POSTSINGULAR

Rudy Rucker

p.1



Postsingular

Further information about this book can be foundnatv.rudyrucker.com/postsingular

POSTSINGULAR is ©pyright © 2007 by Rudy Rucker.

A Tor Book Published by dm 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 in this novel are eitbecprosl of t he aut h
imagination or are usdittitiously.

Library of Congres€atalogingin-Publication Data

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

Postsingular / Rudy Ruckeéd.1 st e d . AA Tom Doherty Associates Book. 0
ISBN-13: 9780-76531741-4 ISBN-10: 0-76531741-9

1. Nanotechnology Fiction. I. Title.

PS3568.U298P67 200813'.54 dc22 2007020210

First Edition: October 200Printedin the United States of America
Electronic edition, November 4, 2007.

Theelectronic version of the text is distutedunder the terms of a

Creative Commons AttributieNonCommercialNo DerivativelLicense

Go tohttp://creaivecommons.org/licensesAnc-nd/3.0to see a full description of the license

In brief, the license has the following terméou are free

to Shared that is,to copy, distribute and transmit the work

under the followinghree conditions.

Attribution . You must attribute the woksi POS TS| NGULAR by Rudy Rk €épgight©2D@yby Books, N
Rudy R ko maydot suggdastany way thaRudy Rucker or Tor Booksndorss you or your use of thgork.

Noncommercial You may not use this work for commercial purposes.

No Derivative Works. You may notalter, transfam, or build upon this work With the authords per mi ssi
convert the electronic text into different text formats. Any such conversion must be distrimliyadghderthe sameCreative

Commons AttributioiNonCommerciaNo Derivative License making cleartie terms byncludingalink to the Creative

Commons web pagdescribinghelicense.

This license specification supersedes any license specificationgriad® November 4, 2007

Nothingin this license impairs or restridRudy Ric k e modakrightsto this work.

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, fANant Day, 0 appaarcedsamoffGbu Saneéntle
Magazine June 2006. This story also appearedi@a ar 6 s Bedited by Bdvid Hartwell and
Kathryn Cramer.

Chapters 3 and 4, AOrphid Nighto and AChudés Kn
inl saac Asi movds SciSeptermber2606.cti on Magazi ne,

p.3



Postsingular

Contents
L = I T PP 5
[o 1110 o TP P PP PP PPPPPPPPPTPPPS 5
AN F= T L 7 Y PSSP 9
L@ o] 1o I NN [T | o | PSPPSR 20
Chub s, KO e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 36
N | PSR UPPURPP 52
The Big Pig POSSE.....coiiiiiiieeieeeeeee ettt rrer e e e e e e e e e aaeeas 52
Ne Kt ar 0.5...B. 8. 8. L B S e 68
The Grill INThe Wall.........oue e errer s e e e e e eeene e e e eeaaeaaaas 76
PART Ll oottt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt teeee e s e e e s e e e e saeseeeeseeesssmmmeesssssssssssssssssssrsssrnnnnenss 92
Thuy0s Mel. AoVl 92
The AtACK ShOONS........cco oo e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeenr e enaeannaaanes 106
The Ark Of the NANES.........oooii e e e e e eeas 124
o Y 145
B L= 11 T = T =PSRN 145
= V4 VA =1 o | o1 OO PP PPPPPPP PPN 162

p4



Rudy Rucker

PARTI

CHAPTER 1

Ignition

Two boys walked down the beach, deep in conversation. Sevemgaenid Jeff Luty was
carrying a carboffi ber pipe rocket. His best friend, Carlos Tucay, was carrying the launch rod and a
cheap bottle of Mieux champagne. Ganglyf Yefs a head taller than Carlos.

AfWebre unobservable now, 0 said Jeff, 1l ooking
New Yeards Day in Stinson Beach, California. Je
get out of their cramped Souflan Francisco apartment for the holiday, and Carlos had come along.
Jeff ©6s mot her di ftiredooff their hokmemadetrockets, sonleffthdd @rondised/her

that he and Carl os wouldndét bring one. But of ¢
AOWyi ng kseaetdl eCad | os with his r eadtowhigh? i n. AYo
Tel |l me again, Jeff. Il | ove hearing it.o
AA mile, o said Jeff, hefting the heavy gadge
pointthreefour-f our met er s. Thatuds tvnley fwe Il maaasumridd i gr am
AfAs i f this beast is gonna act | ike your com

thick roft¥Xed¢lhsed sriodcek.et 6s ti p was a streamlined p
homegrown nanochips inside. Therockest si des wer e ador némandat h f anc
narrow metal pipe that served as a launch lug. Carlos had painted the rocket to resemble an iridescent
blue-green beetle with toothy jaws and folded spiky legs.

AWebre [ ucky we mbimbrsd th ohulsew whpe ny ovier wer e cast
Jef f . AA kilogram of ammonium nitrate fertilize
binderwhoao He hefted the rocket, peering up the bee
carbonfiber tube was stuffed like a sausage casing.

AfHer e6Bud oShace Tech! o said Carlos, peeling

|l i berated one of the bottles that Jeff 66s mot he
boyfriend darnistersIef f 06s ol
AL-tuc foreverThe dolyce drlkeafnfe.d of starting a c
awesome to track our nanochips across the sky, 0
positioning unit and a broadcast antenna. o
AThey dohso marveled Carl os.
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AAnd | grew them |Iike yeast, o said Jeff. Aln
sefassemble. I f you know the dark secrets of rob
He waggled his long, knobldingers. Hs nails were bitten to the quick.

AYoubre totally sure theyodore not gonna start

working his thumbs agai nst t-Tue turoifgahewwoadjimoe cor k.
rainbow goo. 0

AThat woret mMapmred Jeff and giggled. AdADammi:t

AYoubre sick, o0 said Carlos, meaning this as
the beach to meet its racing shadow.

It was Carlosdéds turn to giggle as oftered foam ¢
the bottle to Jeff. Jeff waved him off, intent on his future dreams.
Al see an astrononriecparloldyu clianrgg en acnl oobuodt so fi ns eol rfl
said Jeff. ATheyodl|l feed on space odastéot and sol a
earthbound machines. 0

i Stoh awthd@t selir e pr oduci ng nanomachines are good fo

Al 6m gonnmantwalslaitdhdmff. AYou | i ke that?0o
AiBeauti ful, 0 said Carlos, jamming the | aunch
watr |l i ne. fAl c¢claim this kingdom for the nants. o
Jeff slid the rocket down over the launch rod, threading the rod throufjiveétiech metal
tube glued to the rocketds si de. He stuck an ig
wadding,ancht t ached the wirebds | oose ends to the igni
AThe National Association of Rocketry says w

said Jeff, checking over their handiwork one last time.

AfBogus, 0 saintd €Car was chibuwabi g beetle go thr
behind that dune here and peek. 0

i Airmative, 0 said Jef f.

The boys settled onto the lee slope of a low dune and inched up until they could peer over the
crest at the gaudy fat tube. Carthgy a little hole in the sand to steady the champagne bottle. Jeff
took out his cell phone. The launch program was idling on the screen, cycling through a series of
clock and map displays.

AYou can really see the | ethishamdsome facemgildeadh at bl
by the setting sun.

AYou bet. Good thing, too. Wedl I dig ukeat wup o
bum scuttling across a freeway. o

AWhat 6s the cluster of red dots on that next

AThose are tthhee manckeehidbps tiimp. At apogee, the
scatter. o

fnAwesome, 0 said Carlos. AThe beetle shoots h
those nanochips after they | and. o

p.6



Rudy Rucker

AfWe go visit some gqguy ilie, cofgratulédians, alditicnant st r i ct

is idling in your driveway! o said Jef f, his hom
nGos h, Mr . Luty, can | drive it to work?o0 ri
AYou got a key?0
AHer e comes nae sg,adp siani d hlee fpfl.a
AfGo, 06 answered Carl os, his face calm and dr e

AT minus one hundred twenty seconds, o0 said J
the phone would signal the ignition unit.

Only now, damn, here came a ponytailed woman joggiogg the beach with a dog. And of
course she had to stop by the rocket and spot the boys. Jeff paused the countdown.

AWhat are you doing?0 asked the woman, her v
permission for this?o

Altds justeta Kkitttlh egatoyf omc®hri stmas, 0 calle
probl em. Happy New Year. 0

i Wedlylou two be careful, 0 said the woman. ADor

Hey, come here, Guster! o0 Her hdeo g ohcakde tldisf tse dd eh i sE
now, the woman jogged off.

ABounce, bounce, bounce, 0 said Carlos |l oud e
ofici ous tone. Al recommend that you secure the i

Al 6m nmnogt owifpidog pi ss! I can smel |l it from he
the planet and send it into the sky. oo

ifResume countdown, Mr. Luty. o Carlos took an
tickles my nose. 0 He a hswdw ém ckr ahd kse ch evahdo eam.d fgHhe
Hey, maybe | should piss on the rocket too! o He

but Jeff threw his arm over his friend.

AfBatten dlouwn SpacduTech! 06 sai d 3 éldlbokedepnj oyi n
and down the long empty beach. The woman was a small dab in the distance. And now she deviated
into a side path. AT minus sixty seconds, 0 said
Carl os. o

The boys backed down belowe cr est and | ay side by side st
last ten seconds ticked off. And nothing happened.

AShit, o said Carlos, raising his hedd to pee

The blast was something Jeff felt morertieeard. A hideous pressure on his ears. Shrapnel
whizzed overhead; he could feel the violent rippling of the air. Carlos was lying face down, very still.

Bl ood stained the sand, outlining Carlosds head
shadow. But no.

Not sure if he should roll his friend over, Jeff looked distractedly at the screen of his cell
phone. How strange. The chaotic explosion must
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for Jeff could see a ghostly formof hisfrkd s f eat ures on the | ittle scr
Carlos looked all right except for Biseye?

Jeff could hear sirens, still very far. Car/l
rolled Carlos over so he could give him maetahmouthresuscitation. Maybe the shock wave had
knocked his breath out. Maybe that was all. Maybe everything was still retrievable. Butfineg-the

inch metal tube that served as | aunch | ug had s
from the barelyrotruding tip. Carlos had @eitely stopped breathing.
Jeff | eaned over his bel oved ffaamed lipd fryingr es si n

to breathe in life. He was still at it when his mother and sisters found him. The medics had to sedate
him to make him stop.
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CHAPTER 2

Nant Day

Little Chu was Nektar L un d-gearoldhopveas\yinsome, and h
with a chestnut cap of shiny brown hair, long dark eyelashes, and a tidy mouth. Chu allowed Nektar

and her husbandtocddeée hi m, hedd smile now and dihten, and |
suited his moods. But he wouldnét talk.

The doctors had pinpointed the problem as an empathgitda type of autism resulting
from flawed connections among thesaled mirrornes ons i n Chuds cingul ate

wetwareflaw prevented Chu from being able to see other people as having minds and emotions
separate from his own.

Al wonder i f Chu thinks wedre cartoons, 0 sai
with thinning bl ond hair. AJust here to entertain him.
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 anuéaiiate family. He and Nektar
were walking to the car after another visit to

AMaybe Chu feels | ike weor eposadsded woman,taland ai d N
erect, glamorous with high cheekbonies) | | l' i ps, and clear, thought fu
that we automatically know what hedés thinking. o0
ponytail. Shedd been dying her hair since she w

AHow about it, Chu?oysand ®ndinbgi hit mng kpssh
same as you? Or is she a machine?b9

AiMa chine ma chine ma chine, o0 said Chu, prob
parroted phrases he heard, sometimes chanting a single word for a whole day.

AWhat adomeéeritmental treatment the doctor men
her son, a little frown in her smooth brow. ATh
tell the doctor that you work for thrdhadt el , Ond?
suggested that a swarm of properly programmed nants might eventually be injected intdi@hu to
their way to his brain and coax the neurons into growing the missing connections.

Ondés oddbal & anbogirgyly a bit yoarfgdr thdn Widyadbuilt his company,

Nantel, into a major player in juBve years. Luty had done three years on scholarship at Stanford,

two years as a nanotech engineer at arsolsbol chip company, and had then blossomed forth on

his own, patenting a marvelously ingeums design for growing biochip microprocessors in vats. The
fabulously préit abl e and ef f ect i Wagship pradach bupLsty belevedtheNant el 06
future lay with nants: a line of bimimeticselfr e pr oduci ng nanomactloi nes t ha
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several months now, Nantel had been spreading stories about nants having a big future in medical
apps.

Al dondét | i ke arguing tech with normals, 0 sa
mud-wrestling a cripple. The stories about medicaltraps are hype and spin and PR, Nektar. Jeff
Luty pitches that I|line of bullshit so the feds
Personall vy, |l dondét think weodl |l ev-lastinghhgh abl e t o
levelway even though Luty doesnét want to admit it
few starting rules. The nant swarms develop their own Wolresducible emergent hivenind
behaviors. Wedl |l never real |l ytwantthemtodetatntye nant s
son. o0

inSo why are you even making the stupid nants
you always in the lab unless | throviie ? 0

AJeff has this idea that i f he had,enwuwghd na
Ond. AAnd why does he want that? Because his be
high school. Jeffcdid e s i n me ;-brothérfgure The debtld veas an accident; Jeff and his
friend were launching a model rocket. But delepvn, Jeff thinks it was his fault. And ever since
t hen, heds finede m wwaaryt itrog btra ng real ity under cont
for. Making a virtwual world. Not for medicine. 0

ASo thereds no cure?o0r stahed MNekt acf my biabg3d
be sweet, he could also befdifilt. Hardly an hour went by withoutfieerce tantrur@ and half the

ti me Nektar didndét even know why. Al want my ca
Nektar had majored in media studies at UCLA, wistre and Ond met. Before marrying
Ond, she6d been in a relationship with a woman,

mistakenly imagined life with a man would be easier. When Ond moved them to San Francisco for
his Nantel job, Nektar had worked fihe SF symphony, helping to organize bertganquets and
cocktail parties. In the process she became interested in the theatrics of food. She took some courses

at cooking school, and switchedto a careeras @chdii ch she | oved. .Bhet t hen
baby trap.
ADond6t give up,o0 said Ond, reaching out to s

AfHe might get better on hiasdlabemibetl cahiteach himto write s pec

code. 0

Al dm going to pr ay, d estaihd nNenattacrh. sfoOAmducrh  vi

AVideo is good, 06 said Ond, who | oved his gam

AVideo is clinically autistic, o0 said Nektar.
werenodot for me, you two would be hopeless. 0

AMa chine ma cid€Chme ma chine, 0 sa

APray to who?0 said Ond.

AThe goddess, 0 said Nektar. fAGaia. Mother Ea
making way too many machines. Hereds our <car. o
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*k*

Chu did get a little better. By the time he was seven, he could ask for thingsneyinstead

of pointing and mewling. Thanks to Ondds Nant el
sized lot. There was a boy next door, Willy, who liked to play with Chu, which was nice to see. The

two boys played video games together, mo§ilg. s pi t e Nektar és attempts, t
on Chudés video sessions. He watched movies and

hours with online games. Chu acted as if ordinary life were just another Web site, a rather dull one.
Indeedwh enever Nektar dragged Chu outside for s
next to the wall separating him from the video room and scream until the neighbors complained.
Now and then Nektar found herself wishing Chu would disa@paad she hatelderself for it.
Ond wasnot ar ou B dewasputiimgio long hosirs &t thd Nanted labs in the
China Basin biotech district of San Francisco. The project remained secret until the day President
Dick Dibbs announced that the US was going t&eban eggcase of nants to Mars. The semiliving
micron-sized dust specks had been programmed to turn Mars entirédynmce nants! Teito-the-
thirty-ninth nants, to be precise, each of them with a billion bytes of memory and a computational
engine crankig along at a billion updates a second. The nants would spread out across the celestial
sphere of the Mars orbit, populating it with a swarm that would in effect become a fjapkka
guakkabyte solapowered computer, the greatest intellectual resourceuender the control of man,
a Dyson sphere with a radius of a quakiiion kilometers.
A Quawhatad Nektar asked Ond, not quite underst
They were watching an excited newscaster talking about the nant launch on TV. Ond and his
coworkers were all at their homes sharing the launch with their fafities Nantel administrators
had closed down their headquarters for a few days, fearing that mobs of demonstrators might
converge on them as the story broke.
Ond was in touch with hisogvorkers via little screens scattered around the room. Most of
them were drinking Mieux champagne; Jeff Luty had issued each employee a bottle of the
inexpensive stuff in secret commemoration of his beloved Carlos.
fiQuakkameans ten to the foty i g hstahi,do Ond. AThat many bytes o
ability to carry out that many primitive instructions per second. Quite a gain on the human brain, eh?
We limp along with exthop exabyte wareexameaning a mere ten to the eighteenth. How smart
could the nansphere be? Imagine replacing each of the ten octillion atoms in your body with a

hundred copies of your brain, and I magine that
AfiPeople arendét stupid enough alreadgp?0 said
why?o
AfiHe wanted to do it before the Chinese. And
American control. -Fhkgdbeecasieawsnhgategi acamil itar

they were allowed to shecircuit all the environmentalvei ew processes. 0 Ond gav
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A

and shook his head. ABut itds not going to work

nants phere is supposed to obey an imbecile | ike D
ATheydre grinding Marsik¥Ypnptuohdupedomakeetd hNek
ANant, 0 sai d Ch ufloor,shodng hid facgrigla updoweach of thénlidgle

screens, adjusting the sprheers 0ad dlogp amampd Qarak k

He was excited about the numlbalk and the video hardware. Getting all the electronic devices on

thefloor aligned parallel to each other made him happy as a clam.

Ainlt wono6t be very dark at night anymore, wit
Ond. AThat 6lowmtyeteal Twel whol e sky wild/l | ook ab:
some getting used to. But Dibbsés advisers |ike

around the clock. And, get t hi sgthe@dlrlei bpdratnoan ,ngt K
sell ads. o

ALies and propaganda in the sky? Just at nig
AOh, t heyfinlel ishdweumplayti me, 06 said Ond. #fnAAs |
how easily you can see a crescent moon in the morning skyoWI see biiig freakin
ti me. o IHed rhei s gl ass. AYou drink some, too, Nekt
AYoubre ashamed, arendédt you?0 said Nektar, w
AA |Iittle, o0 said Ond wi thaveavergeekedtlkiseode. Aadni | e . A
underthought it. It was just too vibbdgoa hack t

~

AChanging the sky is horrible,d said Nektar.
Webve already | ostFINewi Dal kaynws. aWhatdhs next ? Mi

Aweéwe dondt think so, 0 said Ond. AnAnd even i
advisers feel the nant computer will help us get better control of the climate. A fjogkka
guakkabyte compatr can easily simulate Earthés surface
strategies can be evolved. But, again, thatos a
to. We canodt act ual |-swarmmiads withemergehnt t ke ne&ds ofo naa
couldmakethem keep on simulating Earth. Controlling nants is formally impossible. | keep telling
Jeff Luty, but he wonoét || isten. Hebés totally ob

back his dead high school palmé vi rtual worl d. o

*k*k

It took two years for the nants to munch through all of Mars, and thedesteactible human
news cycle drifted off to other topics, such as the legalization of-samivitro fertilization, the
advances in tangrown clonesand the online love affairs of vlogger Lureen Morales. President
Dick Dibbsd now eligible for a third and fourth term thanks to a-Bf¢ending DNAmodifi cation
that made him legally a different pergoissued periodic statements to the effect that the simtre
computer was soon coming online.
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Certainly the sky was looking brighter than before. The formerly azure dome had bleached,
turned whitish. The night sky was a vésid of pale silver, shimmering with faint shades of color,
like a soap bubbleencosi ng the Earth and the sun. The pict
distant stars were invisible.

