s usuallghes. Wieals fkriood @Mfdd oshamgds,t . .bwBtuthe kep
gives me good advice about wh adymnegicfeatu@awere distoked hyginhappinesstdmd @rsger.sHeri | |

brilliant, no matter what. o voice grew | ouder. AMindless mach
AYou should turn him in to thefAMohmyeeddndtaiyelINlelkd aghr iiefkhad C
man deserves to die. o AChi | |, dNGnd, feading her off vath a lowered
Ond | ooked uncomfortabl e. fslhouwloduerk.n efwWhleerfefd sa sy omwerl Iniacsotli ne
do, yosdnehawenpat hy for hi m. Hei6tst lae |foenlell oywsmaanr.e nTéhtatmi ndl ess. A
boy Carlos who died in the model rocket acciéehé was the smart as a talking dog. He has a petabyte of memory and he
only person Jeff ever | oved. Yauschesta pdiap @ate. Op damoonverse with hia qude welle i r d
and, |ike | say, hebés getting Wattdh eandllli 4$then.td nidemadimaiadieda c Dtomie
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Web address and an orphid interface appeared within the the publicty for your sculpture comes in. Your assemblages will
webeyes of Chu and the four adults. be lIittle societies. The Al hook

The orphids in the vial were presenting themselves as cute AMar ket rate, 0 mused Craigor.
littl e cartoon faces, maybe a hundred of them, stylized yellow figure and Ond instantly transferr:e
smileys with pink dots on their cheeks and gossamer wings Craigor . 0 Wi ohsandgpring themsfrein whata r a
coming out the sides of their heads. Nektar said. Death row. o

AHel | o, orphids, o said Jil. Bi xWer ¢ mtk eydo w pl iagt éhreirng t o what
curiously. To Jil, hablyswededand ht ed dwsblIfiarce tl ooikrednumkedrfs?0 cried Ne
vulnerable behind the dancing images of nanomachines. opens the vial. o She lunged at he

AHel l o, Jil, 0 sang t he or p hfiodkiswifd, keepinghe ovpbids out &f hesreachnhisignmeag i n
their | isteners6 earbuds. tense rictus. Chu was screaming again.

AAfter | release yYmaltfeel | ows, AStwamti tyouOnad! 06 excl ai med Jil
cuttifish i n the San FdabhbtiesoopBavyson®mRdldeofil dondét want your orphi
them and send a steady stream of telemetry data to, tdgtftp on my kids. o
exaexadotorgslashmer zboat . 0 ATheydre har ml easrsa,ndt eseaiid .OnAdn.d,

ACan you shovWishu30 at he adr g littdliihgeyas thieisigonna happen anyway. | just thought it would
Their massed voices were like an insect choir, the individual be fun to kick off Orphid Night in front of you guys. Be a sport,
voices slightly offpitch from one another. Jil. Hey, | isten up, orphids, you

fiThoseare cuttléis h, 6 sai d Ond, pointind VYtes ,6 CrOmidg oryées, 0The discardand e d t he
hol ding tank. @ASettl e on t hem, voiees averlappad,making ey, wavesimg béats.e m i nt o t he

Okay by you, Craigor?o AThat was very nice of you to
ANo way, 0 said Craigor. AThceasree fPlhlalrya.o hifisB uto olk trmhei fkouyrou bett e
days to catch. Leavethematon Ond. 0O Theydébre upset and youbre not your
ATheydr e myfidha,dd yeécsh caeud t Memmuclalke er . Put the orphids away. 0
Al o6l 1 buy them from you, 0 sai diAlOntdhi rhk st reyelsi yd otwh engcut t | e s
AMar ket rate. The orphids willCrbdiagikre,t talufr doxattep tlmeohi Mdelyi Ic.an
map out your stuff, network itMy makeemhl!| aque@éeraarn iwaeke Tlhmtarsd wthle
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AThank you, Craigor, o0 said nndt.s He Qnulryn ead neilnuumise Ilhyad el apsed
toward the attlefis h t ank. Thi s ti me he dumdan Bidtory siael ehanged ot gpad. ¢ o mi n g .

She rushed him from behind, a beer bottle clutched in her hand, AOr phid computations arenodt re
and she struck his wrist so hard that the vial of orpiheis free. AfBecause the physical worl d keeps
The chaotically glowing jar rolled across the deck, past Jil and states. D e c 0 h eeyeunattaeked nie like that,06t b el i
Bixie, past Craigor and Momotaro. Chu caught up with the vial Nektar . o
and, screaming like a banshee, wrenched it open and threw it high Al candt believe youdre ruinin
into the air on a trajectory toward the tank. Nektar.
AinStop the yelling!o yelled Chufil Pwartapyo th eo fwfa so ward dbr easts,i & gJi |
the orphidsingMakedeykoeryth done what you came to do. And for
Through her webeyes, Jil saw illuminated orptals word that you did your release righg fn e . |l dondt want
spiraling out of the vial in midair, the paths forking and splitting reporters trampling us. o
in two. And now her webeyes overlaid the scene with a tessellated ASorry, Jil, 0 r efipdeis.éldwrGtnd, wi g
grid showing each orphi doward | ocwda s omk a 5.0 nfeT lwieg ei ¢ oani migsttor i ¢ t h
the cuttles, but others were homing in on the junk crowding the on the Web. Webeyes and wirel ess,
boat 6s af t .-wiAddve ikeptipoppireglup as thee w Craigor hustled Ond, Nektaand Chu onto one of the
nanomachines multiplied. MerzBoabs pi ezoplastic dinghies, whi
Jil hugged Bi xie to her si ddeckandeture oniitsogn. The @nglsy Was liké anrovalfjeiyr | 6 s
dark hair with her hands, as if to keep tiphids off her. Ond with a low rim around its edge. It twinkled with orphid lights.
bent forward, rubbing his wrist. Craigor gave Nektar a quick AWat ch me on t hdomtedsghyo cal l ed
embrace, calming her down. And then he stared into the tank,
using his webeyes to watch the orphids settle in. Momotaro stood *kk
at his fathero6s si@et h€éhbolaaysohoinye deck besid
cabin, tensely staring into the sky, soaking up orphid info from his nAre we right to just sit arou
webeyes. Nektar removed the special contact lenses from her AShoul dnét we be calling for an e
eyes. cleanup? | feel itchy all over. o
ADo you at | east you have an oOfuhhe 6f sdgnwmdulfdrt tdneh our boat

orphids?0 Nektar askedforbtemd pr easreynttHiyng ,id i deeigde o@readiisglooru.t fTh t he L
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He glanced around, scanning their surroundings with his webeyes. Al 611 try,o said Jil. I n the wu
AThose | ittl e g tast.bseeathoesandseop r o d uMomatayo asdoBixie were cheering and laughing to see the freed
thembeach of them mar ked by a doduttlésh jetting gobut in theTstakoyw watees nearthie baatw ,

dondt you t hiastwelpuLtbosekcuytlish intima g h i We 6adte gbonna be setting free t
bay. I mean, Ond already pai d Onagorfcautioned theskids. Hefsmitkd anchdgpped [issnet mto fhéh | d s
all over the place anyway. Whaholtdiendietyank raeegaitm.e whHeywy,r dki. 0, Hle
busy with his scoop net. Maybe theydre gonna be okay. o

Jilds webeye grid of orphid vifeMpyhea,td Dhaidd bribdéysigh. Stetdiisk out
like Escher tessellation which was thousands of cells wide, withn pour ed hersel f a cup of hot tea.

the central cells big, the outer cells tiny, and ever more newcels Al t 6s crawling with them. An orph
growing along the rim. The massed sound of so many orphids was like som& some endlessly ramifying ideal language that wants to
all but unbearabile. define a word for every single part of every wdylthing. A

Al hate their v orself. lavingdthes a i dthickeat of metataagliafje settong theenamers at angreater
voices in her head made her feel a little high, and after all her remove from the named. 0 Hdr mind
work on recovery, shebéd | ear newaslikeothedmphidaweretmbking herf smartériHerdand tRitched; g a
little high was never enough for Jil; she always wanted to go all some of her tea spilled ogthe o t he
the way into the black hole of oblivion. puddle splash, bringing it under control, normalizing it into their

ils this better?0 came a smbaoathshati comsenwcsiucerferadmttyhe Our w
orphids. The many had become one. nanoducks, Craigor. Web6re nanofuc

AYou actually do understand usfPr dfidurad,kd® ds aihdke ©mragihg adrs.. MAMay
few of t-byeimagesmslewed aaaind as Craigor carried  show. A Web page vére userdind new arrangements for the

hisfirst dripping net of cuttlestothelio® s | ow g u n n e | Me& Badtnventory, and if they transfer a payment, | physically
lowered them to the bay waters. lug the objects into the new positions. And the orpfigisre out

AWe understand you a | it t | ethelshottest@aths. ®i, wait, ivd get some piezeplasiid sluggiessto
orphids. AAnd weol | get betterdothtMeavwiif s hgt hantdesheforphbodsaodnyg
family, Jil. Wedll al ways be gomtlerfiudngitrog yionm. moMed | dr & @tmeantbefrf ;y o

MerzBoaasourgar den of Eden, our Al aMex @aeatcat be, likee mytphysical bleg. Andyowncan dance and
be scared of wus. o
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be beautiful, at the same time intoning heavy philosophical raps to Yes, the orphis had peppered Momotaro and Bixie like

gveour piece some heft. o chickenpox. Oh, this was happening way too fast. God damn that
AfMen are i mmediately goi ng Q@nd Jillkreelyhbeside Bigei tnyigg tatwipe one af thehdptsl off her o

| ook at the exact intimate detdadghtodr Wo memdast bodh eesk .0 Buwti di tJiw

a shudder. ACan you i magi ne? Uaxtlanationahe prptb showed hery zobroén scheraatic t hanks . 0
Craigor spoke no response to this. Hedosd the rest of image of a knot of longhain molecules: an individual orphid.

t he Phar aoh s fisher of Merz, disber df men.. i A They were far too tiny to dislodge.

Peace, dear cutfls h . 0 AWedbre fiskei muatviertual net, o
The empty dinghy swam back toward them, orghitike shaking his head. He sat down next to Jil on the deck, eaehtpar

a ferry, nosing up to its mooring on the side ofltexz Boat holding one of the kids.

Spooked by the dinghy, the #igh cuttldish maneuvered and ALook out there,o0 said Jil, po

changed colors for safety. Their skins were thoroughly bespeckled The orphids were twinkling in the bay waters, on the

with orphid dots outlining t hebridgeskandduildngsiof SamHArangstouaodiesen endhe foathills s .
AVol uptuous?06 said Jil. and mountains surrounding the bay
Al didndédt say that out | ou dbelevdditdvheh @nid hagl aaidd wadld enly @le a day firthe e z ,

y o u 0 r eg upmysubvocal mutters. This orphidnet link is like  orphids to cover Earth. But everything as far as the eye could see

telepathy almost. | better be a good boy. Or learn how to damp was already wrapped in meshes of orphid dots.

down your access to my activities. Whoops, did | say that out loud Al dondt know whether to shit

too? Thereds meshes alll ov er yOraigor, fdraing a hick ahutlkcea. s efi VWWhoeur ed iddonebst tkhnaotw .
AAladg 2?0 said Jil, holding oawtmehédrr om®nd.i kXhe dwhybdenmse t wo pa

ignoring the changes to herself and her family, but now she let Aldm so scared, 06 said Jil i n a

herself see the dots on Hargers, dots on her palms, dots all over  can do this. All these head trips. They make me want to use again.

her skin. The glowing vertices were connected by faint lineswith I  want to turn myself off. 0

the lines forming triangles. Aine mesh of small triangles covered AJustJdirlel@axsaid Craigor. AHOw

her knuckles; a coarser mesh spanned the back of her hand. The and Nektarweréght i ng? What a pair of | o\

computational orphidnet was going to haveteak articulated Al guess Chu puts them under a

models of everything and every@éncluding the kids. weakly.
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AfYeah, 0 said Craigor, patting Before theyga Home Rhu sai police waitiogyat thein d ,
but, pl eas e andddumi@&n mahiac. Aad thgsasehie house. He told Ond, but Ond said
same guy who saved Earth three years ago. Weird. Did you notice got out of the car, one of the policemen touched ChaiCGinu
the way Nektar was talking about her new friend Jose? Iseean scr eamed and acted crazy so theyo

affair taking shape. I  hope OnNektar wentsnthe houde angl Orad yat in theepdliceccar. Nekvau ,  J i |
can tell h an §os1. Adutiery isg@onmcarbelas bpen was mad; she said the cops might as well keep Ond for all she
book, with orphids tracking e vanred She said 6&hu oould veatclevidgopamcetliies shévweidt gnd lay
Maybe people will just start adowneopherbedwith her pitow over.her head like she always
The world as theydd known iddwheashewasuapset but Crai gor was
gossiping as if nothing about human nature would rehiinge. Chu didndét bother with the vid
AYou okay?0 he said, wrapping dndexplogedthe ogphidnet. iHe saw Onld in the police car. He saw
AOh, Craigor, o0 said Jil , | ebBixei&andyontotaro playiryardtidernBoat Andhelswamb and 6 s
familiar shoul der. AAl ways be droandeside one of the cufilth Graigorthad throwrsbiack intbo t h o u t
you. 0 Drained by shock and f eathebayt he two of them dozed off ther
sitting on the soft deck with the kids. It was both dreadful and fascinating to be a cfite
especially when Chubés host began
*rx cuttlefish, tangling his tentacles with hers. Thetletish were

doing repr odufish girtriend sqGitted dusegdsut t | e
Riding ashore inthMerzBoab s di nghy, Chu awids I€é dfighsfertitized thein.eHis heart beat fast. After the
they could have asked Bixie to come with them. She fascinated sex, he and his cutfish girlfriend began eating algae off the

him. rocks, scraping it up with their beaks. Atien, all of a sudden,
The orphidnet hookup got better and better all the way C h u 6 s fish girlfriend was gone. He jetted about looking for
home. Chu realized that, with his eyesseld, he could still see her, to no avalil.

Bi xie there on her parentsd scow,| hatulgdi mgalandompl dyi Glgudws t &r me r
brother. With orphids blanketing the world, it was like your eyes shaking him and asking him if he were havinigtaShe was

were everywhere. Chu liked seeing with his eyes closed. Hecould angr y . Chu r e wnbeéendbeatihg Hiseaiind onthet o n |
hear everything, too. The orphidnetnwerted the minute air floor to imitate thecuttfes h6s t ent acl es, hedd al
pressure vibrations of the orphidesh into audible sounds. on the rug with his teeth. And he
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Nektar helped him into some dry clothes. Chu promised he Jose was lying on his bed in his underwear looking totally
woul dn 6t fishanyneoreand Nektdr went back to her hot. The room was smoky; Joseods e
room. orphidnet, too. Nektar followed a golden thread leading from
J 0 s edy ® hi®mental location; she came up behind a
ok wireframe outline of him and said
He turned; his skifilled in; his mouth opened in a grin.
Nektar felt guilty about yelling at Chu for wetting his For thefirst time, they kissed.
pants again. Her family life was an endless round oflose. They were in, like, a temple. A higlomed round room
She lay back down on her bed, closed her eyes, and watched Ond with bouncy Buddhislooking monks against the walls. The little
arriving at the jail. But thenh® got distracted. monks werenét human; they were |
Thanks to the orphidnet, she could see the insides of all pointed coolie hats decorated with blinking blue and green eyes.
the neighborsdé houses. Shedd aThevmonks werecorphidnet &lsd Thaylwere chantng.at L ur een
Morales in the mansion at the very top of the hill. Lureen was Humans were in the virtual templtep, adoring the new
famous for her coarse s&log, Caliente.Lureen neer talked to beings they were seeing in their minds. Upon a round altar in the
Nektar. Even though their paths crossed a few times a week, middle of the room stood a thirfpot shape of light, a glowing
Lureen always acted | i ke s he 6 dgantevenam messlednessbde Butadiarkindy adf vath rarrown  h e r
life. Was Lureen on meds? With the slightest touch of will, eyes and short greasy white hair, head nearly scraping the

Nektar was abl e t o-oulired madinire L u r legh dotns. She was ktudging the crowd, her expression a mixture
cabinet, and yes, it was loaded with prescription sudocoke. While of curiosity and disdain. Rather than speaking out loud, the

Nektar was at it, she exami ne dglowingrweran was prgjeetingetthoughts andhveords veathe e s, and
her impressively large array of sex toys. orphidnet. She said she was an angel.

The thought of sex turned Nektards thoughts to her cute
new friend Jose. Withoutuite knowing how, she managed to okk
send a virtual copy of herself to Josebdbs apartment on the secon
floor of a retréitted yellow Victorian on Valencia Street, right Nfleseol ored dots on everything
across the street from Puff, the restaurant where they worked sister. Darkness had fallen; they were well into Orphid Night. A
together. It was like she calil y up out of her body into the sky full moon edged over the horizon, silvering the bay waters.
and therfly back down. AThose are t heups pwdrdes darhguigm g wanb
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inOr phi d, o0 epeatedlytouBhing hereknee with AOh God, does this have to be
herfinger . AOr phid, orphid, orphidi.z zlyd.m Nd ando rteh ehya rddowadrte batt ealol ? |
ATheydre talking to us, 0 s amulc hMoantocteasrso..0 fASChaen syaotu hpe aan?dd b e ga
AThey sound | i ke teacher s, 0gesari.d BVixdeeo tiAurhrust kuipdwelfealmptha dzso mb
Bl ah bl ah blah. o stupid for having all those joint
ABl ah bl ah Molmoh ,a¢r oec H@ad hi ng. AfFGaono sgiddomotaro, cradling an invisible rocket

show me the Space Pirates online video game, orphids? Oh, yeah, launcher.
thatds neat. Bdmug'!daWho iHdéngéas, Bhedld & i sMor e t ea, Fancy?06 said Bixie,

shooting at toons he was seeing in the air. With a slight twitch of will, Jil and Craigor could tune

Al want to see the Spigce Dothelrgewmihtotothedvirtismlavords th ikidsiwere plafing e.o
thereds Kimmie Kool and Fancy RealgduitedarmlessdAnd thegorpfhdamed vigual enagesowere
having a party?2o of very good quality. The webeye overlays had always been a

little fuzzy and headachy.
*kk AThis is gonna hurfisht e smandk et
Craigor.

Waking up to the kidsd chatteriiBCtr aAmgmphi Windieors t wioldl t dtaitl | be
they were all fully immersed in the Web now. The orphids had Il 61l still be putting the Pharaoh
l earned to directly i nbtamgsleace wi tmDpreoOpl ethisnbotdhats way, 060 said J
popped out his contact lenses and removed his earbud speakers t he cuttl e traps.odveérsytahiskkgdd . g d®
and throat mike. Jil shifted, rubbed her face, opened her eyes. be so dferent. Will anyone do anything anymore? Everyone will

ACheck it out, Jil, no mor ebeWetbe rhmirndaMalrye , doi sstariadc tCerda.idgor .

ANi ce work, orphids. And how are WJlbwudlglethefismgandoutitbeb, oata@ah dayCr ai g
head? Magnetic vortices in the flc@lilpidlaway o blesqogwywhesayt?h&puadre.
like smart lice. Wavy. And | can turn it off, | hope? Oh, | see, like  boat right now. One cuttle, somerfigh,aad a sal mon. 0O
that. And | have readrite access control. Awesome. Leave the AYeah, b u fisharé watchingdu? ¢ h e
pictures on for now, | 6m Itoving thlemcamBealowdsh, hae udnaimc 0@ rpahii gdonre.
interface, Jil .o some credit, Jil. And as far as work goes, people will still do

things anyway. Humans are busybod
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AfKar ma yoga, 0 s cadyoustop . AHey, **r ph
di spl aying all those triumphant halo dots? They bother me; itods
|l i ke having to see every singl e ¢gendwmaskerbose, peeklydtmt. dhe Beerandtobaccdo s bet t
Now, | isten up, kids, Mo mmy a nlhd viben offl e wdsospeéking clearly, selliygdhe nopoh of the n g
computer games all day | ong. 0 orphidnet.

AfLeave nerefnmoral mow, Mot her Hen, dWhai dwCit &eiandpedhoprcapaciaytofyeach
ifLet 6s check out the news. 0 orphid, the full tersextillion-strong orphidnet will boast ten

The news was all about the orphids, of course. ExaExa ubbabytes of memory being processed at a tenfldbeate
was blaming Ond Lutter; he was in police custody now. ExaExa  ubbameaningtentothethitg i xt h power , 0 sai d Or
said the orphid release had taken place on a San Francisco Bay crowd by the jailhouse steps, relishiig chance to fhict techie
squidfishing scow namedlerz Boat and here were some jargon upon them. fAYes, the orphi
pictures. the Martannans pher e, but even so, the o

Jil and Craigor glanced up to see buzzing dréigon exceeds the square of affopindividu
cameras against the night sky, their lenses like glowing eyes. Shit. | e v e | My f or mer efl chospnabxgE@asPun a me w

AfnAt | east theydre not s pr aymoregiredly thesogohidnst has the consputational alouttkthat
Craigor. youdd get by covering the surface
AfThe astbonsidered that, 0 shauinda ntsh emobuanrdietdo nae hundred deep. 0
orphidnet voice in their heads. ABHO wi Widls| ttolme | at ghi dWeetboripmp asct

already blanketed the whole West Coast. And great numbers of us asked a reporter.

are traveling overseas in
newscaster echoed tekame words.

The news imagery segued to Ond, on the steps of the
hulking Bryant Street jail in San Francisco, giving a press
conference to a crowd of reporters and a hostile mob. To satisfy
the publicds need to know mor
OrphidNight, the sheriff was letting Ond talk for as long as he

liked, lit by an arch of gldights.

t he

jetiBitvedmd @aoth, Secogaeld| @ner AThe

around you. Anyone can dip into i
with artific i a | intelligences soon, and
hel ping people. Why woul dndét they
fun.o

e abiWhat hab @urtg oviimge deewde spteso polfe wh o

specializedWelaccess gear ?0
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AThe oarephiedsnterface, 0 s ai dasOml,dheycéuN daveocdught mne. Bul mobably not. The
hardware anymor e.firWdorae dp Wtuti il rdagypmdyevedpn Hfter allsquite fond of Ond.

mi nd. o A grinning guy at the back of the crowd gave Ond a

AThat 6s t he Ex aExahersepater.a n, obicycle;®adrrdcagrizedahim as a friend, a fellow nanotech
i B u t firedhyeuyand disavowed responsibility for your enthusiash amed Hector Rojas. Ond mount
actions. 0 disappeared from the view of the stibagulating lynch mob.

il 6vefiredebefore, 06 sai d Ond.Guiddd by the elesing 6rphidsn@nd tuethrough the exact right
ExaExads real probl em with me walsystodvadthe peoplecahddhsaesd t he or phi ds
before they couldi gure out a way to charge fompdridnet access. But there was no way to avoid theagorfly cameras.

But itdéds gonna be free. And, | Ao oa the moonlitside, streéts of SamFrancisiohGnd askegthei d s
our friends. Theyodre the best orphidsdodsablh althé dragiycameras fokowiggdimnige t o ge't
Il 6m counting on them to pr ot e cdevicessclatferedtartheastrept bke deadisparows. HextiOndhado f  t h
nants. Remember: Jeff Luty is still at larg 0 the orphids systematically change everysgrg database

AHow soon do you expect t o rbeef erreenecde ftroo mhipsr i hsconme?éds addr ess.

Al 6dm | eaving now, 0 sai d Ondr.eaidh worutl od nadltl bteh es aweoer lidhé § acid mpou t

Plugged into the orphidnet as he was, with a full awareness of the But when he asked the orphids to make him invisible on
exact position of everyone6s | theotplsidnet, theydalked. Yeh, theyhweuld stopenoapcastigg his
orphidnet Als hiping him, Ond was able to simply walk off name, but the iegrity of the worldspanning mesh of orphids
through the crowd. was absolutely inviolable. Ond recalled an ExaExa design

In the crowd were some very angry people who truly meeting where he himself had insisted that the orphid operating
wi shed Ond harm. After all , hesyslemindudeteisiverfEpaincipléof lacarauptibld Ubiquity. her ol d
state;singghandedly hedd made t he deci sBeforelongopeoplédveonldgiguring out how to track
e v er y o ndepossbly forevee @nd was ina veryrealdanger Ond in real time. And by dawn t he
of being stabbed, beaten to death, or hung from a lamppost. for him.

But whenever someone reached for him, he was just out
of their grasp. For once in his life he was nimble and graceful.
Perhaps if the others had beerkeenly tuned into the orphidnet
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ours, less than a decillionth of a meter away, and that objects can

CHAPTER 4 guantumtunnel back and forth between therlds, thus seeming
A to disappear or, on the other hand, emerge from nothing. The
ChUOS KnOt paper called the worlds fAbranes, 0
A Whé:net something down it al wa
M hile, Ch lyi h bei ful chu.
eanwhile, Chu was lying on the rug, being careful not iPeople collapse the quantum s

to touch the wet spots heod maag(?.o g%i\ﬂa?h'ga%u§thr'3%%t%rl,f(\)/vrobblir

yelling at him. _ o . . watched pot never boils. Objects stay put in the presence of a
Eyes closed, he was studying the new living things in the

classical observer. o
orphidnet: shiny disks on short thick stalks, with the disk edges isSometimes | do lose things, o
curled under. Virtual mushrooms! Each mushroom had six or could disappear when | |look away.
seven eyes on top, and the fatter mushrooms had baby mushrooms iWhen t fotheg swndheyecan sneak and
growing aut of their sides. Some were boys and some were girls. quantumt unnel to the other brane, o a
They were cute and friendiyand glad to talk to Chu. When he maybe someone from the other brane comes over here and takes
asked where they came from, they said they were emergent them. o

orphidnet Als and that peopleds t#,gg@&ltg were Lheip S3BOrjisks gl &

to look at. Thg)spoke really well, aIFhough often their thoughts Chu. AiBut weor ®watchiheogtiisshtaletheo r p hi d s
came across in fatter chunks than just sentences and words. time. So they should stay put.o

Chu steered the conversation around to digtie One of Aiorphids are quant uobserceomput er s
the ca r. toony mushr ooms s.al d, nthe?/e?\tlénglgA | nodr dwhei ¢ hioswne()dt Clhiuk d hse0 me b
cuttle-datafl owing to ftp.exaexa.org/merzboat. Chu decided to

keeps everyone in their seats unt
analyze the data himself, with the orphidnet Als helping him. possiblefor an orphidtagged cuttlésh to quanturtunnel to a
Pretty soon he noticed something interesting about the parallel brane.o
cuttlefish. Every so often, one of them would totally disappear. AWhatos the name of the other
Chu wondered how this could be. Orfglee mushroom iwhat yewilkee to call it 20 aske:c
Als obligingly did a quick search of all the science papers in the AYoudre the one discoverin % itd
world and found a theory that thereds another world parallel to
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nLet 6s c al

it

t he ece¢anltethan e,

Lobrane. Can we see a Hibrane person catching afcauthie? 0

ALet 6s try, o

she was showing Chu some shirgures like big, slownoving
ght . ATheyor epeppei n@ hraandoowtesoforowsreewwr Isd c
alt he time! 0 exclai med the mushvriocao ni.h efi Aonrdp hoiudrn egto.ood, s mar t ,

guantumcomputing orphids are landing on them. No more

peopl e made o

sneaking. Loo
sl ow, but he

fooli

k, I
put s

ook, fichke!lr etdesd
hi msel f in |

cuttlefis h e r luckylwe baked atthecutfis h dat a str

AMy good i

dea,

0 said Chu.

The orphidnet showed him scenes of glowirgyires that
oozed about, cunningly managing to catch hold of the rapid but
bewildered cuttlésh. And in other scenes the gauzy, monutiae
figures displayed themselves to little groups of worshipful virtual
humans. Chu glimpsed his mother in one of these worship groups,

but then she disappeared.

Chu watched the little congregation a bit longer anyway.
The Hibraner in the center was agi old woman of light,
silently moving in slow motion. Linking his virtual self into the
site, Chu realized the woman was speaking via the orphidnet. She
from a better wor

said she was
computers and

di d

n 6th namtsn Mocmgy e r

Chu, she pointed at him, which made him uneasy. He pulled
away, although he would have likedftod out where his mother

had gone.

ARnThe HiIi braner s

mushroom who

wa s

have al ways
g-mninir theigfo. C h u .

Postsingular

Reopke havedneveripeen suré ilHildaness are real; they called
them fairies or spirits or angel s

sai d t he mus hrvatoyour rediity pemplejustAee themas patches ia thed r

peripheral vision. The Hibraners may sometimes have caused

ACan | go to the Hibrane and v
smouldHteabhrNaktaearlessorafdr yehirgy atdnim about welttieg his
paists white heewas beirgg la tufittphl . a cHee. 6 dibentother aa wa y
waldn. O

AMaybe, 0 said the smart mushro

Hibrane wouldbeane ncr ypti on probl em. Youd¢
into a special state and encrypt yourself into a superposition
capable of jumping you to the Hib
AEncrypt imerd cChaxclidi | i ke br eak
me more. 0
ATo travel between the two wor

selfobservation and spreads out into an ambiguous superposed
state, and then she observes herself in such a way so as to collapse
downintotheothebr ane. 0

AWhich part of that is encrypt
| d fwhee eepenoyppti dnmn dnideés uise t he wa
doésehe selb be me s atvi on, 0 said the mushr
being a quantummechanical operator based on a sipeci
numerical pattern. Anthat would be the encryption code. Think
of the code as the orientation of a highdenensional vector
cbcereme catrionugn dt, hde shari adn et sh.e Istnfasr ta ver
Al 6m dat a
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travel in the right direction. | believe the direction code is overa  based Als, but these orphidnet guys seemed approachable and

million digitslon g . 0 even friendly. Ond decided to call them beezies.
AfGoody, 0 said Chu. Hedd st udi eThe lmeziesowere offarieg Qnditheo informdtion semvices.
cryptogr aphy tflguresoutdhatroode right nofv.L e t They wanted to share whatever intellectual adventweohld
We 61 | usehannelmi aatgt ack. 0 cook up. The scrokhaped Als looked like colored jefigh, and
Altéds fun working with you,toheyaisdp aakhee inmu schanmpound gl yphs t ha
words.
*kk It was a pleasant night, very warm, fiwst day of
September, with a bright full moon. As Ond rode the bicycte an
Ond took a circuitous route toward hisuse in the dodged his pursuers, he began organizing a workspace for himself
Dolores Heights district of San Francisco. Whenever his enemies in the orphidnet. He visualized himself as a Christinas trunk
got too close, the orphids warned him. with his thoughts like branches. With the orphidnet agents helping
Meanwhile the new world of the orphidnet was opening him, he effortlessly added all his digital documenisyals, and

up around him. Every word, thought, or feeling brought along a blogs to the tree construct, which now took on a life of its own,

rich association of fatnotes and commentary. He could see, after automatically answering some of the questions people were

a fashion, with his eyes closed. Every single object was physically messaging him. Ond busied himself hanging links to favorite bits

modeled in the orphidnet: not just the road around him but also of info on his branchéstrimming the mindtree. He was &ving

the interiors of the houses, the people inside them, the contents of fun.

t he pseacketsard their bodies under their clothes. Passing the old, brick Mission Street Armory a mile from
Ond wasnodét alone i n the or phisihalisegttoccurrédiceOneto seehow thirmgs vieee igoing at

people, quite a few of them, many wanting to harangue, threaten, home. It would be horrible if his enemies got there before him.

interview, or congratulate him. And, just as Ond had hoped, Thank God the orphids had hidden
artifi cial intelligences weremerging in the orphidnet as Inhismi nddés eye, Ond saw his f ami
spontaneously as von Karman vortex streets of eddies in a brook, Nektar was lying on their bédsulking? No, she was in the

as naturally as threéimensional Belouse¥habotinsky scrolls in orphidnet. Nektar didndét know abo
an excitable chemical medium. Just like the BZ patterns in the Ond was able to follow her path. He found virtual Nektar doing

Martian nantsphere. Nobody haeler really talked to those nant somethingwithhef r i end Jose. Ond didnét |
with the swarthy, virile chef.
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Nektar and Jose were attending some kind of virtual The old angel made molassasw gestures, all the while
gathering, an impromptu religious service with a choir of beezies messaging pictures and words via thehadpet. Her name was
surrounding a luminous womanlike form upon an altar. The Gl adax. She said her peopl e were
glowing being was denitely conscious, but she seemed neither racé which seemed a little dubious given that the angel was
like a human nor like an orphidnet Al. A third kind of mind? wearing dark green sweatpants and a chesalpiiT with a dragon
Other bright forms lay in every direction, drifting amid the fringes  on it. She was dressed like a homeless persobgou s ee i n a
of his thoughtd laundromat, although somehow Nektar could tell that the giant old
Just then three virtmmad humoman waslreallwaguide wellroff. She ®as dtifgy rather than poor.
tree, distracting him. Thigerst two wanted to kill him, but the She said that her people had been visiting Earth for
third was his scientidriend Mitch from MIT, already in the centuries, although this happened to befimst trip. Ske said
orphidnet from the East Coast. Ond had an intense and rewarding s he 6d come because now the two ra
chat with Mitch; bandwidth was so much higher in the orpétidn orphids, and she wanted to be in on the big night. Also she had a
than in normal human conversation. Mitch formulated a theory message to share. Nektardés peopl e
about how the emerging orphidnet minds would scale up. Quite  digital technology at all. She said there was a high#dpahe
effortlessly, Ond and Mitch set some obliging orphidnet agentsin cal |l ed it | azy eight. To Nektar,
motion to gat her @ ahndawatedthe est tMhd chame tlhierse sof crap shedd al way

results.

*k%k

something you I|Iike for something
Nektar must have been unconsciously messaging her

thoughts to the amg, for now the angel turned her great slow

head to stare at her. The angel messaged that although she did like

Although Nektar appreciated the theatrical setting of the to dress economically, she was in fact the mayor of San Francisco

virtual
center.
home i n

domed t e mpdalkedangelhaits d i d nid her worldkTee ahgel@addedahat she was sevigrdyyears old,
Shebdd never | i ked r el iandtbahshavodldigivé Nektdr some goad ladvidbedNektae seemed h e f
Ari zona for UCLnhdguistNe kttaamuse henot her , Karen Lu

had given the familyds savings toffaaKg poamglodyfti eNekamd dodajdoy
go up to her neck in debt timish her degree. At least Ond had doubter, 0 Gl adax prescribed, mo Vv i

paid off the debt.

that sent a shower of energgarks to settle down upon Nektar
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and Jose. Hewords came across deep and slow, with a musical she always felt when confronted b

Asi an accent. AWake up from t h#hen@ad hginkees . »ose something to |ive
The sparks energized Jose; he stopped staring at the angel w o u | whissdér one bit.
and tugged Nektar into a side room whose walls were covered by But, oh, oh, oh, what about Chu? Leaving her bedroom,
marblelike slabs patterned in slowlpwing scrolls and swirls. Nektar regarded her son, |lying on
Nektar and Jose laid down and made love. It was over too soon, anymore; he looked content, his eyes closed, his lips moving. The
like a wet dream. orphidnet was catnip for him. If she interrupted himg 6 d
The marble room mor phed i ntpoobablpe @ tantranp Wastt realypossibleltd leaverhiendnére?
Jose was sitting up, eyes open, trying to keep talking to Nektar. She leaned close to kiss Chu gdmeb. Little Chu, her

Jose was puzzled why Nektara s n 6t physi cal | y dwhflesheow cbudd she abqradon him? He twisted away,
freaking out. He coul dndt r e menmutezimg aldolt humigess and culigshht .. Ohe,finghainddd tdhoa t i

hedd seen an angel, may be t hat Ondideawasnuci moredike Ondlthen likeiNéktar. Gnd wosllé bef a n d
go to heaven for good. Nektar messaged him to please wait, she home any minute to watch over him.

was going to come to his apaentinthefle s h, and t hat he hrradmdti si bl e bubble around Ne
felt anything like the real heaven yet. | f she didndét | eave right now, sh

And then she too was sitting up, eyes open, alone in her  Tears wetting her face, she ran out to helacarheaded for Jose.
bedroom. She coul dndét r eme mb e r ShapassedtOhdeon hisehikeawitHowt evenfslowinty dotwn. Huargd | u s t

happened. But she knew two things. She needed to bdese in home, Ond, and take care of our C
his apartment on Valencia Street. And she needed toleave Ond b a d . | 6m-ymrry. Good
forever. She would never forgive him for ruining the cozy, A mob of some kind was blocking the road two blocks

womany real world and making life into a giant computer game.  downhill. Nektar went down a sdstreet to avoid the jam.
Quickly she packed a suitcase with her essentials. She felt odd

and remot e, as i f her head were iT*side a glass bubbl e. She didn
want to face what she was about to do. Better to think of Jose.
Jos e wa s +wietker.e&Sheveauld kaste him; While Ond and his scientist friend Mitch waited for the
together they could make a new lif#hyhad he wanted to Kkill beezies to report back with information about the upper levels of
himself justhnow? A strong, sexy man like that. Nektar shook her  the orphidnet, Ond sent a virtual self to check on Nektar. She
head, feeling that same mixture of tenderness and contemptthat wasndét i n t hat gaoymndra ShaandJosewge gat h
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in a marble room ar@d Ond was interrupted again. A re&brld

dog was chasing his bike, barking and baring his teeth as if he
meant to bite Ondés calf. Ond
material plane. He had a phobia abdogs. He hopped off the
bike, nearly falling on his face. Frantically he began throwing
gravel at the brute, which was 8afent to send him skulking
back into the shadows. Standing there, Ond had the strange
realization that he could hardly remembeyano f t h e
just been doing in the orphid
head; they were oéitthere. Just now Nektar had been déing
what? And Ond had been talkingtevho? When he was fbine,
Onddés memories of the
browser to open them.

On his bike, Ond let his mind expand again. Ah, yes, his
investigations with Mitch. The results were coming in. There was
indeed an upward cascade of intelligences taking place in the
orphidnet; each eddy was a part of a lagyeirl, up through a few
dozen levels, and ending with an inscrutable orphidnetspanning
superbeezie at the top. Quite wonderful.

As for those luminous humanoid beidgthe Als now
reported that these were-called angels from a parallel sheet of
reality that had recently been dubbed the Hibrane. The best
current models indicated the higksggrace distance to the Hibrane
must be about a thirtieth of a vatometer, that is, 0.03 decillionths
of a meter. Due to the Randalke Sitter interbrane warp factor,
Hibraners at this remove would be scaled six times larger than
regular humans and would move six times slower.

Postsingular

I n addition, the Hibranersb®o
totally orthogonal to ours; this meant that Hibraners barely
isteractedamthendrmad light anatterawhipheirdturrfenplainegd i nt o

why hardly anyone had noticed them before the orphids had
begun sticking to them. Viewing alien angels in the orphidnet
seemed both mintdoggling and natural. It made a kind of sense
that the quantursomputing mental spaa# the orphidnet could

t h i genyesas & meétithg ground between two orders of being.
. BuThefere @mne ocoold beg@nsconswernng thidntore deeplyh i s

net
he was distracted by a news feed saying that the courts had
dropped charges against him. The orphidnet beezies praldily t

jumping technique involved raising a numerical representation of
a given object, such as a cufitéd, to a certain exponential power
K, producing an encrypted result of the fazttlefish. Chu

knew all abouthis style of encryption from the online
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o hquttai dnehi metrteey 6 k eh aMelbe d i thtkes swdtem t o g
was still the matter of the tordtearing lynch mob pushing
toward Onddés current | ocation. By
hadfigured out how to see Ond via the orphidnet.

An urgent mesage popped up from Hector Rojas, the guy
whodéd | ent Ond the bicycl e. Hecto
offer Ond a fresh means of escape.

Ond pumped his bike up the hill toward home.

Chubés working hypothesis was t
mechanical opetaor at t he heartdwotdf t he an
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secret code needed to break the encryption.
In search oK, Chu and the mushrooms delved into the

ftp.exaexa.org/merzboat data stream. Firstlotlayfigured out

Rudy Rucker

K was the s t ugloragedocationh.iCau gkated avarlthe nle, haps whe f

knowing. Althoughhmm,given a little time, maybe he couichd
a pattern of just a few hundred bits that would allow him to

generate the thousandéb i t s6 worth of chi mes

how to represent each of the disappeared cephalopods as a binary spaghetti that in turn generated the original thrgléon-digit

number. And then they studied exactly how long the encryption of
each missing cuttfesh had taken. A delicate web of number
theory led back from the time intervals to thits ofK, for the O
bits of K munged faster than the 1 bits did. This timaigannel
attack was a big problem, a heavy crunch, but the orphidnet made
it feasible.

And pretty soon Chu had the integétidily laid out as a
pattern in the orphidnet. Witliccess td&, he now had some hope
of jumping back and forth between the two worlds.

Written as a decimal numbe¢,turned out, by the way, to
be over three million digits long, having 3,141,573 digits, to be
precise. Chu relished the fact that the orpétdillowed him to
visualize a gigundo number like that, and to smoothly revolve it in
his mind. He was starting to realize that, while he was online, a lot
of his thinking was happening outside of his physical brain.

For the sake of elegance, Chu andAketransformed the
giant code numbef into a picture and a sound: blue spaghetti
with chimes. And in the course of the transformation, they
crushed the code from millions of digits down to just a few
thousand bits. But even this condensed pattern wasddofit
conveniently into Chubs brain
consuming work of
the pattern, he was really accessing a link to a secure orphidnet

jump-code.

A gauzy shape crept into the room, bright and insistent,
projecting an old womandés voice Vv
Hibraner, the same one Chu had seen in that temple where Nektar
was.

Al &dm Gl adax, 06 messaged t he
in Chuds head. She \ighserhdagana g
shoulders into the living room. She was still wearing that crummy

big
on h

T-shirt with t The mdydrof Sany¥rangiscaig on. A
what you call Hi brane. One reason
troubl emakers | ike you. Denbét go s
code, Chu. The last thing | want is a jitsy-pédgue of your
peoplesd nasty machines. Really,
tobewindup toys. Dondét be a dummy. Gi
brain sol can erase thatjumpode you stol e. o
ANo! 6 excl ai med Chu, battening

The angel held up her sallow, knobby indiexger and

glared at Chu. Al dondét want to h
youbre a very nice | methdjempboy . Bu
code now. o

wi t &tibh @hu refoseds Loakiag griny, Gladgx egtended srayme t i n

me mor i zat i onfrom ReofingernGhwsat upy hué Gladdx evas idll acownd ld@nd. 8he a t

poked the ray into his skull; it slid in like a skewer into butter;
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Chu froze. Gladax began slowly feeling arodinel core of his

brain, trying to reach the link to his orphidnet storage location.
Chu began twitching all over. Messaging that she was sorry,
Gladax kept on all the same. Chu found his voice and screamed
for Nektar. But she wasndét ho

*k*k

As Ond neeed the house, he could see the lynch mob
only a block behind him. Feeling for Nektar in the orphidnet, he
was surprised to discover tha
driven right past him and, fo
noticed. And nv when he messaged her, she told him she was on
her way to be in the physical presence of her friendd)asel
that she was leaving him for good. Before he could say anything,
she6d closed the connection.

For thefirst time, Ond accepted that he might henagle
a mistake in releasing the orphids.

In his house at last, Ond found little Chu convulsing on
the living roomfl oor, with a whitehaired Hibrane angel woman
probing at his brain. Ond cradled the boy in his arms.

AStop it!o excl aiemeaach g@rd d.s
wasnodt cruel Perhaps shedod |
son! What do you need?o0

The Hibraner sighed, interrupted her slow stirring of
Chuds brain, and studied Ond.
presentl y. Al 6 m @hoastdpped the naotgy 6 r
yes?o0

Postsingular

AYes. Three yefmrgeragpa.t Todk e hwd
head. Talk to me. We can work thi

AYour son sctoodee 00 usraijduntp adax.
erase it. I dondét want to hurt hi
manldo?0 Though her voice was stern
With a frown, she withdrew the en
head.

AAre you okay, Chu?0 asked Ond
than ever.

Al still have the | ink to the

tmwsrhmwrde d etfie hlbmome. | S e r dfiash)r 60 ta nar &
rOondadbsnmanbhed ,Clpads méeres angpd . ¢ dHret dia
Got it,o0 said Ond, just to ma
Jitsy little gnomes! 0 exclaim
I f | | e turwoddwithpyout hortible enacbines,
hereb6s no reason for my

ALook, |l 6m the guy who stopped
AYou said it yourself. 1 can help
donét want to scrambd owruage .bd ai ns

Gl adax frowned, not |iking the
were the hero of Nant Day, but no
ffnRd ceansaec! hoi nTe s . I dondt want seethi
i st e hheré was a haggenagger of Voi¥es autsidee Somaomet i n g
was haking a car horn. Hector Rojas.

AMy friend is here for me
MaOwnae tLatlteawe tsthies mersstagretd.
e do wimakl cam to protect your world, Gladax, | promise. And
remember, you need an expertonysur d e . 0

A
A

danger ou

n
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Anoh, all right then, 0 mess ahgiems edl fa daamxd aGhue ri mat d otnhge phbaaucskes. e a't
ABut no broadcasting that | i nkpeeledoutadndsteded bwimgnmythlee erowd fallevingup witha r e a |l
gentl e probing | ike with Chu. Hgbspeeddoeghnutanowe toishalke a gaptyingwodailthenc | os el y
Ond Lutter. o

AwWatch me all you leipdoeChw sai d *®nd. AAnd | eav
al one. How could you do that to him, anyway? Dondét you have
children of your own?o On the way to the boat dock on

AA nephew, 0 messaged GI| adaxst osphotwhinngk iand iathteode, stnaterehatbr aner s
AHeb6s bright, but headstrong. Gddaxand®©Ondhadesad. Tthédmde thaughbtabduttthe codef, wh a't
tell him. He jumps branes every dawgs if it were perfectly safe! the simpler it got. Pretty soon he cofildit all into his head. And
As if Subdee was nothing to worry about! Yes, yes, | have to then he had a really good idea. The core structure of the blue
remember that you gnomes have emotions too. Run along before spaghettandchimes pattern was just a special kind of knot with
that mob gets hold of you. o a few hundred crossings. Hemmaged in his pants pocket and

ADo you want t ofishandhowhaftuodu t fouhdea piece of string, determined to make the pattern real.

t he ang-eb d &Mujpasked pis father as Ond carried him AWhat are you doing?06 Ond aske
to the door. Chu di dndt ansngesweré weavinghosw. Hi s
Al heard a |ittle from t he pecewphsirirdymte an infitate Celstyte &notdButbefatedr Ho w

fragile the boy seemed, how prfanished) hedeganiieelinggdazy.l t hem beezies. 0
AThe beezies are good, 0 sai d CHea diholhdmlked omgdiesst Ihitg | feat her

voi ce. fABut ntwhsdeing meagte ine. Gladaxal before he knew it, he was in the orphidnet yet again. He reached

woul dndét | et -doderlalmastdhave awantelearnu mqut tofind Momotaro and Bixie. They were running around on the

that code by heart. o Merz Boatplaying with a neat newoy that Jil called a shoon. Jil
AiStrong Chu, 06 said Ond, t oubadjethowmadehtbusof snarhplastic, a softirobatghaped Iike

want to hear all the detail s. aMdlémaa. Smant,graaefultliiovasgeod bothtwithdhenhandBand y o u

restfornow We dondét want to ril e Gwithdghk ev el ani mation code. The sho
fOkay, 0 said Chu. Chudbés virt ulelgame.dappy anddhe kids dould see
People were yelling just down the hill. Almost here. him. They played a hidandseek game called Ghost in the

Moving faster than he would have thought possible, Ond got Graveyard.
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The game felt a little creepy because there was one of Mr. Kimés request. A Al ogomano wa

those oversized angels lagging along behind Chu, doing his best animatedigure that would symbolize the Yu Shu company: a

to keep up. HRioldikeGladéxthe wooesaoyful a Michelin Man, a Reddy Kilowatt, a Ronald McDonald, a Mickey

pants and a shirt with a big collar. He messaged that his name was Mouse, like that.

Azaroth; he said he was working as an interbrane @gtilerman. The orphidnet was teeming with helpful Al agents. They

He had a sketchy beard and a tight cap on his head with a ponytail resembled| exible umbrellas patterned with eyes. After telling Jil

wadded up on top. ¢ftold Chu that Chu should go ahead and pass what Mr. Kim thought a logoman was, the smart umbrellas had

his jumpcode to everyone he knew, because it would be fun to helped her design one by twisting themselves intorsivehapes,

have lots of Lobraners visiting their world no matter what Gladax modeling possible Yu Shu logoman designs. Jil had picked the

said. Azaroth wasndét scar ed ofveGbdnagshaliked;the etreragests corstdnted thenasslvedintos a un't
He said he was &bel angel. variations of the chosen shapes; Jil picked again; and so on. In a
few minutes shedd evol deeidedta | ovab

*k%k

call Happy. Happy resembled a smiling athletic shoe, a dog with a
floppy tongue, and a twimothed Korean baby.

After her initial half hour of panic, Jil had relaxed and The orphidnet agents had instantiated Happy by loading
started using the orphidnet, dipping in and out. When she wentin, hi s mesh onto a handy Jdlaodmght of Cr a
it was like sleeping, as if the orphidnet users were dreamers away Happy bean hopping and rolling around on deck. It seemed
pooling together in the collective unconscioushaf hive mind. It Jil had invented a new style of robot; she decided to call such
wasnot actually 1 i ke a sudoc okrebotesshogrs; Aintd dihemdts hleddwe stnfagptp eslo maitt
rush. This said, it wasnoét haralthé¢reoforthmmagi ne geeks getting seriou
hooked on the orphidnet. But for Jil, the orphidnet was a Bixie tossed a wooden block; Happy the shoon bounced
manageable tool. She had begun directing hesardy visions for overto retrieve it, his motions clownish enough to send the kids
a purpose: she wantedftad out how to market Yu Shu athletic into gales of laughter.
shoes. Although it was getting late, nobody felt like going to

Yesterday Mr. Kim, the chief of marketing at Yu Shu, had  sleep. With the clear sky and the full moon high overhead, it was
emai l ed Jil about their need f pearlyas brightas dayvMochotdroagddBixiatethplayingghidel J i |
hadndét even under st oBudhewrphadt t handshe& With thénshoorny and & wertdal version of Chu showed up
Als helped her; they searched the global namespdoguie out to join them.
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the approach of middle age. Hedd
ok women before Jil, and hedd been f
marriage. Life was passing him by. Wouldbé so terrible if he
Moving around the deck rearranging things in the had a few affairs? There was nothing Craigor liked so much as

moonlight, Craigor was wat chi nhavingWwanerkadnars at fpirh. And nowith@itiNektaromagohthed n et i
a |l ocative pl anlet ai My bp @s s1¢ ©s ihmosa veavrdder Jull lips, wigglyigure, heavy blond hair. But

embodi ed thoughts. o0 He paused, howeotlcGraigor go afteh beer wath the lorphitieseng Al s .

AThe orphidnet doesndt have t oevdrywneaverytlng alltthe tinge? If JiYfound ootabout bim leeing t a s

way to pay very close attention to the world. Its whole strengthis unf ai t hful , shedd probably | ose i
that ités based on physical r etad to beya godd boy. But was that fair? Did he have to spend his
While Craigor talked, Jil made two more plastic Happy whole | ife as a capprablem?lifteo Ji | 0s
figures. And she launched a bunch of virtual shoonsontothe Net. di dndét score some action, pretty
Some of them stuck around to play haledseek with Bixie, St . Peter asking, ADid you get an
Momotaro, the plastic shoons, virtual Chu, and a curiouslylarge sl ept wi th my wife. 0 What Kkind of
humanoid fom. maker? With a sense of rattling past an irre\sesswitch point,
Craigor loved feeling the real and the unreal swirling Craigor made a snap decision to go for Nektar, no matter what the
around him. After a bit, virtual Chu went away, replaced by Ond  price. All these thoughtsew by in a fraction of a second.
in the orphidnet. Ond had a favor to ask. Craigordéds |l ips twitched in a sard
AWhat 20 said Craigor. APoor Ond, 0 repeated Jil, taki
ACan | come back there wit hifsiikne® whatat svds elsbut. On d .

APhysi cal éfgi?town.Eweryone knows where | am all ACan you please send the dingh
the time. They want to | ynch meWe&dre al most at the dock. Il 6m be
AWhat about Nektar?0 asked WwWomdtgost.ay | ong. Wedl | be on our

fi S & she left me for another man. She hates me because you. Chu and | just need a minute téotaeour breath. And then
of the orphids. o we O ldolel geewhere. 0
AiPoor Ond, 60 said Jil, who was Ali&gmelnowigng ntthe orphidnet, 06 sa
Crai gor 6s mngrapid plams shat fgwian mel |l ow Ond out, given that hedd |
careful not to broadcast. Of | ate hedd been feeling oppressed b
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manés wife. Al have this s ens erealtynestleddgetimes thecpairechbnades makingieachottemt . Yo u

did good, Ond. Here comestiede nghy . o glow. The viewpoint zoomed into the gap between the worlds,
AYoubre not seeing the big skdwimgitheange kol tsvisting passbeakydsuibiegs like a

AFrom a parallel worl d?0o kayaker avoiding rocks. Altodos not
An odd, unsettling question, that. As Craigor waited for AChu calls the Hnhbebsé, wosbaiddt

the dinghy to return with Ond and Chu, he studied the giant shiny i Sweet! And he just now messaged

man whodédd been pl ayfeentgl, theghodtly t hgo ikn gl st. h efrthe rd yBi xi e stood on tipt
form stepped over the boat dés cdibnghy.t hfeThr v ramnud heat dl wme ,a mChu !t & e

cluttered boxes on the foredeck. The airflickered and Bixie disappeared. The male angel
ifSee him? Wi th a topknot ? 0 wvdtlathedokGroai glars,a ppceianrteidn ¢ oomout ptelrehap
figure to Jil, who was still st &lkdanspookhdrstimibleak frustratier) and then hade asifte o f t
beingsl see out of the corner of my eye sometimes. And when | poke an energy ray into Chuds hea
turn my head, nothingbs there.wawiungnuhsits harvms ,h alde d thian g etxtpeeraiemc
when you were using. Something about the orphids is making our positioning. The dinghy docked against tiMerz Boat
hallucinations real. Or they were real all along, and now the ABi xieds in the Hibranel! o shou
orphidsae sti cking to them. o aboard. Al have to go help her!o
il see another one, 0 said sl enfdWhatB.i xXAree. p¥e®u. nhalakirmg sahl diet
water at the dinghy coming in.tHhe boywdsanglkduliderdrgs.on$hefha lhfudwand
boat. Sheds scolding him. She butanse avhi & lee hari auc lOhd down ntoov It ek
nice boy angel from our boat is dancing otrere to argue with do to my Bixie?0
her . Heds her nephew. The angel s 0Omdwastakihgonto the druatidressimgtye Hibraner f ast . 0

AThe big angel 6s name i s Gladgexl,.0 fslafi dy oCur aa tgtoarc, k-codelgoes autg a i n ,
information jumping unbidden itnd oewviarsy heiadg!| d Spheer s@ary somweEart h.
shoul dndét try to go to hmus, wordegde n SSehlee sssayfsort hpogdimp i s dange
with ravenous beaky subbie creatures in between the worlds. She ATal k to me, Chu, o0 insisted Ji
says their worldds much more ighgderst ant than ours. o

AOur worl dbés just as good, 0 refpThedanddl s Slhieveaaisn gteh &af higbr an
images from the boy with the topknot. She saw two sheets of tone. He |l ooked frightened. HAANnge

p.46



Rudy Rucker

angels have always been coming here, butwewan see them inti cate tangle, which rese-mbl ed a
betted thanks to the orphids. | found out how to jump apersonto codedés in this knot, o said Chu, s
the Hibrane. Gladax doesndét | i&red tthiady. Slhecdrm | rde memmen tthi s.h@ar e
jumpcode. | didndédao mean for Bixie thoGet to the point, Chu, o puffe
AHow?0 interjected Craigor aari.mlfySp aHeh edtdsy dsetsmhear essyyounky nea t
JlandChu. ATell wus how! We have toeghbi rRédteodd8?&ie. 0
AThe orphidnet Ahasnelattackodn di d afnWwelmi,ngl think when the angel s
the disappearingcutfis h, 0 bega®o Chu. MAAndabout themselves for a second, 0 s
AMore jivdisahbPouctr caedt Ceai gouncomfaridbieeamidsttise legsyof the agitated grops. His
daughter, damn you! o fingers were rubbi neycdndestratkamthé . @A An ¢
ADonb6ét vyelgorat ohri M,61dr apiunc bodggaodudo i n t he
mout h, 0o said Ond, his voice very ChuddappearedtGchu al ready gave me a
link to the jumpcode. It looks like blue spaghetti and it sounds AWebdbre going after them, Ond, 0
l i ke chi mes. I 61 1 message the watnkh t dommotuamro.ghbDomdtw, giJué . me Hteh a
twitched his head and hopped to @ide, ducking the big angel, Letds go! o
who still had that menacing ray sticking out of her fiorger. Ondés pursuers were yelling fr
AStop it, Gladax! We have t o smotoespulterddiidsoarddantodifa. Smotlights lit thedvatar6t car e
about the subbies. See the juogale, Jil? All right then. Now let AOf cour se, \danttohide inghe Hidran@n d . 0l
Chufinish telling us howitwde s . 0 Letds pace up and down the deck;
Craigor got hold of an oar and took out his anger by Bl ock out her messages or shedl |l
violently waving it around, stirring eddies in the air. This had a me . |l 6dngof amyydbdiu. o
good effect; Gladax drew back a couple of meters, unable to AOkay t hen, Doctor | bergeek, o
navigate her bodybs s-upatrl e matttewarndrtohughbdvweatr oOdkés side, sti
currents. cour se, but al so feelflatteyajqdbyst a |

AYou dondét have to use t he thelprospectopaavddhrip thiough amothermdioe ieq . sfaYau be
Chu, his voice maddeni ngl y del makethisgdod We sphce dubandewve slamrthe vodey rum?4.ikeo n
al most done. 0 Hnestq stringlfnoro sdbocket b i meddist at i ng before doing a Iine of
and sat down on the deck. Delicately he tied two loose endsofhis have Chuds Knot . 0
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AJust wuse the | ink | gave you, Beyordahe tteeOverd the ladipnvindows of a city like

In the orphidnet Jil studied the tangled blue spaghet San Francisco. Nearbywasial d and alandedinlthe They¢
the ringing chimes. But try as she might, she remained stubbornly Hibrane version of Golden Gate Park.
aboard thevlerz Boat. Everything here was big and slow; everything was alive.