The astronomers were greatly exercised, but Dibbs assured the public that the nants
themselves would soon be gathering astronomical data fai@uigeanything in the past. And, hey,
you could still see the sun, the moon, and a couple of planets, and tiribhlet was going to bring
about a better, more fully American world.

As it happened, thierst picture that Nektar saw in the sky was adtitent Dibbs himself,
staring down at her one afternoon as she tended her kitchen garden. Their spacious house was on a
hill near Dolores Park in San Francisco. Nektar could see right across the city to the Bay.

The whole eastern half of the sky was aedeby a video loop of the president manfully
facing his audience, with his suit jacket slung over his shoulder and his vigilant face occasionally
breaking into a sunny grin, as if recognizing loyalists down on the third world from the sun. Though
the colas were iridescent pastels, the image was exceedingly crisp.

AOnd, 0 screamed Nektar. ACome out herelo

Ond came out. He was spending most days at home, working on some kind of project by
hand, writing with pencil and paper. He said he was preparing ¢oEsath. Nektar felt like
everything around her was going crazy at once.

Ond frowned at the image in the sky. AUmpti s
angling their bodies to generate the dhavee of an
mercy on my soul .o Hedédd helped with this part o

ATen to-ntimeé ht hisrtdwodeci llion, 06 put in Chu. g
standing in the patio doorway, curious about the yelling but wanting to get backvideabeoom.

Hedd begun I earning math this year, soaking it

AiLook, Chu, o0 said Ond, pointing up at the sk

Seeing the giant video, Chu emitted a shrill bark of delight.

The Dibbs ad ran for the rest of the dayg anto the night, interspersed with plugs for
automobiles, fasfood chains, and credit cards. The ads stayed mostly in the same part of the sky.

Ond explained that overlapping cohorts of nants were angling different images to different zones of
Earth.

Chu didndédt want to come in and go to bed whe]
oversized backyard, and Willy from the next house down the hill joined them, the three of them in
sleeping bags. It was a cloudless night, and they watched theforamisie a long time. Just as they
dropped off to sleep, Ond noticed a blotch on P

Although Nektar was upset about the glds, it made her happy to see Ond and the boys
doing something so cozy togetheradNe dawn she awoke to the sound o

Sitting up in bed, Nektar looked out the window. The sky was a muddle of dim, clashing
colors: sickly magenta, vile chartreuse, hospital gray, bilious puce, bruised mauve, emergency
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orange, computerase bige, dead rose. Here and there small gouts of hue congealed, only to be
eaten awa¥ no clean forms were to be seen.

Of course Chu didnot I|Iike it; he couldndt be
Ond left his sleeping bag and made his wapss the dewvet lawn to let the boy in. Willy, looking
embarrassed by Chubés tantrum, went home.

AWhat 6s happened?0 said Nektar as the three
Chu with a helping of his favorite cereal in his special bowl, clyedat 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.

iDi ssdit stj oemergence next, o0 said Ond. AThe n
And now weéVbl ees. whatshould happen pretty fast

By mid-morning, swirls had emerged in the sky patterns, double scrolls like lonic column
capitals, like mushroomcrosse ct i ons, r ams® h 6 withegchobtheligkedi r ed wh
spirals endlessly turning.he scrolls were of all sizes; they nested inside each other, and new ones
were continually spinning off the old ones.

AThose ar e &adlalbeod i Bieslkoousaw ol | s, 60 Ond tol d CF
the boy a Web site about cellular automatacivhiere a type of parallel computation that could
readily generate doubkgpiral forms. Seeing BZ scrolls emerge in the rigorously orderly context of
his pocket computer made Chu feel better about seeing them in the wild.

Jeff Luty messaged and phoned @md several times that day, but Ond resolutely refused to
go in to the lab or even to talk with Jeff. He stayed busy with his pencil and paper, keeping a weather
eye on the developments in the sky.

By the next morning the heavenly scrolls Hiached up ad linked together into a pattern
resembling the convoluted surface of a demverd or a brain. Its colors were mild and blended;
shimmering rainbow8lled the crevices between the scrolls. Slowly the pattern churned, with
branching sparks creeping acaslike lightning in a distant thunderhead.

And for another month nothing else happened. It was as if thebrginthad lost interest in
Earth and become absorbed in its own vasty mentation.

Ond only went into the Nantel labs one more time, and #hatlteyfired him.

AWhy?0 asked Nektar as the little family had
rice, fried pork medallions, and spinédcb ne of t he few meals that didn
The gastronomic monotony was dreary for Nektaotlaer thorn in the baby trap.

nJeff Luty wondt wuse the abort code | worked
written sheets of paper that he kept tucked into his shirt pocket. Nektar had seen thelpages
were covered with blocks of leteeand numbers, eight symbols per block. Pure gibberish, to her. For
the last few weeks, Ond had spent every waking hour going over his pages, copying them out in ink,
and even wal king around r e a dwanmtsgur wohdetorenchd o u d . AL u
continued Ond. fAHe actwually believes virtual re
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waiting for him there. We gotinabfig h t . I called him names. 0 He sm
part.
AYou yelled at t he bo ®ldar, aobestaothapyyahoutthes y mbol s ? 0
i mpending |l oss of income. fALike some crank? Lik
ANever mind about that, o said Ond, glancing

|l i stening. AThe I mportant tnbsiltrhigges os the factthatthef o u n d
nants are reversible computers. We made them that way to save energy. If necessary, we can run

them backwardsthx any bad things they mi ghantttralithem done.
back, and he wantedtb@ai m my i dea woul dndét work anyway bec
| said the nants see their pasts as networks, not as billiard table trajectories, so they can too undo

things nodeo-node even if their positions are off, and | had to talk loudérd@nder because he

kept trying to change the subjdcand t hat 6s when security c¢ame. I 6
glad. 0 Ond continued eating. He seemed strangel
ABut why didndét you do a better preseamt ati on
your | aptop and make one of those geeky |little
ANot hing on computers will bebranallbenasing h | ong

in. If I put my code onto a computer, the nants wdiuid it ard figure out how to protect
themsel ves. o

AAnd youdbre saying your strings of symbols ¢
ALi ke a magic spell ?0

Silently Ond got wup and examined the el ectri
pulling out the collector plates and wiping them off. Seemingly atis he sat down again.

il 6 ve wr dvitug. ¥oo might callata Troale a. 6 He chuckl ed gr i mli

get this code into some of tohd 6rsamtrs,t ttemey l Is us
t heydl | t khdienski gintedds sae cruarnitt y patch. They mustnét
theydd be suspicious. | 6ve been trying to memor
directl yt. rBeunhe mbecraniét alfin.d lat wayt.od 6lldng.nfRwtt It
hour later my virus willactuafeand everythingo6l | rol |l back. Youbol
assholes at Nantglo

AfAAssholes, 0 chirped Chu. fAAssholes at Nant el

iLi sten to the | anguage youdre teaching the
a ment al breakdown, Ond. I s Nant el giving you s

AA month, o said Ond.

AThat 6s not very Il ong, 0 said Neckheafr.. IA0lv e hs ant
the sidelines |l ong enough. I can be a star, Ond

the meals and clean the house and keep an eye o0
mi ne. O
Ailf | dondét sugoeedprwedildtslayp.h, DS aii td vWordod t
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Are you saying the nants are about to attac

—_
N
-t O

I'tds already st ar t -enthdnadesaaealdvithdPnedident Biibk. @hen a nt
news i s coming out toni ght ThehanwwilturroBarthsntogbDysama be |
sphere too. Thatoll double their computational
Theywantwohuppagoobawazil | i on. ntsMave pramsseditoruniavirtudlyp r u s ?
identical simulation of Earth. Virtual Earth. Vearth for short. Each living Earth creature gets its
softwareslashwetware ported to an individually customized agent inside the Vearth simulation.

Di bbsds adolilsehrar cslayy nwet i ce. You feel a little ¢
measureyodand t hen youdre alive forever in heavenly
wonét have to worry about the climate anymore. o0

AQui ndeci | | i onupgagosbawazllioC Mare poicéNsopgi rhach. Dondét |

anything touch. o6 He shoved his empty plate acro
Nektar jumped up and ran outside sobbing.
AMore?0 said Chu to Ond.
Ond gave his son more food, then paused, thinking. idénia sheaf of papers down beside
Chu, thirty pages covered with line after line of hexadecimal code blocks: 02A1B59F, 9812D007,
70FFDEF®, like that.
ARead the code, goubent mémolChune HSeeThése page
iACode, 0, hssayjegfast€ring on the symbols.
Ond went out to Nektar. It was a clear day, with thefewiliar shimmering BZ
convolutions glowing through the sky. The sun was setting, melting into red and gold; each leaf on
each tree was like a tiny, green, stahglass window. Nektar was lying face down on the grass, her

body shaking.

inSo horrible, 0 she choked out. fASo evil. So
upgrade. 0

ADonét worry, o0 said Ond. Al have my plan. o

Nektar wasnot tshpset. he hext mormng a lugeamolwstormed the White
House, heedless of their casualties, and they w

him, he dissolved into a cloud of nants. The Virtual Earth port had begun.

By way of keeping peopl&formed about the Nant Day progress, the celestial Martian nant
sphere put up a full map of Earth with the ported regions shaded in red. Although it might take
mont hs or years to chew the planet rigmg down t
from the map, by evening most of 1itsizmbuld be go
computer chips with wings.

The callow face of Dick Dibbs appeared from time to time during that horrible Last Day,
smiling and beckoning like a messiah calllnig sheep into the pastures of his heavenly kingdom.
Famous people whodéd already made the transition
and how great things were in Virtual Earth.

p.16



Rudy Rucker

Near dusk the power i n Ond ason thatiN&ash lderhéds hous
a gasolingpowered electrical generator ready in their big detached garage, plus gallons and gallons
offuel. Hefir ed t he thing up t o Kltersandwiralds®antennas tuhning. hi s h
Hed6d t we aeknenda shitso apnrtoduce a frequency that suppc
Chu was oddly unconcerned with the apocalyps
pages of code. Hedd become obsessed with the <ch
By suppertime, the red, ported zone had begun eating into the Dolores Heights neighborhood
where Ond and Nektar lived in tfi@me big house that the Nantel stock options had paid for. Ond lent
their downhill neighbo@ Wi | | y 6 § ap extraaviteless nebrk antenna to drive off the nants,
and |l et them run an extension cord to Ondbés gen
from the sky.
"n0O2A1B59F, 9812D007, 70FFDEF6,0 said Chu whe
He had On gdagss wshhdashlight under his blanket.

AGi ve me that, o said Nektar, trying to take
AfDaddy! 0 screamed Chu, a word hedd never wuse
Ond came in and made Nektdr hleedwvartnlse tthey cald

Ond, smoothing Chuds chestnut dapgvefr mmind.. OAThi
When Nektar and Ond awoke next morning, the house next door was gone.
AMaybe he set up the antenna wrong, 0 said On
AAll thedrpbaehsswane eaten, too, 0 said Nekt
nei ghbors are gone. And the trees. Look out the
Poor Gaia. o
As far as the eye could see, the pastel chockablock city of Satide@mhad 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 omnivorous, pullulating death
in-life. Rightnowtheant s wer e staying away from Ond and Ne
gasoline supplies for the generator wouldndot | a
would be undermining the houseb6s foundation.
Chu was in the video room watching aesam showing his friend Willy. Chu had thought to

plug the video into an ext ensiearadpagesoficodelmyadi ng t
discarded on théoor.
Ailtés radical in here, Chu, 0 Wil llyeanthass sayi n
an awesome giant si m. ltdéds | i ke being a toon. I
was asleep. Jam on up to Vearth as soon as you
ATurn that off!o cried Nektar, darting acros

fdm done with Ondoés c date I|bil otclkes , Wois@ae d fIhuk m
want to be a nant toon. 0
AfDonét say that! o said Nektar, her voice cho
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Al't might be for the best
written sheets into tiny pieces.

: Ne k thssclgsely sai d Ond

A Wh awrongwsi t h you?0 vyell eftt eNglotuar .somYoudd sacri

All through Nant Day, Nektar kept a cl ose ey
anymore. The constant roar of the generator motor was-necking. And then, late in the
afternoon, Nektardéds worst fear came true. She s

she came out, Chu was running across what was left of their rolling backyard and into the devastated
zone where the nangsvarmed thick in the air. And O8dOnd 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 then Bepopped. There was a puff of ndng where Chu had been, and that ks
ADoné6ét you ever talk to me again, o Nektar to
She lay down on her bed with her pillow over her head. Soon the nants would come for her,
and shedd be in their nasty f a&daodh®agematorwi t h mo
roared on and on. Nektar thought about Chubds de
out.
At some point she got back up. Ond was sitting just inside the patio door, staring out at the
sky. He looked unutterably sad.
Wat are you doing?0 Nektar asked him.
Thinking about going to be with Chu, o0 said
Youdbre the one who | et the nants eat hi m. H

I tBobughbught hedd pass my code on to them.
nothingi® wait'tDi d you see that?0o0

o 1 S e | - 1

AWhat, 0 said Nektar drearily. Her son was de
machines were eating her beloved Gaia.

AThe Teag ajpust hatched! 06 shouted Ond. AYes.
backwards. Reversiblomputation. Look up at the sky. The scrolls are spiraling inward now instead
of out. |l knew it would work. o Ond was whooping

preserves a memory trace of e leasagre@ingtlemmnit hi ng
al l backwards. o

AChubs coming back?o

AYes. Trust me. Wait an hour. o

It was the |l ongest hour of Nektards | ife. Wh
gas, sputtering to a stop.

ARSo the nants get wumgsgonttowareo sai d Nektar, too

Al ém telling you, Nektar, all the nants are
turn back into ordinary matter and be gone. o0

Down near the bottom of the yard a dense spot formed in the swarm of nants. The patch
mashed itslf together and becade
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AChu! 0 shouted Nektar, running out toward hi

AiDond6t squeeze me, 0 said Chu, shrugging his
Willy. Why don6t the nants eat me?0

AThey did, 0 exhén etdh®©Oynds piitAnygou back the sam
dondt remember. Willy wild.l be back. Wi lly and h
and people too, and all the plants, and eventua

For once Chu smiled. Al did good. o
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CHAPTER 3

Orphid Night

Running in reverse gear, the nants drestored
putting back the people as well. And then they reassembled 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 fury -demelitionaa suthlthat®residenaDibbs and his vice president
were impeached, convicted of treason, and executeetlgl linjection. 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 laws8iteemerging as ExaExa, with a cheerful beetle as its logo
and a new corporateant t o : APut tdiBnug |PRdeionpgl eGaFHiarésst Mi nd. 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 Craigor 6s h tarieealoard scav célledriigerzBBaadb i n at op
Propelled by cilia like a giant paramecium, the piezoplastic boat puttered around the shallow, turbid
bay waters near the industrial zone of San Francisco. Craigor had bought-tifeadaed Merz

Boatquite cheaply from an owtf-work exec duringthe haos t hat f ol l owed the
renamed the boat in honor of one of his persona
famously turned his house into an assemblage calldd¢rsbau. Meravas Sc hwi tuper sdés m
word meaning,accdri ng t o Craigor, Agnarly stuff that | ¢
Jil Zonder was eyeatching: more than pretty, she moved with perfect grace. She had dark,
bluntc ut hair, a straight nose, and a ready | augh.

minor in graphics and design, planning a career in advertising. 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 daghter, Momotaro and Bixie, aged eleven and ten. The four of them made-&rgtpse
relatively happy family, however, Jil did sometimes feel a bit trapped, especially now that she was
moving into her thirties.
Although Jil hadinished up college and s$tireamed 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 motioncaptured, tarted up, and fed to software developers. All her body joints were tagged
with subcutane us sensor s. Sh e 6-dangrhing leack when heojudgntert hapg r o d u ¢
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been impaired by sudocoke. Dancing was easy money, and Jil had a gift for expressing herself in

movement. Too bad the prodwatdncer audience consisted of slobbering né&dsnow she was

getting close to landing an account with Yu Shu, a Korearcediguring athletieshoe

manufacturer. Shedéd already sold them a sl ogan:
Craigor Connor was a California boy: handsome, goathored, and not overly dntious.

Comfortable in his own skin. He called himself an assemblagist sculptor, which meant that he was a

packrat. The vast surface area offherzBoas ui t ed him. Pl easantly idle
amuse himself by arranging his junk in fregtiterns on the elliptical pancake of the deck and
marking coloredlink i nes i nto the deckds computational pl

Craigor was a kind disherman as well; that is, he earned money by trapping iridescent
Pharaoh cuttliesh, an invasive species nativetite Mergui Archipelago of Burma and now
flourishing in the climatéeated waters of the San Francisco Bay. The chunky-kilcggam
cuttlefish brought in a good price apiece from AmphiVision, Inc., a San Francisco company that used
organic rhodopsin frorauttlefish chromatophores to dope the special wdisplaying contact lenses
known as wekeyes. All the digirati were wearing webeyes to overlay headsomputer displays
upon their visuafields. Webeyes also acted as cameras; you could transmit whaiaveaw. Along
with earbud speakers, throat mikes, and motion sensors, the webeyes were making cyberspace into an
integral part of the natural world.

There wer eno0t fisheameryin thetb8yéhefisheny wats linder a strict licensing
program tlat Craigor had been grandfathered into when the rhodopsin market took off. Craigor had
lucked into a good thing, and he was blessed with a knack for assembling fanciful traps that brought
in steady catches of the wily Pharaoh cuttles.

To sweeten the tak€raigor even got a small bounty from the federal Aquatic Nuisance
Species Task Force for each cutdb beak that he turned in. The task force involvement was,
however, a mixed blessing. Craigor was supposéidetovo separate electronic forms abouttea
and every cuttligsh that he caught: one to the Department of the Interior and one to the Department
of Commerce. The feds were hoping to gain control over the cuttiegunng out thdine points of
their life-cycle. Being the nondigital kind ofggyh at he was, Cr ai gor 6s repor
behind that the feds were threatening to lift his clutheng license.

One Saturday afternoon, Ond Lutter, his wife, Nektar Lundquist, and their tyesdveld
son Chu came over for a late afternoonkmaa on theMerz Boatlt was thefirst of September.

Jil had met Ond at wor k; hedd bfcerofthe ehi red a
reborn ExaExa. The two little families had become friends; they got together nearly every weekend,
hanging outchatting andlirting.

It was clear to Nektar that Ond had something of a crush on Jil. But Nektar felt the situation
was manageable, as Jil didnét seem all that int
Craigords muscadmdt bloadst, wman iterw honottaf t en Cr ali
geeky, seHabsorbed Ond ever noticed. He was blind to the emotions roiling beneath the surfaces of
daily life.
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iltéds peaceful here, o0 said Ond, ataroticeale a | on
effect on the engineer. fALi ke Eden. o He | eaned
on theMerz Boatwere the same.

AWhat are those cones?0 Nektar aske-tighJi | and

shinyridgedshage t hat | oosely ringed the area Craigor
kids were off at the other end of the boat, Momotaro showing Chu the latest junk and Bixie singing
madeup songs that Chu tried to sing too.