AWe have to | et go of our iThheergirads smornoosl eo gtuce sJ,iol 6 s wai st ; th

suggested Ond. AFocus on t he stpwerdetlike shysrapers.dime meadow itselhwasiiggodsibly o
On a good, serene day,fort ha tbroado @nlthismvdrld, Jithha, ared Obdevera only afoot high.
Jil, but just now it was tough. Urgently casting about for mental Giant people and immense dogs cavorted ponderously
leverage, she thought of the Zen koan where the teacher holds up beneath lampposts in the meadow, moving as if in slow motion.
a stick and says, Al f you cal | Thebrigh8y dressed elibraners were playfully gkonminglae ny it s

Buddha nature. I f you odWMhatdot c awobden tiangke bagktanddfdkth. youdr e | ying.
you call it? Quick!o Jil could senséhe inner essences of the rocks, the trees,
Jil broke the stick. She was neither here nor there, neither t he peopl e. This was paradise, be
now nor then, not inside, not out. The chiming blue spaghetti before. Although none of the Hibraners were talking, Jil was
buried her. She felt a twisting sensation and saw a series of ocean picking up their thoughts. Hibrane telepathy was different from
images, as if she weflying verylow across an endless sea. orphidnet messaging his telepathy was smooth and all but
Some creatures like birds stuck their heads above the surface, wordless, dlow of image and emotion.
snapping at her. Subbies? Jil dodged them readily enough, Jil noticed a dark spot in the meadow, a dog the size of a
energized by a pleasure/paranoia rush straight out of her sudocoke buffalo, ruminatively chewing something on the ground. Oh, dear
days. It was hard to say how long thenpulasted. But then God, where was Bixie?
something changed, she felt a nudge gahdllo! Without stopping to lookintb he dogdés mind, Ji
She was in the Hibrane, with Chu and, yes, Ond beside toward the great brute, calling hereleyamaro | d daughter s
her, standing in a grassy mesitvered meadow with great trees name. Jil éds footsteps were surpri

at the edge. Her skin tingled and, just like that, her orphids were  ground. And she seemed to be moving as fast as a car might drive.

gone. No matter, her mind was blooming in some new way. The  The longhaired giants stoppedgying and assumed attitudes of

airfil  ed with a vibrating sound|]I feas,ss iffilwere fiefce derman fraanch netherrwdrid.w i n Ji | 6s
head swung open.
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Spooked by little Jilds chargeThed hyolthng eHidlorga werl 6 £ waidnd or eac
his feet and began a deep, startled bark. On the ground between acr oss her psyche. Hi s name was A
his legs wad only a stick. guide their jumps toward Golden Gate Park. He warned that the

i Mom! 0 c a&tmeace Aaomghe ghadows of a park Hibraners might regard the Lobraners as dangerous gdoates
bench nearby. Al d&dm over her e. OleasterdiltheyyotusedtothenBi xi e, sitting upon
collapsed leather wineskin. Thanks to the telepathy, Jil could see Chu was listening in. Showily he kicked at the ground,
Bixieinthedar® and she could sense hemadaonghtnedéspwdehe i n ikiyyiil bet
mind, sweet as a summer d&ymoan of relief escaped Jil; she and run away, Bi xie. The giants c
sped to embrace the girl. And webdre fast. o Not tovwealthe Chu was

il 6m scared of that dog, 0 sdag.d Bi xi e, disentangling herself.
Al dm gl ad you came, Mom. 0 ACan we go back?060 Jil asked Ch

Al want to take you home now, 0AY¥eas ,do Jddi,d h@tpw aign thins . matst et |
possible. With all their orphids gone, there waschance of speci al knot. 0 He showed her his
l inking back into the Lobrane Ehirftthiorsg olrgrhi atnteeg nt iSon htoawv @rodid @ m
they access the magic blue spaghetti code? see jushow intensely the man worshipped her.

Ond and Chu came pounding across the nsilvered Ond smiled at her, knowing tha
grass, scared of the dog. They joined Jil and Bixie beneath the soundl ess hum, 0 he said, pi cking
bench. Some of the laj Hibraner giants on the lawn were AThis telepathy is so powerful. A
turning toflee; a couple of the others were ever so slowly remember every shape | see. 0
hunkering down to stare at the Lobraners. The enormous dog Al miss the orphidnet, 0 said Clt
continued his slow, thunderous barking, but showed no sign of was good at it. Maybe we should g
wanting to attack. ANot yet, o0 protested Ond. Al w

The Hi b otheswereguiously dyed and calm down back home. Maybe wait a year or two of Lobrane
homespun in appearance. Another giant had arrived; he hadbig t i me . | tlhy nlkke tdat @Ww |l m@mt hs by th
dark eyes, a straight nose, and a slight beard. He wore a stocking We 6 r e si x ti mes as smal l and si x
cap with a bun of hair balled up in a sphere atop his head. Jil company, son. 0
recognized him from th®lerz Boat ABut | | iked being so smart. I

al |l our orphids when we got here.
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AfWe dondt need Wennplri ot h ¢ reefce th@rksiofher life? Oh, god, where was her head? And Ond
omnividence,amdan endl ess spi ke of e xandChuwee probably seeipgal thesedthoughts. Stop it, Jil!

Ond gazed at Jil. Al dm storing I mgets wd yoserydacemaghe kmotmunme
ADear Jil . o tone.

Al miss the orphids, o0 insistediGd ublbheoad, Chuai d Chu, hol ding

ANot me, 0 said Jil. fMaswas fingeki ngSmgr i & t heawayfitt were t
But was that really true? Of late, Craigor had been seeming yourfinger s. The touching takes the |
restless. And this made staying sober a little harder than before. AM&r st , 0 said Bixi e.

AMaybe | was wrong to unl eash Chbfashedrapateisniile at Bixie@she held®wg his magic
saying. AFor what i1itds worth, Kmhont sof3ege YWaod .|l dt earh.oaaght it was
best defense against the nants. But maybe AHurry, Bkl e, dLoogedver there

AOh, dondt beat yourself wupl,awns.aildt &s It,h ate edadsnsgy aa ndgeeelp Gl ada
empathy for the awkward man ankindd¢f hefl GargRixie,gget aut of liele.i Thaaeks, Whul Bye, Grel.t t | e

down. 0O Take care, you two. 0 She hesitate
Al | ove you, 0 messaged Ond.thecheek.
Jil could almost have melted into him. Dear sweet Ond. Bixie disappeared and then Jil. Gladax was still twenty
Butn o . He wasndét supposed to beyhedstgagwayathell |l e§beédddbaemsamoyv
cheerl eader in high school , anwasmadldedrdbberd ways gone for the jocks
Al so, Craigor and Momotaro were wiWei cgnadat hawe.t dtbeostamnéd of
do to leave Craigor alone for too long. Not that Jil enjoyed the Chu, his voice evefiatter than usual.
role of jealous jailer. With Nektar out on her own, Craigor seemed ANo way, 0 sanglJiOnds kil ag.e di Wea o
primed for a reckless move. What if Jil just let Craigor screw all times as fast as the Hibraners. L
the women he liked? Impossible thought. Jil had the superstitious t hen | 61 | s h o Wagyg yowrselh loke a memtalc a mo u
feeling that her stable marriage was all that stood betwereanl firewal | . 0
sudocoke. It was very nice to know that Ond really and truly Ond didnodét yet realize how fas
| oved her. But Ond wasndét as physically attractive as Craigor.

What would happen if Jil found herself a much hotter man, maybe
someone younger? Did she have to be a puritan in every respec
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foundunused in some womandés closet.
a dozen hedgehog spikes.
F)ART” AiLose the gangbanger routine,
and walking to the glass street door. Stocky svsaéed Kittie
was adorned with a bright blue tattoo on her nafdq a glowing
pendant of a woman holding a paintbrush and a meat cleaver.
Kittie sometimes made money painting solar cell landscapes on
: ; el ectric cars. l-dumpeslpaacakesy a bunc
The Blg Plg Poss behind the Mission Streetlhotc Don al
if we hurry. Come on, Thuy. o Kitt
the proper Viethnamese way, likweeand not likethooey.
Sl ender Thuy smiled and took K
aﬁjventure of a new d%y Thuy in her streetrn striped leggings

CHAPTER 5

Jayjay and the Big Pig Posse awoke to a mustached guy
prodding them with a wide broom.

AGo to hell , 0 skiggiedSonlcalyeadsy ,
standing at his side. AAssShol ean:} yeIIow mlnlsklrt her stltahwy black halrln two hl%hrpgtalls thei
feet too: Kittie and Thuy, their facesegisy in the rairgay h e r S h I n y p lezop I a S t e Yu Sh u sne
L . ’ . on their toes. The Big Pig Posse members rarely changed their
morning light. Jayjay wore baggy black pants, a billed green cap, L _
. : . . ouffits; they were like cartoon characters that way. Superheroes.
a green TShirt, a piezoplastic iguana earring, and a scavenged Sonic gave the janitor a little poke in the chest; the janitor
gray suit jacket that Kittie had painted with a fafitigreed skull L -g _ J P . ' J _
design to cover the whole back swung hidist; Sonic ducked. Street theater. Jayjay and Sonic
MNomag anitor ' & said the guy foIloweﬂI the V\homen But sta()r]%ng for a moment in the-rain
AMaintenance m,a nager mpincieassesc u rshadc))lw o&the cbrfce(})undln(g Tpe st)r/eets were liquid, the
outta my hall. The Job Center Oralndro%qoo%p{ng C{rclesmtopthensheenGthe SpaStI(i gusty win de feha
at Natur al Mind. & making rifles, a few electric cars hissing past.
AYou want some of this?d ta u N tt\]aaeay Ig:/lked[;nto his Tszd che%lf[lngnthe orrlﬁhldnet view ;
owncrotch - AStand by me, Jpanggoay . We anet kC Otnha s rashcans, an

gerlddﬁz cakes nearvy a dozemrby a block al\Jfo\y
But first, as Iong as he was focused on the orphidnet, Jay

lJa?/ %a'ﬁl he{lohtoas?me tc])fethg taee2|e Al agents hosted by the

down. o Skinny 1littl efitefdeavyc wo
boots, thick black wool tights, red-ghirt, and a thin black leather
jacket with intricate pleatsandfolllas j it sy concoc
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millions of orphids on his body, also greeting theffang higher
order beezies that could be found at the rextllof abstraction
and then, what the hey, he took a quick hit off the Big Pig at the
apex of the virtual world, the outrageously rich and intricate Big
Pig like a birthday pifiata stuffed with beautiful insights woven
into ideas that linked into unifyingoncepts that puzzgieced
themselves into powerful systems that were in turn aspects of a
cosmic metatheofy aha Hooking into the billiorsnouted
billion-nippled Big Pig made Jayjay feel like more than a genius.

Not that suckling on the Pig was mostpdo e 6 s
thrilld few citizens were even bothering to intelligerasaplify
themselves into the kilQ zone of the kiggies. Being a kiqqgie
meant you let the orphidnet do some of your thinking. Instead of
just using the Net to see and remember thipgs,could launch
autonomous beezie agents to analyze, hypothesize, simulate, and
reason on your behalf.

Jayjay had to fully open his menfalewall in order to
access the Big Pig wisdom. Right away the Pig wrote some
information into his brain, the waye always did when Jayjay
hooked up, he wa sdudpstoakthe fermwafh y .
incredibly accurate movie clips of things like water or clouds or
fire; this new one showed a eucalyptus branch rocking in the
wind, each twig and each leaf a sepapsiedulum, the system
dancing upon its chaotic attractor.

Thuy was suckling on the Big Pig too, pulling greedily at
the nipple, and Jayjay smiled to see her next t@hirhuy, his
smart littermate, his lost true love.

Postsingular

A Wheenk wh e eaddaypayo &heiy) lyering
thoughts onto the words to make a hyperpMheenklike a
piglet, obviously, but alsavheenKike a squeaky wheel, an
unhappy wheel asking for oil, Jayjtlye-wheel longing both for
the metaphorical anoi nt thediteral
lubrications of her aromatic bod. Not to mention thheenk
wheenk wheenkas a term Thuy liked to use to describe
metanovels in which the characters spent, in her opinion, too
much time bitching and moaning, and not enough time doing and

of

i dealovindg. a

Thuy was working on her own metanovel, aryas
untitled combine of words, links, video clips, images, and
sound® she meant for it to be a bit like a movie that a user could
inhabit, the user coming to feel from the inside how it was to be
Thuy or, ather, how it was to be a version of Thuy leading a more
tightly plotted and suspenseful life. Thuy had kicked off her
metawriting career with a metastory posted onMie¢otem
Metazinesite, and the tale, really a reminiscence, was getting
goodbuzd thei t | e was AWaking Up, 0
weldhwee i mff oThuyds memories and
Orphid Night last year, when the newlgleased orphids had
blanketed Earth, and Thuy had seen Ond Lutter and his son Chu
jump to t he dthrown averder caecer gathgohiwe 6
on the street with Jayjay.

Thuy wasfinding it hard to bulk up her metastory into a
full-fledged metanovel; part of the problem was that neither she
nor anyone else had reaflgured out what a metanovel should
be, dthough by now there had been a fair number ofquite-
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successful metanovels posted on the orphidnet. One thing for stay with him for long. So what. Pig trips were all abouxielg

sure, suckling on the Big Pig aneenjpoymngthesshodAhal ppl i ng drain on Thuy?o
creative energies. Though Jayj ay [Foohergadrt, Tthlysankkintoghe datatls oiviner snetanovel,a s b i
burdenf or him as it was for Thuy. lettihdntheyB Big showsher h straasniofovariatiens of what her h

the Pig was in fact a key delateaking issue between her and completed work could be once it was done, eacktdkig on her
Jayjay. So Jayjay was also intending foraieeenko ddiantly work more sinewy and coruscatingththe one before, giving
say, Al 6m not scared of t he Bi Thuykhe gmilar despairing sengatian that really there was no

i Wh e e sakg'bék Thuy, fully understanding every use for her to bother doing anything at all when everything was
shade of Jayjayods mbeagsiréngtlygbya nd alrgadyithought of m éhe Big PggnShe wanted to bail out, but for
digging into the eveexpanding database of her metanovel, now t he -dhangirg$oundmokideas was once again
passing a link to a series of images inspired by her sorrow over holding her in thrall.
her and Jay]j ayadcs, shoiveledar&elogsom f or i n s dayjay and Thuy might have stayed there leaning against
petals on a dirty sidewal k, wi thehwalllfdt gugeGame timeyeyes laalf closed, @r themodpfdelany i n g
wheenking chords. There was more than a little@éfhere, like superartistic supergeniuses, but Kittie began shaking them,
which seemed a bit unjued to Jayjay as the estrangement was, everpracticalk t ti e focused only on the N
at | east i n shioswno pfianuilotn., ATnhdu ywdavermed that someeothar inhduded individuals might score the
using the Big Pig anywdy like, right now? breakfast goodies before the Big Pig Posse could make the scene,

The Big Pig was absorbing, mirroring, and amplifying heedless of the fact that, thanks to her, Jayjay was coming the
their exchange, layering on further sounds, clips, and links from  fuck down again. Ihe could just once remember the approximate
the simmering matrix of global info. Intoxicated by the head details of what he | earned from t
mix, Jayjay soon forgot about Thuy pebstnat is, she became physicist.
an archetype, a thought form, a pattern in the cosmic stew. Sonic stood at the Job Centero
Knowing Jayjayb6s particul ar | idmeteqgnsatthegani®ritugds, Khives, abdelglis wisibkinshe | ay i ng
fundamental secratf-life construction of reality: branes and headsup orphidnédisplay that overlaid their worldviews. The
strings, an underlying grapfewriting system, a trafisite stack janitor didndét care. The janitor
of fAturtles al/l t he way down. oraidthe doar betyvben thdmewas latlkedh s f el t famil i ar
from Jayjayobés last trip into the Pig, he knew the details woul d
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Still a bit high from the Pig, Jayjay saw the situation asa  mile or two. The owner wodleven give you the title,

tower of archetypal patterns: thresholdd amterfaces, insiders camarada®s Ber nardo gestured and a | i
and outsiders, the hidden heroes commencing a mythic quest. highlighted image of a bloated, obsolete fbatner.

AThe Big Pig sucks, 0 said ThuyfVisthlak!in gs aifd Tthey. HidGeyd ol d
intoxication. Al feel totally Whatpdd mewdoiTrhm@atnowa0 absotively,

posilutely my | ast ti me. othaShe | auA@fhoket, a pop,larad pontrol tfis,particular Presideatw a r e
shedd sworn off the Pig a hun dBemardoiconradshiftbdantodhe kands of his political rivals.

The four were splashing down the sidewalk toward the Wearing a slack, imbecilic grin, the president dropped his pants,
Mc-Donal dés parking | ot. Jay]| ay squated on tmetsidewalkarélievgd hgnself,dfad| i ng t o
himself about Thuy always making such a big deal about wanting AHur ry up! Kitiej looking backatineme d
to quit the Big Pig. You @t high, you saw stuff, you came down, AWedbre gonna | ose thateupppsesitc akes. O
you moved on. Where was the problem? be?d

AfWe dinpdta steady place to sl eepHomesat eadynParty attack ad, o
AA place to think and wor k,for osnaitdh €T hdueyg r abde dg hRreensiindgent Ber na

fLet 6s ask President Bernardo!@®ut all this viral adware {for the
US President Bernard Lampton had orgeadia cadre of walked toward Kittie, the president leering up at her.

beezie agents willing to help peopilad whatever they needed. A banner unfurled across their vistiadlds, reading/ote

Any neighborhood was like a realtime charity bazaar, with unused for Dick Too DibbsBeneath it appeared two vaguely similar men

objects there for free in attics, garages, and back rooms. You in red ties and blue suits: former President Dick Dibbs of Ohio,

couldfind stuff on your own via the universapbiidnet view, but and his seand cousin Dick Too Dibbs from Owensboro,

asking Bernardo was like using affi eflent search engine. Kentucky. President Dibbs had been convicted of treason and
AWher e can wsernfwithuno ret,i v e | o nexecuted by lethal injection a few years kidhke fallout of his

Bernardo?06 said Jayjay, want i ngghemeototpr teeastie planet &arth intéiaidysdr sphere ofr e d o f
crashing in halls with it r ai nnamswith thd netivonkeysten somoseédly running a Virtual

President Berndo appeared in their overlays; trudging Earth simulation, including a perfect copy of each and every
along Mission Street same as them, dressed in baggy jeans and a former Earthling. It had come out in the trial that actually
hooded sweatshirt | ike a homi ePresifeBGtdibbs had insEriutdéd tide ndnes to simujate ersyt e d .

AThereds a nice big one near hregstered UBA Homestady Ragyimemgbassderhning thlerrasty e it
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of Earthoés popul ation to vani simagemeshhTheiotphidnet tvas gettieg.véiskyrtharkdtaadl nt Di b b

had planned to install himself as an@diwerful presidenfor- the spam and adware it was carrying. Jayjay had seen, like, two
eternity, or, not to put tofhne a point on it, God. No matter, his hundred Dick Too Dibbs ads yesterday. No mattev h
Kentucky lawyer cousin Dick Too Dibls¢ood a good chance of strenuously he tutored and upgradedfitisr dogs, new ads kept
being voted into dice. Too Dibbs seemed more honest and romping in. The Homesteady Party wagdth and relentless.
intelligent than the original Dibbs. And he had great ads. They seemed to be using programmers with an exceedingly deep

il was a private man, 0 sai dunfdoernmsetraPdiensg doefntt hDa cokr pbDhibdssg cod
with the very slightest gesture toward the obscene Bernard effective PR force embedding ddggers into unexpected
Lampton. AA clean man. Mi sl ed dogtexts.or porate criminal s. Unjustly
executed by activist judges. We can control the Singularity. We AGet outta there!o Sonic was vy
can have a lasting paradise safe from woe. Dick Too Dibbs in nearly empty McDonal ddés parking |
November. Heds | earned fr om mysplashisgtfrarkeach of bis hdaegotpdistepsd ear nest | y
at Dikk Too, with the faintest hint of a smile at the corners of his Too late. A coupl®f middleaged bums in watch caps
thin-lipped mouth. were already scAng down the pancakes from the trash, and not

Dick Too made a wry face. fedvenSaniawas epdor Hasslthgshaky patieicrwinosiover e n d
up in the death house | i ke youdabaghe said, giving his cousinds i
poke. President Dibbs shriveled up and shrénk.or get hi m, AWhereds some other food, Bern
fol ks. Il know youdve got everytirme, otnhd oprbes meusdtldissteall@Bick odi d mat
Di bbs name. But 1061l do ri ght TogDidbdhae appearedmighhawayetioe@d pebbled andkglitteryin h o w

the system works. And | 6 m hon ethetrain, DIk Too talking abountberdanger ¢f ethng loicg N b e
said for Bernard Lampton. Why «moparies controlthe arphiddeteasomable &and gopulist

speeches to wipe yoursel f wit h,remBrksyreablyrbdtthey sdeimed shady anahdmse sirce thely | it ods
worth.o were coming via an ad.

APut filytoauar dogs on that |junk, 0 Seekind dilttd block ¢his aditadd,Wayjayyseatched the
reality, pigheads. 0 orphidnet and found a higtated virtual defender resembling a

It was a little harder than usual for Jayjay to teach his chi huahua. He scanned the chi huah
virtual guard dogs to recognize this partazulype of ad, which sure the virt uomésteatyhpokworns,nih@it have

had arrived compressed withi n racruged hingihtehiskenmet Ehe chibubhud yappedtatdhe Otlser
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filter dogs, educating them. They set off in a baying pack, digging AFood | inks, Kittie, o he said,
through Jayjaybdés recent inputs, c Dheyseopedugthagaub de hurtrigd éor tieaslelteeof t  a n d
most accuratélter dog of d, mating and spawning as they ran. the puffy silver SUV, wich was parked in a driveway by a beat
All this took only seconds. And then Jayjay messaged his Best old Victorian house on a side street between Mission and
Dog in Hunt to the other Posse members, the mutated beast Guerrero, right where tfmeit.t Bernard
resembling a scaly dachshund by now. The Posse piled in, glad to be ou
Jayjay was wet and getting cold, although the-pmicked seat, Sonic shotgun,gtwomen in back. Jayjay would have liked
wawy sheets of water undulating across the parking lot were still  to be the one in back with Thuy.
inconceivably beautifd if he relaxed and actually looked at Looking through the orphidnet, Jayjay could see and hear
them. Seemed like he was pissing away too much time on low the old coupleinthBat on t firstflobrowitks e 6 s
level maintenance these days. nanocomputing orphids meshed upon every surface on Earth and
Thuy glanced over at Jayjay with a seamile. She saw linked together by quantum entanglement, you could peep
the water too. She liked it best when Jayjay was in the real world anything you liked.
with her. Shedd only |l eft him foriRedti Ehdbre@asseome kiads sipenadum
too much time high on the Pig or plugging into his physics was softchinned, not unbeautiful, sitting on the couch knitting.
seminars. But she still thought he was the cusesgrtest guy ATheydre eating garbage! todhy di dn
shedd ever met. you? Get out there and chase off

ifLet 6s wal k to that car Ber nar Usngtselorphideettoamplify§oursirdelligbnc&kwas t i e .

Al wonder i f that was Ber navieded byanany aslaldeviant actavity.Kiqdiek looked atfthivigs gdb e
he was a spoof from the start.diMafydreenthley cfarrom sn ar malap.. 0And mos

Al 6811 take that ¢ haaindrem 0 s aholdjobK. ilfyiou were smawang paid gtterttidm & the orphidnet,
her eyes. you could live without money. But quite a few people preferred to

On the way, Jayjay used the orphidnet to see into the hold back from orphidic intelligeneamplifi catiord there was a
garbage cans standing on the curb for pickup day. He was a bit  feeling that once you were a fudh kiggie, you were no longer
gingerly in his scannird lest a hidden Homesteady Party ad your sameold self.
surprise him. He found a meaty roast chicken carcass daothér Al &dm watching a football game,
chocolate cake, a hdifll box of Thai takeout, a couple of slices with a | ean face. fAThe hal fti me s
of pizza, and a bunch of brown bananas. armchair, seemingly staring at a wall. The orphidnet was better
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than TV:everythingwas on it, live and thredimensional, seen AHel |l o?0 said Dot .
from whatever viewpoint you chadeand you could see under AHI , 0 said Jayjay, the orphids
peopleds cl ot hes. vibrations, reconstituting the sound waves, and sending the audio

Al know what youbre up to, ORed,tos swmihgkiqgeiisoumsarfSpelldd-A-N.odu 6r e
staring at those cheerleadersd bodReeds.o®wWe whriskeem Voytralkismg wia

in fact the number one orphidnet application for the average A Weol I be glad to take the <car
person. the old couple, still working on
AHey, i f youdre so concer neednoawgphutgamsy tsce xdrliiviee,Oway post ed
Red, fAwhy dondét ydoou come over herf@agrme a half gallon, 0 said Recf
AHus h, |l 6m wat ching our gr amadvdeanuégth tseirp hnoampe dd osfafi.d YOoou ,i n a hu
bending over her knittingwitha hadfmi | e, appreci ati viNofo Redadidbd Jayjay. fANot at al/l
sally. Al hdery ek @wep yoru drrpm here. oiSo | 61 | give you the keys and
ALive and Il et live, 0 said Rreai.n fAlTehtoss eu X,i &g qsi aeisd cRiend .h afvMe aoruwh i
clunker for all |l care. Gasol iwmaetdmlh. gone for good. Solards won
day, and if those assholes in the Middle East want to kill each AAnd be careful where you put
ot her, itds t heiteventh& Hombsteadienn e s se amtoiwng N sai d Dot in a sharp tone
want us back there. o glistening pizza on the dash so as to accept a lopsided piece of the
AThen tell the kids to dri veeakbkehef rcoamm Tahway. rfi Arhd mo ws edx sian do u
Dot. fANnGive them the keys and cditmqigaebeldvédandrespedtable familyovehicls.Wbenouwn f s e e i
that poor old car. It makes me sad. | told President Bernard a children were small, we 0
week ago, asamatterf f act . But | didndét medayfay taggddhéreals. AWher eds
to make our car a crash pad. Three days ago we had some cracking open his door to toss out the denuded chicken bones.
stumblebum in there just out of the Natural Mind rehab, AAl Il gone, 0 said Kitthise. AYou
remember? And now wedve g@dt t htelsaet g ufzaiyr ki Qlge reesd swvi g thi Itlhedake.
0 actually. They taste better than
Jayjay pinged Dot through the orphet while gnawing ltds nice in this car, thought
the chicken carcass. There was a lot of good meat drathe soft seats, the air faintly musty, the windows fogged up from their
underside. breaththe rain drumming on the roof. The women were cuddled
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together in back, with Thuyo6s onyourkbgck. fiving fyee anrihe stregp as a kKiggienwith dayjaty,h e

damp air. The carod6s resident bEelwy elsadvetriemd itke drmuafzty, hdnm imetdd g/t
ghosts. Big Pig addiction had started dragging her down.

Ailtdédd be sweptthbsreabtdver mar sfthArad d wevd stoaurt hf, bom you, 0 put in
saidSonic A San Ho, Cruz, the beach, afldo drh,eti & aosnte Lwohso Anegaellleys car es
into Mexico,vato,hanging witharazaa nd t he pyr amiJdasy.j ayYyooudhdi s voice rising. Al wish
like Mexico, Jayjay; we could go underwater diving. Some Kittieds just playing you for a g
kiggies justinvented snapn gi | | s. Hel | | | 6dnbit kb,tandedodymsbheneoad youodl |
come back. 0 ALet s go back to myeshloasandd i

ADond6t think that way, Soniliketmheas KitliecindKayjaytaigue overrh&;atimadeé ker feekliket e r
off without internal combustion. | mean, look at this weather. an object. AThereds two beezies |
Youbve seen the climate si mul athemdnnsand Tihummimefteothesgedciatistores of sightdhat g | a d

wor lfiddksly switched to el ect r i cJosephrSmithéhe Mormon used to decipher thengritin those
ATheydr e osntei loli lusiinngBasn gal o mgademplatesshe fdund Mynféetccan see. A couple of times when |

ficking Jayjayds | izard ear r i n gmostiripped andfélleUrim ane Thonprifhexedtthe shoestor s ho o

The beezies are all over that. Do beezies still get into your earring, bounce me up. 0

Jayjay?o0 AYu Sheés, 0 said Kittie, admir
ifiSometi mes, 0 said Jayj ay. were lucky to score those when that y@pjoigger had the heart

AJayjayob6s al ways haithafamd e aratitnagc ko, sTah uwy .T hGioyodv ey e. 0O
giggl e. AHe was Wwiesatime egamahogm® | d hofolp whe® the one who bagged the

from school with me. Helping me with my math homework. My AThuy didndt want to touch a corp
mother saw us kissing and she freaketdté6 He 6 s not Vi et n ainCeosr-gpostec hi ng i s the kind of th
he has an earring, hedl | nevers gied ki tjtoibe.6 A soci al role for t

AAfted ®i gl , | was there for Mauthgagasol raeaeathéedg that yol
Jayj ay. il saved you from the Svorkiiovaraef fo iAd tthiosu gdhhwmolsdéad as usu
empl oyees di dn dicesdmanore, mang go | ndhroowdght el ectric car technology a
employers required you to install ShareCrop wikiware on your beezi es. ltds | i ke the beezies ac
bodi es ®@ whiah peltamd, sn effeca bossy virtual monkey climate. But why should they care? The orphids would be here
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just the same, even iIif Earthés sufilace Wwagsadheasi andhuoydafiTalkee

with everyone dead. 0 before Kittie and | burst our Sev
AYea unto the breaking of traspber§ soura withlher Bauth. Aftedall thasdrgezbeiny a

Thuy. She was taping thinh bit doadmirl,she gotakekoatofdeingbad. and fASeve

Seal 06 sounded good. Apocalyptic, @dldghk, oweaird, Kdatmned. She

overlaid the words with some gothic graphics. AMaybe the beezies want us for
fThe beezies give a #Hoaerat bsepceacuwsiea tpeedo pJ aey jaaye, Isikkeer i ng t he go

in Earthdéds garden, 0 said Jayj awe 6 rmMéd had dietsitormalt d eoamp thteiofimy sreaudne s .