NfCer arngnehdletss @i d Jil. AFrom the days before
them off the back | ot at Lockheed. 0

AThe ridges are for reducing turbulence, 0 sa
We sit in an island of serenity. o

AYoubr e a po e hd Th€lowasungllaminatéd his scalglthradgh his thinner
thanever Dbl ond hair. Altds good to have a friend
surprise. And | was just thinkidgmy new tech will solve your problems with generating those
cuttifis h r eport s. l'téll get your sculpture some pu

AFar be it from me to prrymentpd aGtsi, f skEn gdi MCa e
AAs for my diffuode MHet maawarachi rex paenwsvrve gestur e
whol e deck. fAAn open book. Unfortunately 1 6dm too

APl anktonic?0 s a fisth hudbard, alwaysff in hieayn wotld. Theirr r a f
daughter Bixie came trotting by.

APl anktonic seavda ngroe astau rde Cr fashrgfeyrgp widiithéiolk.e cut t |
Until something nearby catches their attention. Andadhdart! Another meal, another lover, another
masterpiece. 0

Just aft of the cleared ar ea wauwkeamacargor 6 s h
windshields, bubbling with air and containing a few dozen Pharaohfishtléheir bodyencircling
fins undulating in an endless hula dance, their facial douridhes of tentacles gathered into demure
sheaves, their yellow Whaped pupils gazg at their captors.

AThey | ook &8ddoemadf oasdi doNektar, regarding
was still sensuous and beautiful, her blaimted hair lustrous. But the set of her mouth had turned a
bit hard and frowswrinkles shadowed herorw. Ji | gat hered that Ond and
that wel | . Nektar had never r eal Ifigharebkewizanden her
on death row, o0 continued Nektar. AThey make me
fSometi chesappewnr from the tank on their own,
big, slow angels are poaching them. But ités ha

wake us up so early. o0 He gave his daughter a ki
AHappy motrme ngracklbes of dawn, 0 sang exuberan
other kids.

p.22



Rudy Rucker

AYdinally got webeyes too?0 said Jil to Nekta
off before falling asleep ugh.Spammer s i n my dr eamykdshawea angel s.
webeyes yet. Of course forGhw She broke off, not wanting to sz

AWebeyes are perfect for Chu, o6 said Nektar.
are alike that way. Ond says he was a little autistic too when helwasya. Asper ger 6s syn

Someti mes, as they get ol der, their brains heal
Ilgotmywebe yes for my job. o6 Now that Chu was getti ng
takenajobasaprepdoo i n Puff, a trendy Valencia Street r
it. Jose. Wi th webeyes, | can see all the order

iAnd showed her how to tap into the feed f

I
guite know what Chu will do. Hedés not hanging o

AYou could watch him yourself, o said Nektar
know, Chuds checking the coor Hpositieninglecatas.f Cr ai gor

Momotarobds being the museum guide. And Bi xi ebs
have kids that donét wuse digit alrolledenorditeres t o pl a
cigarette from hbe poaaste.i 8Asl Eang het dés have a
said itébs genomical |l yohiweh kreidc dtoirneguarnd |lesvws ceaurpc
gave a naughty smile. fAJose is so much fun. o0 Sh

ANone fordJirhe, iilsa@yiudt everything when | got i
years back. |l thought | told you??o

AYes, 0 said Nektar, exhaling. AGood for you.

AAbsolutely, 06 said Ji |l .walkedintwacburch,ara dnpticedo ki | |
that in the stained glass it said: God. Is. Love. What a concept. | started going to a support group,
started believing in | ove, and | got well . 0

AAnd then the reward, 0 sai d Cr answeotoga wi nking
mai dends prayer. 't is written. o Nektar smil ed
herfilm-star lips.

Al ol 1 have a puff, Nektar, 0 said Ond. #AThis

ago when we reversed the nants
AYou already said that this mornindinaly sai d N
going to tell me whatdés going on? Or does your
AOndbébs on a secret projecthfohi sgs eowvwersaiifil J
to dance for a productemo gig in their fab this weékl was wearing a transparent bunny dugtnd

all the geeks were at such a high vibrational I
nJil |l ooked sexy, o0 said Ond in a quiet tone.
AWhat i s a fab exactly?06 asked Craigor. Al a
iltés where they fabricate those round | ittt/

the fab building is sealed off, with anything bigger than a carbon dioxide mofdteded out othe
air. All these big hulking tanks difuid in there growing tiny precise biochips. The gene
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manipulation tools can reach all the way down to the molecula®lével 6 s n a nfoxedeOoch . 0 S h e
with her bright gaze. AnSodwlhat exactly are you

Ond opened his mout h, but coul dndét quite spi
mi nute, 0 he said, pinching out the tiny cigaret
my nerve up. This is gonna be a very big deal . o

Bixie cameskipping back, her dark straighthio p pi ng around her face.
of what Craigor moved since | ast time, 0 she rep
wherever he | i kes. 0 She | e anoéehtheaughtof Bixeetasakmdl, | i v
version of herself.

iWe await Comptroller Chubds report, o said Cr

grill constructed from an oldtimey metal auto fender.

Chu and Momotaro came pounding into the cleared agsdltter.
A cfistht Idé sappeared! 0 announced Momotar o.
First t he-eightandgherthetewerativeytye ven, 06 sai d Chu. Al
on the way to the rear end of the boat, and | <c
each vord equal weight, like a robot textader.

AfMaybe tfleew awayl| 6 sai d Maogersudpdyhs mouthandput hi s
wiggled them, imitating #lying cuttldish.

ATwo hundred and seventy tentaclesgondshe ta
Chinese gong has moved foftyur centimeters aft. Two bowling balls are in the horse trough, one
purple and one pearly. The long orange line painted on the deck has seventeen squiggles. The

)
)

windmill és wire gsxeragbshpedChr s 6t mag bfgbhhsrthat do
exercise bicycle nexot to Craigords workshop is

Al dm going to put our meat on the grill now,
sure nothing touches your pork medallions?o

AThat goes wit huo.uti Bsuaty ilndbgm On ostadi ddB nGehi i st hil t
slouching beside Jil s chair, had just stuck ou
uncertainly to a halt.

AJumai b me the | ist,o0o said Craigor hedth a wi
expression, he softened. AOh, go ahead, tell me

APl ease donoéfits hg o ks aa dy Chwt.t | e

AfWe arendt gonna bother those bad boys at al
valuable to eat. Hey, did you nc# theflu or escent pl astic car tires | C
at Nektar to check that she was appreciating how kind he was to her son.

RYes, 0 said Chu. And then hefiniskeedgrilingd t he res

The fouradultsash t hree chil dren ate their meal, enjo
isthe cuttldis h bi z?06 Ond asked as they worked through
brought for dessert.
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AThe | icense thing i s ceaestiomcdornswe werelalkirgd , 0 s ai
about. | 6ve been trying to do them myself, but
our inputs. ltdéds | i ke they want wus to fail .o

Al used to think the fighetreen ke mersothiteycoauddaell 1 ndep
the public theydre doing something about i nvasi

to drive me out of business so they can sell my license to a big company that makes campaign
contributions. o

AThat 6s wher enemy i mew tsadhd Onfishwiirgddee | abel t he
frequency tracking devices and | et them report

Ailtdéds not | i ke I get my hands on the cuttles
would | | abel them? Theyob6re smart enough that 11t0

AWhat i f tfindthe tuttldjssh o udai d Ond. Pink and grini
the circle of faces, then rrephcihdesd, d nteo shaisd,p olcl
transparent plastic vial. Etched into one side were the stylized beefl@anty cursive letters of
the ExaExa | ogo. AMy big surprise. o Whatever wa
ey e, b ueyeswerk displaymgtiby balls of light, little haloes around objects in rapid motion.
AOrphids are to bar codes as velociraptors were
change the world. o

fiNotanot her nanomachi ne . ejl elmpied ® tex cH eari mfeale tN.e
neveragain,On d! o

ATheydre not nant s, never, 0 said Ond, his to
AOr phids good, n-epradgce usiaghothinQbupdiiki d si s gl i n t he air
notdestrat i ve. Orphids are territorial; they keep a
Earthdéds surface, yes, but only down to one or t
surveyors; they make mes he Dersoeverytfetvminugesfitst, They 61 |
gradually sl owing down, and after a day, the po
few million of them on your skin, and maybe ten
then on, they only reprade enough to maintain that same density. You might say the orphids have a
conscience, a desire to protect the environment

nanomachines that anyone tries to unleash. o
fiSelli t, Ond, 0 sangatNekmrai gor, gri nni
AOr phids use quantum computi ng;fieldshteey pr op el

understand natur al | anguage; and theydére networ
AThe orphids wil/ C o mmu n i cntever dw.iAndfas teorphdoet h - b et t
emerges, weoOl | ficeatt iiomt ealnldi gseurpceer haumpalni Al . 0
fThe secret ExaExa project,o mused Jil, watc
AYoubve been designing these orphids all along?
il nayathemantsd esi gned them, 0 said Ond. fABefore |

Nantel some insanely great code. Coherent quantum states, human language comprehension,
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autocatalytic morphogenesis, a layered neural net architecture for evolvabikeAants nailed all
the hard probl ems. 0o
AButo®nslai d Nektar in a pleading tone.

fnWebve been testing the orphids for the | ast
when we release them, 0 said Onadndnowaevesthaugh hi s vo
webr diedathat iitods all good, the execs wonot for

company politics; alotofig ht i ng. Truth is, Jeff Lutyds pul i
hell, | mightas welltellyos hat Lutyds holed up in the friggint
superexpensive quantumirrored walls. Every time | see him he bawls me out for having stopped
his nants. Heds kind of Il osing it. Butrkingsual ly
on. Heds still brilliant, no matter what.oOo
AYou should turn him in to the police!do said
Ond | ooked uncomfortable. Alf you knew Jeff
hi m. He s a | o meokwho die inthe Mdue rockds acgidem® was the only
person Jeff ever |l oved. Yes, Jeff ©66s obnoxious
ti me. Being cooped up isndét good for Iwhom. He th
knows, he might actually do it. | VeauddelMd@ a s hame
AOnd, 0 said Nektar. fAJefwbrldLout y wants to shat
AHeds suffering enough as it i s, ginsokdryd Ond.
cofinement. And most of the ExaExa board understa
recognize that if we do things my way, the orphids will be autonomous, incorruptible, cost free. And,
inthelongrun,pot s wi | |  elliyoa sognething élse.l Albig downside of keeping Jeff
around is that he wants to create an improved breed of nants. And, as it happens, my orphids are the
best possible defense. 1toés |i ke Jeff ahogp | are
ahead. So thatodés why 1 6ve gotten informal appro
AHa, 0 sai d Nek tyaurself.Ydu wgnipto staxt thd sanie mightmare all over
again!o She tried to snatch tthefvihalr frream hOn NGk
symmetric features were distorted by unhappines
machines eating everything!o

AMommy donét yell!o0o shrieked Chu.
AChi I |, Nektar, o0 said Ond, fenadagydwer rmifdotw
euphoria? Believe me, these |little fellows aren

as a talking dog. He has a petabyte of memory and he crunches dktagppata. One can converse
with him quite well. Watch and listeam. He s ai d a &dmachmagodediWeln u mber s
addresd and an orphid interface appeared within the webeyes of Chu and the four adults.

The orphids in the vial were presenting themselves as cute little cartoon faces, maybe a
hundred of them, stylized §ew smileys with pink dots on their cheeks and gossamer wings coming
out the sides of their heads.
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AiHel |l o, orphids, o0 said Jil. Bixie | ooked up
ineffably sweet and vulnerable behind the dancing imafjearmmachines.

AHel l o, Jil, 6 sang the orphids, their voices

AnAfter | rel ease yrmdaltHeeuttle@sohwsi,n It hwea nSa ny ofFur a noc |

Ond told the orphids. A Ri tlemetryllaanto, eBhnfigotexaexad a st e
dotorgslashmer zboat . 0

ACan you shoVWish30 atheadr gphiitd$d easked. Their m
insect choir, the individual voices slightly off pitch from one another.

fiThoseare cuttléis h , 0Omd, dpoi nting to Craigordéds hol din

we 61 | release them into the bay. Okay by you, C

ANo way, 0 said Craigor. AThese Pharaohs took
Ond. o

ATheydr e myfisddha,dd yedcsbtacaud t Maem

Al ol |l buy them from you, 0 said Ond, his eyes
your boat, too. They can map out your stuff, ne

publicity for your sculpture comes in. Your assemblagesheillittle societies. The Al hook makes
them hot. o
iMar ket rate, 0 mused Cr diguganmd OndinQdntly yransfesredr e . 0

the amount. nAAIlI right! o said Crai dovhatNeRtaWi r et ap
said. Death row 0

ifWerendt you | istening to what Ond said abou
Nektar. AWebre doomed if he opens the vial .o Sh
wife, keeping the orphids out of her reach, his grin a tensesrictw was screaming again.

AiStop it, Ond!o exclaimed Jil. Things were s
orphids on my boat. |l dondét want them on my kid

ATheydre harmless, 0 said Ond. Al guarantee i
anyway. | just thought it would be fun to kick off Orphid Night in front of you guys. Be a sport, Jil.
Hey, | isten up, orphids, youdbére our friends, ar

inYes, Ond, yes, 0 chorused the orphids. The d
waverng beats.

AnThat was very nice of you to think of us, O
take your family home now. Theyobére upset and yo
beer. Put the orphids away. o

Al think ttndelking tahgrewmt i dea, 0 put in Crali
tagging my stuff is good, too. My assembl ages ¢

AThank you, Craigor, 0 said OfisdtankHbistimehened c |
di dndét s ee . Merkshed him romrbehimdy a beer bottle clutched in her hand, and she
struck his wrist so hard that the vial of orphildswy free. The chaotically glowing jar rolled across
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the deck, past Jil and Bixie, past Craigor and Momotaro. Chu caught up wiihlthad, screaming
like a banshee, wrenched it open and threw it high into the air on a trajectory toward the tank.
AStop the yelling!od yelled Chu. Perhaps he w
tidy!o
Through her webeyes, Jil saw illuminatgbhid-dots spiraling out of the vial in midair, the
paths forking and splitting in two. And now her webeyes overlaid the scene with a tessellated grid

showing each orphidés | ocation. Some were zZo0O0mMmi
onthepynk crowding t he b avando@sskepapopping upakthe nanomachiies vi e w
multiplied.

Jil hugged Bixie to her side, covering the s

the orphids off her. Ond bent forward, rubbing his witigor gave Nektar a quick embrace,
calming her down. And then he stared into the tank, using his webeyes to watch the orphids settle in.
Momotaro stood at his fatherdéds side. Chu | ay on
into the sky soaking up orphid info from his webeyes. Nektar removed the special contact lenses
from her eyes.

AiDo you at | east you have an 6undod6 signal f
ALIi ke you did for the nant s@&ildfeltQiffdrent. Humanhistooyt e h a d
had changed for good.

AOrphid computations arend6t reversible, o sai

coll apsing their quantum states. Decoherence. I
Al camwet ymelldbire ruining the world, o snapped N
Al want you off our boat,o Jil told Ond agai
Goddés sake, dondét spread the word that you did
reporters trampling us. o
ASorry, Jil, o0 refipgeed. OMds wir gghti washiokay. i
|l 6m vlIogging it live. 1todés already on the Web.

Craigor hustled Ond, Nektar, and Chu onto one oMbez Boab s pi ezmgpds,ast i ¢ di
which would ferry them to the dock and return on its own. The dinghy was like an oviasfeliyth
a low rim around its edge. It twinkled with orphid lights.

AiWatch me on the news! o called Ond from the

*k%

AAr e we r i gohutn dt?00 jJuislt assiktedarCr ai gor next. NSk
emergency environmental cleanup? | feel itchy a

AThe feds would trash our boat and it woul dn

out of the bottleuhdr goadndnfetpkbancedraopandin
little guys are reproducing dast.| see thousands of théreach of them marked by a dot of light.
Theybébre mell ow, donét vyou t hifrskifthelbayolknean,ldn mi g ht
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already paid me for them. And thereds orphids a
wi zards. 0 He got busy with his scoop net.

Jilds webeye grid of or fdikeiEschevtesgellapon whichveas had b
thousands of cells widevith the central cells big, the outer cells tiny, and ever more new cells
growing along the rim. The massed sound of so many orphids was all but unbearable.

il hate their voices, o0 said Jil, half to her
little high, and after al/l her work on recovery
was never enough for Jil; she always wanted to go all the way into the black hole of oblivion.

Ails this better ?0 c¢ ameeoghids.nbeanarty hao became ane.e v o |

AYou actually do understand us?eyedmages asked t
slewed around as Craigor carriedfiisst dr i pping net of cuttles to t
them to the bay waters.

fiWe understand you a I|ittle bit,o0o said the vc
the best for you and your family, Jil MerzWe 61 | al
Boatas our garden of Eden, ocar &d aombgws do test si
Aaloell try,o said Jil. I n the unadorned natur

laughing to see the freed cufikh jetting about in the shallow waters near the boat.
AfWebre not gonna be sett i macabtionedkthetkidlseHePhar aoh

smiled and dipped his net into the holding tank
Maybe theydre gonna be okay. o

AMaybe, 0 said Jil, letting out a deep, shaky
at my cup, 0 she observed. #Altds crawlingd with t

some endlessly ramifying ideal language that wantsfioel@ word for every single part of every
worldly thing. A thicket of metalanguage setting the nawadran evegreater remove from the
named. 0 Her mind watwastike thendrphidgs weré rhaking\Wwey sndhrser. Her

hand twitched; some of her tea spilled onto the
bringing it under control, normai zi ng it into their bullshit cons
ni bbled to death by nanoducks, Craigor. Wedre n

AProfound, 0 said Craigor. fAMaybe we can col |l

find new arrangements for tMerz Boatinventory, and if they transfer a payment, | physically lug
the objects into the new positions. And the orplffigare out the shortest paths. Or, wait, we get
some piezoplastic sluggies to do the heamvy | i ft
bringing in more great s tMerkz Boatcah bie,llike, My physicdli s | ov a
blog. And you can dance and be beautiful, at the same time intoning heavy philosophical raps to give
our piece some heft. o
AMen ar e i mmelkgirausirglthg orghids tonla@pk dt the exact intimate details of
womends bodies, 0 said Jil with a shudder. iCan
Craigor spoke no response to this. fisherl ower e
of Merz, afisher of men. Peace, dear cdideh . 0
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The empty dinghy swam back toward them, orghitike a ferry, nosing up to its mooring
on the side of th#&lerz Boat Spooked by the dinghy, the skittish cutdé maneuvered and changed
colorsforshety. Their skins were thoroughly bespeckl
voluptuous contours.

AVol uptuous?06 said Jil

Al didnét say that out | oud, did I ?0 said Cr
mutters. This orphidnet link is lktelepathy almost. | better be a good boy. Or learn how to damp
down your access to my activities. Whoops, did
Jil. In case you didndét know. 0

AAl ready?0 said Jil, h o Iridgithe ghangas to hdrselfandtharn d . S

family, but now she let herself see the dots orfimgers, dots on her palms, dots all over her skin.
The glowing vertices were connected by faint lines with the lines forming triangfese Anesh of
small trianglecovered her knuckles; a coarser mesh spanned the back of her hand. The
computational orphidnet was going to haveteak articulated models of everything and
everyon® including the kids.

Yes, the orphids had peppered Momotaro and Bixie like chicke@iuoxhis was happening
way too fast. God damn that Ond. Jil knelt beside Bixie, trying to wipe one of the dots off her
daughterds smooth cheek. But it wouldndét come |
her a zoomedh schematic image of a knot long-chain molecules: an individual orphid. They were
far too tiny to dislodge.