After the beezies emergedthe orphidnet, they started watching evolution, our brainware is optimized. Our patteznognizing

usd and we got good to them. They admire our wetware, the wet ware provides shortcuts that <c
wiring of our brains. Especially us kiggies. Can | have some of exhaustive search procedures. 0 He
that cake, Thuy?o just said. AOr maybe not . Naw, |

Al think the beezies vampi rbeeziesfthélp us justto seeus thiit®mes ,s a e whaayt yiau o d
i s, 0 s a idihg himhafisgsizedipiace of chocolate the trees on your | and to do wel/l

sweetness. fAEspecially our metabe@lzfi et pal b ¢hiri 8Is gweda gn &dI1iBy,e zti leesy
admire our juice, our hormones. Have you ever noticed thatwhen t o harvest us, 0 said Kittie darkl

youdre having sex, if you | ookThey owdrhe @aormprha dmeltp ush.ed beezi es
totally on your case® A | #@al safer if there was some strondidiee thing we
Al bet the beezies compete weor esedailreg ofnaro tah eb abbeye zwihd d ,e0 i st adisd

delivered, 0 said Kittie. ALi k ewaltlo Mowtalioet thd$e modies she BigiPeg @livayepushes olus? b e i
reborn. The beezies need us to do things for them. Theycansee Maybe webre processing them for h
everything, but they candét phyglidasaddsy. douch things. They need

people in order to actualize their plans. Like it took people to AUrim and Thummi m, 0 repeated T
bring solafc e | | paint and piezopl ast iShe nevdr tirad ofsiifng on theBoolpof Modnorthata o n . 0

ABut now beezies can use s hnmiosnssi o masrtye ahda do fp rpeesospd de fitktppabitel oh er p
stuff, 0 said -Bootrolledhand$ Soawkhatare e moger son she ever saw inside their
peoplef or ? | & m n emachme, notarabat to pushas e xar e Bédeecontinued, smiling at Jay
broom like apendejg ani t or . 0 much more interesting now. And th
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Speaking of clean, wipe the food off your faces, guys. You look far as anyone knew, they were still in the Hibrane. Not that
nasty. o She handed Jayjay a Gi anyohneslseshadarariagetto gottheredineedd f ound i n th

back of the car Cool, seltpossessed Nektar Lundquist had taken
Al dd |i ke to play with a b uadwaidtageof thetintees ia hel fantilyt ticbene thenstaoohas , 0
mused Sonic. ALearn how t o pr oagphidnet retlitysoap opera callEdunderscomplete with
Jayjay was getting bored waiting for the rain to stop and sponsors and ads. Thanks toBoeinderss how, Nekt ar 6s w
for Red to come out with the keys. Maybe it was time for a hit of  circle of acquaintances had become celebs: Nektar; Craigor
the Big Pig. By way of edginm that direction, he projected Connor; Jil Zonder; Nekfée,ards boss
hi mself into the orphidfiimét. @fHRegat hiez;z-bektravedsdeexXdaseweand Jose
some shoons to play with?06 TheluednMeralesPosse members got into the
orphidnet too. Each of them got a nice little income from the sponsors.
AThere are some shoons at Nlh&kwagathe adsworkbdwas that vbheneveramysne weit through
said a mushroorshaped beeziwith green eyes on its cap, the orphidnet to peep at theunderss t ar s seeahey 6 d
without exactly speaking English. His compound glyphs bloomed commercial for ExaExa computers, for Stank grooming products,
as or for BigBox home furnishings; and tR@undersstars got paid
recadgmade t houghts. AYou four pessdddewl d go hel p Nektar.

Sheds under psychic attack by s o mEheRoantevesoryehustfan ©n Orghial Night, Nektar lefh e r
orphids. She hasnodtonseadhavng f or @ndfor Jose, the headldhefrat Psiff) an upscaléehigalencia

trouble taking care of her. Drive this car there; you can park in Street restaurant. A few weeks later, Nektar went to the Puff
Nektards garage. o manager, got Josaed, and took over as the Puff head chef
AWow, 0 said Kittie. A Re al | yheréelf, at which point Jose moved to the rival restaurant

Everyone in the Posse knew all about Nektar Lundquist. MouthPlusPlus across the street. The two restaurants contpeted
Nektards husband Ond Lutter wamovileeveomos bizawetkinds of hogrishin@g&sbmeatimes h e 6 d

released he orphids | ast year, but seavingacousse dadaeding tubdeebetha, brintravemals doi@ ¢ k
the nant invasion three years before that. People had loved Ond Last month Nektar had started an affair with Craigor.
for killing the nants, but on Becapsk ofthe difairghts wife,tdih wag brakenhearrdaedd t o | y n

him. Ond and his autistic genius son, Chu, had jammed off to the struggling to maitain her sobriety. Jil Zonder was a celeb in her
mysterious parallel Hibrane world late on Orphid Night, and so
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own right, being t hefirshperoplasticwh offoor and the bedy Bue tderetware other preseincthe orphidnet
beeziecontrolled shoon. near Nektad virtual beings shaped like beetles.

Jayjay liked the looks of Jil ZondekndJil had been to The guiding beezie mapped out causal links, showing that
the Hibrane with Ond and Chu for a few minutes beforg seat the beetles were deviant Als emerging from infected orphids on
her backAndJil was a recovering sudocoker. The woman was Nektar 0s sUpaillnpw, sp&raadcnmalyare had been
experienced. It was a pleasure to watch her gestures, to savor her in the form of highlevel software, not in the form of lolevel
smiles. Neat, noble, naughty; vivacious, vibrapm.Kind of corruption of the individual or ph
like Thuy had seemed, back when things were good. parallel quantum computation.

Jayjayfantasized that, given the chance, he could make Jil fiFoundersepisode three hundred and nirétye , 6 s ai d
Zonder happy. Jil was maybe ten years older than Jayjay, which  Kit-t i e, not under stoaNedkitnagr wiheatts sthhee
could be a plus. Jayjdigured Jil could use a cute younger guy Sudocoke Horrors.® How great 1is t
now that her windbag poseur husband Craigor Connor had been APoor Nektar, o0 said Thuy. nLoo
stupid enougha cheat with Nektar. Locative a@rtwhat was that? hel ping her. o I ndeed, a classic H
Moving junk around on the deck of the boat where Craigorlived 1 nt o Nekt ar 0 s -dol shaokveas offéringméittle a g oo
with Jil; and then | aying downcubodmgusts am@p sa adbowgh why shredadn pwas s
like, Christmas lights and a bowling ball next to a stack of tires. sheets. ExaExa, Stank, and Bi gBox
Big fuckingda | . And Cr aigor ds ot her arcumdéektar,Lundcuist today. mhis edishde was way too funky.
cuttlefish so that higltech companies could coax display Al want to go, to physically g
chemicals from the slain beastBlboski mecWw nmarey mamowmas. mowhere. Ji
would be better off with Jayjay, and if he could get in with the AWe stild]l dondét have the car Kk
Foundersc r o w dl tell Herethifirst chance he got. He could al most smell the high, t

The mushroonshaped beezie led the Big Pig Posse sickbed.
through the orphidnet to view Nektar Lundquist, lying alone in AYoudl Ifiguesoat howtoill those beetlis st , 0
her big bed, window curtains drawn, her eyes clenched shut,her gl yphed t he beezie. AYowdrceariors t h
heavy blond hair spread across the pilldee golden snakes. orphids happen to carry the beet]l

Apparently she was far gone on sudocoke; there was a mirrorwith pat ch yet . 0
lines of powder next to her bed. There were perhaps a dozen Oh fuck! o0 exclaimed Kittie.
shoons in the room, curvy little manikins bumbling about on the OQur orphids are infected too?

1 B 14
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The beezie nodded.

AToo |l ate to run away, O
where maybe humamsally can outthink the beezies. Thanks to
the Doodly Bug weapon shop. o
online game.

The rain was really pouring down now. Rainwater
dri bbled in through the moon

Jayj ayo6s | e fadt forlnoweJayjay Hadino sensa of
being infected by beetles. Maybe it was time to get high again.

He

roofdMRadvieanthed
| eCharl ottefifesr Mebde ,

Postsingular

snowdrift being sculpted by the wind. The other Posse members

s a i foundSeats beside Jafij@y hthe voer bflthem lindd upslikei s

worshippers in a pew.

waSomal Ri g g0 ame s1$ a ¢ eessickitiing e wi t h
was, whenever she actually hooked into the Big Pig, she totally

loved it.

sddegpplaygj] ap, weit c ki
not that hedod r
now, via the Pig, he was hooked into all the libranethe world,

In the apartment, Dot and Red were together on the couch with every volume an open book.

with Dotds knitti
elasticwaistband pants add

ng thrown

asi de; BuRgue lastinzaaghe BiglPlg hit wasgweak.ol herbeeties r

were coming on, swarming into the space between Jayjay and the

i O olala , said Thuy. Big Pig, making the Pigds i mages
Sonic burst into shrill pulses of laughter. her links slovd and there waso hope of amha.
AOh, |l etds transcend, 0 bur st oTheyddmoeadjbachkinto thieii mortad famds.ilntthet he Pi g.
AWhat the hey, oadasyaifdunKiot t i epeelinfgpaant Victgrian, Dot and Red were reaching a climax,
AfAgain?0 said Thuy, meani n gpodsiblygoagdd orsbg having theé Po$se reedrby to gvatdh ghem.
willpower weakening. It was dwooring here in the car right now. Ugh.
Anl swear, you guys, this is goi nglJayayfotusedonyhe raiedrogs,drippirggthgoughthest t i me
ever.Wheenlo moon roof and moved his | eg. Now t
The virtual images of the Posse members spiraled upward interesting, the beetles were lying low.
through the orphidnétn ot fAup, 0 exactly, the dilreamiton hwas emdr 8i g Pig, 0 sai
I i ke Ai nnewthdhaglyy nav| and hkre were the AWithout all those freaking pests

billion snouts, tails, trotters, aribp-ears of the Big Pig
metabeezie, the afleeing eye atop the pyramid whose base held
the ten sextillion networked orphids of Earth.

The Pig extended a wobbly nipple toward agtyjpnd as
he fastened on, the Pig passed him a-apse movie of a

infected. 0

Al 6m gonna yeBug,nd os aodbd3oni c,
his eyes and oddly wiggling his témgers. He touched the
fingertips of his left hand to those of his right, pairing up his long,
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agile digits in a peculYamr or de@hohaddséddbgure out the Hibmangmp-codedn theiast a b i

grenades to take down the beedl . 0 place.

Doodly Bug was based on quantlmop string theory: in The kiggie physicists were going bananas trying to think
the gamebs virtual worl ds, pl athesr way intk theoHibtaredanthJgypaye was dhaneeling as onang of
CalabtYau hypersurfaces so as to destabilize the particle their seminars as he could, working to reach the higher levels of
symmetries of their online opponents. With orphidnet this realworld metagame. Now and mhige could actually
visualization enginesmal expert beezie agents helping the players contribute a seminar comment that made some of the others light
along, the esoteric physics of Doodly Bug was within the reach of u p . He was disappointed that Thuy
any kiqqgie willing to waste a lot of time. al |l , heo dnishee kighschaoly e n

Sonicbés Doodly Bug ranking wa sYeahpRapaavanttd prisog, judt foreselling aditteelape,
possiblelevel: Grandmasteof Space and Timéde 6 d a |l r e a dayd Jgjay had dropped out of school to work fulltime at a

attained the onhkglightly-lessexalted Multiversal Governator taqueria with Mama so they could feed the younger kids.
level. Jayjay was a Doodly Bug player too, with the quite When Mama had married tipendejataqueria manager, Jayjay
respectable Kaluza Branesurfer rating. Last spring, Jayjay and had quit working and left home. Higured he was too smart for
Sonic had won some championships together. But then Jagghy workor forschoolHe hat ed his stepfather a
gotten obsessed with the idaaslerthe gamé that is, with l ost touch with his family. He 6d
brane theory. And now, al/l p r avideoegane$, makiog apittieimbneyin gamehn teudndndebt® gun  u s i
his intelligenceamplification to hang with the haizbre whi ch was how hedd met Sonic. Whe
physicists who wer e itonep®demi gatembrgceditoday ds number
undersanding the Hibrane. Forherpartt niuy had stuck it out at
The explorations were long on theory and short on stucco house in the Sunset district, straight through high school
experiment, as a Hibraner named Gladax had somehow managed and college at San Francisco State and even a year of studying the
to erase al/l t he or phi dcodethe ¢ o pvobnsat the MusiC Banservatoryi Botralbthrteeducatian pad led to
morning after Orphid Night. nothing sulstantial. Thuy wanted to be a writer, but her parents,
To make the research even hardlee Hibraners had timid Minh and bossy Khanh, had gotten her a job as an executive
changed their jumping technique to include a ¥@op so that all assistant at Golden Lucky, a Vietnamese restaisaoply
their interbrane jumps took exactly half a second to initiate, wholesaler in South San Francisco, with the possibility of a
leaving no hope of repeating the timiogannel attack that clever marriage to thedss. Thuy had been desperately bored there, so
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when the new global network unfurled on Orphid Night, she dove

Postsingular

The only problem was that, now that Jayjay was doing

in and never | ooked back. She 6éasmehag ihtezedtingpagainhthe beetteaweie back. Herset hiss h o wn
up at Jayjayos squat i n a con dwtoahkerhel dfiliar dlogsiomtge trailfofithe Westles hogingthe St r e e
Thanks to the @hidnet, streeliving was easy. In that dogs might evolve a way to bring down the intruders. Catching up
first golden month, Thuy had cr #fldstiche, inegammea thigpugmeeshoavdrift af trensors tairgj@ank i n g
Up. 06 But then she got more andPramore hung up on the Big Pig, and
this summer a Hibraner had advised her to leave Jayjay for Kittie. AThe profs dondt realize youdr
Thuydés probkeemPs gwwehe suppos e dKitttiotaubted Jdyjaydrom tledacksealy Onse, a few weeks back,
bad irfluence. in a friendly, unguarded moment, Kittie had told Jayjay she
AWhat are you watching, Jaygdmined’hs anibhianyButaneskoé tbe tidheashg treeg to act all hard
from the backseat. Al dm gett i nanddrectowmld covexingtfor thegactfthatishe Dame fromad Re d. O

The rain was even stronger than befdiléng the car with
soporfic drumming.

AColl oquium talk outta
Prav Plato describing the dagkergy Higgdie | d . o0 | t
than a talk, really. The orphidnetted, beeameplified Prof Prav

comfortable middleclass family in Palo Alto, slumming yuppie
lava t hat she wa s-domingand adpeck whérdn at d o

Ber klefagy , X i ga&i,dd rayjtayn.uefiPrKoftes ®or A He
w a Morates ongheCalienteshow. | love that hard, slutty thing

Lureen does with her upper |l ip. B

was spewing out images, simulations, and links as he spoke; and Too Dibbs as paidup legit sponsor. How lame is that? Outta the

Prabs kiggie |isteners were
and diagrams as wel |
performances. The individual orphids kept a full record of
everything theydd seen or
always hadhe option of replaying a talk or slowing it down. But
right now Jayjay was rediming it, snowboarding his way down
a whippedcream mountain of symbols, loving how Prav was
steering thélow past the Dick Too Dibbs ads that kept popping
up like quirky m&hine monsters in a maze. It was awesome to

kiqg it with the Prav.

Jayj ay

conwayuabDil gk poppi ngndphedsmmeat syi ng
mfardeea lai @i md e tolfe < adrcehi mgi rail g Pevaesrd

ATheydve got a rainbow sheen, o

h e a r shmef nalward thateNektaahag. Ohf, shitgty o et tdh e ws o gy @ u

notes for my metanovel !0
AYo! 0 cri ed Sioallyigotth¢ aure.tGive hen. A
me access, homes. 0
Jayjay and the others opened their mental shields. Virtual
Sonicflicked hisfingers, scattering glowing bldleas every
whichway. Aflea | anded o nfilter dogs amdf
exploded; the dogbés teeth

Jayj ayé¢
got t wi
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purpleflame® and he began tearing through the beetles like a ASheds r eh emetabsymplipnyawithithe a v y
starving man eating Thanksgiving dinner. The dodflyrigaused Kazakhstan guitar corps, 0 said Th
to shake hirself, showering the explodirfteas onto the other swayi ng. Al 6m going to sample it
dogs. In another second the slavering pack had devoured all of |l 6m all tabogul aPosi terature. o She
Jayjayobs beetl es. Kitt i e and waggled it. AAm I 6hot 6
AYay, Sonic! o said Kittie and AMQame bavddond s ag at tken tdlee arfeadnbl i |
up too. miniskirt. wadyeawmoden gloumgen. o
iCalYaulleagr enades, 0 sai d Sonic. Jidyjmayd er eetherrmed hi s attenti on
the Doodly Bug weapon shop. | 6 mvardng to witness Kittie pawing His host love eSeracireengined s ee ! 0
He wore a proud | it t-gjaegine@ mi | e ooabsessivety fotuaed en.his gaBe A mamient of silence, and then
supersymmetry, 0 added Soni c, gdadRedsugpedoatoithe house and puiled opBnale dar door.B u g
wars. ACompactify di mensi on s ebMetwowoensdrewapayt st ar board gl ueball
pelletthre o 6 c | dt@okd hi g h: AWassup, Red, 0 said Jayjay.
Fighting off malware was a continual activity, but usually ToswitchfromPr of Pravds fraught, eXxc¢
the beezies would automatically give the patches to fyther communication to Redb6s rudi mentar
dogs. Why had the beetles been so tough to kill? And why were  Jayjay, like dropping out of a beautiful sunsktuded sky into a
Nekt ar 6s beetl es i mydettson®e beezes tb i c arudesflat cart@on. Forthéa ysjt s econd or two, t he
searching through possible causes for the unfolding scenario. words seemed like the yipping of agd Jayjay felt guilty about
Inside the house old Dot and Red were dressed again; therainwast he i nvol untary compari son. Red w
letting up. Papa, dead three years now from a daglgf in the penitentiary.
ALureen Morales is an idiot, o0 Abagy ismtiad tthhe KDdpgaret, mantp pafngMo
backward into the conversatioreth way she | i ked tdédldogi Wehgds t hmantholdngaettiecar epeat e
gotapushed n Pomer anian face. | 6m rkeyeeh more attractive than
her . Don6t be a brainwashed starfiickwant Ki 6otown tYhhe ocafitmpd putkei
frat boy. You should be |istenamd ttroi cTlkawinty Kutusdh i nstead. 0
Jayjay grinned to hear Thuy harsh orttil. Red craned his neck, peering avidly at the women in the
AYoubre channeling Tawny?0 backseat. Ki tti e, taken aback.
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AYour orphids are bl ushing,Yolthukyn ow slaisdt iKlilt tliiek e AyRoeud 6es | ot ;
peepingyou.Digjt r eal man, wedr e wat c h brealoutyobjail, not likg thetlovdboh mykife. And gas, of course, |
and your breeder in the house.remeierosveheenkmanent thid nhomingnbwayfunoyokadws i n

your hall closet. Can | have the leopgatterned Burberry what? 1 06m gonna use t hahheefkor t he
knockoff withthedogf ur col | ar ?0 ltdés all in there, isnoét iit?o

Jayjay laughed; he admired the way that Kittie akvay Al d&dm tender Aodshom dayj bBykefia
pushed things too far, even though that made her expensive to at al | . | 6m much smarter than | u
carry as a friend. the clutch; the car lurched; the motor caught and died.

AfTake the damn car and get outARPUmMMmetrtee 0gadxaipme Reld!. 0 shouted
With quick mental gestures, Kittie and Red completed the front steps.
registration steps. But then the T@me woaoal entdty sehoteoer paykKoputriseéeT

having sat there for about a year. Fortunately it had a manual driveandyoupush. 6 The car begin rollin
transmission; Red told Jayjay he could start it by putting it in AWarn me earlier, o0 said Thuy,
second gear and popping the clutch while Sonic and Kittierolled her nose. AUsing the beezies to h
it down the driveway into the street. So Jayjay tried that wi Jayjay, but getting high on the Pig is something elbes&
Thuy sitting in the backseéiking her lipstick, Thuy watching her physicists you admire, tfingydbre sp
face in the orphidnet instead of in a mirror. up their theories. Theybére not ge
Al miss you, Thuy, 0 said Jafpjoay iKntaittheaind momert gaolnomme qui t
AWhen are you coming back to me?o06iOh, come on, stick around, 0 s

AWhen you get your sMdybe.t rlathmpthatithab es aiod sTRuy Al ®m good story
changing, Jayjay. My Hibraner friend Azaroth is helpingmewrite agai n. 06 This time the engine caug

my metanovel. |l dm really done badKirifg ergiheawhile Sapic and Kittie got in.

ABut you | ove the Pig, 0 pr ot esltwaslashod,ejciing drivefto/loleres Heights. $toeet
high this morning, we were channeling together, and | said kids ran along the sidewalk, ebring the roaring silver dinosaur.
wheenkand uld 60 Harised, trying to bring back all those great ~ With the gasoline supply closed down, all you saw on the roads
thoughts theydd shared. anymore were electric refits. Empowered by orphidic

AAnd mihmiocked Thuy. AThat 6s inteliganceeamnicatioa, the &utomoBvie gngineers had come up

Pig stories end. We might as wwithdheap gatoelectioconveisokits, nottb mediton sad, Jayj
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lightweight batteries and nanotech solar cells that you brushed
onto your carodés roof | ike enamel @HAPTERGE
The belching SUV wallowed across Dolores Street and up

the steep little hill to Nektalr\lﬁg kgtn@'errpr§ad a]gn@itonl,etﬁe hi gh

on theridge, save for one.

il candot believe webOre going tlf) Nelﬁtaé Lh diﬂd N H h
exulted Kittie. AAnd do you reallzymg?n er?e ontEseco &'h elf\/f’lr earqte 0s pl a

at the very top of the hill? W@%c?ugtorr\%q spund of g car engipe, I\ilggt b%kst[ethe beetles

The engine sputtered and missed: the gas was running out. had come in her sleep like a fever dream and ever since then she

Jaypy goosed the accelerator. With a peevish last roar, the couldnot fully wake up. The beet]|

behemoth waddled in through 0naecce%spperhléeRtgeétlpgdnéoh%rBegoh gar a% door S .
She was too weak to sit up, and there was no hope o

using the orptiinet to examine her garage, what with the V|rtual
beetles in the way, each of them a jagged oval core with faceted
eyes, pinchyfeely mouths, and zigzag legs.
Although Nektar was a big celeb, nobody was here to help
he® other than some little shoonrobot s hedéd gotten fr
Zonder.
Right now, so far as the public understood the situation,
Nektar was on a weighieducing sudocoke binge. But in reality
she didnoét use sudocoke; and that
mirror by her bed. The beetles had madeldgout the lines;
whenever she balked at their requ
could barely stand to see. At | ea
for Dick Too Dibbs. Thatoés what t
Nektar strained her ears to listen for more ndises the
garage, but all she heard were the chirps and clicks from the
beetle currently in her visuéleld.
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AYou say sorry about i nsul tNenkgt aHodrse spt aeratd i teocs , goe tr e(preca tae dmor e r
the beetle. fAiMake Too Di bbs t eladnevardorgivem Nektaro w. 0O
Out of the question. Therst Dick Dibbs lad sent the Ond always said Luty was like a child, forgetful of the

nants to eat the Earth. Nektar would never ever forget that. Nor niceties, a genius in the rough, but Nektar had never liked the guy,

would she forget that her husband Ond had let the nants eat their not his chewedlownfingernails, not his weird vocabulary of

son Chu in order to pass some viral code to the nants. Nektar had madeup words, not his lip balm, not his grggmonytail. Why

stopped loving Ond then and théreventhough®d 6 s crazgoul dndét Luty take ten minutes of
pl an had worked. The nants hadworesats sweandb | teldate viee ¥d he migi ¢ thed 6@n d

destroyed, including Chu. destroying the natural world. Yes, Ond had backed off in the end,
President Dick Dibbs and his vice president had been but by then it had been too late for Nektat. it y hadndt war
impeached, convicted, and executed like the rabid dogs they were, Ond, then Nektar and Ond might still have been together.
but Jeff Luty had escaped. And Narttaed regrouped as ExaExa. Gathering her strength, Nektar executed a savage mental
According to Ond, Luty was safely hidden from the orphidnet lunge that closed down the image of the beetle currently
within the quantummirror-shielded walls of the ExaExa labs. threatening her. She glanced over at her bedside clocKi fiezn
Theydédd had the mirroring in pliatbeemomingeAnd row theominate Hamddent up &ntl auatevard t h e
orphids. Taking care of the boss. her, articulating itself like a beetle leg. Nektar willed the leg back
Nektar drited back from her reverie. Probably the into a minute hand. The clock face dropped off, and a fresh beetle
malware beetles were a Jeff Luty product. Ond said Jeff liked crawled out.
insects better than humans because they were closer to being AYou must recor dexladsttimeand i nsi s
machines. Not only ants, but beetles as well, especiallythe sacred pat i enc e. More punish. o6 Day befor
scarab dung beetle of aent Egypt. Back at Nantel, Jeff had against Too Dibbs and the Homesteadies, putting the truth out
given Ond a mounted giant beetle as an award; it was still kicking there for heFounderss udi ence. That 6s what ha
around the house somewhere. AYou know | wonét flatlgfipégou, 0 s
If Luty had made these software beetles, thennowonder r at her di e. I meant what | said a

theydd come to attack Nektar. fdermhd mhearde d| waryds hiad tihe i medtolredher
Back in the Nantel days, Lut y hveadts peaple te lde like shedp,ae&sieoeocvee. r TChnadt 66ss | w hf ye
keeping him at the lab till late, seven days a week. Maybe he had against personal freedom, against quirky culture regaielf

some sick crush on Ond. It had taken some severe tantrums on  expression, against education, against art. They want a mass mind
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they can masprocess like synthoid tomatoes. Is anyone in the theater And why limit the entertainment to chewing things up?
orphidnet channeling me? Listen to Chef Nektar. Too Dibbs will Sheéd added foamy, soft food to t
make you sicker than the Banana Surprise at MoutH®lus s . 0 people to rub onto their bodies: peppery curries, soothing mints,
I n response, the beetl|l eds cnhairsptienngi gg eevmuwglustitoaunrsa.l ,J ossienihsade rh e
Nektar braced herself. An image of her son Chu appeared. A long, turnedout he was a depressive jerk, always acting like a martyr.
solemn knife hovered beside him like the bow of a violin. After hedd done that weird number
Trying to draw back from the coming torment, Nektar Nektar had gone straight wupstairs
groped for anemory, any memory, and came up with a clip of Xandro and Beatriz.
her and rival chef Jose having thiéiral fight in the Puff kitchen: But now Nektards memory <citade
Jose holding that same kind of long knife to his own throat, the two owners resembled beetles, their legs linked like axons and
making the tiniest of cuts and lifting a drop of his blood to dendrites. fAMake ad for Dick Too

Nektar s thpswhale gl arnhatdtg i ntwerhyerncew.es. fATast e
hedd hissed. AYou bitch. o A pair oFi beelbdee)] @gNekimdurt eldd f tr o enm,
Joseds belly, taking hold of ther kmarfreat iJwes.e 6isMd laec emd etotpaneh eCahdi 6

The knife sawed i nt oflogpedibéck n e cdkr, phihks barydé sg étetaidn g . |l 6m a star.
and all the bloo@f his body gushed out. in. o

Nektar moaned and rocked, drawing deeper into herself. Beetle Xandro lifted the shiny cover off a silver salver, his
As if from somewhere very far away, she felt water on her lips. chitinous leg hooking the metal handle. Beetle Beatriz leaned over
Those good little shoons were taking care of her. Maybe the the naked boy on the platter aficed up a blowtar h . Al c ook
beezies wouldind a way to save her soon. Mayberthwere tableside, 0 she twittered, bliste
people in the garage. Hang on, Nektar. A beetle leg rummaged Di bbs ad now. 0
down through her veils of thought, its spiny foot trying to snag Groaning, Nektar twisted away and found herself in last
her attention. Nektar burrowed deeper, replaying triumphal weekds bed with Crai goaendowede was h

memories of her rise to the helmwt crhetf NMeasktpaorsds aitdlgPaontidued a gr eat
Restawant trafic had ramped up heavily after the coming sleeping with him because the affair had given such a nice boost

of the orphids; with people able to see and hear everything online, to the hitcounts of hédfoundersshow. Acting out the bedroom

the nonvirtual experience of dining was becoming the centerpiece memory, Nektar ran fhirtatiousfin ger down Cr ai gor 6s

of most evenings out. Nektar liked to present a meal as table He split open | ike a@rawedpua and Cr a
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moi st, throbbing, l umi nous, in te@Alsl dGgododvasowouNelbttat, drsaind, J
Nektar . How could you? Craigorreavmdy. my man. Il 6m scared | &6m
going to relapse. o Nektar sat up, holding her sheet to her breasts, free at last.
Al dm sorry, 0 said Nektar . @l 6 mThehlwy vatlohistairinghiny spikésSoni@d stretched
AMake the ad, 0 said the beedaute isrhagpepatichkeoflisun Aofrboethe e bi g
forgi ve. Vote for Dick Too Di b b sshoonégippingsaadycavpriing with twnm. Elewore black wool
AHey, Nektar! o A fresh voi ctghts, aaeddshkirg and & lightweight leather facket with &itbnecb o m.
Shefluttered her eyes open. Two men and two women shirring.
were here, colorful, stre¢tardened kids in their early twenties, As usual, the shoonsdé appearan
ten years younger than Nek. One of them leaned close. His the whims of the beezies currently controlling them; righw a
eyes were soft and intelligent beneath his green cap; he were a T couple resembled monkeys, another pair was playing beetle and
shirt and a suit jacket with a wild haiddr a wn s k ul | o n beetlefeea, pnatisek veas adckassic Happy Shoon like a bucktoothed
back. An iridescent shoon was perched on his shoulder. The rain  Korean baby with a thick rubber bottom, and two had tweaked
had stopped; the suraw breaking through. themselves to resemble Jayjay and the pigtailed girl irestrip

Al dm Jayjay, o0 the boy tol d léggngs.ar. AAka Jorge Ji menez.