AWedre Iiskei mudtviert ual net
on the deck, each parent holding one of the kids.

ALook out Jitpgoietnge, 6 sai d

The orphids were twinkling in the bay waters, on the bridges and buildings of San Francisco,
and even on the foothills and mountains surroun
when Ond had said it would only take a daythe orphids to cover Earth. But everything as far as
the eye could see was already wrapped in meshes of orphid dots.

, 0 said Craigor,

Al dondt know whether to shit or go snowbl in
does that expression come from? Like, whf o se t wo particular options?c¢

Al dm so scared, o0 said Jil in a tight wvoice.
They make me want to use again. Il want to turn

AJust relax, Jil, o0 said Cr ariwgefightingfiWhatea abou't
pair of | ovebirds, hey?090

il guess Chu puts them under a | ot of stress

AfYeah, o said Craigor, patting Jil éawmdacheek . i

drunken maniac. And this is the same guy who é&exth three years ago. Weird. Did you notice

the way Nektar was talking about her new friend Jose? | see an affair taking shape. | hope Ond
doesnét try and seduce you, Jil. I can tell heo
withorphd s tracking every inch of everyoneds body.
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The world as theyd6d known it was over, but C
nature would really change. @AYol okay?0 he said
AOh, Craigor, o0 said Jil, leaning her head on
for me. | 6d be |l ost without you. 0 Drained by sh

on the soft deck with the kids.

*k*k

Riding ashoren theMerzBoab s di nghy, Chu wi shed they coul
with them. She fascinated him.

The orphidnet hookup got better and better all the way home. Chu realized that, with his eyes
cl osed, he coul d st il Icowslaughin®andplaging with&éer lrothern her p
With orphids blanketing the world, it was like your eyes were everywhere. Chu liked seeing with his
eyes closed. He could hear everything, too. The orphidnet converted the mipuessine
vibrations of the qvhid-mesh into audible sounds.

Before they got home, Chu saw police waiting at their house. He told Ond, but Ond said he
wasnodét scared. When they got out of the car, on
and acted cr azy oseoChu andNektat wehténdhe leouske anthOral bot in the
police car. Nektar was mad; she said the cops might as well keep Ond for all she cared. She said Chu
could watch video, and then she went and lay down on her bed with her pillow over her heaal like sh
always did when she was upset.

Chu didndét bother with the video; he just | a
Ond in the police car. He saw Bixie and Momotaro playing oivitez Boat And he swam around
inside one of the cuttissh Craigo had thrown back into the bay.

It was both dreadful and fascinatingtobe acfittldh, especi ally when Chubt
rubbing up against another cufikh, tangling his tentacles with hers. The cfile were doing
repr oduct i dishgilffi@dhdsqustedow egéish @ d C h ufiGrsfertitized thiem.eHis
heart beat fast. After the sex, he and his dusthegirlfriend began eating algae off the rocks,
scraping it up with their be fskgirlfriend nad gohehHen, al |
jetted about looking for her, to no avail.

I n the real worl d, Chués arms were hurting.
were having dit . She was angry. Chu reali zedfloromdbd not o
imitate the attlefis h6s t ent acl es, heéd al so been chewing o
pants. He felt silly. Nektar helped him into so

cuttlefish anymore, and Nektar went back to her room.

*k*k
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Nektar feltguilty about yelling at Chu for wetting his pants again. Her family life was an
endless round of lodese. She lay back down on her bed, closed her eyes, and watched Ond arriving
at the jail. But then she got distracted.
Thanks to the orphidnet, shecdul see t he insides of all the ne
wondered about that Lureen Morales in the mansion at the very top of the hill. Lureen was famous
for her coarse sexiog, Caliente.Lureen never talked to Nektar. Even though their paths crassed

few times a week, Lureen always acted |ike shebo
on meds? With the slightest touch o-butimed!| | , Nekt
medicine cabinet, and yes, it was loaded with prescriptidactke. While Nektar was at it, she

examined Lureends jewelry, her shoes, and her i

The thought of sex turned Nektards thought s
knowing how, she managed to send avirtualaogy her sel f t o Josefioer apartn
of a retrditted yellow Victorian on Valencia Street, right across the street from Puff, the restaurant
where they worked together. It was like she cdiydip out of her body into the sky and tHen
back down.

Jose was |lying on his bed in his underwear |
eyes were closed. He was in the orphidnet, too.
body to his mental location; she came up behind awieetme out |l i ne of him and s

He turned; his skifilled in; his mouth opened in a grin. For fiwst time, they kissed.

They were in, like, a temple. A higllomed round room with bouncy Buddhisbking
monks against the walls. The litle monkew e n 6t human; they were | i ke t
pointed coolie hats decorated with blinking blue and green eyes. The monks were orphidnet Als.
They were chanting.

Humans were in the virtual temple, too, adoring the new beings they were seeing in thei
minds. Upon a round altar in the middle of the room stood a-tuatyshape of light, a glowing
giant woman, messily dressed, Eurad@king, old, with narrow eyes and short greasy white hair,
her head nearly scraping the high dome. She was stuiiigrggowd, her expression a mixture of
curiosity and disdain. Rather than speaking out loud, the glowing woman was projecting thoughts
and words via the orphidnet. She said she was an angel.

*k*k

Al see colored dots on ewvkarknessiadfalben, theyMerenot ar o
wel | into Orphid Night. A full moon edged over
orphidsthegromu ps wer e arguing about. o

AOrphid, 6 sai d Bixi e, refirrqae re.d| grphidpmphedh, ng he
Il 6m gl ad they dondét bite. o
Theyére talking to us, o0 said Momotar o.
They sound | i ke teachers, 0 said Bixie.

Can

f
fi Shu
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ABl ah blah blah, 6 echoed Momot ar oesohlimeughi ng.
video game, orphids? Oh, yebhddaohat dléngag asned Baws
shooting at toons he was seeing in the air.

Al want to see the Spice Dolls show, 0 said B
Feather. Hi,girls. A e you having a party?o

*k*k

Waking up to the kids6é chatter, Craigor unde
Web now. The orphids had | earned to directly in
out his contact lenses and remowesiearbud speakers and throat mike. Jil shifted, rubbed her face,
opened her eyes.

AnCheck i1t out, Jil, no more Web hardware, 0 s
you getting video into my head? Magnetic vortices in the occipital lobes, yBus&o uo6r e | i ke s
lice. Wavy. And | can turn it off, | hope? Oh, | see, like that. And | havewe#d access control.
Awe s ome. Leave the pictures on for now, |l 6m | ov

AOh God, does I|t?hoi smuhnabviee dt oJ ible. riiela f eel dizzy.
dondét | i ke the kids having so much access. 0 She
AvVideo turns kids into zombies, Craigor. And no
under my skin. o

F-a o o sdiddMomotaro, cradling an invisible rocket launcher.

More tea, Fancy?0 said Bixie, holding an un
With a slight twitch of will, Jil and Craigor could tune their viewpoints to the virtual worlds

the kids were playing. Really quite harmless. And the orptidamed visual images were of very

good quality. The webeye overlays had always been a little fuzzy and headachy.

ot It

AThis i s gonna hurfisht e smandk €tr afigrormy cuttl e

ABut Amphi Visilbinngviddresen|di Dl anyas . I 611 st
death row. o

ADond6t think that way, o0 said Jil. #AYou have
nowbeverythingds going to be so differaalba . Wil Il
terminally distracted. 0

Al toll befiseandouttts b , asahd Craigor. Al o611 al wa

can see their meshes under the boat right now. One cuttle, sorfiefock and a sal mon. O
iYeah, bufisharbwatchgydu? ¢ h e

Al can al wéyls, @udsasimadr€r ai gor . AGi ve me s ome
goes, people will still do things anyway. Hu man

AfKar ma yoga, o0 said Jil. AHey, orphids, can vy
dots? They bother me; i1itds |ike having to see e
|l i sten up, ki ds, Mommy and Daddy dondédt want you
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fLeave them alone for now, MoutthetrheHenne,ws .soai d
The news was all about the orphids, of course. ExaExa was blaming Ond Lutter; he was in
police custody now. ExaExa said the orphid release had taken place on a San Francisco-Bay squid
fishing scow namehlllerz Boat and here were some pictures
Jil and Craigor glanced up to see buzzing drlgazameras against the night sky, their
lenses like glowing eyes. Shit.
nAt | east theyodre not spraying solvents on u
AThe authorities consideredinhahedorsaeddsheni
too late. We orphids have already blanketed the whole West Coast. And great numbers of us are

traveling overseas in the jet streams. o0 A secon
The news imagery segued to Ond, on tepsof the hulking Bryant Street jail in San
Francisco, giving a press conference to a crowd

need to know more about the ongoing events of Orphid Night, the sheriff was letting Ond talk for as
long & he liked, lit by an arch of glghts.

*k*

Ond was verbose, geekly,foent. The beer and tobacco had worn off. He was speaking
clearly, selling the notion of the orphidnet.

AWhat with t h dloprapacaymiyetch orghid,dhe folletdaxillion-strong
orphidnet will boast ten ubbabytes of memory being processed at a télopbbbé® ubbameaning
tentothethitys i xt h power, 0 said Ond to the crowd by t#h
infli ct techie | ar theaphidnet s fess pdwerfol thanfivdsetree Martian-nant

sphere, but even so, the orphidnetbs total powe
exdlop | evel. My former companyds name was well ¢
orphidnethas t he computati onal clout that youdd get
dogpile of humans mounded a hundred deep. 0
AHow will the orphidnet i mpact the average ¢
ADi ve find aod, 0 ur ged Qilataundfyol.rAryone cap dipirdoritet i s
at any ti me. | tficlilal b a ntted rhii gge nwietsh sarotni, and | 6n
people. Why woul dnét they? People are interesti
AWhat aboprti tihlee d eecs sp ave gpecalizedhWeh cdcoensést chear ? 0
AThe oarephedsnterface, 0 said Ond. ANobody nee
peoplefir st and buil ding Gaiabs mind. 0
AThat 6s the ExaExa sl ogan, ofiradgomand disadwed n ot her
responsibility for your actions. o

Nl 0vefirbdebefore, 0 sai d Gexda 6 silrte adlo epsrnodbt! emma tw i
that | released the orphids before theycdigdu r e out a way to charge for
gonna be free. And, listent me, | i sten. The orphids are our fr
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wedre going to get. |l &m counting on them to pro
Remember: Jeff Luty is stildl at | arge. o
AHow soon do you expe&ect to be freed from pri
Al dm | eaving now, 0 said Ond. Al woul dnodét be
was, with a full awareness of the exact positio

Als helping him, Ond was able to simply walk off througé tnowd.

I n the crowd were some very angry people who
Earth away from her old state; singleandedl y hedd made the déci si on
possibly forever. Ond was in a very real danger of bdmgbgd, beaten to death, or hung from a
lamppost.

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 been so keenly tuned into the orphidnet as Ond,
they could lave caught him. But probably not. The orphids were, after all, quite fond of Ond.

A grinning guy at the back of the crowd gave Ond a bicycle; Ond recognized him as a friend,
a fellow nanotech enthusiast named sadgmarddfom Roj as
the view of the stilcoagulating lynch mob. Guided by the-sdleing orphids, Ond cut through the
exact right alleys to avoid the people and the cars.

But there was no way to avoid the drafjgrcameras. Alone on the moonlit side streéts o
San Francisco, Ond asked the orphids to disable all the dragameras following him. The
devices clattered to the street like dead sparrows. Next Ond had the orphids systematically change
every existing dat abase r<ehsyforahe orghidst@reachindoalh o me 6 s
the worl dbébs computers.

But when he asked the orphids to make him invisible on the orphidnet, they balked. Yes, they
would stop broadcasting his name, but the integrity of the wapdshning mesh of orphids was
absdutely inviolable. Ond recalled an ExaExa design meeting where he himself had insisted that the
orphid operating system include this very principle of Incorruptible Ubiquity.

Before long, people would deguring out how to track Ond in real time. And digwn
theredd be no safe place on Earth for him.
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CHAPTER 4

Chuds Knot

Meanwhil e, Chu was |lying on the rug, being c
He was mad at Nektar for yelling at him.
Eyes closed, he was studying the new living thingse orphidnet: shiny disks on short
thick stalks, with the disk edges curled under. Virtual mushrooms! Each mushroom had six or seven
eyes on top, and the fatter mushrooms had baby mushrooms growing out of their sides. Some were
boys and some were girl§hey were cute and friendlyand glad to talk to Chu. When he asked
where they came from, they said they were emerg
their favorite thing to look at. They spoke really well, although often their thoughts @emoss in
fatter chunks than just sentences and words.
Chu steered the conversation around to digtie One of the cartoony mushrooms said,
ALook, 0 and he sdatafloveind to@hexaexa.brg/meczhoatt Ahiedecided to
analyze the dataihself, with the orphidnet Als helping him.
Pretty soon he noticed something interesting about thefcsitti&very so often, one of them
would totally disappear.
Chu wondered how this could be. One of the mushroom Als obligingly did a quick search of
al the science papers in the world and found a
than a decillionth of a meter away, and that objects can quantuml back and forth between the
worlds, thus seeming to disappear or, on the othed,F@merge from nothing. The paper called the

worl ds Abranes, 0 |i ke in fimembranes. 0
i Wh é:net something down it always stays put, o
AfPeople coll apse the quantum states of thing

thecapofherhea. fiThe watched pot never boils. Objects
observer .o

AfSometimes | do | ose things, o0 allowed Chu. i
away. 0

AWhen things are on thei runmehonte othbgrchnassea
agreed the mushr oom. AROr maybe someone from the

APeople in the ot hefishwoor Isdaiadr eChtua k ifinBgu to uwme 6cr ue
to watch the cuttkesh all the time. So they showddt ay put . 0O

AOr phi ds ar e guant uobsercepheypniangteAs . oT peyddosabt
some bossy school marm who keeps everyone in the
possible for an orphithgged cuttlésh to quantuntunneltoa par al | el brane. 0o

AWhat 6s the name of the other worl d?0 asked
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AWhat ywwdulkde to call it?0 asked the mushr oom.

ifLet 6s call it the Hibrane, o0 said Chu. AANnd
person cathing a cuttlés h ? 0

ALetbés try, o0 said the mushroom. AAha. o0 A mom
figures like big, sloamovi ng peopl e made of | ight. ATheyodor e |
time!d exclai med t he aryguantuecomputingfoldmdd ar@landinggro od, s
them. No more sneaking. Look.,fishboKHedsheltews buH
hi mself in just tHeheilghtt ¢ alceck filellesdabaketd @&

AMgood idea, 0 said Chu.

The orphidnet showed him scenes of glowligyires that oozed about, cunningly managing
to catch hold of the rapid but bewildered cdih. And in other scenes the gauzy, monumental
figures displayed themselves to little groupwvofshipful 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 a
giant old woman of light, silently moving in slow matiaLinking his virtual self into the site, Chu
realized the woman was speaking via the orphidnet. She said she was from a better world where
people didnét use computers and didndt endanger
at him, which mad him uneasy. He pulled away, although he would have likeddmut where his
mother had gone.

AThe Hi braners have al ways been around, 0 sai
i I 6 m-mohiagtthee info. People have never been sure if Hibranenmgalkethey called them fairies

or spirits or angels. Theyo6re out of quantum ph
in their peripheral vision. The Hibraners may sometimes have caused people to hear voices or see
Vi si ons. Betsyowot Begdrvea the orphidnet. o

AiCan | go to the Hibrane and visit?o0o asked C
at him about wetting his pants while he was being a figtle . Hedéd run away to an:i

AMaybe, 0 sai d timer awalritngnutsd r tohdeanchptionr ane wou
problem. Youdd get your mind into a special sta
of jumping you to the Hibrane. o

AEncryption! o exclaimed Chu. Al I|ike breakin

i T toavel between the two worlds, a Hibraner turns offebBervation and spreads out into
an ambiguous superposed state, and then she observes herself in such a way so as to collapse down
into the other brane. 0

AWhich part of that. is encryption?0 asked Ch

AThe encryption |ies in the-owaseriveatwhlhingld sShe
mushroom. AWe c¢an v i-neechanical oparator based ong Sjpeciumerieah t u m
pattern. And that would be the encryption code. Think of the asdke orientation of a higher
di mensi onal vector connecting the branes. It 6s
right direction. I believe the direction code i
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AfGoody, 06 said Chu. Heatd eshudrgdtagraphyneht s
figure out that code rcihgahntnenlowat tWecdokl.l0 use a ti mir
Ailtéds fun working with you, o0 said the mushro

*k*k

Ond took a circuitous route toward his house in the Dolores Heights district of Sand@ancis
Whenever his enemies got too close, the orphids warned him.
Meanwhile the new world of the orphidnet was opening up around him. Every word, thought,
or feeling brought along a rich association of footnotes and commentary. He could see, after a
fashion with his eyes closed. Every single object was physically modeled in the orphidnet: not just
the road around him but also the interiors of the houses, the people inside them, the contents of the
peopl eds pockets, and their bodies under their
Ondwasnot alone in the orphidnet. There were
wanting to harangue, threaten, interview, or congratulate him. And, just as Ond had hdpadl arti
intelligences were emerging in the orphidnet as spontaneously as roarKeortex streets of
eddies in a brook, as naturally as thdémensional Belouse¥habotinsky scrolls in an excitable
chemical medium. Just like the BZ patterns in the Martian-sinére. Nobody had ever really
talked to those nasiased Als, but thesephidnet guys seemed approachable and even friendly.
Ond decided to call them beezies.
The beezies were offering Ond their information services. They wanted to share whatever
intellectual adventures he could cook up. The saftdiped Als looked like dared jellyfish, and
they spoke in compound glyphs that Ondds brain
It was a pleasant night, very warm, fivst day of September, with a bright full moon. As
Ond rode the bicycle and dodged his pursuers, he began organizing a wefkspéamself in the
orphidnet. He visualized himself as a Christrtrag trunk with his thoughts like branches. With the
orphidnet agents helping him, he effortlessly added all his digital documentsise and blogs to
the tree construct, which now toon a life of its own, automatically answering some of the
guestions people were messaging him. Ond busied himself hanging links to favorite bits of info on
his branche® trimming the minetree. He was having fun.
Passing the old, brick Mission Street Ayry a mile from his house, it occurred to Ond to see
how things were going at home. It would be horrible if his enemies got there before him. Thank God
the orphids had hidden his houseb6s address.
I n his mindds eye, Ond s tmawvadljingonftheimbédl v i n t he

sul king? No, she was in the orphidnet. Nektar d
was able to follow her path. He found virtual Nektar doing something with her friend Jose. Ond
didndét | i ke s e swarhg, vitleéckef. wi f e wi th the

Nektar and Jose were attending some kind of virtual gathering, an impromptu religious
service with a choir of beezies surrounding a luminous womanlike form upon an altar. The glowing
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being was dinitely conscious, but she seemedhmer like a human nor like an orphidnet Al. A third
kind of mind? Other bright forms lay in every direction, drifting amid the fringes of his th@ughts
Just then three virt ua HreehdistmatingshimpThmsitead I nt o O
wanted to Rl him, but the third was his scientiiiend Mitch from MIT, already in the orphidnet
from the East Coast. Ond had an intense and rewarding chat with Mitch; bandwidth was so much
higher in the orphidnet than in normal human conversation. Mitch forndudatieeory about how the
emerging orphidnet minds would scale up. Quite effortlessly, Ond and Mitch set some obliging
orphidnet agents in moti od atdawaged théresults.dat a t o t e

*k*k

Although Nektar appreciated the thearic s et t i ng of the virtual do
thesec al | ed angel at its center. Shedd never |i kec
Ari zona for UCLA, Nektards mot her, Karen Lundqu
evanglist. Nektar had to go up to her neck in deldtricsh her degree. At least Ond had paid off the
debt.