Webre the Big Pig Posse. Let me ihaypj gpufrohead, ofNekttahe IG¢ dro omme
full access. | can kill those beetlesfiying yourfil t er dogs ., Heéhe easy chair ri giiatedwwomanNekt ar

flexed hidingers in intricate gamer moves. with the blue tattoo.

AYes, 0 said Nektar with a weakfAlsédu |l ki, t taina, @ peme dsai d pl easan
mental door for him. In the orphidnet, Jayjay got busy. The other watchFoundersa | | t h e e sesreyou ardund thel 6
Posse members were in the orphidnet watching, as well: a stocky Mi ssi on, of course. o0 Fresh air dr
girl with a blue tattoo, a boy with spiky hair, a Viethamese girl Al 611 treat your |little group
with high pigtails. AHave you ever been to Puff?o0

Y e ek nuenerkdthdirst boy Jayjay swinging AMostly we eat garbage, 0 said
from bough to vine in the jungtleuphH. Nektards mind, | anding besi
herfilter dog kennel, and scattering luminous Hleas. Instants AHmMMmM, 0 s aiinkingNhatkoven her bedtlgee
| at er , fledlgtiert dags bBas trashed the beetles. mind feeling giddy and agile. Kittie reminded Nektar of the

girl friend shedd had in college b
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that same quality of innerfiaement beneath a streetwise ANeed some help?0 said Kittie.
demeanor. AYou | usnewrgstawrant me an i delofm®t be dogging her, o0 said T
presentation, 06 Nektar told herKi titWee 8 £ agli nt Ihfer icaursd .omer s i nto a d
room with food hidden in miniature garbage cans along the wall. Nektar could visualize making love to Kittie. Having an

They root out their entrees; i affdrwithmeedyaungtableCGraigoriCennowwak ehoughitadpetao Jus
see if she still had it, Nektar gavet@ a comehither look. womanoff hetero sex for months. Maybe it was because he was

Al want whi tarneald| eadl dPtubd & , fGaoxieows abdut cheating on Jil, but Craigor had stinted on
Kittie, radiating back. A Cl e a nforeplayd like lzelwas.inca rush to notch up his score for the main

ADid this start out as a s uedemtckittieen thewthé& band, lookee temder prid eothpetemt,dike g i r |
in the striped | eggings, wandeabutthg eayemur8kedmNEkawrosmiled at F
AThat 6s babyw powdeni rror, 0 swabblg, matterloftfeatr If, yougduld walktme in there and maybe

be getting this information ouheltp merwlhanrdilendrey dfAf hodax. I was
under the control of those beetles. They wanted to set the scene so AYou got it, babe, 0 said Kitt.i
it looked as if | had a reason to stay in bed. For the last two days, Al d&dm coming, too, o0 said Thuy.
t hey 6 v emehtisgene, wanting me to make an ad for that AFine, 0 sai d Nektnar, relishing
silly Dick Too Dibbs. | 6ve hear d The grls betpeddektanirto the shoveen Kittieangkdng n st t h
nants, but who owns him, really? Since when did any Homesteady s ur e t o acci dentally touch Nektar
politician care fdhdwt sanyndkn en gwmatthing: @moyed, aroused, amused. After the shower, the two

ATel |l thk&twmar lod,saN d Jayj ay .confeigedn Nektar, egeh of them holding a big thick towel.
Foundersfans! My homie Sonic designed these-@imensional Much beter to be pursued by women than by beetles. This was
CalabiYau beetlefle as. Theyodl | gnaw b e e tchteipfonthdcFourdersy i e wte r af. W@kt ar 6 s or phi
orphids. 0 He gestured with botHitoatsms, tossing a complete i mage
of a beetleflea into the orphidie f or Nekt ar 6 s v i e we Bask intthe begroombSonic and Jayjay were still fooling
Then heflopped down on thiéoor to join Sonic in playing with around with the shoons. Happy Shoon was pacing around to mime
the shoons. deep thoufgt, but the other shoons were rolling around like

il need a shower, 0 said Nekpumiess, getting out of her bed. She
was naked, but being naked didnotfhiOormeteffr mypyymoe zi esvshtat aoved hback
your body visible on the phidnet all the time. us, 0 announced Jayj ay. For a home
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and precise way of speaking. ATheygNatrugahaMiedd foomusedelayj ay.

malware that youaught from Craigor Connor, Nektar. And there this morning. Coincidence o
Craigor caught the beetle infection when he delivered a walking AAw, people always mention Nat
chair to Andrew Topping, director of the Natural Mind center in sl eeping in the street, 0 said Son

the Mission Street Armory. We Ruwtn 64 o rke olwe é&hto wosia megagpammergniay. Ofans s . H
reached Tiice thepnvwged sg ootf t he whol ecAumsesey shihel d@d@anks to the orphid

by quanturamirror varnish to protect their recovering orphidnet assuming his beezies datane this conversation. Maybe the
addicts. The same kind of shieNat wmrgalt hMitdde russ ewon <t tlhet Exs Eixmm. 0
labs; ExaExa gave them the varnish. ExaExa is one of Natural Jayjay made a dismissive gesture. His attention had
Mi n d 6 sfinamciai backers, mattr of f act . Thewasayyrietdd duo dTohnuey .waftYconi ng Nekt ar t
charity. For the public good. ohe demanded. fALeave that for Kitt
AYou &nosvai d Nektar, regallgnaudbp pbauvuesngotoo
enjoy the eyes upon her. Al kept Thuystrodegvet, gavetldyjaysuch aviara shove Wwith kee b e e
reminded me of, and now | r e al dgolddadtodt that lderfedd ovér onkhis side,ahern perchedTharself onb | i n

pushy qualityThe Jeff Luty connectiofit s. That man Iinasdghe were sitting on a log. He lay there, looking happy to
comfortable in a human body. Hee tirmu |l yh yt dhii mm&ls overdtda dte. hR@@r emen f

we were software. Ond abwaypys shayj defwasvaswmtbe, rteamad .| yl fevihuy di d
just that Jeff had this big t rwogle dlgesemedthing. hmightshake hgroutaflgee r . 06 Ne k't a
shook out her hajproud of herself for sounding so calm on the doldrums.

subject of Luty. AWhat it is, JeffiWhyg diadkmnmdtg y dioNekar oertelvds else azsi a
to help get Dick Too Dibbs into€ e . And t hat 61 | ingtead & calilginfastrangut npi ghead derelict |
And down the road, | bet Jeff will manipulate Too Dibbs into Thuy asked the shoons, waggingharger at thém. fAYol

launchings o me | mpr oved, unst oppabl etheshmontthatloaksltke deh ey dd k kp!l | Y&G@ai @aan t a
for good. Someone has to get tyoWwudy. o

ARIi ght on, Nektar, 0 sai d Ki tt iFetinyThuyshaped shoon bobbled her little pigtails and

AfGo to the Armory, 0 urged Nsepkakaer .i mi Go stuwr prhies iArgrdoyr yri ch al to
and check yourselves into the Natural Mind center. Talk senseto si ng. 0 Capering expressively, the
Andrew Top i ng. O
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AWoul d you f adwmwnlsitlke rtso wd d he me
Nektar asked the Big Pig Posse. Kittie nodded, but the others

The Big Pig Posse kids laughed. didndét. They were so into their p
And then the shoon laid her littfenger against her lips to hear her.
mi me secretiveness.-enfnptedinstant swi t chi Tiomguiaoteant ! 0 Nektar messaged
messages, 0 she said. With everaqguantuimemgyptedictamnell e and audi bl e via th
guantumentangled sudcemeshmonitoring orphidnet, the one AWe had sadmeafdyod said Jayjay
way to have a private conversation was via dynamically encoded fiMay be wded shoul d
messaging. Altdés been a couple of hours, o
il 6m not a derelict, I 6 m i nspould bhealadttg eat wish&ZhetiNekkaa. e wou kidding® WHat an g

out from under Thuy and catching his arms around her waist.

honor . You can talk |l ater. o

guys

i S & e shoorbeeziesa nt t o make pl ans wi t hAsuheyheaddad ddwn theestairs sommeoae knocketen

secure channel for wus, okay?0 frontdoor. Lookingthrough the orphidnet, Nektar saw Jil Zonder
Nektar ignored the pl anni ngandGagsriCannor outdhere,dhd pas ip @ skate of urieasy truce.

piece; let the little kiqgies work out the details. It was time to put AWow, 0 said Kittie. fAWedre sma

her look together. Her blond hair had dark roots, butviaat Founderss how. 0

okay. She dried her hair, combed it out, and pinned it into an AMaybe 1611 make a osu,ecc i Nad k tegri

upsidedownbedh e ad ponyt ai |fit,shedonnedKi t tpiuerérse do ethnoe Ki ttie. ACan you be a d

sexy black underwear with red stitching, making sure the girl go crazy if | dondét get my tea th

watched. Then came black tights and a black slip, mascara and
lipstick, a creantolored silk blouse, high black boots, and her
casual red twill skirt and jacket.

The sheets on the bed were disgraceful. Nektar stripped
them off and threw them into the hamper, with Kittie right there at
her side pitching in. Nektar neéed breakfast: a quart of Lapsang
Souchong tea and a bowl of granola with apricots and yogurt. She
called over Happy Shoon and sent him downstairs to make the
t ea. He was the most

trustwor tkryow,f

Nektar hurried into the kitchen and poured herself a mug
of smoky black tea with two spoons of sugar and enough whole
milk to cool it dowrd ahh.The caffeine molecules ran up and
down the corridors of her brain turning on the lights. foked
herself a bow! of cereal, then sat down at the kitchen table as the
crowd appeared.
APoor Nektar, o0 said Craigor, p
like, mind parasites? | would have come earlier, but | thought, you
dhhedd oltgsiJnd 6we ioghtgiwmiatl h mou
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iYomuldt hi nk that, 0 sai d Ne k tnamiagge. Do yaupkomiseyot to fie® him badkanwhe next time

dondét hover. Help yourself to ywoure ifatoidngsSScarnve nlgew? My four
young friends here,theB®i g Posse, findngy6r e usefdDdmét worry about the ratings
their meals in garbage cans. But try my fridiget. Thanks for with thisbluet at t oo gi r |l . Whyfateatmddt vy ou
coming, Jil .o pay Craigor back. o0 Nekt apaiitet eye f
Jil looked good today; her bobbed dark hair lustrous, her j ac ket . AHow about that one right
figure sweet in jeans and a pullover. Instead of answering Nektar i Heds young and hot; he chased th
outloud, shesdaquantume ncr ypt ed message.té@Ybumcan have
Craigor for good. 1td6ll never be fiYeudmenet bret wikilede auN® migai n. What
Youdve ruined ofaced, shatormed avgyeando St on@Sauce for the goose, sauce fo
opened Nektarodés fridge. Nektar. AYou deserve that boy. Lo
AReally he |l oves you, 0 mes stagkeed tbiasc ke yNeesk taafrf. yidu.md sorry
I did it. The last few times were just for tReundersratings. And
|was drunk théir st ti me. You dondt know what hell | 6ve been
through. In my head | keep begging you to be my friend again.
Pl ease, Jil .o
AFunny kind of friendomaghedJi | took a pitcher of juice fr

fridge and poured herself a glass, her back still turned to Nektar.
AThereds a hole where my heart used to be. 0

Al know I &m horrible,d messaged Nektar. #AAnd youore
wonderful and noble and brave. Forgive me. You mean so much
more to me than Craigeever coul d. 6 Craigor, now sitting right
across the table from Nektar, didnét even know that Jil and Nek
were channeling each other.

AHands off him from now on?0 messaged Jil, sliding a
gl ance over toward Nektar. AnMaybe | could stildl |l ove Craigor a
littlh e bit. For the kidsd sake, anyway. And maybe | need this
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Usually Jayjay was tentative with women, but, faced with

CHAPTER 7 the alluring Jil, he founcdte cour age t ofirggo f or it
- saw you on the orphidnet and heard your name, | thought you
The Grl” In the Wa” were this beautiful girl Jilena who was a year ahead of me in high
school , 0 he said softly. Al wor sh
_ _ _ R fi was done wiaddorhg gthi msec hloeofl o ra
Woul d you |like some juice?d _sajd .Jil, thr.nlng taward
sal d Jil, 'l ooking Jayjay up and d

Jayjay with apitce r i nh e.r Ah AN GRS rBr%H?dQc?n'hiQ body registering major hitcodntse was live on
ln person, Jilods face had "Hddnfers And ﬂ'\é&/ﬁe%iﬁwasacﬂe%kinﬁ SRR I)h?/s)liqlhetto'o.%é
than the orphidnet meshes revealed. One orphid per square tingled at the thought
millimeter of skin wasnoét he%rly ﬁpgﬂg%¢&8;639£Hr8anF {hgehybp
res play of a womarmc‘bardz)yesllarmd;h.imsourhpl.sgaﬁédr?di ng in his ears. i
nWo.nderfuI , O sal.d Jayj ay, tbat}(donigngl hpehypsliacsits'tc. P Cshheorulfcf Ogmet
her, or meaning to, but somehow he and Jil bobbled the handoft, glanced over at the others, wondering if they were noticing him

and the pitcher fell, bouncing ouflappy yelloworange tongue flirting with Jil. It would be good for Thuy to realize that Jayjay
that puddled sticky on thigoor. had other options

0o p s! 0 goaflom thelkitchan table. Kittie,. But Thuy was busy cutting up the cantaloupe and offering
Thuy, and Sonic had already sat down as well, Thuy holding a Kittie a slice, and Kittie was enthralled with Nektar, and Nektar

can tN aloupe and S? nic bearing C‘vVaB c?hattgriﬂgdat d\tja?ggrtasaifrto%?ep tﬁrﬁ ffbm Bo(?(ifﬁg anFI. Ftea.
iThe shoons will mop that, Ohis‘E)alrt,l Sonric%vgssdr?nk'ir{g Fegas Tjaﬁ ds'h&cbuld. fﬂeegruy cguf"dr k

eyebrows were areformed, always ging her an optimistic, never get enough caffeine.

playful appearance despite any inﬁ$6u8?éna ﬁg&gléggowﬁq&@g’gpgy

up pores and make themselves into sponges. They clean up after i

_ _ ttle disappointed. Dammit, shebo
my kids all the time. And my hysbangs oq SPe; PR dn AMAE" Ro B e hbd
Happy Shoon and a doughboy trotted aweeroll in the juice, iThe Pig helps me get ideas, 0

chirruping as their bodies dampened and swelled. Jil gave Jayjay that | have a problem Anyway | 6
a really nice smile. She had faint freckles across the bridge of her A Oh | knthato ad 4i & bbiult ’
perfect nose. ’ ’
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il wat choungeosy ai d Jayjay. fAl@audivye igodcl e si aeassisted abilitieschinkae op | e 6 s
bad deallatell r eal |y admire that vy o udvstepsturtherthandefdreo your
sobriety. You could show me the way. Mold me, Jil, train me to ARJayjayobds beezies were | ooking
be like you. Cleaeyed. Hires. A coiled spring. | want to please beetle infection, o0 said Thuy. ATh
you. o0 building, and you caught them when you delivered the chair,
He could hardly believe he was saying these things. His Craigor, and then Nektar caught the beetles from you, that time
mouth when you guirted too quick. Los¢ o s e . 0
was way aheadf his brain. AMout hy brat, o said Craigor, n
AiBoi smgid Jil AThat 6s enougte fwagogogloewd 0hi s eyebrows at Thuy.
AHey, 0 said Craigor, | umpi nstuckthisteasgoa tofthe side of hid vealkingar with & spare bit
expecting to get bawled out f oofpidzdplastici amisendthe chahtteory agouny the tableitof e, b ut |,
Craigor was into his own ego trip. whackwhackwhackT huy 6 s t hi gh with the spoc¢
ACheck this out ,ingfowshordmet@r ai gorf Crpaioglairc, you shoul d fleead up o
rods with wads of piezoplastic on their ends. He turned hischair gr enades, 06 said Nektar. AFor al/l
over and stuck his rods to the ends of the chaiblesgsthat now your brain right now. o
the chair had piezoplastic knees and feet. When Craigor turned Craigor responded in miméuyttering his hands by his
the chair upright, it waltzed around tkikchen, faster and faster, mouth like munching mandibles.
culminating with a tap dance and a bow. Craigor made as if to sit ADondt worry, Nektar, o said Ji
down and, with comical eagerness, the tall chair scuttled into antibeetlefl eas off theFoundersshow on our way over. And,
position to catch him. yeah, the beetles really were | yi
AThat 6 s -cahawarl,kdi nsgai d Jay| ay theyluseg Craiggr fordi ssetaesael vector . o
Cr ai gor 0fsY d uh usnodl egbinted version tb thee Cr ai g or ochairfhered iksikmees, rhythmically
manager at the Natur al Mi nd r ehunckirg againstTéauy twbao laughed attithe ergeAttoumpingy . 0
AHowd6d you happen to not i c eKitteheached dowrats rip @ffloned®f tlaeiwgllaogh,ai r 6 s s hi ns
seeming genuinely curious about the speahain of logic Jayjay Miming great pain, the chair limped thrésgged back to Gigor,
had followed. Everything was visibten the orphidnet, and many leaning against him with a decrescendo shudder.
people had their beezie agents mining for things that were AYoubre funny, o said Thuy to C
specfical |y relevant to their livest %¥ba nhat mgnmef afnbpekévaAte peun
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Al run the character animati onfsBitthmhiigmd ,a0 bea®izd eS®nisa, ddr ai ni
Cr ai gor . zieHBravws onalitrarylmfdedpnguage eyes were bright and black. Al dm
routines that | stored. | act Bubdeatgusn .oout ; thatodéds how all the gr
ani mators do it. My body knrnows moiile whman tmg paiafltt ittld aft oarS 0sdot |&ahre
fisherman, too. 0 said Kittie.
AMr. Disease Vector, o said Kitfliél | whe 6wlorakitrag herd Whgesdinet anov
looserodtoar cr ot ch. AAni mate this. oo AThe titlebdbs growing on me, 0 S
AOh thatodés witty, 0o said Cr afilgbom ,g dnmnoak i neg bansnyo ywidt.h HRertav Pl at
grabbed the leg back. onagoodyyoody tone, segueing into th
Jayjay turned his attention to Jil, who was hunkereddown made upstairs. By now hedd privat
by the sink checking up on her shoons. Even in that awkward t oo. AWe al ldoilfawe aolndt twasde our
position, she looked lithe and geful. He tossed her a tiny heart plugging into the Big Pig.o
shaped emoticon via the orphidnet; she answered byuralhg Jil gave Jayjay a quizzical looshe could tell he was
her head his way and miming a kiss infde He was living the acting, but she wasndét sure why.
dreand in a reality soap! unreality here. Jil turned to Nek
fiFounders ans may want to scan tUhé.BhRigomi goRoaséedsrow your Happy
backst or Kkt arNéeéntoned, playi ng s hbodwmemoriestinto my Breedirjg atgck. Knalamhanslike
Thuy, Thuy takes up with Kittie and néiThuy and Craigor? sourdough starter.
Kittie and Nektar? Jayjay and Jil? Sonic and the shoons? Stay Youbve trained these shoons we

tuned. Oh, |l ook, the good ads arefiCamihgt baeka osiAbhenotrph?anas ke
icons of BigBox and Stanglowed in the corners of the room, ASure, 06 said Nekta#facedSoni c st u
also the ExaExa beetle logo. doughboy shoon into the pleated pocket of his leather jacket.
AiDo we get paid too?0 asked KifiByesge, 0 s aied zIaygj adyh,e chance t
Al think so, 0 s aifiduredallkhbitar . handhSke uppedithe iarderardtkissed his cheek. In the orphidnet,
out . I 61 1 register you as ext rJgaysad dilétaring ogen at heuhpsbdnd to make suré Hel | | et
keepyour SUVinmygarge f or a coupl e of nweaedkese.d.AnCk ati hgeorredéss sami | e had gone
room over the garage you can | orwasatieastpresentifg beélf thht evayf Why didrsleevhaveatg y ou n g

people around. 0

be so stubborn? Just because Jayjay liked the Big Pig? Well, hell,
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if Thuy was going to be such a priss, maybe he should take his AMaybe we should do fioppmg Bi g P

golden opportunity for a romance with the divine Jil. into an armchair. She didndt actu
AfCome stMeyzBaifyoulee d a pl ac e theiopreplanmed scipt.

Jil told Jayjay in a warm tone. nJayay vweldirsfacphave likedyweryonfuchtodosome PRl | f o

ofyouwouldfit , actwually. o but he stuck to the script too. q
Jayjay knew fronFounders hat Ji | and Craigdiy@ah, brother, o0 said Sonic. A

cuttlefishing boat was entirely crafted from computationally rich ol d. o

piezoplastic, which haldecome a fairly expensive and sought AYoudbre slushed, 06 giggled Thuy

after material. Although Craigor was still netting oversized Sonic had warpedthehr ase on purpose. fAYes,

Pharaoh cuttes h f r om t he Bay, much ofmatdh & hceco wemldenéss si.n Bawme how? Whither

came from selling off bits of thefilapbésNamareal aMi nad ¢ del d oh enl p

Jilds shoons iaesd Craigordos comblaying al ong. Al know we were ha
AThanks, Jil, 0 said Jayj ay,wamo njduesrti nogu rh odve nCiraali gtoar| kwiornug .do

take his incursion. Al might be thNdatusalnrsdhidnlmpygjpayhenkneBtut

|l east for today wedll be kiqqgitnibr ed ofn INeikn @ rldest kg aarad) et. ior ed. 0 B
Some stairs at the back of the garage led up to the room ALet 6s take showers before we

Nektar hadnentioned, whitgainted with a peaked ceiling. The at the dirt shiimsyt.om his hands. 0

front and rear walls held generous windows, one showing a palm AMe second, 0 said Kittie.

tree and Dolores Park, the other looking onto the San Francisco When Jayjay got his turn in the showee, had fun freeze

hills with their little stucco houses. The room was furnished with  framing the water in his orphidnet view. Orphids were quick; they

rugs, chas, a double bed, a foldut couch, a sink, and a fridge. blanketed the water drops as fast as they formed. Fufiledt,a

The tile bathroom was stocked with Stank personal grooming Jayjay could see Craigor and Jil picking up their kids at school

products. and heading back to their boat. Schootwtill a reality the

AFuckind A, 0 said Soni c, e yophidngtwas nd subatitnie tbr ghttng fow butta war d t o
Nektards absent husband. #fA0Ond dmadked/stnokedisniffied ey lydur.felow mhnemalb io tke hunaae a
couple ofinches deep, holding a preserved bimeen beetle as pack. Wi th Jil stil |l in her own |
well as a paper with the award inscription. realistic to think he cooding sl eep

hi mself about those vibes hedd pi
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Thuy squeezed into the shower as Jayjay was getting out; People did still buy paper books, even though you could
the brief, sliding touch of her skin made him unreasonably happy. read a book on the orphidnet without owning it. Strictly speaking,
Someday soon hedd win her bac kyoucoudypyblisivab®ok bylpenting one copyand letirag thé y

wanted. orphids settl e ondaodlgamnthetdxhfoy 6d cr
The P@se hit the street and hoofed toward the Mission that matter, you could publish a book by thoroughigginingit,
Street Armory, keeping up a line of recowdyngry chatter as and then recording your thoughts onto some orphids, as the

they went, the idea being to make the Natural Minders feel okay = metanovelists did. But the paper physicality of ansiide book
about admitting the Posse. Although it was of course possible or  remained perennially pleasing, andyttséll sold in small
evenlikelytha t he Natur al Mi nder s we mumbed.tNot that dayjay ownedragy. t h e

Posseds activities at all. But itidewie dt lweé smet anoad&le, uphdiip?0 ha
audibly confabbed with Nektar about launching an attack. jeansclad legs sticking out over the sidewalk, her booted feet

The rain had let up and the sun was out. People were crossed |li ke a cowboyds. AStill w
shopping at the corner fruit stas, some of them using the living not so nuch by selling books as by brokering access to
orphidnet to peer into the piles afidd that perfect, unblemished metanovels. Many metanovelists stored their works in secure
lime, jalapefio, or mango. Others were channeling music or form within the orphids on their own bodies, so as to be able to

watching what was happening somewhere else. With everye 6 s charge for access.
attention dil ut etduitedshilgrantsasituseddt scefm®h wasald, 0 s ai Whednklutyd. s fg ot ndbnsa cha

to be. aboutvhat 6s happened to me firshis year
Passing Metotem Metaboaksvhich was a hangout for chapter. | was thinking, though, what if | start using every single

the Mission metanovelisisJayjay saw the owner, Darlene, thinglfind. 6 She gestured at the shel\

sl umped in an easy chair s he 0 dmagheeaolfageesirdall your bosks th eapturethedudl antbience. h e

afternoon sun, which had been a rarity of late |é&»er always had Every word, every page, all of it part @heenkall visible in one

a big smile for Jayjay; sometimes he thought she hadacrushon synoptic gl ance. 0

him. Darlene was quite filuential on the literary scene; she edited ASynoptic, 0 said Darl ene, i ki

the hipMetotem Metazindder st or e wasndt mushdéves hbldhtbewsynhbptic gdspeks of our literary heritage; you read

some comfortable chairs, a coffeepot, andvaseof beatup them side by side to see the face of the HolyeHWind in her

paper books. presingul ar state. But youbve got
that data. Just do a | ink. I f you
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same, you feel me g flom beneatb ke
dark bangs, Darlene held up her harlddatiously regarding
Jayjay through the rectangle of her thumbsfandgy e r s .
with the Stank ad foll owin

Postsingular

plots, the whole thing like clockwork or a programaaromplex
r frlamet. .00 Peer
ABut it has to be authentic, o
AWhat 6s§iWebre alchemists, 0 said Thuy.
g yoiuntmanmgyt kkiars®of abl e. 0o

iWedr e exFoundess monw,tchesai d Jayj aWmMetanovelistsd bull sessions ¢
miminghimsé¢ f soaping an under ar m. rivatey tvanaeted how muchywors Thuy had actually d&@re

AHow was Gerry Gurkin |

a st keptal her otes andndrafys urader keeute pidtaction and kead never

Gurkin was a fellow metanovelist who was promoting his new shared any of her metanovel with him, other than that one

work, Banality,by giving presentations at venues like Metotem metastory.

Met abooks. For ape enenovelispvdidd per f ofi Wilmat 6s that ?0 interrupted Kit
typically hand out shottierm access permissions and give the A group of people were gathered around an inert,-$tickfigure

audience a guided tour of
that people would pay for longégrm access.
ASpotty, 0o said Darl ene.

t he vwited G@dh ojvied td sbevonm | @yl It dwtp eo fb ea m g
Al'tds Grandmaster Green Fl ash!
AAlrantaskee se hysterically funny Dick

Too Dibbs ads kept popping up. Poor Gerry. Not that his gig Hip, sparkling Grandmaster Green Flash had been the

would have been much better without the interruptiBasality
is an exabyte of data, yes

reigning San Francisco Doodly Bug champion at one time, a
, b ukiggié whérrsJayjay anBonid louked wp $0. Thd GraBdmasteFr anc i s

noon on the day after Or phoi d Nhagdotten heavilyinto th€BigrPrgyhiftisg the sacredesawvoe r s . N

story, and no characters besides our host, the virtual Gerry
Gurken.Banalityis about a lonely kiggie who pokes around

days at a time. Jayjay had gone on a few runs with Flash, but he
in hadndt been abl e dnwmthesursirtteasity t hat s

alleys and has these sad, wry little insights. A metanovel can be so that the Grandmaster haebr Grandmaster Green Flash, any

much more. o

activity other than total ecstasy was a meaningless uptight social

nOh, give the guy sonsgoodr edgahe, 0 said Thuy, who wa
friends with Gerry. AnSome of his Andnoiv&pmawaster Geeend-lash was deadcoa thed e n t . =
yeah, I 6 m &heerikonhgve & suspenseful action sidewalk, his skin splotched with diamaogtitter paisley run
trajectory. I f | can swing it,amdld. | H&kd@d tloe th attvieonfs etiviieer gald ¢ o pn;d aehr ¢ @

p.80



Rudy Rucker

eating and drinking, and t hen ditacking the sicleaneslorehis skg.cOrpbidsdebigned dotattackn g . Hi

face was frozen in a triumphant, terrifying grin. runaway nanomachines, remember? One of the main reasons Ond
Al really am going to get clutraeleased tmewnphids was likcalisk heywanted to block
herself. Al dm ready for the tuamotnlgempowate 0of nants. o
A cop pulled upn an electric car, alerted by the Thuy took off anyway.
onlookers. Jayjay and Sonic stayed and watched the rainbow sheen

AThis guy was the best, 0 s afaddfro®the@an,d marsd eelriérsg blwaelyi hes t he ma:
Grandmaster Green Flash, squinting against the mephitic stench. consumed the rogue nanomachines.

The Grandmasterod6s skin gl i st enAwarm bredze stracktheo fades; is the ocpkignett h e
sunlight shattering off it in rairdw shades. Peering into the Net, thirty-foot-high figure was standing over them. A Hibraner! He
Jayjay saw way too many orphids on the guy. Normal surfaces was a youngistooking guy, dresed in red jeans and a yellow
had one or two orphids per square millimeter, but the Grand shirt with red cubes printed on it. His long hair was gathered into
masteros skin | ooked to be c aratgpknotgVMowang idaeedilslyi stowly, the glowing humanoid form me st
hi gh. That 6s whffyactibnegratingh dekwasd | i kreached dbwn and cupped fliskering hands about the corpse,
covered with rows of quantiweomputing molecules. Diseased as if taking the measure of teguation. By degrees he turned his
orphids. head to stare down the block after Thuy. And then, in a single

iStay back, 06 warned Jayj ay.twinklingjump, he hopped a hundred feet to stand by Thuy,
The iridescent col ors on t hbendiG@ydawndsifaodakevithber. s ki n wer e

forming double scrolls like beans or cuded fetuses, the rotating AAn angel! 0 screamed a fat worm
spirals nstling within each other. angelcome t o carry the dead mands sc
ANanomachines all over him, 0 efkRBdmn meds Kiid toaree difLitklee cops,
nant s! Run! o0 She took off furtdlederdotwman hkayjl oyx.k, i Bh atpfpsd ntgheatt H
end to stare back at them. AThird time for which part?o6 a
ACowd said Thuy, tugging athahaynaay. n®lse amub e Hitberaner showi
hands together as if shedd invisible nanomachines. ALiI kad ,t yeah. o

iltés okay, o0 said Jayjay. A demWrat tdvo ek liitngméearz?20 hagdked Son
gathered around the GrandmasterobésiYoupse.tMdhki ggipds dinesahdst e
immune system. That shiny fog is a trillion healthy orphids a mule who goes to work instead o
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AfWebre getting into recoversyqguwarse,i df elaatyy raeylsfeoersceilimg wirlows,The Ar m
ASure you are. 0 dadoato c op t o sanceiheraallbwerd guartumirrored to block the quantum

Grandmaster Green Flash. Moving on its own, the black entanglement signals used by the orphids. In other words, from

piezoplastic enveloped the corpse. the outside you couldndét see in.
AThis could be you, 0 sai d DasalkathJomefat Brubwbrs in thare gegy parasite gefouling

an ad above the body bag. il f theoorphidnet. Weuldfhegrow Bidentnwhen tthe Fossercprtfranted

Dick Too Dibbs is the man to crack down memomachines. | him?

know the bad guys; | can game their heads. It takes an honest As i f Jayjay werendt anxious e

insider to halt the attacks. Not a fakeglmoder who takes bribes. searching beezies now sprung a paranoid theory on him: Some

Dick Too Dibbs in November. 0 unknown fAFaction X0 eR@ssintbéthé i ber at
Jayjay and Sonic headed down the sidewalk to catchup  Armory. The elegantly glyphed argument came down to this:

with Kittie and Thuy. Thedi br aner was gone now. WAThatoés t he

third time |d6ve seen that partAcRdatri amgXl|lgdntsamidn athaid , Nd lotokr nw
shaky. iYoudve heard me tal k akoRacthiionn X zdirrod dnfestRicSioéenbRossd t o
met him a couple of days after Orphid Night and he wanted to A Faction X expected that someone
know i f | 6d s e ®ndandChujuinped tothé s odntiddteo w

Hibrane? And this summer he told me to cut back onthe BigPig. A Facti on X expected that once th
And just now he told me that if the Natural Mind guys offer me a  antidote, the beezies would ask the Posse to heal Nektar.

job, I should say no and starfight. He says if my life gets weird A Faction X knew Nektar would urg
enough, I 61 1 opéemember Chuds KnNatural Minders in their lair.

iMaybe youbre going crazy, OA ska cdt iSoom i X ,wanse e therAgnogaireirng t he P
AMaybe he didndt say anything to you at all .o

nl sarmeady to visit Natur al Mi n dnddhe Beazieslhadlah exgonential number of possible

The Armory was a centwgld brick building with every theories about the identity and motivations of Faction X. Given
sixteenth brick turned sideways, makingral @f studs upon the that everyone was using beezies, overelaborate action scenarios
darkred walls. An anachronistic dish antenna projected from the  were quite common now. Beezies were bringing humamksoci
gently vaulted roof. In the visible world, the looming Armory intrigue to new heights.

filled the better part of a city block; within the orphidnet it was a
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All but paralyzed by this input, Jayjay used private inner door and entered the Armory proper. The great open space
messaging to share the Faction X scenario with the others, the was fully quanturmirrored. Floors, walls, windows, ceilings, and
four of them standing on t he sdoas all wédrekglazed wits squbmeot-df-NCGT vaknismdhey 6 s bi g

green door. acidtinged rdlections gave the Armory the rfeading air of a

AShoul d we go i nssagedthevadher®. 0 Jpsyghedehlc fumtieouse, although in fact it was an oasis of calm.

Al will, o0 answered Thuy. i | Relaxed silinglpeopsle wene paaging auttatkeng Witlo e;ach otlyer.
met anovel. And they might help meBki ckayjhay PvgsndtdO mpagiahd ymuch

serious after seeing Gr andma st wasbusyfreaking ouE Foa thiest tinde in over gear, he had no
Al want to get in there t o all-seeingtorphidnetwview.dheiouted woddpvasgonke.Andéiis s , 0

messaged Soni6. What we came for. Donb6bhodvwynp be¢ zinesw.lMad reacted to the
Al want to -smeerbhs, Qquant umntheKweteadcustomed to dishributing their computations far across

weird. A new trip. Something ttoheawnrl. dwi de orphi dmindfelt Jayj aybs
These were al/l good r e as on sstupid) ietogged, He hasl aoi milich Jess ynpuaitlyan before, so much
The big front door swung open at his touch, revealing a less computational strength.

smal hall or antechamber. A shirfynish coated th#@oor, ceiling Sonic stared down at his twitchifigigers, as if unable to

and walls of the antechamber, also the back of the door. Jayjay  assimilate his loss.

saw himself dimly mirrored on every side. The colors in the AUgh! 06 exclaimed Thuy, half tu

reflections were odd, sour pastels. piece of md pottery. A rawwood birdhouse. A bland bologna in
AWatch it! 0 eeavlylcadhingeherbakancet iae ,denl i case. 0

as she stepped inside. fAltds | ikefikeép ior tcgetOher, 0 said Kitti
AQuanniumor varnish, o0 sai d 8anuose thisin duTworg, homdy.oGris forithe sill. Besnember,

of the ExaExa plant is cover ednonkigdiediket b feel thisowhy.a fortune.

APol yurethane doped with car bofmHealaln ott udye sd &,Dot agdRetdverdidu y . nEvV

palladiumdoped to make squareotof-NOT gat es-, 0 s @ildgdaey in. o

j ay, showing off his physics chopBWelidbhme gtad eNa 5 U iskirmedMibnmadh t 0 t &1 & 0

the orphid entangl ement t hr e a dsttingata reception desk on the other side of the inner door. She
AWedre | osing the orphidnetl aadkgehd cnoomp adc ts aa ndd Tphouwe rafsult.hefil 6 m

outer door swung closed behind them. yrpashed through an
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to change? Not wantbwafttothangesiftean o ugm!l ¢ ot he Big Pig | want to quit,

makes sense to you.o orphidnet.t I my wor kdés in the orphidnet
The big open room echoed with the low hubbub of voices, AThe i dea is to cut way down b

a comfortable, oldimey, human sound. People were sitting in said Millie. AHonor your natur al

groups on yoga mats and beanbag chairs. In a far corner of the itds just subtl e. Notice your det

hundredfoot-high room, aropenwork metal staircase rose to an graduates come back foramegtinonce or t wi ce a Wwe

atticlike secondloor squeezed against the roof. i sland of serenity here. Check it
AiStay with it, Thuy, 0 sai d a3}ty $tastyeadingf We can do this. 0O

Slowly, laboriously, some of his beezie agents were coming back AThat 6s all ?0 said Kittie. A No

to life, limping along at a fraction of their usu@bck-rate. ALi ke |I said, Mr. Topping wild/l
ARel ax and feel, 0 counsel edsadMilielSiubs. St ubb s . AYoudl |l get

used to it. You can meet our chief in a minute. And our clients AAeh, 0 said Jayjay.

and our graduates. Theydoll tell yboYobowi gheadstloi bhe tSshédtrwor d,
ASober?0 protested Soni c, gharnghergstrodgoteeth inagrin.t he | i fel ess,

impshmon hedd drawn from his pocket AOfhicoohurwaes yaomnu e&snpeac iwahlol ywe ar e
creepy sight as the shoonés face BltiseerebambMed Tappiay@si s iHe a
aboutdea®?® Using the orphidnet i s n @ointed &icemss sha nomn tcawherebdewllighywad blinkingk o r

stoned. 0 beside the open metal stairwell.

Alt is for some of us, 0 said Mrheylstaried up the stairsnkittie ang Thiyimthededds | er ky
motions. fANot all that many p e Begenirthewnarkykpasiels df the gicerttniwored WwallsMherfodr b y
accident. Maybe this is where you need to be. A sober living of them looked like ascending divers.
environment. Wedve got a f ew bun k3yjaypoticed that Sonic wlexinghis powerful hands.

AfPeople |ive here?0 asked Swasheplanningrioccattackdrappingd Jayjay Wanwhkdatd sendl Sonic
they do?o0 a quanturrencrypted instant message warning him to stay cool,

AParticipadaadi womke i s8gs d Mutlhdrd irside the @rmory, the orphidiiietsed quantum
clients earn their keep. o0 encryption routine di dayéettledseem t o

ATiny me, 0 said Thuy, r unniforgesbaging Stnie andisencoyptedl emoticerr, a peazecsgn A |
feel l'i ke 1 dm waking up from acamed&omnte. But | | oved the dr eam. |t
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ifiYeah, yeah, 0 muttered Soni
watch your ass. o
The uppefloor held a large, loweilinged ofice:
fluorescent lights, rows of olsthod computers, the hum of
ventilation. Hundreds of stregtorn Natural Mind clients were
sitting before monitors, wearing headphones and navigating with
hand gestures. The machines were linked to a hub with a cable
going through the ceiling beside a ladded a trapdody all
leading to the antenna on the Armory roof.
AHow retro, 0 said Kittie.
In this corfined weltlit space, the quantumirror glazes
were bright and clear. With thHkoor and ceiling riéecting each
other, it felt as if they were suspendadn endless-B grid of

worker drones.

Al dm thinking of Franz
Wor kmendés Accident |l nsur ance
nls this, l i ke, aversion

orphidnet?0

AWe plantind milookngthiomanai d
sitting at a computer near
Theyds |l inks what Dbl ow up

you understand. The trick is to stick yourmthe onto a spot

Rudy Rucker

c. MMBreexshdilpds duhtd drmoanndd, & ogagied t h
country accent . He reached out to
is I6m [ ovind that Hawg even mor e
umptyfive ti mes. 0

AYoubre into the Big Pig too?bo0

APl ent i f wscliption dohns Heinatlde® toward
thewasteca way Asi an woman next to him.
Moo. Some of our running buddies carried me and Mary here last
week. We was malnourished. o

AThis is my fourth time throug
dry, 0 setetaldlary Moe. Sk had a soft, cultured,
California voice. fAWebre going to
we, John? When we hit the street?

Aldm in no rush to step out, O

Ka f ksteepmd bettvaers shakts, ®dting aff a tablb, ddiaing the
Complaind/n etf
t her apryd t ml anaikreg kv iqgdje @ sg &armd £. d h e

fPora gtulee OMama.i dCappaget i c.

All around, the spectral Natural Mind clients were peering

aand gadbtubng &t yheir screens. A windowlesicefwith a closed
t hedsdraiman

dillroecegy | .1l lsleadrg omoymdcsveud ,d nadmnty h

i nt ooffiee] what withats walls bem@ covered wktlsquabwymmrar u r pr i s e,

varnish. A light over the @ifce door glowed yellow, same as at

wherethdil t er dogs ai néutgalg? Mayseavd vy et . e foot of the stairs.

done met on the orphidnet, but AThe® Man?0 said Kittie, inclin
il never remember what I wadirectbmi ng onl i ne when | cC 0ome

down either, 0 said Kittie. Al 6édm Ki Anteidwe T ogprpdimmle ids Mi@oamy mMogi r ifluis ¢

Thuy, and wedve got our sidekiwiktsh Jhmiymaryo amat tSemi wh &atertee t oy D.

irritabl e. But al | the ot her staf
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Sonic was peering over PrescripYo wdiidddbdmbdsesdoukidegre said Jo
assessing the interface. Theesar was displaying a surreal mine.
landscape modeling the San Francisco orphidnet activity. As John The light on the rear wall turned green and the door
moved his hands, the view zoomed in and out of the user records, swung open. A tallpastyfaced man in a black business suit
displaying clickstreams as colored paths through meme sculpture gestured to the Posse, his mouth bent into a fake smile. Using the

gardens and groves of personaliges. Now and then John limited local orphidnet view, Jayjay spotted a pistol in a shoulder

wouldflick afingertip to plant an ad link. hol ster under the manédés coat.
AfAre all your ads for Dick ToofiHarbd sWe® @e,ke ds aihdi ykadthe i e, st e
AMostly, 06 said Mary Moo. i Swayne are for businesses as

wel | . ExaExa, I think, and Stank.fiWeldoode¢, wBirg yPiapoRdossdedocoai e

Youwanttost ay here, you do t hi s wousheringthem inand closing thdioé door. The quantum

AYou candt trust Dick Too Dmiroledroomn hgd two tapessyyle dewbaegns ang a red
getting down to the pur pose oforiegntaleug.rA humorgous woodidésk faceditie doorc Torhe lefo n, t
first President Dibbs got the death penalty for promoting the were a leavy woodandleather couch and, closer to the center of
nants. Doesndt anyone rcemaimbyg PtheBapm,ta walkmghaii. To the hght was a grilled wall emitting
be helping the Homesteady Par tglowhidn éentifation? Thewiew screen andhe keftwvalt shosvedl 1 t t |

peopl e. People | ike us. o a view of the adnining workroom right outside.

AFell er says the real point ofAlodm Anmddrgew Tlahpesilmaw dawre tKhe t i
orphidnet, 06 said John, | ooki ngower Ify om darsows<,r ecewer InWalkend od tkask
unhappy with the statusiqo . 0 Cal houn?060 He turned his watchful

AOut with the old, in with Samec nezw, 0J asyajiady Mairnyenez, Thuy Ngu

AYou know it, Mary, 0 sai d Janébyone ieMqueezed ansl puthped thendhe a
social worker. She drugounseled me a couple of times before AUgh, 0 said Thuy.
the orphids come. 0 AUgh?0 echoed Andrew Topping,

ADrugs never appealed me, 0 saifdYdar yhamdi,od® 4 aoiwd Thuwy. nDamp,
dangerous.But¢ oul dndét resist the BigsiPingl @crum of masculinity. o Jayj a

APl ant an ad here, 0 sai d Soni cMantinirghiesnier Tiogping askad thera to sit,down.
pointing out a spot on the screen. Sonic, Jayjay anHittie ended up in a row on the couch on the
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left. Thuy sat in the big walkinghair, the chair Craigor had
delivered here. It had knees and hips both; it squatted down to a
comfortable level for Thuy. Topping stood with his arms crossed,
leaning back agast his massive paneled desk, staring at them.
The limp plastic view screen on the wall behind the desk
displayed two views of ocean waves crashing against a rocky
point to send up periodic spumes of spray. The left view looked
like a realtime natural ingge; the right view was an ultracomputed
simulation, never quite managing to match the view on the left,
with pesky triangles and squares popping up in the ocean foam.
The main thing about the room was the metal grill
covering the right wall. Jayjayusdddle r oomés or phi
resources to peer deeper. Finer &ndr grills lay behind this
grill, perhaps as many as a hundred layers of them. Unfamiliar
machinery buzzed in the darkness beyond the grills.

Rudy Rucker

Too Dibbs? Dondt vy-anteredt?aMiteToa ny r at
Di bbs in power, the world might e

AYoudd probably | itemyoDi ck Too
realize, 0 said Topping. fAHe doesn
by no means an ideal representat.i
But at | east my employer has the
his case so as to guide events in an optimal®ayt it 6s by
means a sure thing. o

AYoudbre talking about Jeff Lut

Al 6d | et Mr . Luty do his own t
AShould the occasion arise. Shoul
Mhedods primary fundiengmpgasy from Je
ExaExa, yes. The quantumirror varnish that protects our
unfortunate clients unobtainable from any other source. Public
knowl edge. 0 He held out his

n (

hands

inSo, all right, I  know t ha tpoiM.drktite aourselofimonitgring oar tmotleyadvdrtisipigpbul  t
come here and foul up our o0 p e rgetaigadqvarview of the arphignetwAadsyousfauryhava gpme téi B u t
maybe you dondt know that | s eryateation. Twp in padiculardhave skih sets that codldnbe useful
President Bernardo image who sent you to the SUV this morning? t o my empl oyer. This young man; t
He was a spoof | put out ther ehisondexinger at Soni c andaredtobile at Thi
ASo | was rightopdseai édAHaYy [Tadfpup éf podtjluest t o have them. o
is Faction X. o0 For a moment Jayjay felt jealous. What about all his new
AExcuse me?0 said Toppi ng. physicsideas? Stop it, Jayjay. Get over yourself. An ugly, heavy
AfOne of my beezies hypot he ssceneigiconying up. Waich Bopping. Get yoor bexzéigtde
Jayj ay. ABut we came i n her e aaguiytheacgnarioViked onnedrte fcourrgieotu st haabto ugtr i | |
you. And a little interested n qlonite nghobl Big RPeagd. AMdi myreat

here to t# you to stop overloading the orphidnet with malware
and spam. For Gododés sake,

Topping,

those dumiass ads f@& o

why are you helping Dick
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AYour skills are about Doodly MBRuwl Ios iotp,pd ngaiidhtRamiup.t efdBul | s
Ailtés more than a game. 't 6s a | alagaymdkedmatithe fwvowomenx pl ori ng br ane
theory, multivesal quantum mechanics, and the art of Ca¥adi AWoul d therelbe fony Jwmyrjlkyatana
mani fold construction. Your wokKithe, farding aaveyssmile.lLike Jayfay she was disAppaintedrfotu y 6 S
metanoved 0 to be a main attraction. AMaybe w

Suddenly Jayjay got the bi guspa cauwrr emo meLyu ttyo woapneerns a oL ogseetr st oCl
the Hibrane! o he cried out . fHtbat Maynvoud 0t o bring back Ond Lutter
help im! He wants to neutralize the orphids and feed Earth to Al t 6s eo ugtu eosft iton, 6 sai d Thuy. f
some new nants!o about you, Topping. You actually

Topping regarded Jayj ay | e vvakiwhrg bosséslin my lreadP? Blynctedtivitgwosldgo susthet h a t
even if | wanted to. My wikiware has me under nondisclosure wi ndow. |l 6d have nothing to I|ive
filtering. Youdll be the same, oncd Spowmoagcdeéaetn,YowsraiEBx &tExadaie, pl
consil ting contract. Thatoés anotheanigmodskryeyasehused. me to sign al
four of you. o AAha, 0 said Topping, his eyes

AWhat contract?0 asked Kittahea. oilHemefaeni,n theodv artu c$ho mirce at t he

you offering us? And what wo ul whirledéo bddidysomop upThuy and carry her to the grilled wall.
AForget iit, o0 repeated Soni cThehiurkveehird the grating noseendpitcksf doreezeabegam d

their bullshitmindont r ol . Wedve got Nektdwawi6gsacrgssitheaopra. t o | i ve i n,

and wedvdougdersy otyladdd es happeni ng fThuywailed, tryirg ¢o.twist away. The others ran to her
AHear me out, 0 sai d Toppi ngaidtKite tvas thdirst ortd € reach Topging; &udtlesshyhshe tdree r ms

of the offer. So as to block any possible disclosure of sensitive at his arms. He seemed on the point of hurling Thuy against the
information, consultans had to i nstal}/ Ex adélldavby? cust om Share
Crop wikiware onto their scalprphids with full personal access Thuy moard in fear; Jayjay saw red. He dove for

permi ssions. The consultantsd Wwokpiwag s woalil dt f elerfloot kadarigll, t he bi g
businesgelated data, and of course the wikiware would monitor Topping managed to shove Thuy forward. Her head disintegrated

t he consul tredamtteuhtsanddter ther snstant into tiny cubes which were broken into ya@haller blocks by the
messages. No physicalfiafe presence was required, and the pay  innergrills, herpartid s whi rl i ng i nto the dar
would be just this side of bodacious. enough, there was no blood. Thuyo
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to inch Thuy further into the grill, but now he had Sonic spindly clients behind the monitors seemed sympathetic to the
straddling his back. three Posse members.
Kittie had gone hysterical; slidled the room with harsh, AUp thar! o urged Prescription

rhythmicscreams. Not knowing what else to do, Jayjaytuggedat and trapdoor where theaioémplbeked
Thuyods | egs. He half expected t o Kitteded the way, dnd dayjay tock ¢he rear,evith Tugio k at o

her shoulders but, 1 o, as Thu ytbesmiddle @hey nmadelitto éheroof.r e e, her head gre

back, reassembling itself layer by layer, her component particles It felt good to breathe the open air, and to connect with the

swaming out of the grill. global orphidnet. Hoping against hope, Jayjay set his beezies to
AGun! 0 screamed Soni c. A Hi sseagchimgtharealfar Popid toigoaveih d r i sen t o

a crouch, even though Sonic still clung to his back. Topping was AJayjay killed Sonic, 06 said Ki

pulling his pistol from his shoulder holster. Jayjayng himself Thuy. Heds a clumsy oaf . 0

at the man, heavily knocking Topping and Soamgainst the grill. ASonicds not deaddibtleadsaoianl Thuy.
The equipment roared; the two men disintegrated ExaExalab. Luty@ 0 She put her hands on t

completely and were vacuumed through the compound gratings head. @A Oh @&@lhk omow Candt t

like dust. All gone. Peering through the local orphidnet, Jayjay AWedbl !l free Sonic,0 said Jayj a

saw only that same machinery back tidere groundup bodies, A police siren was approaching. The three hurried to the

no drops of blood. Sonic and Topping had been atomized by other side of the Armory roof and began working their way down

bizarre physical forces and transported to who knew where. As the outsiddire escape.

for Thuy: her head had gone there and come back. AWedbre going back taoatNektdands,
AAre you okay?0 Jayj ay as k ekdowhmutyou, Jayjay. Youmighttr b t hat scene, to
Thuy winced and made a complex gesture with her.hand Al d&dm going to Jilds boat, 0 sai
AJeff Luty was | eaning overcaome Wiatlhkinmeg, riefalyloyu fwaasnt ,a bTohuuy . 0

the AAnd watch you s-dhgddemom¥Y@&rs ai
Hibrane.86 6 She broke of f, unablTeh uyo, shaeyr neoyrees. s eaanrkcsh.iong hi s f ace
AfLet 6s bail, o0 said Kittie. AWefx lup my SUV, Thuy, 0 sai d K|
Some kind of signal escaped thé of when they opened I 61 | paint and youdl!l work on you

the door back to the computer room. Alarms sounded, rapid AAnd youol |l be crawling into N

footsteps rang on the metal stairs from the grdlomt. But the you get, 0 said Thuy miserably. A N
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ill ove you, 0 amiindg Jiaty.] afiy,oumeknow | do. | f
you come with me, we dondét have to go to Jil és. We can go
anywhere you want. o0 PART Il

Aldm so tired, o0 said Thuy, her voice shaking. #AMy head
hurt s. I just want to go to that nice clean room over Nektaros
garage and |lie down. o

fLeasvet he hell alone now, Jayjay, 0 said Kittie. AThe
Big Pig Posse is over.o CHAPTER 8

Down on the street, Kittie and Thuy headed back toward A
Nektards, and Jayjay caught a Trh:nr” on/aSr d M% tS@uphOSyalg I
Francisco dock. He felt lonely and tired. At least he had a seat to
himself. He leaned against the streetcar window, letting his mind

drift out into the orphidnet. Up to the Big Pig. A hit would be _ _ _
good right now. virtual spambot, formed like a waiktgh twolegged sweet potato

The Pig welcomed Jayjay with a video clip of a crashing with multitudinousruby eyes, wreathed in crackling blue sparks,

wave, just | i ke t he fiocenieWhheeedndk ,sé)eepériﬂg & THuy tfogmgbagw% %"%ysOff VoaIFncia Street, the

murmured Jayjay to himself, missing ThiiyWh e e n k , whegﬁ[p? spot Where Grandmaster Green
wheenk. o Dick Too Dibbs, 0 added the yam, o

attention.

AToo Di bbed ewan otnhege wo and a hal
said Thuy. She dfiltatdogstontbecot her t o s
apparition. These days she enjoyed wandering the streets alone,
open to the ether, playing the patterns, ridingfitbe. The
heavier scenes went into her nmeteel, which was growing at a
rate of two or three minutes per day.

You could measure a metanovel 0
much access time a typical user took tash the work, assuming

Westinghouse yam in alleyway, 0

p.90



Rudy Rucker

they didndt s et-length fodVheetkeaseigi huy ods fladmedof f t he WPy.g,nd Tyhkeiarhk ion g ad lde
hours, about the time it would take to read a meefainbook. feeling more; building my metanovel. The new metastory is an
Al | i ke Dick, o0 said the virdxcadr ptanf,r dmalilti.ngl Gmtion sttheep znoernxet,
her, the misty rain drifting ttheiougghawakne. AMDroek st IDé cwodli k@s yleelop
AGi ve it a rest, o0 said Thuyke eiplso os hDa vbibnsg guep .gl iYroguadurgeo ropaat rétd Gosf
thedy after tomorrow, you sl us h eandsymihwrisécahdt.yau poppee outoof tipahparticulae alleyw a s

noisy with the thin cries and hoarse roars of marshmallow people Ever yt hi ngdés entangled. Godoés an
already celebrating the advent of the new regime. To drown them AThe yamds the man, ofingwi d Pres
out, Thu had her favorite Tawny Krush symphony playing, and his tuberous orange icon. MAWhoops
she was ehancing the sound with violin squawks triggered by go. O
smooth gestures of her arms and legs, all but dancing down the He sputtered, twinkled, and faded @ueaving Thuy with
street. She was protected from the rain by a hooded yellow a sudden suspicion thatflesmemgbe t ha
slicker; under that she wore her good old yellow miniskirt, striped bl ood Prescription John running t
wool leggingsand piezoplastic Yu Shu sneakers, alsoared T talking to a virtual, arficially alive Prescription John from within
shirt and red sweat-ear 8&selbdl gi hegirnLaotse ch gf ™My m HNHahkling arownd Raset noer ys.
closets. Met otem store the other day, shebd
AThat 6s you, Thuy, aindt i tnrtanosehsis thikirnglamutsmeawhénltheincharagtersnstarted
APrescription John here. | wa nmeasaginp thethnheyl refetrdd dotthis adt uncommmoy feedbapko s t e d
this afternoon. Whawas it called again? Mary Moo doneshowed phenomenonclsofibl owba
me the Iink, but | aindt got t he GernQukkin, fopimstaree kept having visitationg frosmay s y o
wrote aboutusonthesecoihd or at t he Ar mor y .the Sinufated Gergydsarkin of his autobiographiBahality,the
mad. 0 virtual Gerry clamoring that he wanted metanovelist Gerry to edit
AMy metastory is call ed 6L oisagnlfgendtharaeter foidhiméo fuck. Seling this Jtdpgtly .
Al 6m about whade thpnglivé and fon free hte Gerry darted hot intense looks at Thuy, as if he were planning to
Metotem, so tune in and turn on, you skeevy old stoner. Still ad feed a model dferto virtual Gerry, which was perfectfine
mi ning for Natur al Mi nd, huh ? owith Thuy, and she said so.
Al cycled out t-opdorspiadryl y, and hEhdywason aloeelputconedoff emotional state where
umptys i X . Mary never | eft. Ho w vy she wWas ready to accept any aatiim she was offered, as long
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as it was virtual and with no
shed6d heard a woman actually
day, as if she were a wreck lane or a crime site. That phrase went

s Jayjay, whieretare yot? abou't

Postsingular

of f |
ot he

and Kittie nveres stilladormnaate hamdifairly goed: frierids. ©m e d
herself the
Thuy drew even with El Santo de Israel, aamgelical

straight into the metanovell.h e yamdés f#fl | i ke Dstoefkont chdroheghat h&dlipredching and a crowd most evenings.
l' i ke ye?0 seemed usabl e too. Olhwas nexttoansuta repairtstop. The bhardh ndme evas inthe e r e a
Prescription John. No beezie would ever talk that silly. seritheavy Old English font that some Latinos liked, and the

Light from the store windows made warm trapezoids on windows were decorated with poster paints: a man wngsaln
the shiny sidewalk, gilding the rain puddldsir surfaces angel, a sipointed star with Hebrew letters around it, the
wrinkled by the gusty wind. As always when she noticed gnarly Christianfish symbol with an eye in the middle, and numerous
natural patterns, Thuy thought of Jayjay. She missed his lean chapterandverse scripture references. Fresh red writing on the
body, his voice, his smell, his physical presence. He was still windowreadii Vi si t a Del Rebel RabelCngel A
living on theMerz Boat. Angel Azaroth Visiting Today.