The old angel made molass&ew gestures, all the while messaging pictures and words via
the orphidnet. Her name was Gladax. She said her peopleaweregods compar@&d t o Ne
which seemed a little dubious given that the angel was wearing dark green sweatpants and-a cheap T

shirt with a dragon on it. She was dressed I|ike
somehow Nektar coulll that the giant old woman was really quite well off. She was stingy rather
than poor.

She said that her people had been visiting Earth for centuries, although this happened to be
herfir st trip. She said shedd c bk thanksthodhe arphgleand ow t he

she wanted to be in on the big night. Also she
to live with no digital technology at all. She said there was a highed (sith called it lazy eight. To

Nektar, Glnadaxxihs asdbmmnded | i ke the same | ine of
up something you |ike for something you canot i

Nektar must have been unconsciously messaging her thoughts to the angel, for now the angel
turned her great slow head tar® at her. The angel messaged that although she did like to dress
economically, she was in fact the mayor of San Francisco in her world. The angel added that she was
seventytwo years old, and that she would give Nektar some good advice. Nektar seemes¢o
her.

iTake your boyfriend and enjoy your bodies,
hand in a languid trail that sent a shower of ensgprks to settle down upon Nektar and Jose. Her
words came across deep and slow, withamusical Asi accent . fAWake up from t

The sparks energized Jose; he stopped staring at the angel and tugged Nektar into a side room
whose walls were covered by marblelike slabs patterned in sftmyng scrolls and swirls. Nektar
and Jose laid down dmqmade love. It was over too soon, like a wet dream.
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The marble room morphed into Joseds apartmen
trying to keep talking to Nektar. Jose was puzz
freakingout. Hecul dndét remember things right. He said t

he should kill himself and go to heaven for good. Nektar messaged him to please wait, she was going

to come to his apartmentintie s h, and t hat hliketheed hedavenybte!l t anyt h
And then she too was sitting up, eyes open,

the details of what had just happened. But she knew two things. She needed to be with Jose in his

apartment on Valencia Street. And sleeded to leave Ond forever. She would never forgive him for

ruining the cozy, womany real world and making life into a giant computer game. Quickly she

packed a suitcase with her essentials. She felt odd and remote, as if her head were inside a glass

bubbe . She didnét want to face what she was about
J os e wa s wietker.&Sheveauld bagte him; together they could make a newWlhig.

had he wanted to kill himself just now? A strong, sexy man like that. Nektar shob&adterfeeling

that same mixture of tenderness and contempt th

unrealistic ideas. Shedd give Jose something to
one bit.

But, oh, oh, oh, what about Chu@dving her bedroom, Nektar regarded her son, lying on the
rug. He wasndét trembling anymore; he | ooked con
orphidnet was catnip for him. I f she interrupte

possibleto leave him here?

She leaned close to kiss Chu gdmeb. Little Chu, her owfiesh, how could she abandon
him? He twisted away, muttering about numbers and @gttle . O h , finehm@hdCohd; ldeavas
much more like Ond than like Nektar. Ond would bene@ny minute to watch over him.

The invisible bubble around Nektards head fe
was going to lose her mind. Tears wetting her face, she ran out to her car and headed for Jose. She
passed Ond on his bike witlioeven slowing down. Hurry home, Ond, and take care of our Chu. |
canodét do it anymor ebye.l 6m bad. Il 6m sorry. Good

A mob of some kind was blocking the road two blocks downhill. Nektar went down a side

street to avoid the jam.

*k*k

While Ond and his@entist friend Mitch waited for the beezies to report back with
information about the upper levels of the orphidnet, Ond sent a virtual self to check on Nektar. She

wasnodét in that cultish group gather idrfOgdwasny mor e .
interrupted again. A realiorld dog was chasing his bike, barking and baring his teeth as if he meant
to bite Onddéds calf. Ond screamed and snapped fu

dogs. He hopped off the bike, nearly falling onfaise. Frantically he began throwing gravel at the
brute, which was sftitient to send him skulking back into the shadows. Standing there, Ond had the
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strange realization that he could hardly rememb
orphidnet The memori es wer en @there. dusthawdNektarchaddbeent hey we:
doingd what? And Ond had been talkingstovho? When he wastf ne, Ondés memori es

orphidnet were like Web links without a browser to open them.

On his bike, Ond let Bimind 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 larger swirl, up through a few dozen levels, and ehdamg wi
inscrutable orphidnetspanning sujxerezie at the top. Quite wonderful.

As for those luminous humanoid beidgthe Als now reported that these werecsdled
angels from a parallel sheet of reality that had recently been dubbed the Hibrane. Therdeist
models indicated the highspace distance to the Hibrane must be about a thirtieth of a vatometer,
that is, 0.03 decillionths of a meter. Due to the RandalSitter interbrane warp factor, Hibraners at
this remove would be scaled six times largpan regular humans and would move six times slower.

I n addition, the Hibranersd quantum phases w
that Hibraners barely interacted with normal light or matter, which in turn explained why hardly
anyone hd noticed them before the orphids had begun sticking to them. Viewing alien angels in the
orphidnet seemed both miimbggling and natural. It made a kind of sense that the quantum
computing mental space of the orphidnet could serve as a meeting grouadrbetw orders of
being.

But before Ond could begin considering this more deeply, he was distracted by a news feed
saying that the courts had dropped charges against him. The orphidnet beezies proudly told him
theydd hacked t he supls. B timerewas stllehe mafier df the tabdaringf t r
l ynch mob pushing toward Ondds curr efigiredbubcat i on
how to see Ond via the orphidnet.

An urgent message popped up ©Onddhmbidjatect or Roj a
Hector was on his way in his car to offer Ond a fresh means of escape.

Ond pumped his bike up the hill toward home.

*k*k

Chudés wor ki ng hypot hmeeshanical aparator at thahearttofthe quant u
angel sto-waordjumpidy technigue involved raising a numerical representation of a given
object, such as a cutlish, to a certain exponential powérproducing an encrypted result of the
form cuttlefish. Chu knew all about this style of encryption from the online cryptdyraptorial
hedd studi ed. Kiwhsdahe secrét oode needeasl to break thd encryption.
In search oK, Chu and the mushrooms delved into the ftp.exaexa.org/merzboat data stream.
First of all, theyfigured out how to represent each of the giig@red cephalopods as a binary
number. And then they studied exactly how long the encryption of each missin{ stuttked taken.
A delicate web of number theory led back from the time intervals to the Itsfof the O bits oK
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munged faster thanehl bits did. This timinghannel attack was a big problem, a heavy crunch, but
the orphidnet made it feasible.

And pretty soon Chu had the intedgétidily laid out as a pattern in the orphidnet. With
access td, he now had some hope of jumping back toth 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 orphidnet allowed him to
visualize a gigundo number like thand 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 and the Als transformed the giant code Kuimtioea pictue
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 was
toobigtofit convenientl y i ntcarryiilou ome timeoasumingworkoh out hi ¢
memori zation. For now, when he Al ookedo at the
orphidnet storage location. Chu gloated over the link, happy with the knowing. AltHough,
given a little timemaybe he coulfind a pattern of just a few hundred bits that would allow him to
generate the thousandéb i t sé worth of <chimes and bl ue spaghe
threemillion-digit jump-code.

A gauzy shape crept into the room, btighand i nsi stent, projecting
the orphidnet. She was a Hibraner, the same one Chu had seen in that temple where Nektar was.

Al dm Gl adax, 0 messaged the big angel, her wvo
stomach tdit her head and shoulders into the living room. She was still wearing that crurshigt T
with the bThar mpydragbdbnSain Francisco in what you
is to warn |little troubl e mak ejunp-cole, Gha. The tast . Donoét
thing lwantisajitsyrapl ague of your peoplesd nasty machine
wanttobewincdup toys. Dond6t be a dummy. Give me acces:

code you stole. o
ANo! 0 edChul battemng down his mind.
The angel held up her sallow, knobby indlexger and gl ared at Chu. A
you, 0 she said. Al &d&m sure youbre a wveade nicwve. d i
Still Chu refused. Looking gn, Gladax extended a ray from Harger. Chu sat up, but
Gladax was all around him. She poked the ray into his skull; it slid in like a skewer into butter; Chu
froze. Gladax began slowly feeling around the core of his brain, trying to reach the ligk to h
orphidnet storage location. Chu began twitching all over. Messaging that she was sorry, Gladax kept
on all the same. Chu found his voice and scream

*k*k

As Ond neared the house, he could see the lynch mob onlykaldgbimd him. Feeling for
Nektar in the orphidnet, he was surprised to di

p42



Rudy Rucker

right past him and, for that matter, past the m
she told him she was on heawto be in the physical presence of her frienddas®d that she was
|l eaving him for good. Before he could say anyth

For thefirst time, Ond accepted that he might have made a mistake in releasing the orphids.
In his howse at last, Ond found little Chu convulsing on the living rdlaar, with a white
haired Hibrane angel woman probing at his brain. Ond cradled the boy in his arms.

AnStop it!o exclaimed Ond. APl ease! 0 The ange
reason. AYoudbre hurting my son! What do you nee
The Hi braner sighed, interrupted her sl ow st
Lutter?0 she messaged presently. Al ém Gladax. Y

AYes. Thr elfakeyerfmmrgeragpau.t of Chuds head. Tal k t

AYour son sctoodlee, 060 usraijdun®p adax. @Al have to er e
hebs so stubborn. What else can | daemg Withaough h
frown, she withdrew the energy ray from within

ifiAre you okay, Chu?0 asked Ond, hugging his

Al still have the |ink to the chimes and the
erase t hemnmmaffaesth., H®rde .a0bsor bed Chubés message cont

AGot it,o0 said Ond, just to make sure Gl adax

AJitsy little gnomes! o exclaimed the Hibrane
your horri bl e maoccrifnoers, myt hdea negdbesr onws rjecausr ney t o )

iLook, |l &m the guy who stopped the nants, 0 s
And Chu can help too. You donét want to scrambl

Gladax frowned, not liking the situatin . A Yes, Ond, you were the h
youdbve made these orphid nanomachines. I donot

There was a huggenugger of voices outside. Someone was honking a car horn. Hector
Rojas.
AMy frieod me, besai 8§ Ond quickly. AChu and I
ol I do what | can t

back to Jil Zonder 6s boat . |
you need an expert on your side.o
inOh, al | right thend,ohgmesavusged N@ludd axo afrtoard c
addl e your brain for real, no gentle probing |
Lutter. o
Awatch me all you I|Iike, 0 said Ond. AAnd | eav
him,anywy ? Dondét you have children of your own?o
AA nephew, 0 messaged Gl adax, showing a |I|itt!/

does the opposite of what | tell him. He jumps branes eve dayf it were perfectly safe! As if
Subdee was nothing to wyg about! Yes, yes, | have to remember that you gnomes have emotions
too. Run along before that mob gets hold of you
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ADo you want t ofishheaan d blhoauww It hfeo-ccaudeteP bee Chungel
asked his father as Ond carried him to the door.

Al heard a little from the orphidnet Als, 0 s
precious. Al call them beezies. o
AThe beezies are good, 0 said Chu in his tone

bei ng mean to me. Ghsethajumnrode. | alnmst haderadvay tollearh thdt er e r
code by heart. o
AiStrong Chu, o0 said Ond, touched by his sonoés
going to need them. But you rest for now. We do
AfOkay, 06 said Chu.
People were yelling just down the hill. Almost here. Moving faster than he would have
t hought possible, Ond got himself and Chu into
out and slewed away from the crowd, following up with a fésghed dougtut move to shake a car
trying to tail them.

*k*

On the way to the boat dock on Third Street,
jump-code, no matter what Gladax and Ond had said. The more he thought about the code, the
simpler it got. Prey soon he couldit it all into his head. And then he had a really good idea. The
core structure of the blespaghettand-chimes pattern was just a special kind of knot with a few
hundred crossings. He rummaged in his pants pocket and found a piggggptistermined to make
the pattern real.

AiWhat are you doing?0 Ond asked him.

Chu di dnodt a nfngessrweré weaving hloswiece éf string into an intricate
Celtic-style knot. But before hignished, he began feeling dozy.

He slouchedagasnt hi s father in the carodés backseat,
orphidnet yet again. He reached oufit@ Momotaro and Bixie. They were running around on the
Merz Boatplaying with a neat new toy that Jil called a shoon. Jil had just now madedf smart
plastic, a soft robot shaped like a little man. Smart, graceful Jil was good both with her hands and
withhighl evel ani mati on code. The shoonds name was
Happy and the kids could see him. They pthgehideandseek game called Ghost in the Graveyard.

The game felt a little creepy because there was one of those oversized angels lagging along
behind Chu, doing his best to keep up. He wasnbo
and a shirwith a big collar. He messaged that his name was Azaroth; he said he was working as an
interbrane cuttliégsherman. He had a sketchy beard and a tight cap on his head with a ponytalil
wadded up on top. He told Chu that Chu should go ahead and pass hiopenp everyone he
knew, because it would be fun to have lots of Lobraners visiting their world no matter what Gladax
said. Azaroth wasnét scared of GI adax, because
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*k*

After her initial half hour of paig, Jil had relaxed and started using the orphidnet, dipping in
and out. When she went in, it was like sleeping, as if the orphidnet users were dreamers pooling
together in the collective unconscioudshitof the h
di dndét have that somatic rush. This said, it wa
the orphidnet. But for Jil, the orphidnet was a manageable tool. She had begun directing her dreamy
visions for a purpose: she wantedited out hav to market Yu Shu athletic shoes.

Yesterday Mr. Kim, the chief of marketing at Yu Shu, hadagled Jil about their need for a
Abel oved | ogoman, 0 and Ji l hadnét even understo
helped her; they searched thelglbnamespacefog ur e out Mr . Ki mbs request
meant to be a little animatdidyure that would symbolize the Yu Shu company: a Michelin Man, a
Reddy Kilowatt, a Ronald McDonald, a Mickey Mouse, like that.

The orphidnet was teeming with péll Al agents. They resembldiegxible umbrellas
patterned with eyes. After telling Jil what Mr. Kim thought a logoman was, the smart umbrellas had
helped her design one by twisting themselves into diverse shapes, modeling possible Yu Shu
logoman designdlil had picked the versions she liked; the other agents contorted themselves into
variations of the chosen shapes; Jil picked aga
logoman that she decided to call Happy. Happy resembled a smiliegagiloe, a dog with a
floppy tongue, and a twiwothed Korean baby.

The orphidnet agents had instantiated Happy by loading his mesh onto a handy lump of
Cr ai gor 6 s0d andrghat away Hagpy began hopping and rolling around on deck. It seemed
Jil had invented a new style of robot; she decided to call such sthmdes And t hen shedd
out of the orphidnet to be all there for this.

Bixie tossed a wooden block; Happy the shoon bounced over to retrieve it, his motions
clownish enough to sertte kids into gales of laughter.

Although it was getting late, nobody felt like going to sleep. With the clear sky and the full
moon high overhead, it was nearly as bright as day. Momotaro and Bixie started playiagdide
seek with the shoon, and a vial version of Chu showed up to join them.

*k*k

Moving around the deck rearranging things in the moonlight, Craigor was watching the kids

pl ay. AThe orphidnet is a |l ocative planetary br
thoughts. waHehpagsétde orphidnet Als. fAThe or phi
can use it as a way to pay very c¢close attention
physical reality. o
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While Craigor talked, Jil made two more plastic Hafigyres. And she launched a bunch of
virtual shoons onto the Net. Some of them stuck around to playahidieeek with Bixie, Momotaro,
the plastic shoons, virtual Chu, and a curiously large humanoid form.

Craigor loved feeling the real and the unreakkmg around him. After a bit, virtual Chu
went away, replaced by Ond in the orphidnet. Ond had a favor to ask.

AWhat 2?0 said Craigor.

ifCan | come back there with Chu?0 asked Ond.
knows where | am all thetm&h ey want to | ynch me. 0

AWhat about Nektar?0 asked Craigor.

nSdehe | eft me for another man. She hates me

APoor Ond, 6 said Jil, who was | istening in.

Craigords mind was spinning r ap.i dOfpllaantse thed
been feeling oppressed by the approach of middl
before Jil, and hed6éd been faithful ever since t

terrible if he had a few affairs? There washiag Craigor liked so much as having women admire at
him. And now that Nektar was on the loose, wow. Her full lips, wifiglyre, heavy blond hair. But
how could Craigor go after her with the orphids showing everyone everything all the time? If Jil

foundout about him being unfaithful, shedd probabl
be a good boy. But was that fair? Did he have t
addiction problem? | f he tHhiedddobesdeand sombdeavei
asking, ADid you get any?0 and Craigor would be

that to meet your maker? With a sense of rattling past an irreversible switch point, Craigor made a
snap decision to gimr Nektar, no matter what the price. All these thoudjlete by in a fraction of a

second. Craigords | ips twitched in a sardoni c,
AiPoor Ond, 06 repeated Jil, taking in Craigorod
AfCan you pheadiengeywydnow?0 messaged Ond. @AWeb

foll owed, but dondét worry, I wonodot stay | ong. W

Chu and | just need a minutédelsewhéecb. our breat
Al Gowilng the orphidnet, 0 said Craigor, wantir

decided to sleep with the mandéds wife. Al have t

Ond. Here comes the dinghy. o
AYoubre not seeingktethe Omidg $Fowmamagels 20| & |
An odd, unsettling question, that. As Craigor waited for the dinghy to return with Ond and
Chu, he studied the giant shiny man whodédd been
form st epp e dcamnyteen craudhed diwa aniddhe cluttered boxes on the foredeck.
fnSee him? Wi th a topknotfiguwetsld whb wasstdl stagimgr , p o i
at him. fAHeds |i ke one of those beingsltun see ou
my head, nothingbés there. You must have had tha
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the orphids is making our hallucinations real. Or they were real all along, and now the orphids are
sticking to them. o

Al see another Bna,@&,spie@drshgndcross the wat
big angel in front of Chudés Ilittle boat. Sheds
boy angel from our boat is dancing ovemovd her e t
sl ow, but they hop fast. o

AThe big angel ds name is Gladax, o0 said Craig
head. AShe says we shouldndét try to go to her w
beaky subbie creatures in betweéeh e wor |l ds. She says their worl do
ours. o

AOQur worldés just as good, o replied Jil. She

topknot. She saw two sheets of reality nestled together, the paired branes making each other glow.
The viewpoint zoomed into the gap between the worlds, showing the angel boy twisting past beaky

subbiet hi ngs | i ke a kayaker avoiding rocks. Al tos

AChu calls the angel sdéd world the Hiadedneene, 0 s
a |link to a magic spell for going there. o Bixie
ATry and catch me, Chu!o

The airflickered and Bixie disappeared. The male angel with the topknot disappeared too;
perhaps heod dax sticok hBiistxnibleak fruBtiatgppn, &d then made as if to poke

an energy ray into Chuds head. But Ond was furi
messing up Gladax6s positi MaerzBogg. The dinghy doc
ABi xitebes Hinbr ane! 06 shouted Chu, scrambling al
Aiwhat. Are. You. Talking about!o said Jil, t
wanted to give him a brutal shake, but yomstead
do to my Bixie?o0
Ond was talking into the air, addressing the

Gladax,yourjumgc ode goes out to every single person on
defenseless for good. 0
ATalk to me, ,Chau,joli mhoil slt @ed dJihle boyds shoul d

AThe angels | ive i n t h#attbne.lHe laokes frightesed.i d Chu i
nAngel Gl adax is mad at me. The angels have alw
bette®d thanks to the orphids. Ifodn out how to jump a person to t he
that. She told me not to share the jump d e . | didndédao mean for Bixie t

AHow?0 interjected Craigor grimly. He was st

have to go after Bixie.o

i T rophidnet Als and | did a timinghannel attack on the disappearing cligleh , 6 b e gan
Chu. 0MANd

More jivdishPouctricetdtCeai gor. AWhereds my da

=14
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ADonoét vyel!/l at him, Craigor, orocdvérytightpunch vy
AChu already gav ecodadtloaks like btuk spagletti and i& soyndstike chimes.
I 61 1 message the |ink to you right now, Jil .o H
big angel, who still had that meriag ray sticking out of herfoimmger . A St op i1 t, Gl ad:
save Jilos daughter. | d o ncode, Jd?8AH right dnén.ONow lett he sub
Chufini sh telling us how it works. o

Craigor got hold of an oar and took out his@migy violently waving it around, stirring
eddies in the air. This had a good effect; Gladax drew back a couple of meters, unable to navigate her

bodyds subtl e ma-tptaeaurrenthr ough the roil ed

AYou dondét have t o us saidChwe hisbvdice maddepirgilghet t i an
del i berate. #fAl have a new vV e-nestiofstring ommis gotketd one . 0
and sat down on the deck. Delicately he tied two loose ends of his intricate tangle, which resembled a
woven br ajoeplcotde 68The t his knot, o0 said Chu, star
tidy. | can remember this. 0

fGet to the point, Chu, o6 puffed Cr ®&hawor , st i
does someone use your freakind code?0

AwWell , In tthhienkanwghed s do it, they stop thinkir
Chu, looking small and uncomfortable amidst the legs of the agitated -gnosvidisfingers were
rubbing his knot. AAnd théeetn they concentrate on

Chu disappeared too

AWedre going after them, Ond, o yelled Jil. A
t hat moony hangdog | ook, Ond! Let s go! o

Ondés pursuers were yelling from the shore.

life. Spotlights lit the water.