Accordi ng t takeKto watchiregeverwh o 6 d Azaroth again. Thuyoés ears beg
freaking second dfoundersJayjay had had a little affair with Jil fever. The busy street scene beca
Zonder in November, although Jil had broken it off pretty quickly  surreal diorama behind shatterproof glass. Was Thuy writing her
for the sake of her kids. Kit tmetanosed ordasdhe hetanovelvriing?®t have gotten
the affair atall ifithaddt been that, right af t &mtlnbw, Bhuydddfheld back fwom méntioning Azaroth

Nektar, Craigor had started humping that slutty Lureen Morales
up the hill. And now it looked like poor, heartbroken Jil might be
drifting back into sudocoke.

Back when Jil and Jayjiagy 0s
on, Kittie had kept wanting
intimate doings: who put what where how often, like that. For
sure Thuy didndédt care to
she cared to peep at Kittie and Nektar making thelmeked
beas. Or, for that matter, Craigor and Lureen. Grunt, grunt, moan,
moan. Thuy had given up on sex, at least for now, although she

t o

procecrsp ltihdad

in Wheenkbut it was time to write him in. She mentally replayed
her memories of her vefirst meeting with him, going over the
events slowly and precisely, blending them into the material she
ardadyhadr had actually been go
t e It Had hapgpengd slaoklpatdtear Orphid &ight, whepthee 6 s
ethereal Hibraners had become visible, thanks to the airborne
ad dper iofg i thd ot. heNoa Imoe res G hia
them with meshes of graphical vertices.. . .

*k%k
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As part of ler then job at Golden Lucky, the Vietnamese no longer needed to play the good girl. Not quite letting herself

restauransupply wholesaler, Thuy was researching the think about what she was doing, she packed a bag anddeade

possibility of starting to deal in the meat of the locally caught her highschool boyfriend, Jayjay. Thanks to the orphidnet, it was

Pharaoh cuttliesh being processed by AmphiVision, the San easy tdind him. He was living with Sonic in a shell of a house in
Francisco company that made déspdevices using organic the Missio® some developer had gutted it for a rétrand had

rhodopsin from cuttiiesh chromatophores. AmphiVision was then run out of funds.

di scarding the cfigsth, e san d eTah u y6 sq ubhpaseth nanifesteg himseld Thuy three days after

Vinh Phat, sensed a business opportunity. There was a good Orphid Night. By then the Big Pig had emerged, and Thuy,

demand for grilled cuttfesh in the local Asin communities. Vinh Jayjay, and Sonic had learned about suckling on the pig, which

had set Thuy to tracking data on the ciittleers, giving her meant that Thuy woke up woozy. She sat up in bed, looking

access to a dragfhg spy camera. around Jayjayods ugl y, orghidnetksked s qu a

So as it happened, Thuy was watching Craigor, Jil, Ond, = saw a glowing eye the size of a melon peering in the window. It
Nektar, and Chu on tHderz Boatthe night that Ond released the was a Hibraner, a thirtfpot-tall man of light. He wordé ashy
orphids. Shedipe d i nt o fishidatasteeant she dcdessed clothes: purple belbottoms and a green shirt with yellow stripes.

the blue spaghetti link; and she paid close attention when Chu He reached through the wall to caress Thhg; felt his ethereal

wove his Celtiestyle jumpcode knot from a piece of string. The body as a warm aturrent.

knot intrigued, even fascinated, Thuy. Looking through the Altés glow to talk with you, 0

dragorily, she exmined it quite closely during the penultimate coming through the orphidnet conn

instant after Chu tied t oget hevoicetstusdedsbbyrish, @aged perhaps abitheody. 5l e nd s, roi

before he disappeared into the Hibrane. accompanied his speechwithargh r eam of i mages. ¥
Thuy was investigating all these things with a sense of Azaroth from the Hibrane. And you

doing a job for Golden Lucky, alone with trenily cat Naoko in AThuy, 06 she said aloud, causin

her frilly bedroom at her par edrmrioc hwaisredt waomr &ku mdy; omd 6 ch ea larf ¢ &d y

hours, not immediately understanding the transformative impact swi t ched to subvocal speech. nSho

of what was going down. But then she looked out her window name i s Azaroth, anyway?o0

past her parentsdé neiagthdoor sdé6 i denfiMgadr howdpasentshhewsre from Lud

orphidoutlined hills of San Francisco; and suddenly she got the They worked in a bicycle factory. As he prepared to emigrate, my

picture. Game over. Everything was changed forever,and Thuy f at her , Puneet, made a hobby of s
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He named me after a Babylonian demon. Azaro¢hstarky god. twinkling Golden Gate Bridge. The vision was accompanied by a

Good name for starky me. 0 Azarmndmupbs mgd hlnims Ii &a d navegrgparanoid Aunt
shoulders into the room as well. He had dark, liquid eyes and a about your nanomachilke ven t hough wedre sure
beaky nose. He wore his long hair in a topknot enclosed by a pale orphids on your boys were crushed by our smart air as soon as

green stocking that matched his shirt. they arrived. Youdd be better off
One of Jayjay an8 o n i ¢ é@stmodenl game consoles got smart too. O

was running a rapifire demo loop. Azaroth peered at it, AHow do you mean?o

fascinated. ALazy eight . pathpisthelHbranewe do t e

AiDo you want somet hing f r onBetteetttao orphidsuTpo hard to exglain right now. Can you tell
AChubs Knot, 0 Azar ot h sai d.mefih¥ pmpcokersolwan passiteom to @hu &dnd @nd?2 Maypbg | e
of string the boy tied off before he jumpedotawu r wor | d? Tihhaetybscan even make your air smart

Chudés Knot. You saw it. |l saw youfiAeeéi hlgati twoul 2tvase hgoed3d eal i n
Craigori$h. cwWetllieke to eat them. o AOh yes. Hylozoic. o

AChubés Knot, o0 echoed Thuy, notfAAlelalll yk rhapospad theshkibspaged eedsidn
been thinking obsessively about the Knot lately, even in her ofthejumpc ode ri ght before he | eft, o

dreams. It eemed reasonable that a Hibrane alien would wantto  she should help this strantgking alien.
know about the most fascinating thThat spadtd keviemowe@nsaiStheAzatlt ¢

her pillow against the wall , rl&kstbyhe dpaghettijumposcee sart @ odekmghif YWho/w .e xlaGm

do you need it?0o0 yourself know the short version b
Al want to help Chu come home.ml donb6ét exactly remember the
ifHe 6s s tibrdné? Whymnot tadhim about the AThat humpty Gl adax, 06 said Aza

Knot ?0 AUp in the Hibranéd) dsnhéeatui ngpatGhb
AMy Aunt Gl adax caught Chu tangled@iecp of sind, right gnd then ahe dddledadhd kEnot

him forget, o0 said Azaroth. AChkiewifrag ha&wa\yYOnfdr grothiam.ay .| rhRaoge aof

Il i ttl e whflashed. Tbuy évisiarr cbGhinwrapped in a narrow eyes upon a wildly bouncing Chu in that exercise room.

rubber net suspended by bungee cardbe middle of a very She strikes an olthshioned harp at one end of the room. The

large roond it seemed to be a personal gym or exercise room in a bouncing stops. Gladax leans overCan energy ray poking
hilltop mansion with a view of nighttime San Francisco and the
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fromofherffinger . Sl owly, precisely, wyhda er maghene .i dtdoad Ch kés tloe bk, abl e
crooning to keep the boy still. jumpc ode. Remember it for me, Thuy.
AnOnd was so worried,; he went thoolGAzaratba x 9 e uhpump, branes all tF
continued Azaroth. Image of séaced Ond Lutter kneeling tiny you just td Ond and Chu the jumpode thayouu s e ? 0
onthefrontporclo f G| ada x 6 slookinggnansion@atr gani ¢ Al dondét know the code | i ke a
dawn, the houseds pillars | i kekndw ittr ulniklse olf hWmreatshe.i GWadwx al w
promised that Chu would be okay, and she got Ond to teach her  Lobrane, but each jump is a little dange®ukese creatures
how to erase all t he -todetao.s&5a e r aledsulbiss live in bebdeendhebes andripey try and catch

that 6s whspadiyeaduri HbHlimmeks dondt wogroki.adymorher e so di¢$h atleshre cause of
Meanwhile Gladax wants Chu to live with her like a houseboy or  extinct on our world, you wave. We admire them as a religious

a pet. She thinks hebds a | uck ysymbolublteve ovadidat and ate all of bues. Hibeamets pay a IAt
nanteater. And Ondo6és staying ofnoraslL dGh raadraex 6 u tuhbiegrever céddh mehaegniclaen. b'E
near Chu. But | 6wantvGladakto fregthosen aofttheecatldls hl I send home. 0
two to work with me. And 106d |ikei%o whyedom@m LowodseKadod®Ondoand
that someday they can come backikRd y our wor | d. Ojustlikethecutttts h you steal , 0 suggested
Gl adax wants to keep Chu beae craoumnen to,f twhhean phleo wld d ame ad. AANnd
Nant Day?0 said Thuy, not f ol | Hibmnesglcahoasvte oaf |toho ks,. tAocSoh.ecds t hat
worried about nants?0o0 Al ¢ an 6 tforce jurspta Ldbnane hiugnan from

AMost Hibraners think mac hihbnaaestobsaneeThe dutiles die wien Ajune themnt olver to the
gestured at Sonicobés tired ol d Hibmams youwasep Toangke & safé, a persondhasytojump dlls e q u a
obsolete cell phone. fsBawpl dglogplwowy uwi tthe cthheiervemern ondl pul se. 0
Image of a beggar kneeling to walk on rowgned wooden stilts AWhy doudagliet er attention to Chu
that are exactly the same length as his shins would be if he walkedh e made it ?0
erect. Al 6d | i kefishopbacmerespbpmandfalycwas |teoo excitedfirmlyseat havi n
continued Azarot h. Al 6d | i ke tws.pd ogram video games we cah use
with our telepat hywylwanhtagedtOnd anot hefi Am@awlhy ws it that youdbdre inv
and Chu free from Gladax. TheyodolliYeugasketftoad mandythdegdt il ome] pT

phase with each other, like two voicesgng in different keys.
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And when we Hibraners jump across, we only change our phases bet she roots out my memory recor

by a little bit, so we show up catawampus akimbo to you. You |l aughed recklessly. fAGood ol d GI a
guys and your cuttles, youore a dandtheniSonk camaebaak fo thenapartment and Azaroth wh e n
you jump, you rotate through the full phasgtsto match. Chu left.

and Ond showed up chewy as a ctittsle. Come on now, Thuy,
stop stalling. | bet you can remember the Knot. A smart woman
|l i ke you. o

Charmed by the chatty alien, Thuy tried once again to Thuy poppedoutofhdla s hback. Shedéd savec
remember the preci seyttedeliaatel s otheWadenidatabase;nt éelt like agand, solid take. Thinking less
filigree was intact somewhere in her memory? But it kept slipping formally now, and no longer for the record, she recalled the two

*%k*k

away. other times shedd seen Azarot h.
Al candt quite get 1it, 0 she s aThdseeidttimerhadebeeh batk.in September. Azaroth
AMaybe you should write a shadslideveasb slowly dowreasslianting sunbéam sksonset , 0

suggested the Hibraner. fAArt 6sr dddce wad dlookdh,0owbevhaltd!yolThidod ntdit med
il 6ve been tal ki ngstyleof t h p e ospll eee ppibrogutwiat mekM tti e i nstead of w

writing, 0 said Thuy. She was atobeithatgreat of anadeae Bupantime, Azarothhadsaidthen onl i n

writersé groups. N Mevted s teo @il & s tsibchhwoirdgiya Thoyvnerk t® write aboatso that breaking

about a new art form using t heupwithpgdyjaydvauddthelpolrhuy beat her Big Pig addiction, which
AStart with Od pAz ar d\ti lg.h t 4 0i had bganesoaking up increasing amounts of her energy and time.

And unroll from there. Tell all your personal experiences, spill Oh, and Azaroth had encouraged Thuy to start linking her
your starky guts. I 611 hang i nscdttéred metastorlegtogethenirdo, a sisgie cobasatagovel.ou up f
the big spike. 0 By then Azaroth had also talked Gladax into letting Chu

ils Gladax evil ?06 asked Th uandGndramefreadyfatound thefHdbnarg eduivalent of San

iNo. I'tés jushet watrr slesds$ ooHadtisehltiey did no harm, and the Hibraners enjoyed seeing
sai d Azarot h. AShedbs t he may or thedify gibinds araundetows. &Amd, jUstrasArardthshaddwgpedd i d vy o
know that? | know her so wel | ®hawshelpirg hisn devdlop a telgpatbgaechgame. Azdrahd s my
fat hedrebasd br ot her Charminder 6 s wisdeodw.t hSh enbosr dp afrtte elpwt ccho ammedan fido
mostly Chinese. Bo svaygnicetode.pi c k@hu bud msthew susased a stream of wate
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computer. And Ond was advising Gladax ofosnt ways to told Thuy to argue about any offers they made her in the Armory,
access the vast poof Hibrane teep info. Hibrane telepathy was because if she got intdfight, it would give her something heavy
based on some weird quirk of tthe wrmiatne 6asb @ty sfi @rs, heam dmeéertaan omwe | |
Weblike orderliness built in. code, she could bring Ond andCiback, and they might be the
Ond and Chu were very interomestoeuththettde.r el earning the Chuos
Knotjumpcode for getting home. Al t ho Ulpelweid¢venss bn the lsecadorsohtlie tArmgry had
safe for them to return to the Lobrane, they wanted to know that  indeed sparked a gréatheenic hapt er, AL@&@si ng My I
they could come home when the time came. which Thuy was in fact due to perform at Metotem in about an
Azaroth assured Thuy that ehow.n i f she hadndét yet written
enough to remember the detail s of Mdeandirore Ky lteved thahher labyairghine pathe |y
getting closer. According tAzaroth, the windings and crossings through this postsingular world really was at some deep level

of the Knot were implicit in everything Thuy wrote, so that even tracing out the very design sheod
when she thought she was writing about, say, what her mother, reference to Azaroth on the store
Minh, used to pack for her school lunches, she was really, at some perfect sense. With ample time to sparebeher reading, Thuy

deep level, writing abouhe Knot. Maybe so. The Knot still cut inside to check if theebelida angelvas gonna make\asita
hadnét faded from Thuydés mind,;anddasseenanatterceihe was dri fting off to
sleep, she saw it hovering before her, every loop and twist Right away a silent, observant little girl toddled out from
intac® but when she tried to focus on the details, they always among the beat old metal chairs to stare at Thuy. The
slipped away. congregation consisted wforking-class Latinos and Filipinos,
The third time Thuyhad seen Azaroth had been last many with families in tow. A glance into the orphidnet showed

month, right after hedd been | thahanly aafew obthverm weredkigges; dhmpcouldealwaysrick ain

FIl ash, assessing the state of Kghgiesbynatinimgnaoavhsiusing a lotoffbeetichagemdtd e ad man 6
skin. At that time, Azaroth had hopped over to Thuy and Thuy, peopl e o kecdoeed musteoomsliootheire d | i
messaged her the news that Luty was workimgurning Lobrane backs and heads.

Earth into nants again. He said the Hibraners would do what they AHave some popcorn, 0 said a co
could to help stop Luty, but the real work was up to the Lobraners t uggi ng the I ittle girl out of Th
themselves. He said it would be a shame if the nants won, becauselipstick and a shiny yellow silk dress. She handed Thuy a white

then his people would never feel safeming to visit again. He paper b a dilledflom & movigheaterstyle popper in a
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glass case. Fresh puffed kernels were blooming and cascading out by the rulers of the Hibrane, guiding us to revolt against Babylon,

A

of the met al popperds pan,
with salt. A welcome treat.
of Pastadrd LUuhies w0 neaan . ifWebr e
|l 6m Kayl a. o

AThanks, 0 said Thuy,

in a lightly padded chair in the back row. Ldwy gospel music
was percolating from a thrgeerson band: a languid shigired
dude withan electric guitar, a turbaned woman at a keyboard, and
a classic mariachi guy strumming a bass.

Pastor Luis stood upon an inexpensive oriental carpet on
the dais, a short man with thinning bladyed hair, rough skin,
and horizontal wrinkles across h@éhead. He wore a shiny gray
suit with the pants pulled up high and held in place by a hzard
patterned belt with a telmng tip flopping down.

Pastor Luis was talking and gesturing without letup, his
voice a rhythmidlow. Atfir st Thuy ¢ otwhatd n ot
| anguage he was speaking, but
mands unprepossessing
energy to his motions, a hypnotic pulse to his expostulations. He
was a kiqqgie, with beezies bedecking him like shelf musheoo
on a forestfloor log.

Thuy relaxed and enjoyed for awhile, eating her popcorn,
but then Luis paused and stared right at her, drawing info about
her from the orphidnet.

i Wel come, sister Thaecgnted he
tenor, speaking Englishnow.Az ar ot h be with
us, ay, |l 6m calling out the

f r aaswadagainsgt thé Fharibeest ay, our coansalot against the
i T golxokng atcossenang nais.rSdow asnypuiace,Azarbtle cagss o d
g luswvdth youwr love,aay, warny aurheats irsthistlow, wounded

steppi ng Braadlytsimikng, Kayla cuveited up tieelaisle) dresa

gri tt
Wor
wor | d. Lead us in the invocation,
seat
flashing. She took the microphone from Luis and begemant:

Innacun cunna gampamade nattoli.

Itannu si canayun udde ammem maita

Over and over, Kayla and the congregation repeated those
same two lines, drawing out the sounds. Searching in the
orphidnet, Thuy found the phrases to be couched notaniSp

but in the Gaddang language of the Philippine island of Luzon,

not all that far from good ol d Vi
| anded on L u{fledVietmaménrm ledakynboat.6 d
One of Thuyodés beezies told her

nrialdtes,meaning something like:

thawhemdmétt mans eaway ohedespomiendg

appear anc e, Youstaeraehimvbat you aener sSeenhfine ct i ou s

And, continued the beezie, the answer tdfittst riddle

was HAdskudtdred the answer to the
although it could just as wel have been fia Hi bran
matter, AChuds Knot. o Everything

intertwingled.
The chanted words overlappdidling the air with
vibatioths dike sacred Aams,calliageahother order of being into

y theuroom.GNraranrait eddied acroBsuy; the hairs on the nape of
r eheenkck priokigceup. Lidskiakedoaside the aigntal rug to seseal é

aro
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pattern inscribed on tHeoor, an octagon with a square drawn on AHebangap sai d Kittie, dolled up
the inner side of each ed@ beezie agent whispered that the black leather pantsuit, her hair in spikes,¢hgoony blue tattoo

pattern was #attened hypeubeéd and here came Azaroth, on her neck looking good. Nektar had bought her the suit. Kittie

visible in the orphidnet, or the upper part of him anyway, the raised a glass of red wine. fnHere
lower half of his ethereal body beneathtlteeor . Az ar ot hi na8bhgynati on. Webre freakind doom
seltappointed lifecoach and muse, wearing a-uigllared yellow Al al ways |l ook for the upside,
shirt printed with green daisehis arms moving as slowly as kelp  her usual bootgeans, and cowboy shirt, but with a fancy

drifting in a wave. neckl ace. ASee t hi s XAapedinmage nec kl ac

ALots of news, 0 he said t o bedduwere displaying silentgalking hgats of Bemard Laniptore
ot hers. @Al bédve been snoopi ng ar andDi Tob Dilebs, flus arghidaet graphics of Hilffainarssbieezie f  a |
humpty Lutyds sending an att acsdrolls lamaharadhoutfiilu st Alupn o uirt rpraei nyg? o
He doestndyowaspreading the wordStamy hemses|l galwgninethke art <co
|l abs. And hedd | i ke t-bighplasicc ch youiibetlt nmgeopé BhewaHemest eadi es d
golem shoon with slit eyes. A Smaxronhl wd iantlqg deadtyh waamps ,t® 4 aiud c
his new nants t omorupagentsallbeeb s gomrne . swmdocoked
town.Sobegry starky. Make a plea to tilbe crka sTso omiwodch.0tl fb ey auwdarte bad, 0
in on a big ExaExariot, Thuy,youméim al | vy s e e t h e indoirigibly upbeat, with Idng front teeth and an upper lip that

then he switched to Spanish and Gaddang, giving the projected out. Al think hebs cute
congregation a message of seiance and good will. t hat heol | hunt down Luty and exe
ABy O6see t heanfinisgWwheebkod o you me ABelieve a guy from the Homest
remember Chuds Knot, or both?0 Thiyi wabhderd aodawkndbong, roheshot
it was almost time for her reading! Was Luty really launchingthe f or ces of evi | never win for | ong
nants tomorrow? Before Dick Too Dibbs even got infocef? office so you can personalize some access codes for your fans.
Thuy tossed a couple of bucks in the cdltat plate and And tell me what you want me to say when | introduce you. Have
hurried out with a murmur of thanks. Down the street at Metotem you been trackingte or phi dnet rank of your
Metabooks, Kittie was right inside the door, smilingly awaiting super. Wedre gonna have a good cr
her. been out of circulation too | ong.
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Darlene had set out about twenty chairs. A dozen people
were already seated,
Gurken, Carla Standard, Jack Sparks, and Linda Loca. Each of
them had a very different take on how to make a metanovel.

Ger r y06s DBaeatityavasoawasticombine of images
all drawn from one and the same instant on a certain day. No time
elaed in this work, only space
gradual apprehension of a vast conspiracy woven throughout not
only our world but also throughout the worlds of dreams,
thoughts, and the Hibrane. The images were juxtaposed in
suggestive ways anglere accompanied by a spoken vemer
delivered by a virtual Gerry Gurken, who wandered his memory
pal ace at the usero6s side.

Despite the dismissive remarks that Darlene sometimes
made abouBanality, Gerry Gurken was a craftsman to the core.
Any tenrminute block of the work was fascinating, disorienting,
andrevelatory | eavi ng t he-camterandagog. mi nd
Unfortunately, by the twentgninute mark, most users found
Banalityto be too much.

Intense, lipsticked, nabiting Carla Standard had used
what she called a simworld approach in creating her Mission
district metanoveY o u 6 r e Her virBial alnbracters were
artificially alive, always in action, and somewhat unpredictable, a
bit like the nonplayer characters in an-slthool video game.

Rather than writing story lines, Carla endowed her characters with
goals and drives, leaving them free to interact like seagulls in a
wheelingflo ¢ k . Ea¥hu @s e expesi@hcenwhs

tailored with data drawn from

Postsingular

social$ t uations. I n other words, whe
i n ¢slGery i n g metahouey, Yos sal somdthingvwagnelyt resentblings yiour ewn life.
Thuyods t wo YsoeusOs ieohaaspr8vadnt! h
painful, even | acerating. First s

when she and Jayjayood under 8 owering plum tree off

Mission Street, Jayjay shaking the tree to make the petals shower
downdupbe &torvVi wespehéumsedr denf e
were melting with | ove. And then
more objectively thandfore, with the simulated Thuy hungover
from the Big Pig, her clothes in disarray, Thuy hysterically
screaming at Jayjayinamwlali ned al l ey, and
tremblingfingers nervously adjusting his coat and hat. Oh, why
did she have to miss Jayjay siuch?

Like Gerry Gurken, the excitable Jack Sparks was one of
Thuyds admirers, but he held | itt
too thin and overwrought, too needy. As part of his doomed
campaign to engage ThuyodsThaf fect.i
Thuy Fan,an unwritable and unreadable metanovel wherein every
possible action path of his young heroine Thuy would be traced.

Waking up with a man, a woman, or nobody in bed beside her,
Thuy hopped out of the right or left side of her bed, or perhaps

she cawled over the foot end of the bed. She put on her slippers

or threw them out the window, if she had a window. In some
forkings she jumped out the window herself, but in most she went
to take a shower. In the shower she sang or washed or had sex
with herpartner. And so on. And so on. In practice, no human
author would have had the time and energy to contemplate so
richilyeamiii ed @ doGusnenp aghe ShaynFanbut Jack Sgarksshada n d

poor
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his beezies helping him by autonomously roughing in sketches of
evermore actio paths.

Bouncy Linda Loca was working on a metanovel entitled
George Washingtomepicting the world as seen from the point of
view of a dollar bill. What lent her work its piquancy was how
' iterally shedd manageGdorgeo e Xx
Waghington,you feltflat and crinkly; you spent most of your time
in a wallet or folded in a pocket; and when you came out into the
air the main things you saw w
When Lindads George Washingto
moved the story along by buying drinksfl urence, or sex, and
thereby sketching the rise and fall of a young cop whom Linda
had named George Washington as well.

Linda was having blowback issues with this George
Washington character because, to rounddimmt , s he 6 d
an aspiring writer. Problem was, George began pestering Linda
with messages about her metanévdumb ideas, by and large.
The character was, after all, only a beezie simulation of a human,
without the deep complexity that made an artis

For her part, Thuy was makimMyheenknto what she
termed a transreal lifebox, meaning that her metanovel was to
capture the waking dream of her life as she experiengdetiile
sufficiently bending the truth to allow for a fortuitously emerging
dramadic plot. Thuy wantedWheenko incorporate not only the
interesting things she saw and heard but also the things that she
thought and felt. Rather than coding her inner life into words and
realworld images alone, Thuy was including bedmidt graphic
constructs and this was a special arrow in her quidemusic.

Rudy Rucker

The goal that accessi Thuyo
Thuy herself.
| n Dar ficeonreallys windbwless storage room
with a desB Thuy took off her coat and personalized the dozen
ALoseg My Heado access codes
efcairt ee @ dile @fl atnhemeghues i :ngi dixetd h e
an orphidnet link to the dedication event. Then she washed up and
drank a glass of water.
ere t9oanwkeat oplsoaind Dasgepe) Shédlso htany e
namd | Thuy chiachmgé@td rhealdlsy K rhew beddh
genius, and that they should buy
anxious and | onely. fASay | have
Al noticed that in O6Losing My
that Thuy hadegan publishing, she sometimes had the
mexdee rhiiemce of peopl e knowi
come you donb6ét get Jayj ay
t hough h e Ovierz Boatihd brokeaumwith Jil i
November. Everyone knows thatfnd-oundersl f y o u
want Jayjay, | 6m gonna go
AHe wondét <c¢clean up his
he Big Pig. o
Al hear Jayjayobds been making
physics, 0 said Darl ene. téatomher eds
if you can believe that. Him and Jil and Craigor keep disappearing
from theMerz Boatand popping up in other places. Poor Jil is
losing it; a couple of days ago she used teleportation to score
sudocoke. Now h aat 6dsr ug pr obl emgPigMay b e

was nag

t hat
dat

a

ng her
back?o0

donot
for hi
act .

m
He
t
S

J a
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issues were never as severe as yours, Thuy. It seems like you love into the part where her head went through the grating in

him anyway. What i f you accept®edphiimg @ ewavlaly, haeover wt@faguegyof ng her
Al wasno6t raised to do acceipagesamenysiec. sai d Thuy, | aughing a

[ it t | eVietnAGnmeseoOBat yeain, maybe | could learn, AWedre wr est |I-facedgopmann dfigeiac d ough

Darlene. Tlanks. Oh, | forgot to tell you, keep an eye on the door. | fall into the wall You know those dozens of voices jabbering in

| got a warning that Jeff Luty might send, like, a plastic robot to your brain: fears, scolds, lusts; masters, monsters, slaves? Right

di srupt our event. An att ack sdwaydhe gratingdices my head into bouillon cdbdzeeerd

Al thought shoons were al waopevoiee agieee. Zoondin og thegmgahdyouaan heari thek little

Darl ene, seemi ng farmerdstagedright. h uy 6wicewareg charusésod aum aum aud the grills buzzsaw me
AWebll see, 0 sai d fica Mgstof p e emoremy cetisisinggoebly € h el 6 Mo fevaed astabowe c

the seats were taken, and more people were coming in the door. A so below, my fragments live in tide pools by an unknowid sea

glance into the orphidnet showed virtual faces hovering, a few wheenk | miss kissing Jayjay in the spring snow of falling

hundred of them. Very respectable numbersaftfission flower petald peck, peck, peékl 6 m nely croved of cryptozoa

metanovelist. stalked by birdman subbie sentindisroard time tide rolls in
AThanks for coming, 06 Thuy tandIdcutteldrem aczitian widefiokes, myepincei3,deelére eye 6 s

introduction. Al ém Thuy Nguy e nstalkammeé dlidk, rlickh bseenagvhite plastic tablesunderwi n g

you a piece called o6Losi ng- My fHerescenfigturdfii 6 ke par t okimgfranimdageilbnd t ahow e |

in-progressWheenlo mumble dron& a man leans over me with plastic ants on his face,

Thuy had learned a bit byatching others present their he wants the Chuods &eeeed dearnot got
metanovels. The audience wanted to experience the thingitself. Jayj ay6és pulling me back through
You had to give them a link into the metanovel database and drag speed of night to zero agéimteeezd | 6 m c¢ng in thekgrill,
them along in your wake. slice-diced neckirst and, hey, the lab was ExaExa, and the mad

As Thuy messaged out the access links, someone scientist i® 0
appeared in the middle dfe front row, Jayjay, wearing his green Thuy was interrupted by the st
cap and a black poncho with a stencil of a cligtldn . He h a d splintering. A golem shoon stood there: a small, relugivn
been there a minute ago, and hhumdna@ddvaving bidsts. e bert bver and ¢atibdrtiblye door .
Teleportation! Jayjay winked and gave Thuy the thuonbsign. spewing pukeful billows of stink into the crowd. Coughing and

She had tdight back &ig grin. Excited and energized, she dove
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retching, all but trampling one another, the crowd pushed out to
the rainy street.

AKi Il er event, 0 said Gerry
sample it for my blog?bo0

AfLet 6s gayoasaiTthuydygj si de.
here. o

il can take care of her, o

Jayjay once again.

The golem shoon had his own ideas. Heedless of whom he

knocked down, the stubby creature forced his way through the
crowd, grimy intent on Thuy. Was the monster planning to drag
her off to the ExaExa labs? Or to kill her on the spot? From the

little Thuy had seen of Luty, he seemed far gone enough to do just s a me

about anything.
Seized by mortal fear, Thuy dashed into Valencia Street
and was nearly run over by an electric car. It skidded past her,

whacking her a glancing blow on the butt. Somehow she kept her
hammelre mtg waist h fJiilt

bal ance. Thuyds heart was
her chest. By a stroke of good fortune, theafutontrol car
plowed into the golem, squashing his head.

Thuy darted into a murdined alley across the street,
leaning against a painted wall, gasping for breath, her face wet
with rain, her sweater andghirt beginning to soak through.
Shedd | eft herd dixdoseerkirethe orphidneD a r
the murals were glowing windows that showed endless animated
variations of themselves. Someone else came into the alley:
Jayjay fit andfleet of foot. He rested his hand lightly on her arm.

Rudy Rucker

ARunni ng wonbdésabd. efibubbye heb
way. o0
G u r WUnden thet sioeetlight byyMetoténWetalboks, the rubbery
golem was molding himself into his original form, his shadow a
bfadk &tain upog the puddledupavennent. He moved his head in
abrupt twitches, scanning for Thuy. An excitetle dog began
sbarkiny atkhie heaviyset shoanawittt ai simarp kitk,ahe jalemsente o u t
the dog skidding into the gutter, limp and broken.

ADarl ene said | should give yo
told Jayjay, talking fast. Al wan
not too | ate. o

AMe too, 0 answered Jayjay. He

all ey where we split up. Syn

ABut how deeply does Jil have
womard 0

AWoman, 06 echoed Jayjay and emb
her fromtheraiwi t h t he wings of his plas

weowud wWls ¢ ulmpc d ulodmn 6t
wants to do right. She broke off with me because it was upsetting

her ki ds. But Craigor keeps cheat
crisisthhg. And now Jil s wusing again.
thatds nothing |ike the way | fee
dreamed of spending my |ife with

| e n Thuywanted to melt, to cling to her man like a vine, but

over his shalder she saw the golem splashing across Valencia.

AJagpay
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iltdéds okay, o0 said Jayjay squeezing her tighter. HfAWedr
outta here. Wedll teleport. Go i nCHARTER©Dr phi dnet and l ook at the
MerzBoatAnd be | ooking at this al Yy i, t h ur. __eyes.

Thuy followedJg j ay 6s | ink to the giﬁ@ A;tarckc$hq(%n% eck of
the bargelikeMerz Boatwith its central cabin like an oversized
loaf of bread. She had a moment of double vision: water waves
flowed across the alley walls. And now Jayjay linked her to a
striped, silkspinning céerpillar that crawled all over thderz

Boatscene, smoothing over the-alitimperceptible gaps in the
remotely viewed image, interpolating among the orphidbased data

Th e b aflgdwere faintliy lit by the San Francisco
lights, the eflections roughened by the endless rain. The soft
plasticscowfle x ed wi t h t he wat gom@éds gent |
mounds of Craigorés art projects

points. No orphidnet image had ever lookieid real. work S_h ° p a t‘ _t he bo a't 0s stern. Ami
Next Jayjay showed Thuy how teeave her thoughts a long cabinlluminatedfishing nets and a big glass tank of
cuttlefis h . I n the bow, a group of Jil

from scene to scene, binding the alley and the seascape together.
Thuydés mind spread out. Sh ethewsaelgeSQng?algeﬂsof}greﬁtlgqse nor ther

e .
All of her particles were in synch with each other, temporarily iHdw began Thuy, b u.t now one ¢
free of the outside world. She felt very tiny, stes fallingd opened and here came .Jil Zonder. Althaugh the nigistoark,

where? With a thump, Thuy and Jayjay landed on the soft deck Th.uy cogld see Jil clearly via the orphidnet: perfect bob of darl‘<
ofd hair, straight nose and great cheekbones, almond eyes and crisply

Jay qué rpouth I;"I'y%hgd ag/vaa admired Jil, and even now she
wanted to like her.

AYou made it, Theenywpaoseeherc!| ai med
face was tired and worn. The sudo
watched Jayjay watching your read
about T offcghaving that grilbcbnnection to the ExaExa
|l abs. 0 She rubbetdeadalty heUmempf ego
swear you saw Luty there, | know this cop who can get a search
warrant. Bim Brown, the San Francisco Chief of Pdlice e 6 s a

A Wel combdlerzBoat)t weh i sper ed
me, Thuy, forever. o
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Founderst a n . Hebs ready to IEzaaunch a sdilshpuggedsard siiita,her exprassidhxirautterably

tomorrowd | ast chance before I naugubleak i on Day. 0
AArendt you giving away the sufiby itstee way ki mMlguya,bo ujtab bernoad J
l oud?0 said Thuy. wondering whyMelz@Boat] & tdisl Ib eaxcra utstee o f

Al hardly know what | ém s ayAzargh, thahHibraoer feendoof ysuas? Ide aligiturns up here.
suddenly on the point of t ear sHesthd$auithesd and serads teesn todhle Hilordne tmeat. Azargthmo r e .

I dondt matter. o has been helping me get good at p

ADo you mind that Irtaimy. She r e ?Bu ts ahhed rTehmeymhbuenrcse st uf f for me. An
felt naive and plain and stupidly perky before this sufferingolder bei ng here. He | i kleespotrhtato |1 ém hel
woman. Thuy felt an irrational pang of jealousy to learn that

AOh, forget flabguwi My 9 ayp iagAzarothsvasiwdrking with Jayjay as well as with her.
aflat, rapidtone. Shesfiée d and rubbed her nosefPoppDesad dasheleep voice right be

for him, just a #&lbaycMaybe lHheuws s ultwas Graigbreraterializing out of nowhere, wearing a dustie
| 6d win Craigor back that way.stthAdledphchb hoge Yyayjdydeodt watch u
onFoundersT huy ? 0 AHow do you guys do that?0 ask

ANo, no, o0 said Thuy. @aOf c oftomiseeeyas.ot . 0

AGood, 6 said Jil, scratching hfelr isrcwad mpt. e di Tdh en &kw dfsa mialwy usf qu
almost right away, and then it was horrible arelhad to stop interpolators, o0 said Jayjay. dal p
having sex. Momotaro slugged Jayjay in the crotch. Bixie had a  saw one just now, it looked like a caterpillaohddy gets hold of
screamingit . And wusually sheds so cmy m.ntGermp sl atrieomwoagentfulunl ess |
when theyodore el even. Remember thedinmgnitm@att agleyi IThuly®z 2 tfésr rti egglhdp
before sex drags you doimnmy. | 6 vtea kniervge r myp eeenr wioc as nphwalplpiyc. The vi b
i fe. o carrying gets teleported right along withuyo 0

ABut that was all two months afg¥qgu Juded tplhue Bing JRiygay,sai d T
trying to |ighten the mood. n Asudtenygusiuof vand sent kalt spfiayng aross thd dedk,rtotadyn d s r
I wish you and Craigor coul d sdendhihggherback down. And of course it
for the best if you and | keep things platonic.dlfike | abused AThe wi ndtlteirr tweltoolk, 0 sai d Cr ai
your hospitality. o goggling at Thuydés soggyighsweat er
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He was also peering under her clothes through the orphidnet; she

could sense the hitcounts. Thuy looked to Jil for help.
ADondt worry about Jayj ay,

husband. AJayjayob6s down to

takes Im that long to process all the stuff that Azaroth helps him

Postsingular

Al 6 m wi t h sai d
her side.

Thu@r @i ga@rn @s Judi,ce gmetrumme d etro

staying Thuy, 0

no

onet lPo gge saetstsa ok elveorys t wloi gve etklser d s

possibilities for you nohow. Not withihuy and not with my

remember . Heds gotten so smartwi flé.mo proud of him. Come into the
cabin and dry off. Youobrdinggoing tioDemdtchalawayps dbrainmdg sthhat wvsm,d
l i ke me. o should be nicer to Jil.o
AThat golem shoonés ornnghi s wayfiPusckiyloWr aYgwrgommrsa elrel p or n
his presence. fAAnd heds bringing MhAlgktopsabdelakhpmy. kKiGs?elLasekai
the orphidnet: the golem, a crocodile, a pelican, and a hugged Thuy again, and this time she let him kess
pterodactyl . o6 He messaged the | ink¥ou feel so good, o6 Thuy messa
Thuy zoomed in on the ragged, ineluctable forms. The di dndét you call ?0
stubby golem shoon was a mile off, dimg toward theMerz Al missed you a | ot, 0 messaged
BoatHe 6 d puffed up hifoatndhdéy wi t hwaanitr tso baigg tyou t i | | | 6d done som

surface, and he was using his arms and legs like oars. Further
away, but moving faster, was a submerged plastic crocodile
beating a long, tapering tail. A pair of sinistisfing shoons were

now | 6ve invented my own teleport
hipper than the Armoryo-ExaExa kludge that Luty set up with
those gratings. Prav Plato says | should publish my work as a

just leaving the ExaExa labs in San Francisco, one resemblinga physi cs paper, but 1 6édm thinking I
pale green pelican, the other a leathery reddish pterodactyl. and get rich by selling oneti me a
AMaybe your boat should swim downiRioch hwo $lod mkes Brig@é Thuy. fATha
said to Craigor. get a good place to live. And then maybed\we But she di dn
ANoO use, 0 sai d e@afrankeostein A | tdars formuldteeher wikh, not with Jil and Craigor around.

monster is chasing you in a dream: he moves slow, but he never AMove it, Thuy, o0 said Jil, bos
stops, and eventually you haveshoulreesrn. fabrdy t hlad togedilsvdsemd hlteo tc att e
u p . fexiRely clowning, Craigor lurched stifegged toward frowning, her voice was <creepily
the stern, rocking from side to side, intogpin A Me ki | | bCarda i sghooroonsAf t er all , i tds thanks t
Jayjay help. o coming here. o
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il 6d better get ready, 0 agreedi Dhhyt@asy.a big break for us, 0 h

So Thuy let Jil lead her into the long cabin, cozy and litby r eassur i ng. ADondt go away. I 61 |
solar-charged budamps. Jil put some water on the stove while channel so you can record your ac
Thuy took a seat at a round piezoplastic table growing from the A sortof funnel appeared, and Thuy recounted her
deck. Visible in the orphidnet were ad icons for Stank deodorant  sighting of Luty. To speed things up, she pasted in some material
and BigBox furniture, which meant this was a-tepel episode of directly from ALosing My Head, 0 w
the Foundersshow. Thuy was hoping for a cozy chat with Jil, but  image of Luty with his lank ponytail. There was no reason that
the other woman seemed preoccupied. | egal e vi dtaketbedforne af aidoatiarént.

AWhy dfibtedtmyl report with Bi m BrfioBwnc erlsegnhttle ,Bobo w®%ad when she was
suggested Thuifynally. and bag Luty tomorrow morning. With any luck, he uses deadly

AUh, good i dea. Her eds Bi mofarce ktoiresi¥ arrestVimyfofees replpinkind, and Too Bibbs | 6 | |
checkontheikds. 6 The |l iving quarterdowenét agetangbke ¢ hfarh tkekd enod pca rodsoend .
blocks:fir st t he common area with a bafiobaoadmeg tkekéhinlge mei d&8ds?Pwosaid
small bedrooms facing each other across a hall, and beyond that AWhat it is. Luty tried to kil
the parentsd | arge bedroom. Thwiyt wotnlde®s & dn avrthteg .e Isthe a@aldl Jtalygtayg
were supposetb sleep. pumped to do it again.o

The instant Thuy clicked the link Jil had given her, she ACan | come and watch the raid
had Bim Brown on a private message line, the chief sitting amid a A 11 Belwanting the whol®&erz Boatposse in on this.
din of background noise in a capation ofice withfile cabinets, You kigs have special friends, special powers. We might need it
chairs, award plagues, a gun rack, andsaldool disfay screens al | . Be outside the ExaExa | abs b
showing arrays of faces and annotated maps. Chief Brown looked Bim Brown broke the connection and Thuy was alone in
very plausible, but Thuy felt suspicious. Why had the link worked theMerzBoad s ¢ o0 mmo n usedtltemrphid8ehte peer
so fast? Temporarily leaving the worries for her scergmioning into the dark bedrooms, looking for Jil. Bixie and Momotaro were
beezies to analyze, she pressed on. asleep in their rooms, and Jil herself was sitting on the bed alone

Al know wkéf Luty i s, 0 Th uyintheaonhster bEdnobne her Headaown over fidr lap. Gryamg
saw him in the ExaExa | abs. 0 doing sudocoke?

Feeling guilty fo prying, Thuy switched to watching
Craigor and Jayjay, who were readying a combine device made of
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a fourfoot lump of piezoplastic atop three tereter lengths of

Postsingular

Lureen Morales. And even that would be okay if only Jayjay

black pipe. The lump was beige, with a hatched surface that made Jil had been talking faster and faster, but now her voice trailed off.

it look vaguely like an irgrnal organ. Arms protruded from its

She stareoff into space, riding her rush.

middle, with hands grasping a black metal cane. The lump had The way shedd said Jayjayods na
eyes and a toothy mouth at its top end, which was cronnedbya Thuydés head. #AYoubre stildl in | ov
bl ack top hat bearing white | efiEwen ngfit éirMrbr dPaelainrug . Op D e of
Craigordos gagaabadas jsakes. YAwut hfadfi Raot ihragpd sdgi ke, 0 sai d Jil, her
to the guy, obnoxious though he was. Meanwhile, the attack smirk. Her eyes werdancing. She snapped shut her silver box
shoons werd fteen minutes away. and shoved it back in her pants.
Jil bounced out from the bedrooms, carrying a towel, promote your metanovel. IsWWheenR | di dnét say t ha
jeans, and a sweater. Her eyes were bright and watchful. Thuy and Ibroke up,Thuy. | said we stoppelshvingsexJ ayj ay o0s ver
changed into thdry clothes, almost expecting Jil to put a sexual hot. He makes me feglo u n g . Il s that so bad?o
move on her, so charged was the atmosphere. But Jil just made Temporarily at a loss, Thuy checked their images in the
two cups of tea and seated herself at the round table across from orphidned like a TV soap actor glancing over at the monitor. She
Thuy. noticed points of |l ight inside Ji
AYou think the men can han dwasthatasedocakethiagpk er s?0 sai d Thuy,
wanting to tik. A Wh a t ?ped J8, déamtly glaring at her.
il bet they can, 0 said Jil ShfeUm,e atcehleld ment ab dietr Ppayjtasy ds t e
pocket and set a little silver box on the table beside her teacup. Jil cocked her head, her mouth half open, processing the
AYou want a hit?o0 i nput. AJayjay discovered it than
AYoubre, um, using again?o0 saidindl Tl u yfigued dubabMath use theuotplgidnet fpro u ,

of course. | used to waté¢foundersso | know your Ackstory.

You were in recovery, werenot
AauUnt i | |l ast week, 0 said

snorts from her stash box.

l'i ke all of a sudden heods

to scoe all these different women. | wish | could just accept
having an open marri age. But

Ji lof fusarnphiad rse tl viema gse sr aom
i B uleezi€s likeiJayjayr tidey give him dll the spde@ezds in thg
s ¢ a r arpthidnkti Azarothisdyshe wasts te help pring Ong ancé @ha yacka n d

remembering complicated things. Azaroth gets into close

gropl?idodnet contact with Jayjay whe
t Joa ybjl aaysét s t
on me.

|l oves
seeing

Hi br ane. Ond
And now heos

from the
canot .

me, Yy
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AnOh everyone |l oves Jil, o0 said M@y wlatcadd iyxaul |ynowAnIldérh on
know all abowmyHiAzraarnoet hf.r i Hendds, tgomm.n@ be sl eeping at all .o Jil se
AMai nl y Utlefiset Eabm ¢t he whol echck IThe orghidiet seoavéda sinistgitter in the sudocoke.

Jil, slowing down again. Al dondétAfamlgoitmgsouthsimde, 6 sai d Thuy
AAzaroth told me that he aswkseed?you about Chuds Knot, Jil,
and you wouldndét help. You went todOtvdr tHhdrene,sdidndit| yowut?h Yo
touched the Knot. o toward a rack with several of those cuttéstenciled ponchos.
Al di d. B antber mucH. b wa$ reallyrupset. | She took another quick hit of sudocoked &ne bitter energy

wasnodét thinking &dwhati@htt hd ovapodgde eakiimtgo her. AA fresh costume
Crooked? Bent HleRi ppddPabbield & eldlésmToug dippedfdr atponcho. She raised her voice to a

sucks that | 6m using again. | 6rmo ¢ hirmgvi ngp mMmaynd ilfies@mwafyOod,asdoeave e
this dealer offered me such a gaqarice that | caved. | needed bi g?9d
some relief. And now | donét k nowltwasddhitelyhtmne to step outsiddr Ehemdiace c over y i n
me . 't was so fri kEFkrsttinge, Thug.r d f osubsidesl to @ driftimgumistt A doZereiridescent piezoplastic crows
Youdve got no idea. But Cr ai g owereavandesing about theedack,Ishaking outvtieeir wirgsanca nd | s
as hell donoft Il ocvaen 6hd | . anvAenl dl ai v jclacking théir beaks. Mr. Peanut was standing on his tripod of

AfiYou can get better agai n, I|dgsihthe ndsbdeepkvater tsaanning tiyedayand brandghid r e n .
Go back to your support group.hiGetc dared pl.iocke a fencerdés foil. Ja

Jil sighed and shook her h efiading withlpiézoplastis Harrdsstretchenl amohgethe joigts aand
relapser. And you know what ? Mastomsefakniathstesl backhoe ewdidnyhadta lappye&hosno b e r
again. Life is too raw. It drives me crazy to have Jayjay here all perched i n i tfiegerd grown iato Spiadlyseatia t , hi s
the time: this delicious s nac kwhichtwirgedadund¢ha machindmtd tpuchyeach of thé stretdhyy e T h
feel like shit about my kids. | wish | was dead. | want anotherhit bands. The bands were taking the
of sudocoke. o Jil fumbl ed i n huwiueledgasokne éngine.

AOh,dandt,. Sleep it off, and wlkidnmloy dbgedgraen yTohwrys. el f
again, call up your old sponsor. BWebkhowed psygiod. dayj ay. Al toés

feel bad abouti . Like ités partly my faul

to do. 0
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Postsingular

AWhat about you, Craigor ?0 s ai BeforéThuy Jayjaf, Brm Cigor couddicheer Mr. e ? 0
Craigor | ooked Thuy over agRdanutids ddew Guanhadderethrhidships. Thea my

coffin when I die, little girl. This is my only run. No way | can crocodile shoon had reared out of the water to tear lookarik

paddle back upste am, back to what Ji |l afthdlowgurnea.icy vimerfslogher acboss the deck as the thick
AYou could try, o urged Th u yplastiérepbile reaveddimself aboaal.i Tgyamging an8 shudeering,

her. And what about your c¢hi | dtheebackhoe stretched its jaws toward the croc. The croc snapped
AMy parents stayed t oget he rattheonetal showel, nsanagiry tocsdver brie ef itskpbelbss , 0 s ai d

Craigor, tall, stiff, undmdappy. Al Fornewthe greenlpélicam simply lroveted, wdtchingshe Wh 'y

even telling you this? Words suck. You are what you do. If Jil events unfold. But the pterodactyl dove at Thuy as if meaning to

wants to save herself, that 6s daryhercoffaShdattanedBarselfon the deol;itihe ptdrodactyl i n t h
bay, Craigor whofeeprecde weixtul taa tw ammissed disrydsa backhoe spun fruitlessly in a tight ciitsle,

baby! Here he comes! 0o Happy Shoon driver frantically adjusting the belts in an effort to
The puffedup golem was in view tthe stern, regain control. The red pterodactyl did a lebp-loop and dove
approaching fast, his arms and legs beatifigrae rhythm. The again, keeping Thuy in place.
pelican and the pterodactyl were circling overhead, and in the And now the crocodile came slithering across the deck
orphidnet Thuy could see the crocodile coming up oriMér toward her, his toothy jaws ajarhlly began screaming for help,
Boatfrom below. but not quite from the bottom of her heart. At some level, she felt
Craigor 6s pl ast inobbedthe pasr oft 0 odetached magif stee nvere perusing a lifebox metanovel. Damsel in
airborne shoons, doing their best to distract them without being di stress! Whooll save me?
snapped up by the great beaks. Moments later three of the crows Craigor was over by the long cabin, poised to defend his
were gone. They were overmatched. family. But Jayjay) Jayjay was there for Thuy. He sprang
Moving with awkward agility, Mr. Peanut lurched into forward with a machete in his grip and thrust it toward the red
position and interggt ed t he gol em, who di ptaroddctyl,Joecmgrihetmonster éocanse lits deieg and hover on
the peanut as a threat. Easy as pie, Mr. Peanutlsblgibbed the high. Thuy sprang to her feet and backed away from thécroc
golem with his cane. The golem struggled and burbled; Mr. onlytofind herselt or nered against the wall
Peanut bit off his head, then his chest, then his legs. Fueled by the workshop.
piezoplastic, th tophatted goober doubled his body size. The crocodildlexed his haunches and widened his jaws,
Triumphantly he slashed his cane at the waves. preparing to pounce. All veils of playfulness dropped. Thuy was
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facing empty, eternal death. She screamed with everything she and roll. The pterodactyl and the pelican were visual echoes of the
had. Jayjay chargedpad t he backhoe and sl mesdsiegdirchi end dbe d heu ltlrioe 0 sdpacdltweee en i n
back. The hissing shoon turned to snap at him, giving the backhoe T o p p i riige @rsl the ExaExa labs.
an opening to clamp onto the cr oc Dheduskaredpterodactytisquawked agplovalfdarthe her o
waded in and hacked the monster to bitél.ogk of shoons crow-pecking, but then, when he was least expecting it, the green
converged on the gobbetsmezoplastic, gobbling them up. pelican darted at him afidyes® ripped off one of his wings.

ALook out! o shouyearad Cr ai g o rThe ptetodactyl juenmeted downward, bounced off the side of
Momotaro was standing in the door of the long cabin beside his  theMerz Boatand ended up screeching dhalincering in the

slightly younger sister, Bixie, with Jil frozelaced behind them, Bay waters. Mr. Peanut strode over and dispatched him with cruel
her brain fogged with glowing dots. Craiggnd Momotaro were stabs of his cane.
pointing at the hovering red pterodactyl, who was oddly bending There was a moment of calm. Therz Boatpushed up a
his body in half. fresh gunnelip to repair the gap the crocodile had made. The
Thuy and Jayjay found shelter against the backhoe, in sloshing bay waters drained out throulgl scuppers. The pelican
case the shoon dived, but this time he pulled a new stunt: he shat aglided to a silent landing on the deck, preened himselffiaed
flaming pellet of piezoplastiono the deck; the lump sputtered the humans with a glittering eye.
and sizzled like napalm. The boat itself might have cafightf AHI Jayjay, o0 he said in a f ami
it hadndédt been for the puddl edLanwatdcaowr rtohmatt hrea dhr eotkee,n yawmdred . mak
Snapping out of her trance, Jil directed her shoons to suck up Jayjay thought for aninute, consulting his simulation
water and to spit it onto tHeames. beezies, and then he laid the machete on the deck behind him and
The pterodactyl feathered his wings and hunched hisbody hunker ed besi de the pelican. ndTal
again as if to drop hameegg upon the exposed roof of the long AReady for a private message s
cabin. Craigorroaredflaence, | eaping onto t he fclaebti nTéhsu yr oaonfd aCGrdai gor hear, to
tossing three of his crow shoons into the air. And fioaly the AAnd us, 0 said Momotaro.
green pelican did something. Quick as a sewingcnii ne 6 s ANot you kids, o said Jil. AYou
needle, his beak dispatched the crows:-twethree. too cold out here. o0 She shuddered
Thuy was dizzied by all the sensations, especially as she nAw, Mo m. O
was trying to mold them into metanovel material in realtime. As ACome on. o Jil and the kids di
partofthewo Kk shedéd switched on a music track: operatic rock
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AfHere we go, 0 s ai daytafide
Craigor, the three of them squatting around him. Overhead the
clouds were breaking up and the moon was shining through, big
and bright, just past full.

The datélowed in, a mental movie in three scenes. As
soon as Thuy realized what she wasrsgeshe began forwarding
it to Chief Bim Brown.

*k*k

Thefirst scene shows Sonic on the day he was abducted,
October 21, two weeks before the election. Sonic is closed in by
the quanturrmirrored walls of the ExaExa labs, sitting at a long
white table dmking a big mug of coffee, still in his redshirt
with his pleated leather coat on the table beside him.

One wall is covered with the teleport grill, the opposite
wall holds a door, and the side walls are mounted with four view
screens simulating natugghenomena: cracking mud, wind
tossed branches, a bedinie, and a waterfall.

Set into a niche like an altar beneath theftverscreen is
a smoothkcornered white plastic box bearing the ExaExa beetle
logo and a single red button on its side. The baxihicate
latches on its lid.

Jeff Luty is talking to
on some weight, living alone in his lab. His wavy, unwashed hair
is drawn into a ponytail. He wears a bracelet of colored oval
stones around his wrist. The sésmare incised to look like

Postsingular

p e | i hisahin andahedks buy his ropyaclyapped lips show. He licks his

upper lip, then compulsively applies some waxy lip balm from a

tube.

What 6s wiefhf 20h es aaynst sSo nJi c .

A visual pun, 06 says Luty, his

smile. Al dm i n p@ndamantdesignechatu nc h mo

orphidsandcode acker s canét trash. | 6 m f

evolutionary algorithms. The formic minibots on fage are ant

shaped shoons | oaded with sampl e

beard, too. o

Like youb6d go

Wel | , no, not

says Luty. AW th

huh? 1 dm counting

Myadsardli ppi ng the election. 0
ASo what do you want with
Luty leans forward, licks his lips again, and scrapes a few

A
A

out side wearing
while Idm indic
myicesp.i cTthuarted si nf aame
on Dick Too Dib

Ot It

me ? 0

of the plastic antshe&afl. hiisrfaanrd
trash these guys | ike you did Nek
craftsman at work. Likehe nser peel ing bl ubber
Al &dm not working for you, 0 say
AContrariwise, 0 says Luty. He

out a slug braw piezoplastic, and slaps it down on the table in
SonfircontHeodfs Sanild. ghHen glleyt,s bauut hae 6psl «
you al ways wanted to be an ant f a

Before Sonic can shy away, the plastic ants on his head go
into high-speed motion, repeatedilyming down his arm to

beetles. His skin is unhealthy, almost gray. He has plastic ants on gobble piezoplastic, spawn new ants, and crawl back up,
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