AROdour se, Ji want os &iid eOnd. tfhle Hi brane. Let6s
Gl adax has trouble keeping up. Block out her me
| 6d do anything for you. o

AOkay then, Doctoont ejplpemgedehk veel yaitad wahirld, t he b
extremely upset about Bixie of «coUdatergandbdythe al s o

prospect of a wild trip through another di mensi
slam the code, huh? Like meditating before doin
Knot . o

AJust use the link | gave you, 0 said Ond.

In the orphidnet Jil studied the tangled blue spaghetti and the ringing chimes. But try as she
might, sheremained stubbornly aboard thkerz Boat.

ifWe have to |l et go of our internal monol ogue
bet ween our thoughts. O
On a good, serene day, that wouldnét have be

Urgently castingabout for mental leverage, she thought of the Zen koan where the teacher holds up a
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stick and says, dalf you call this a mere stick,
youdre | ying. What do you cal/l it? Quick!o

Jil broke the stick. Ig&e was neither here nor there, neither now nor then, not inside, not out.
The chiming blue spaghetti buried her. She felt a twisting sensation and saw a series of ocean images,
as if she werdéying very low across an endless sea. Some creatures likestiol#tstheir heads
above the surface, snapping at her. Subbies? Jil dodged them readily enough, energized by a
pleasure/paranoia rush straight out of her sudocoke days. It was hard to say how long the jump lasted.
But then something changed, she felt agay@nd hello!

She was in the Hibrane, with Chu and, yes, Ond beside her, standing in a grassy moon
silvered meadow with great trees at the edge. Her skin tingled and, just like that, her orphids were
gone. No matter, her mind was blooming in some new Whag airfilled with a vibrating soundless

hum. A sealed window in Jilds head swung open.
Beyond the trees were the lasipwindows of a city like San Francisco. Nearby weseid
and a hill. Theydédd | anded in the Hibrane versio

Everything here was big and sl ow; everything
pines and eucalyptus trees towered like skyscrapers. The meadow itself was impossibly broad. On
this world, Jil, Chu, and Ond were only a foot high.

Giant people andnmense dogs cavorted ponderously beneath lampposts in the meadow,
moving as if in slow motion. The brightly dressed Hibraners were playfully skimming a wooden
triangle back and forth.

Jil could sense the inner essences of the rocks, the trees, the. géupwas paradise, better
than anything shedd ever felt before. Although
their thoughts. Hibrane telepathy was different from orphidnet messaging. This telepathy was smooth
and all but wordless, fflow of image and emotion.

Jil noticed a dark spot in the meadow, a dog the size of a buffalo, ruminatively chewing
something on the ground. Oh, dear God, where was Bixie?

Without stopping to | ook into thealdhphgros mi nd
elevenyearol d daughterdés name. Jil ds footsteps were
And she seemed to be moving as fast as a car might drive. Thedoed giants stopped playing
and assumed attitudes of fear, as if Jil waefierce demon from a nether world.

Spooked by little Jilds charge, the huge dog
bark. On the ground between his legs dvasly a stick.

AMom! 0 came a sweet voice frommtdwers htaglroevso o
it was Bixie, sitting upon a collapsed leather wineskin. Thanks to the telepathy, Jil could see Bixie in
thedarsk and she could sense her daughterds whol e mi
escaped Jil; she sped to embracegile

il 6m scared of that dog, 0 said Bixie, disent
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il want to take you home now, o0 said Jil, hop
gone, there was no chance of hidnem3oihowgvoulddheyk i nt o
access the magic blue spaghetti code?

Ond and Chu came pounding across the silvered grass, scared of the dog. They joined
Jil and Bixie beneath the bench. Some of the Hitlibraner giants on the lawn were turning to
flee a couple of the others were ever so slowly hunkering down to stare at the Lobraners. The
enormous dog continued his slow, thunderous barking, but showed no sign of wanting to attack.

The Hibranersé clothes were c uAnotbeugiahthaddy ed a
arrived; he had big dark eyes, a straight nose, and a slight beard. He wore a stocking cap with a bun
of hair balled up in a sphere atop his head. Jil recognized him frokleitzeBoat.

The young Hi braner 0s ingacnods her psgcbeh isdnantewas t o Ji |
Azarot h. He said hedd hel ped guide their jumps
Hibraners might regard the Lobraners as dangerous gdoatdsast until they got used to them.

Chu was listening in. Showilyhei cked at the ground, making a
could make that dog da-yi-yiand run away, Bixie. The giants cal
wedre fast.o Not that Chu was actually moving t

ACan we go back?0 Jil asked Chu.

Nf¥s, 0 said Cobbach bosemafitest il | have my spe

intricate tangle of string. Good. Shifting her
just how intensely the man worshipped her.

Ondsmiledaher , knowing that she knew. AThe vibra
the phrase from Jil déds mind. AThis telepathy is
remember every shape | see. 0

Al miss the orphidnet  |wasgoadatit. Magbe we shodldngor i ng h
home with Jil and Bixie. o

ANot yet, o0 protested Ond. Al want to lie | ow
year or two of Lobrane ti me. Il think thatoll on
ti mes as small and six times as fast. Stay and

ABut | | iked being so smart. I |Iiked the bee

AfWe doné6ét need orphids here, Caéanendessépke got
of extra memory space. 0 Ond gazed at Jil. Al 6 m
Jil .o

Al miss the orphids, 0 insisted stubborn Chu.

ANot me, o0 said Jil. Al was | iking my Iife th
Craigor hadbeen seeming restless. And this made staying sober a little harder than before.

AiMaybe | was wrong to unleash the orphids, 0
sorry, Jil. | thought it was the best defense against the nants. Butdnaybe

iOh, bdecantétyour sel f wup, o0 said Jil, feeling a
odd son. fALife will settle down. 0

p.50



Rudy Rucker

il |l ove you, 0 messaged Ond.

Jil could al most have melted into him. Dear
type atbekh. aSbhbhédrl eader in high school, and s
Craigor and Momotaro were waiting at home. It w

that Jil enjoyed the role of jealous jailer. With Nektar out on her own, Craggoned primed for a
reckless move. What if Jil just let Craigor screw all the women he liked? Impossible thought. Jil had
the superstitious feeling that her stable marriage was all that stood between her and sudocoke. It was
very nice to know thatOndael | y and truly |l oved her. But Ond w
Craigor. What would happen if Jil found herself a much hotter man, maybe someone younger? Did
she have to be a puritan in every respect for the rest of her life? Oh, god, where wash&mite
Ond and Chu were probably seeing all these thoughts. Stop it, Jil!
ALet us wuse your magic knot now, Chu, 0 said
AGo ahead, 06 said Chu, Hogeisng fi8rtakaoat sit e ad
blue spaghetti. Anéeel itwithyourfinger s. The touching takes the pl
iMér st, 0 said Bixie.
Chufashed a rare smile at Bixie as he held out

AHurry, Bi xie, 0 urged Jil . #fAlLsgyargelGladexx t her e
And, see, sheds c aranBikim getostofhere. kKhanksiCho.ByeyOad. ! Go
Take care, you two.0 She hesitated, then gave O

Bixie disappeared and then Jil. Gladax was still twenty yardy awer legs and arms
moving at a snail 0 s0rybbke?e . Her net was made of

AfWe dondt have to be scared offlateethapnuswal. ght , O

ANo way, 0 sang Ond, elated from Jilrd.s ki ss.
Letds run a few hundred vyar dfeageydsdalf. Likehaeanental 6 | | s h
firewal | . 0

Ond didnét yet realize how fast Gl adax coul d
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PART Il

CHAPTER 5

The Big Pig Posse

Jayjay and the Big Pig Posse awoke to a mustaghggrodding them with a wide broom.

fGo to hell , 0 skaiggiJdeaySaryi,c halsr gaedyl oswt andi ng
janitor. o The women were on their feeday t oo: Ki t
morning light. Jayjay wore bagdlack pants, a billed green cap, a greeshift, a piezoplastic
iguana earring, and a scavenged gray suit jacket that Kittie had painted with &lfgresd skull
design to cover the whole back.

fiNomag ani tor, 0 sai d t he ngncemamager dnd dedurtly gbardo o m. A

Getyourpincheasses outta my hall. The Job Centerds abc
Mi nd. o

AiYou want some of this?06 taunted Sonic, grab
can take thipendejodown 6 Skinny | ittl e Sfitofheavyboots, thickkblack i nv a

wool tights, red Tshirt, and a thin black leather jacket with intricate pleats anddcédiitsy
concoction that hedd found unused ntormdeenme wo man
hedgehog spikes.

AfLose the gangbanger routine, boys, o0 said Ki
Stocky sweasuited Kittie was adorned with a bright blue tattoo on her neck, also a glowing pendant
of a woman holding a paintlsb and a meat cleaver. Kittie sometimes made money painting solar

cel l | andscapes on el ect rdummpedpancakes behihddheMisswe i ng a
Street McDonal ddéds. 0 she continued. A St hdrl hot,
friendds name t he ptweeprs notlddheoeyn a mese way, | i ke

Slender Thuy smiled and took Kittieds hand,
her streetwvorn striped leggings and yellow miniskirt, her strawy black hair in two pigtails, her
shiny piezoplastic Yu Shu sneakers with fancy d
members rarely changed their boig; they were like cartoon characters that way. Superheroes.

Sonic gave the janitor a little poke in the chésg; janitor swung hiist; Sonic ducked.
Street theater. Jayjay and Sonic followed the women out, standing for a moment in-gieadaw
of the ofice building. The streets were liquid, the raindrops popping circles into the sheen, the
spastic gusty widh making rifles, a few electric cars hissing past.
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Jayjay |l ooked into his head, checking the or
indeed he saw a nice batch of griddle cakes, nearly a dozen. Only a block away.
Butfirst, as long as he was feed on the orphidnet, 3@y said hello to some of the beezie
Al agents hosted by the millions of orphids on his body, also greeting tHergrhigherorder
beezies that could be found at the next level of abstraction and then, what the hey, rgutdokia
off the Big Pig at the apex of the virtual world, the outrageously rich and intricate Big Pig like a
birthday pifata stuffed with beautiful insights woven into ideas that linked into unifying concepts
that puzzlepieced themselves into powergystems that were in turn aspects of a cosmic
metatheorg aha Hooking into the billioasnouted billiornippled Big Pig made Jayjay feel like
more than a genius.
Not that suckling on t he dfewgcitizeessverereeent peopl e
botherig to intelligenceamplify themselves into the kil zone of the kiggies. Being a kiqgie
meant you let the orphidnet do some of your thinking. Instead of just using the Net to see and
remember things, you could launch autonomous beezie agents to angbatégesize, 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 way she always did when Jayjay hooked up,
h e wa s nhytThesnfoduenpswook the form of incredibly accurate movie clips of things like
water or clouds ofire; this new one showed a eucalyptus branch rocking in the wind, each twig and
each leaf a separate pendulum, the system dancing upon its chaoticrattrac
Thuy was suckling on the Big Pig too, pulling greedily at the nipple, and Jayjay smiled to see
her next to hiMd Thuy, his smart littemate, his lost true love.
i Wheenk wh e eaddayjahteTéauyKayeding thoughts onto the words to make a
hyperpunWheenkike a piglet, obviously, but alswheenHlike a squeaky wheel, an unhappy wheel
asking for oil, Jayjasthew h e e | |l onging both for the metaphoric
and for the literal lubrications of her aromatic bod. Nanention thatvheenk wheenk wheewlas 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 loving.
Thuy was working on her own metanovel, aryasuntitied combine of words, links, video
clips, images, and sour@ishe 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, rather, how it was to be a version of Thuy
leading a rore tightly plotted and suspenseful life. Thuy had kicked off her metawriting career with a
metastory posted on tidetotem Metazinsite, and the tale, really a reminiscence, was getting good
buztt he title was AWaki ng Uplha yadrsd metmowad s sa adcdl in
associations relating to Orphid Night last year, when the nesldased orphids had blanketed Earth,
and Thuy had seen Ond Lutter and his son Chu ju
career path to live on the streatiwdayjay.
Thuy wasfinding it hard to bulk up her metastory into a-filddged metanovel; part of the
problem was that neither she nor anyone else had feglised out what a metanovel should be,

p.53



Postsingular

although by now there had been a fair number cfjuité-successful metanovels posted on the

orphidnet. One thing for sure, suckling on the
energies. Though Jayjay |l oved the Pig, 1t wasnbo
disillusionment vith the Pig was in fact a key deladeaking issue between her and Jayjay. So Jayjay

was also intending for hisheenkoddiant | v say, Al 6m not scared of t

AWheesn&h® back Thuy, fully undmeanndancuppgingg eve
the signfier strength by digging into the evexpanding database of her metanovel, passing a link to

a series of images inspired by her sorrow over
blossom petals on a dirty sidew& , wi t h Thuyds virtual violin pla
was more than a little setfity here, which seemed a bit unjéigtd to Jayjay as the estrangement

was, at | east in his opinion, Thuyapwvay like, faul t .
right now?

The Big Pig was absorbing, mirroring, and amplifying their exchange, layering on further
sounds, clips, and links from the simmering matrix of global info. Intoxicated by the heady mix,
Jayjay soon forgot about Thuy peBsthat is,she became an archetype, a thought form, a pattern in

the cosmic stew. Knowing Jayjayob6s particular |
secretof-life construction of reality: branes and strings, an underlying greytiting system, a

trandini t e stack of Aturtles all the way down. o Al
into the Pig, he knew the details wouldnodét stay

relaxing and enjoying the showha!
For her part, Thugank into the details of her metanovel, letting the Big Pig show her a
stream of variations of what her completed work could be once it was done, edakeRig her
work more sinewy and coruscating than the one before, giving Thuy the familiar, degpairi
sensation that really there was no use for her to bother doing anything at all when everything was
already thought of in the Big Pig.ch&brm wanted t
fountain of ideas was once again holding her in thrall.
Jayjay and Thuy might have stayed there leaning against the wall for quite some time, eyes
half closed, on the nod, feeling like superartistic supergeniuses, but Kittie began shaking them, ever
practical Kittie focused o dthatsomeothérarouddd Donal dos
individuals might score the breakfast goodies before the Big Pig Posse could make the scene,
heedless of the fact that, thanks to her, Jayjay was coming the fuck down again. If he could just once
remember the approximate detaild what he | earned from the Pig,
Sonic stood at the Job Centerds @ltads,s door ,
knives, and skulls visible in the heaais orphidnet display that overlaid their worldviews. The
janitordi dnét care. The janitor had a job; the Poss
locked.
Still a bit high from the Pig, Jayjay saw the situation as a tower of archetypal patterns:
thresholds and interfaces, insiders and outsiders, the hiddesslwemmmencing a mythic quest.
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AiThe Big Pig sucks, o0 said Thuy, shaking off

was absotively, posilutely my |l ast time. o0 She |
Pig a hundred times before.
The four were splashing down the sidewalk toward theeMcn al d 6 s par king | ot

internally grumbling to himself about Thuy always making such a big deal about wanting to quit the
Big Pig. You got high, you saw stuff, you came down, you moved\rere was the problem?
ifWe dipdta steady place to sleep,0 said Sonic
AA place to think and work, o said Thuy, brig
US President Bernard Lampton had organized a cadre of beezie agents willing to help people
find whatever they needed. Any neighborhood was like a realtime charity bazaar, with unused
objects there for free in attics, garages, and back rooms. Youfoodiskuff on your own via the
universal orphidnet view, but asking Bernardo was like usindfezient search engine.
AWhere can we¢efronumwilihverol oeagt , Bernardo?0 sa
Thuy. AnWebre tired of crashing in halls with it
President Bernardo appeared in their overlays; trudging along MiSsieet same as them,
dressed in baggy jeans and a hooded sweatshirt
a nice big one near here, with enough gas to drive it a mile or two. The owner would even give you
the title,camarada®d B e r n aneddand aditdesmapupopped up with a highlighted image of a
bloated, obsolete fuddurner.
AVi bby! 0 said Thuy. noGoeoyd! oWhda tP&rse shied ednati nBge rnne
A flicker, a pop, and control of this particular President Bernardo icon had shifidte
hands of his political rivals. Wearing a slack, imbecilic grin, the president dropped his pants, squatted
on the sidewalk, relieved himself, @&nd
AHur ry up! Kitejlookingh a ulpt®td t hem. AWedre gonna |
whatisthaasupposed to be?b0
AHomesteady Party attack ad, o said Jayjay, |
Bernard Lampton. ATheyo6re pumping out all this
duckwalked toward Kittie, the president leering up at he
A banner unfurled across their vistialds, reading/ote for Dick Too DibbsBeneath it
appeared two vaguely similar men in red ties and blue suits: former President Dick Dibbs of Ohio,
and his second cousin Dick Too Dibbs from Owensboro, Kentuckgident Dibbs had been
convicted of treason and executed by lethal injection a few year8 llaeKallout of his scheme to
turn the entire planet Earth into a Dyson sphere of nants, with the networked system supposedly
running a Virtual Earth simulatiomcluding a perfect copy of each and every former Earthling. It
had come out in the trial that actually President Dibbs had instructed the nants to simulate only
registered USA Homesteady Party members, condem
without a trace. President Dibbs had planned to install himself aspovadrful presidentor-
eternity, or, not to put tofine a point on it, God. No matter, his Kentucky lawyer cousin Dick Too
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Dibbs stood a good chance of being voted inficef Too Obbs seemed more honest and intelligent

than the original Dibbs. And he had great ads.

Al was a private man, 0 said former President
toward the obscene Bernard LamptonUnustk cl ean ma

executed by activist judges. We can control the Singularity. We can have a lasting paradise safe from

wo e . Dick Too Dibbs in November. Hebds | earned f
Too, with the faintest hint of a smile at the camef his thinlipped mouth.

Dick Too made a wry face. Al | earned | donot
said, giving his cousinds icon a poke. Presi den
know youbve gdte eniesrtyr urseadsudn otfo t he Di bbs name.
peopl e. I know how the system works. And 1 &dm ho
Lampton. Why dond6ét you use one of your sabeeches
itdés worth. o

APut filytommr dogs on that junk, o0 said Kittie. n

It was a little harder than usual for Jayjay to teach his virtual guard dogs to recognize this
particular type of ad, which had arrived compressed witinan gl e vert ex -of Lamptc
mesh. The orphidnet was getting véliaky thanks to all the spam and adware it was carrying. Jayjay
had seen, like, two hundred Dick Too Dibbs ads yesterday. No matter how strenuously he tutored and
upgraded hisilter dogs, new ads kept romping in. The Homesteady Party wiechiand relentless.

They seemed to be using programmers with an exc
and to have a very large and effective PR force embeddiripagérs into unexpeet contexts.

ifGet outta there!o Sonic was yelling, sprint
lot, beautiful plumes of water splashing from each of his héaoged steps.

Too late. A couple of middiaged bums in watch caps were alreadyfaogudown the
pancakes from the trash, and not even Sonic was up for hassling shaky pathetic wihos over
garbage.

AWhereds some other food, Bernardo?0¢6 said Ki
come up at all; instead a Dick Too Dibbs ad appeagtd away, the ad pebbled and glittery in the
rain, Dick Too talking about the danger of letting big companies control the orphicretonable
and populist remarks, really, but they seemed shady and insincere since they were coming via an ad.

Seeking dilter to block this ad too, Jayjay searched the orphidnet and found-ealégh
virtual defender resembling a chihuahua. He sca
virtual dog didndét have Homest eade The chihkakwar ms , t
yapped at the othdilter dogs, educating them. They set off in a baying pack, digging through
Jayjaybs recent inputs, c¢omp e filierdgg otalh mdtiegandh e f as
spawning as they ran. All this tooklgrseconds. And then Jayjay messaged his Best Dog in Hunt to
the other Posse members, the mutated beast resembling a scaly dachshund by now.
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Jayjay was wet and getting cold, although the-pmioked wavy sheets of water undulating
across the parking lotave still inconceivably beautifélif he relaxed and actually looked at them.
Seemed like he was pissing away too much time odde® maintenance these days.

Thuy glanced over at Jayjay with a secret smile. She saw the water too. She liked it best

whenJ ayj ay was in the real world with her. Sheod
too much time high on the Pig or plugging into his physics seminars. But she still thought he was the
cutest, smartest guy shedd ever met.

ifLet 6s warl kBearondarhdaaa scheowed us, 0 said Kittie.

il wonder if that was Bernardo at all , o0 said
Maybe the car is a trap.o

Al 6l 1l take that chance, 0 said Kittie, wiping

On the way, Jayjay used the omhiet to see into the garbage cans standing on the curb for
pickup day. He was a bit gingerly in his scaniirigst a hidden Homesteady Party ad surprise him.
He found a meaty roast chicken carcass, a third of a chocolate cakefudl balk of Thai takeot) a
couple of slices of pizza, and a bunch of brown bananas.

AFood | inks, Kittie, o he said, messaging her

They scooped up the grub and hurried for the shelter of the puffy silver SUV, which was
parked in a driveway by a beat old Victoriamuse on a side street between Mission and Guerrero,
right where the Be r rfimdit ThePosse pledinhgladito ke aut af the rdire y 6 d
Jayjay in the driverodés seat, Sonic shotgaun, the
in back with Thuy.

Looking through the orphidnet, Jayjay could see and hear the old coupldl et thre the
h o u iestdl ®or. With nanocomputing orphids meshed upon every surface on Earth and linked
together by quantum entanglement, you could pesthing you liked.

ARed! Thereds some kids i n ahinnednae unbeautifslai d t h
sitting on the couch knitting. ATheydre eating
Get out there and chase off those dirtykgii e s ! 0

Using the orphidnet to amplify your intelligence was viewed by many as a deviant activity.
Kiggies | ooked at things so differently from no
If you were smart and paid attention to the orphidymi, could live without money. But quite a few
people preferred to hold back from orphidic intelligeaoeplificatiord there was a feeling that once
you were a fulon kiqgie, you were no longer your same old self.

Al 6m watching a f®edbapbhugamg, wbDoh, a s$enad f a
show. 0 He was slumped in an armchair, seemingly
TV: everythingwas on it, live and thredimensional, seen from whatever viewpoint you cBoaed
youcouldseeurmdlr peopl eds cl ot hes.

Al know what youdbre up t o, Red, 0 said his wi
boobies. Or worse.o0o Voyeurism was in fact the n
person.
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AHey, i f youdre soi fco,nk errinpas taedbd uRe dny vy |d
here an@ o

AHus h, | m watching our granddaughter -nap, 0
smile, appreciative of -Reaedsn sypol yfr dm keame k@& ep

ALi ve and Red. |fiVleg ©e skhiiglgi es can have our ¢
gone for good. Solardés won the day, and if thos
ités their own business now. Not even the Homes

AThehltthe kids to drive the car away right
change the title. l 6m sick of seeing that poor
week ago, as a matter of f act . ouBcartacrashpmhd @hmeét me a

days ago we had some stumblebum in there just out of the Natural Mind rehab, remember? And now
wedve got these sécouzzy kigqies with their

Jayjay pinged Dot through the orphidnet while gnawing the chicken carcass. There tvas a lo
of good meat on thitat underside.

AfHel |l o?0 said Dot.

AHIi , 0 said Jayjay, the orphids on his throat
waves, and sending the audio on iMAN way. AThi s

ifRede, oofn them is talking to me! You | isten t

nWeo6l | be glad to take the car off your hand
chicken carcass. ADoes it have enough gas to dr

AMaybe a half gall on, 0 hsaaviedn 6Re ds.i pihwhraet de voefrf .t
hurry?o

ANo, 0 said Jayjay. ANot at all . o

AiSo | 6l1 give you the keys and transfer the
got a football game to watch. o

AAnd be careful where iymg, pudaitdhabDotgairmaagesly
had just laid half a slice of glistening pizza on the dash so as to accept a lopsided piece of the cake

from Thuy. AAnd no sex in our driveway. You hap
family vehicle. Wherour children were small, vide0

Jayjay tuned her out. AWhereds that Thai foo
the denuded chicken bones.

nAIl I gone, 0 said Kittie. fAYou got the whol e
bananas.fey d6r e plantains, actually. They taste bett

ltds nice in this car, thought Jayjay, peel.]
the windows fogged up from their breath, the rain drumming on the roof. The women were cuddled
together in back, with Thuyoés musky fragrance p
were like fuzzy, friendly ghosts.

inltdédd be sweptthobosreabdver marshmall ow sout h,

beach, and then past Los Angel@® Mexico,vato,hanging witharazaa nd t he pyr ami ds.
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like Mexico, Jayjay; we could go underwater diving. Some kiggies just inventeebargills. Hell,

|l 6d |I'i ke to see gasoline come back. o

ADond6t think that way etter®fowithoet internascambdstiok.il t t i e .
mean, | ook at this weather. Youdbve seen the cli
wor lfiddksly switched to electric cars. o

ATheyore stildl using sdmekonh |l ewpag@&alrar en,go

make piezoplastic for shoons. The beezies are all over that. Do beezies still get into your earring,
Jayjay?o0

AfSometi mes, 0 said Jayj ay.

fJayjaybébs always had an earring, 0 said Thuy
thefirst time he came home from school with me. Helping me with my math homework. My mother

saw us kissing and she frealmtt.6 He 6 s not Vi etnamese, he has an e

AnAfter Orphid Night, I wasiithemnevetiloyovwotbtr ama
wi ki ware. 0 Although most é&aapanymgre many anplodyerdt have
required you to install Shabellchbepameyinkfieakar e on vy

bossy virtual monkey on your back. Living freetbe street as a kigqgie with Jayjay, Thuy had time
to craft her metastory fAWaking Up. 0 But then th

AnAndaved her from you, o0 put in Kittie.

iLook, | 6m t he one who reias lwyoicae esi aibogt fle
could talk about it, Thuy. Kittieds just playin
down the orctoad youdl |l

ALet 6s go back to my shoes, 0 interrupted Thu
overhe ; it made her ffeel |l i ke an object. AThereds

Urim and Thummim after the special stones of sight that Joseph Smith the Mormon used to decipher
the writing on those golden plates he found. My feet canfseeuple of times when | almost
tripped and fell, Urim and Thummiffe x ed t he shoes to bounce me up.
AYu Sheés, 0 said Kittie, admiring Thuyos fee
that yuppie jogger had the heart attack, Thuy.
Aflasv t he one who bagged the shoes for her, o
corpse. o
AnCortpssleching is the kind of thing men are go
| ower caste. o
AfOn the gasoline t hi ngidSomcadffinyhi®awn eadras usualn e d , K
AiThe techs couldnét have brought electric car t

ltés |i ke the beezies actually wanted to help u
orphidswouldbéner e just the same, even if Earthoés surf
dead. o
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ifYea unto the breaking of the Seventh Seal,h 0
met anovel, and ASeventh Seal 0 sopedSkowvriagthe d. Apo
words with some gothic graphics.

ARnThe beezies give a §#owerts bierc akuasret pleso pd aer dae re

AThe best art in the museum. After the Beezies
and we gogood to them. They admire our wetware, the wiring of our brains. Especially us kiqgies.
Can | have some of that cake, Thuy?o
Al think the beezies vampire off oufrst emoti on
sized piece of [Espeoialoouranetabeezievmmldhe Big Rigs Beezigs admire our
juice, our hormones. Have you ever noticed that
orphidnet, the beezies are totally on your <case
Al bet the beezies chimpetiet o9 deltitver eontd wa

the Hindus imagine souls being reborn. The beezies need us to do things for them. They can see
everything, but they candét physically touch thi
Like it tookpeopleto bringsolac el | pai nt and piezoplastic shoons

ABut now beezies can use shoons inst-ead of p
controlled hands. So what -nachme, poeaagbdt eughfadomoom | 6 m n
like apendejg ani t or . 0O

AHere boys, o0 said Thuy. ATake this | ast wad
Seal s. 0 She made a | oud raspberry sound with he
she got a kick out of beirfgad.

AUgh, 0 said Kittie.

AfiMaybe the beezies want us for our processin
chocolate with Sonic. AAnd wedre additional com
our brainware is optimized. Our patterecognizing wetware provides shortcuts that can work faster
than the beeziesd exhaustive search procedures.
not. Naw, like | said before, | think the beezies help us just to see usthhgesame way yo 6 d
want the trees on your |l and to do well . o

Al f the belizz elsawdowndi g, theydd be | ooking
ALIi ke the nants were gonna do. They were gonna

Al 6d feel saf er i finitethmgwee weae® sSomegstfoongheeb
Soni c. iOt her than being fun to watch. How abou
Maybe webre processing them for her. Maybe webobr

AUrim and Thummi m, 0 r e p® &he eedertifed of fihgantieg! i ng h
Book of Mormot hat a mi ssionary had pr efirdwhiepargooshe her p

ever saw inside their house. Al 6m just glad the
AEveryt himlgobmors® imnteresting now. And the worl di
wi pe the food off your faces, guys. You | ook na

found in the back of the car.
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il é6d |i ke to play wohéd,a musellh S8b6ntboselLéathn
them. o

Jayjay was getting bored waiting for the rain to stop and for Red to come out with the keys.
Maybe it was time for a hit of the Big Pig. By way of edging in that direction, he projected himself
intotheorph dnet . fAHey, bdiedi eeamewhlkoensanowpl ay with
members got into the orphidnet too.

AThere are some shoons at Nektslapedheazedithui st 6s
green eyes on its cap, without exactly speakinglish. His compound glyphs bloomed as

readymade t houghts. AYou four should go hel p Ne
mal ware that got into her orphids. She hasnodét e
taking care of her. Drivethsar t here; you can park in Nektaros

AWow, 0 said Kittie. fAReally?o0

Everyone in the Posse knew all about Nektar

famous not only because hedd rel easedackithee or phi
nant invasion three years before that. People had loved Ond for killing the nants, but on Orphid Night
theydd wanted to |lynch him. Ond and his autisti
parallel Hibrane world late on Orphid Nightydaso far as anyone knew, they were still in the

Hibrane. Not that anyone else had managed to go there since.

Cool, seltpossessed Nektar Lundquist had taken advantage of the interest in her family to
become the star of an orphidnet reality soap opeleddabunderscomplete with sponsors and ads.

Thanks to thé-ounderss h o w, Nektardods whole circle of acquai |
Craigor Connor; Jil Zonder; Nekt ar 0 sboyriens,s, Xand
J ose; asordetindedosee buseen Morales.

Each of them got a nice little income from the sponsors. The way the ads worked was that
whenever anyone went through the orphidnet to peep &bllnederss t ar s, t hey6d see a
for ExaExa computers, for Stank gmimg products, or for BigBox home furnishings; and the
Foundersstars got paid per adew.

TheFoundersstory thus far: On Orphid Night, Nektar left Ond for Jose, the head chef at
Puff, an upscale hipster Valencia Street restaurant. A few weeks lakéay Ment to the Puff
manager, got Jodaed, and took over as the Puff head chef herself, at which point Jose moved to the
rival restaurant MouthPlusPlus across the street. The two restaurants competed to provide ever more
bizarre kinds of nourishmeftsametimes serving a course via feeding tube, enema, or intravenous
drip.

Last month Nektar had started an affair with Craigor. Because of the affair, his wife, Jil, was
brokenhearted and struggling to maintain her sobriety. Jil Zonder was a celeb in gghdweing
t he woman wh oftrd piedoplasticdheeredntrdlldd shoon.

Jayjay liked the looks of Jil ZondekndJil had been to the Hibrane with Ond and Chu for a
few minutes before they sent her bagkdJil was a recovering sudocok&he woman was
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experienced. It was a pleasure to watch her gestures, to savor her smiles. Neat, noble, naughty;
vivacious, vibrantyoom.Kind of like Thuy had seemed, back when things were good.

Jayjay fantasized that, given the chance, he could maKerldiler happy. Jil was maybe ten
years older than Jayjay, which could be a plus. Jdigayed Jil could use a cute younger guy now
that her windbag poseur husband Craigor Connor had been stupid enough to cheat with Nektar.
Locative ar® what was that? Mowig junk around on the deck of the boat where Craigor lived with

Jil; and then | aying down bogus raps about why
next to a stack of tires. Big fucki ndefisheoal . And
thathight ech companies could coax display chemicals
nowhere. Jil would be better off with Jayjay, and if he could get in witkrdedersc r o wd , hedd

tell her thefirst chance he got.

The mushroonshaed beezie led the Big Pig Posse through the orphidnet to view Nektar
Lundquist, lying alone in her big bed, window curtains drawn, her eyes clenched shut, her heavy
blond hair spread across the pillow like golden snakes. Apparently she was far gonecokesud
there was a mirror with lines of powder next to her bed. There were perhaps a dozen shoons in the
room, curvy little manikins bumbling about on ttheor and the bed. But there were other presences
in the orphidnet near Nektarvirtual beings shapelike beetles.

The guiding beezie mapped out causal links, showing that the beetles were deviant Als
emerging from infected oUpgihnow, spanoand mabvare ed bgden s c a |
in the form of higHevel software, not in the form of le¥evel corruption of the individual orphids
that supported the orphidnetds parall el guantum

fiFoundersepisode three hundred and ninity e , 0 i@, hotlundeistanding what she
saw. fi ONektar Gets the S$WwPdbocoke Horrors. o6 How

APoor Nektar, o0 said Thuy. ALook, Kittie, the
Shoon was spooning wat er -dolhshaon vwhe dferiagradittee cupofa c k e d
mush, and a doughboy s h o ceetsvEsakExasSmuknagd Biggox Ne k't ar 6
werenodt posting any ads around Nektar Lundqui st

il want to go, to physically go there, yeah,

AnWe stild]l dondt have tiully.de coaldalmostsmellthe highai d Jay
thin reek of Nektardés dimly Ilit sickbed.

fiYouol Ifigukeaoat howttodill those beetlis st , 0 gl yphed the beezi

right place for that. This carbteseoorWhi denbapphan
patch yet. 0

AROh fuck! o excl ai med Kittie.

AOur orphids are infected too?0 said Jayjay.
The beezie nodded.
AToo |l ate to run away, 0 said Sonic. AOh well

outthink the beezies. Thankstothe DgopdlBug weapon shop. o0 He was tall
game.
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The rain was really pouring down now. Rai nwa
weat her stripping to wet Jayjayods |l eft knee. Bu
infected bybeetles. Maybe it was time to get high again.

I n the apartment, Dot and Red were together

Red was pulling down her elasti@istband pants add
i Ooclal asaid Thuy.
Sonic burst into shrill pulses of Ighter.

AnOh, |l etds transcend, 0 burst out Jayjay. ALe

AWhat the hey, adasyaifdunKiotti e. MARainy

AfAgain?0 said Thuy, meaning to refuse, but f
boring here in the c a,rhisisgonyto bermy very, véry lastdinveseser., y o u
Wheenlo

The virtual images of the Posse members spiraled upward through the ophidoet fAup, O
exactly, the direction was more |ike Ain. o They

snoutstails, trotters, anflop-ears of the Big Pig metabeezie, thesgking eye atop the pyramid
whose base held the ten sextillion networked orphids of Earth.

The Pig extended a wobbly nipple toward Jayjay, and as he fastened on, the Pig passed him a
time-lapse movie of a snowdrift being sculpted by the wind. The other Posse members found teats
beside Jayjay, the four of them lined up like worshippers in a pew.

ASome Pig, 0 messaged Thuy with a giggle. The
hooked into lte Big Pig, she totally loved it.

ARadi ant, 0 added JaChay|l opiekendede, omoffhulyd
the book, but right now, via the Pig, he was hooked into all the libraries in the world, with every
volume an open book.

But, que lastimathe Big Pig hit was weak. The beetles were coming on, swarming into the
space between Jayjay and the Big Pig, making th
links slowd and there was no hope of aha.

They dropped back into their ntal frames. In the peelingaint Victorian, Dot and Red were
reaching a climax, possibly goaded on by having the Posse nearby to watch them. Ugh.

Jayjay focused on the raindrops dripping through the moon roof and moved his leg. Now that
h e wa s n dythinglirderestigg, therbeetles were lying low.

il want the real Big Pig,0 said Kittie in a
way. We really are infected. o

il 6m gonna get into Doodly Bug, o0 lmhisten Soni c,
fingers. He touched tHimgertips of his left hand to those of his right, pairing up his long, agile digits
in a peculiar ordeYau iigrbéenadeyetnd tsadime dCawm bt he

Doodly Bug was based on quantlmop stringther y: i n t he gameds vVvirt.u

knotted hyperdimensional Cala¥au hypersurfaces so as to destabilize the particle symmetries of
their online opponents. With orphidnet visualization engines and expert beezie agents helping the
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players along, th esoteric physics of Doodly Bug was within the reach of any kiggie willing to waste
a lot of time.

Sonicbés Doodly Bug ranking levelsGrandmasteas ac hi ng t
Space and Ti me. He 0 elightly-lesseaattedMuttivetsad Gomeendtortevele o n |l y
Jayjay was a Doodly Bug player too, with the quite respectable Kaluza Branesurfer rating. Last
spring, Jayjay and Sonic had won some championships together. But then Jayjay had gotten obsessed
with the ideasinderthegamé tha i s, with brane theory. And now,
begun using his intelligeneamplifi cation to hang with the haibre physicists who were
i nvesti gat i n-gneprabkkra: yrilerstandingitheeHibrane.

The explorations were long oheiory and short on experiment, as a Hibraner named Gladax
had somehow managed to erase al | -cdddtee mornifmghi dnet
after Orphid Night.

To make the research even harder, the Hibraners had changed their jumping teohnique
include a waHloop so that all their interbrane jumps took exactly half a second to initiate, leaving no
hope of repeating the timinthannel attack that clever Chu had usefilgore out the Hibrane jump
code in thdirst place.

The kiggie physicistsere going bananas trying to think their way into the Hibrane, and
Jayjay was channeling as many of their seminars as he could, working to reach the higher levels of
this realworld metagame. Now and then he could actually contribute a seminar comneatihat
some of the others | ight wup. He was disappointe
never everiinished high school.

Yeah, Papa went to prison, just for selling a little dope, and Jayjay had dropped out of school
to work fulltime at aaqueria with Mama so they could feed the younger kids. When Mama had
married thependejataqueria manager, Jayjay had quit working and left homdi.gdeed he was too

smart forworkorf or school . He hated his wstheaithhiafanhiher and
Heéd | ived in a squat, playing a |l ot ofdo video g
which was how hedéd met Sonic. When the orphidne

For her part, Thuy had st uwes&intheSunsaldistriet,t her p

straight through high school and college at San Francisco State and even a year of studying the violin

at the Music Conservatory. But all that education had led to nothing substantial. Thuy wanted to be a

writer, but her parentgimid Minh and bossy Khanh, had gotten her a job as an executive assistant at

Golden Lucky, a Vietnamese restauranpply wholesaler in South San Francisco, with the

possibility of a marriage to the boss. Thuy had been desperately bored there, doewiean global

network unfurled on Orphid Night, she dove in a

and shown up at Jayjayobdés squat in a condemned b
Thanks to the orphidnet, strdeting was easy. In thdtrst goldermonth, Thuy had crafted

her big metastory, fAWaking Up. o0 But then she go

summer a Hibraner had advised her to | eave Jay]j

supposed to be fltencem Jayjayds bad in
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AiwWwhat are you watching, Jayjay?0 Thuy asked
waiting for Dot and Red. o Tfhliagtheaar with sopoic even str
drumming.

ACol l oquium tal k out t assoBRravPRlatd describiogtheaddarkd Jay | a
energy Higgdiel d. 6 It was more than a -anplfiddProfPeval | y. Th

was spewing out images, simulations, and | inks
continually poppingupcommet s and di agrams as well . Jayjay ma
performances. The individual orphids kept a ful

past few months, so you always had the option of replaying a talk or slowing it dotngtgunow
Jayjay was redliming it, snowboarding his way down a whippe@am mountain of symbols,
loving how Prav was steering tHew past the Dick Too Dibbs ads that kept popping up like quirky
machine monsters in a maze. It was awesome to kidhttthwe Prav.
The only problem was that, now that Jayjay was doing something interesting again, the
beetles were back. He set his virtual kenndiltédr dogs on the trail of the beetles, hoping the dogs
might evolve a way to bring down the intruders.dbatg up for lost time, he jammed through a
snowdrift of tensors to rejoin Prav.
AThe profs dondt real i z e-tieyaonted Jagay somdheopout gu
backseat. Once, a few weeks back, in a friendly, unguarded moment, Kittie had jmjdshay
admired his ambition. But most of the time she tried to act all hard andtstngd covering for
the fact that she came from a comfortable middess family in Palo Alto, slumming yuppie larva
that she was. -dinkirgang eheckheteladatd o kkhilges, 6 conti nued K
Himbo is doing Lureen Morales on tlalienteshow. | love that hard, slutty thing Lureen does with

her upper 1|ip. But, dammi t ;upleditspgndov. Elowdame is that?c k T o
Outtathewvway, Di ck Too. And heds carrying a beetl e u
ruining everything!o
ATheydbve got a rainbow sheen, 0 said Thuy. AT
shit, theydére chewing on my notes for my metano
AYodroi ed Sonifmajldsyt gtohen.heAlcure. Give me acc

Jayjay and the others opened their mental shields. Virtual 8ahied hisfingers, scattering
glowing bluefleas every whichway. Ae a | anded o nfilter dogs andégploded; yhe ay 6 s
dogbés teeth got twice aflamdd @amide bedam teariny thioughtheur n e d
beetles like a starving man eating Thanksgiving dinner. The ddgylypeused to shake himself,
showering the explodinfijeas onto the other gs. In another second the slavering pack had

devoured al/l of Jayjaybs beetl es.
AnYay, Sonic!o said Kittie and Thuy, whodéd go
i Calvyaulleagr enades, 0 sai d Soni c. Al made them i
smarter thanthe beezs , see! 0 He wore a pr owugdugihoi ttl e smil e
supersymmetry, o added Sonic, getting back into
seven. Destroy starboar dftognhouebal | pell et three
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Fighting off malware was aontinual activity, but usually the beezies would automatically
give the patches to yofilter dogs. Why had the beetles been so tough to kill? And why were Nek

tarodos beetles in this particular <car ?sedfaryj ay se
the unfolding scenario. Inside the house old Dot and Red were dressed again; the rain was letting up.

ALureen Morales is an idiot, o0 Thuy said to K
way she | iked t o -imlRomerahn@medsacgot | @mpmaslcdrd more at
Dondét be a brainwashed starfucker, Kittie. You
Tawny Krush instead. 0o

Jayjay grinned to hear Thuy harsh on Kittie.

AYoubre channeling &admskny?0 said Kittie, take

RnSheds rehemetsalngsyammlrearwvy with the Kazakhst a
l oftily, her high pigtails swaying. Al oém going
about. Postsingular litertat er@and SRmggstedck touti A

i Come bénadipe ,sai d Kittie, fumbling watydowhuy s mi
on Lureen. o

Jayjay returned his attention to Prav Pl atobd
love. Sonic rerained obsessively focused on his game. A moment of silence, and then old Red
stumped out of the house and pulled open the car door. The two women drew apart.

AWassup, Red, 0 said Jayjay.

To switch from Prof Pravds f rradimgntaty, exqui sit
vocalizations was, for Jayjay, like dropping out of a beautiful steisatied sky into a crudé at

cartoon. Forthér st second or two, the old manés words s
guilty about the involuntary compaoisn . Red wasnét all that differen
now from a gandjght in the penitentiary.

AfiLog into the Department of Motor Vehicles w
old man, holding out the car keys.

Al want ®@©o,owmput hé nc Kfitt tiite .a nidMet!r ilc&l li tr eoturta

Red craned his neck, peering avidly at the women in the backseat.

AYour orphids are blushing, Thuy, o said Kitt
watching you right back, youandyou br eeder i n the house. Il 6m seei
closet. Can | have the leopapdtterned Burberry knockoff withthedégur col | ar ? 0

Jayjay laughed; he admired the way that Kittie always pushed things too far, even though that
made her gpensive to carry as a friend.

AfTake the damn car and get out of here, 0 sai

With quick mental gestures, Kittie and Red completed the registration steps. But then the car
woul dnét start, of cour se, havidamangahbtransmidsient e f or
Red told Jayjay he could start it by putting it in second gear and popping the clutch while Sonic and
Kittie rolled it down the driveway into the street. So Jayjay tried that, with Thuy sitting in the
backseatfixing her lipstick,Thuy watching her face in the orphidnet instead of in a mirror.
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Al miss you, Thuy, o0 said Jayjay into their m
me ? 0

AWhen you get yourself straight, o said Thuy.
friendAzara h i s hel ping me write my metanovel. Il 6m r

ABut you | ove the Pig,0 protested Jayjay. W
channeling together, and | saitheenkandul® 6 He paused, trying to brini
thoughts« heyd6d shared.

AAnd mihmiocked Thuy. fAThatodés how everyoneo6s Bi
sudocokers. 1 toés sad, Jayjay. You know | still]l
out of jail, not like the love of my life. Adhyes, of course, | remember auneenkmoment this
morning, it was funny. Know what ? IWheenkppbbeaablbbe
in there, isnb6t it?0

Al dm tender, 0 said Jayjay. AAnd | thanlusedt | i ke
to be. Hold tight. o He popped the clutch; the ¢

APump the gas pedal! 0 shouted Red, watching

AfOne more try, | oser, o0 Kittyouw utsdl. Ioe rginck tcard a
rolling forward again.

AWarn me earlier, o0 said Thuy, wiping a |ipst

help you think is one thing, Jayjay, but getting high on the Pig is something else. Those physicists
you admire, t hegétimebubnpe nudoi ngetireitrhesopr i es. Theyo
and sleepingonthigo o r . Kittie and | are gonna quit the Pc
AOh, come on, stick around, 06 said Jayjay, no
story material, no? Holdtigggai n. 6 Thi s ti me the engine caught
bacKiring engine while Sonic and Kittie got in.
It was a short, exciting drive to Dolores Heights. Street kids ran along the sidewalk, cheering
the roaring silver dinosaur. With the gasolsupply closed down, all you saw on the roads anymore
were electric retriots. Empowered by orphidic intelligence anfiglation, the automotive engineers
had come up with cheap gaselectric conversion kits, not to mention lightweight batteries and

nanoech sol ar cells that you brushed onto your <ca
The belching SUV wall owed across Dol ores Str
gingerbread mansion, the highest on the ridge, save for one.
Al candt bel iNeevket awe OLruen dgqouiinsgt 6tso, 06 exul t ed Ki t

thatds Lureen Moralesb6bs place at the very top o
The engine sputtered and missed; the gas was running out. Jayjay goosed the accelerator.
With a peevish lastroar,he behemot h waddled in through one o
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CHAPTER 6

Nekt ar 6s Beetl es

L ying on her bed on the secofidor, Nektar heard the unaccustomed sound of a car engine.
Night before last, the beetles had come in her sleep like adex@m, and ever since then she
couldndét fully wake up. The beetles kept wedgin
head.

She was too weak to sit up, and there was no hope of using the orphidnet to examine her
garage, what with the virtual bttes in the way, each of them a jagged oval core with faceted eyes,
pinchy-feely mouths, and zigzag legs.

Although Nektar was a big celeb, nobody was here to hefp bigrer than some little shoon

robots shedd gotten from Jil Zonder .

Right now, so far athe public understood the situation, Nektar was on a wegghicing
sudocoke binge. But in reality she didnét use s
her bed. The beetles had made her lay out the lines; whenever she balked at theirtregqu, t hey 6 d
feed her images she could barely stand to see.
Dibbs. Thatodés what they were after.

Nektar strained her ears to listen for more noises from the garage, but all she heard were the
chirps ad clicks from the beetle currently in her vistiald.

AYou say sorry about insulting Homesteadies,
testi monial now. 0

Out of the question. THerst Dick Dibbs had sent the nants to eat the Earth. Nektar would
neve ever forget that. Nor would she forget that her husband Ond had let the nants eat their son Chu
in order to pass some viral code to the nants. Nektar had stopped loving Ond then éneviere
though Ondds crazy plan hadcvwarykerd .ngThe eryadrdt o els
including Chu.

President Dick Dibbs and his vice president had been impeached, convicted, and executed
like the rabid dogs they were, but Jeff Luty had escaped. And Nantel had regrouped as ExaExa.
According to Ond, Luty wasagely hidden from the orphidnet within the quantamror-shielded
walls of the ExaExa | abs. Theydd had the mirror
Taking care of the boss.

Nektar drifted back from her reverie. Probably the malwaredseeikre a Jeff Luty product.
Ond said Jeff liked insects better than humans because they were closer to being machines. Not only
ants, but beetles as well, especially the sacred scarab dung beetle of ancient Egypt. Back at Nantel,
Jeff had given Ond a moted giant beetle as an award; it was still kicking around the house
somewhere.
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I f Luty had made these software beetles, the
had always had it in for her. Back in the Nantel days, Luty had triedto take oded@n | i f e, ke ey
him at the lab till late, seven days a week. Maybe he had some sick crush on Ond. It had taken some
severe tantrums on Nektardés part to get Ond a m
Nektar.

Ond always said Luty was likechild, forgetful of the niceties, a genius in the rough, but
Nektar had never liked the guy, not his chesded/nfingernails, not his weird vocabulary of made
up words, not his | ip balm, not his grdecatsy pony
his hair? Of course, the worst was that hedd en
natural world. Yes, Ond had backed off in the end, but by then it had been too late for Nektar. If Luty
hadnét warped Ond, t HeéavebNentogetherr and Ond mi ght st

Gathering her strength, Nektar executed a savage mental lunge that closed down the image of
the beetle currently threatening her. She glanced over at her bedside clotke®ann the
morning. And now the minute hand bent up antitoward her, articulating itself like a beetle leg.

Nektar willed the leg back into a minute hand. The clock face dropped off, and a fresh beetle crawled
out.

AYou must record ad, o it insisted. fAWe exhau
yesterday, Nektar had ranted against Too Dibbs and the Homesteadies, putting the truth out there for
herFounderssudi ence. Thatds what had set this off.

AYou know | wonét flaelp. youdéo saideNeditar | m
saytagain. 0 She threw her remembered words in the
people to be like sheep,easffime ce. That 6s why theyob6re against p

culture, against selixpression, against education, againstldrgéy want a mass mind they can
massprocess like synthoid tomatoes. Is anyone in the orphidnet channeling me? Listen to Chef
Nektar. Too Dibbs will make you sicker than the Banana Surprise at MoutARIus s . 0

I n response, t he b alesinibter. Nesktarcblaced heisatf.cAn igpqageaf g ut t
her son Chu appeared. A long, solemn knife hovered beside him like the bow of a violin.

Trying to draw back from the coming torment, Nektar groped for a memory, any memory,
and came up with a clip of heranval chef Jose having thdinal fight in the Puff kitchen: Jose
holding that same kind of long knife to his own throat, making the tiniest of cuts and lifting a drop of
his blood to Nektarods | ips, thatol dehe swieidl. e AiYbar b
A pair of beetle |l egs unfurled from Joseds bell
The knife sawed i nt oflogpedback and al th& hlood ohhés bdulygushed h e a d
out.

Nektar moaned and rockedawing deeper into herself. As if from somewhere very far
away, she felt water on her lips. Those good little shoons were taking care of her. Maybe the beezies
wouldfind a way to save her soon. Maybe there were people in the garage. Hang on, Nektar. A
bedle leg rummaged down through her veils of thought, its spiny foot trying to snag her attention.
Nektar burrowed deeper, replaying triumphal me m
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Restaurant tréifc had ramped up heavily after the comifighe orphids; with people able to
see and hear everything online, the nonvirtual experience of dining was becoming the centerpiece of
most evenings out. Nektar liked to present a meal as table theater. And why limit the entertainment to
chewing thingsup®hed6d added foamy, soft food to the Puf
their bodies: peppery curries, soothing mints, moistening emulsions. Jose had been against all of

Nektarods ideas; turned out he wagra dépres hievd
weird number with the knife on his neck, Nektar
owners, Xandro and Beatriz.

But now Nektardéds memory citadel was broached
theirlegs linkedil k e axons and dendrites. AMake ad for Di
now. 0O

AFire Jose, 0 Nektar told them, desperately h
chef. Look how many hits my orpbsdshareugebdomens

Beetle Xandro lifted the shiny cover off a silver salver, his chitinous leg hooking the metal
handle. Beetle Beatriz leaned over the naked boy on the platteraeadd up a bl owt or c h.
tableside, 0 she bwitace ediElbse sma&keé nfo&«hDi bbs a.
Groaning, Nektar twisted away and found hers
handsomeandwei ndowed, but not Nektardés idea of a gre
with him because the affair hgidzen such a nice boost to the hitcounts offferndersshow.
Acting out the bedroom memory, Nektar raftidatiousfin ger down Cr ai gor 6s bar e

open | i ke a pupa and Craigorodos wife Jwabyowrr awl ed
best friend, Nektar. How could you? Craigor was
Al dm sorry, 0 said Nektar. Al d&dm so sorry.o
AfiMake the ad, o0 said the beetle shaped | ike J
say just once. o0
iHey, Nektar! o A fresh voice, a real voice ir

Shefluttered her eyes open. Two men and two women were here, colorfukhstréened
kids in their early twenties, ten years younger than Nektar. One of them leaned close. His eyes were
soft andintelligent beneath his green cap; he woreshift and a suit jacket with a wild hawdawn
skul I on the jacketds back. An iridescent shoon
the sun was breaking through.

Al dm Jayj ay, oart.hef Akoay J oorl gde Neikmenez. Wedre t|
your head, Nektar. Give me full access. | can kill those beetlésgibyg yourfil t er dfbegedd. 0 He
hisfingers in intricate gamer moves.

AfYes, 0 said Nektar wi téntalaloowa hirk. Ingshemorphieinet, and op
Jayjay got busy. The other Posse members were in the orphidnet watching, as well: a stocky girl with
a blue tattoo, a boy with spiky hair, a Vietnamese girl with high pigtails.
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Y e ek nywenerkdth#rst boy Jaypyd swinging from bough to vine in the jungle of
Nektar ds mi nd, filteraag Bennelgandseattarird &mihoasrifleas. Instants later,
N e k t feeabé@tsn dogs had trashed the beetles.
nAIl I good now, Ne kt arntobisreahbody. Jayj ay, pulling
Nektar sat up, holding her sheet to her breasts, free at last.
The boy with his hair in shiny spik&sSoni@ stretched out in a patch of sun on the big
Orient al r tapr, tbershodhs Yippimagrardd £avorting with him. He woaelblwvool
tights, a red Tshirt, and a lightweight leather jacket with tailored shirring.
As usual, the shoonsd appearances changed ac
controlling them; right now a couple resembled monkeys, another pair wasgdieeetle and beetle
flea, another was a classic Happy Shoon like a bucktoothed Korean baby with a thick rubber bottom,
and two had tweaked themselves to resemble Jayjay and the pigtailed girl in striped leggings.
Jayjay forced opew ntdhoew.b eSdrtoto nmogs isnt itchkey easy
bed was the plaifaced woman with the blue tattoo.

Al 6m Kittie, 0 she said pl eé&mmderdllthetimefAnd 6s gr e
|l 6ve seen you around t hdftedvitosheiomm , of course. o F
Al é6ll treat your |l ittle group to a big dinne
AMostly we eat garbage, 0 said Kittie. AWedre
AHMmM, 06 said Nektar , tfitee mindfealigg gitdnredtagile Kitger , her
remi nded Nektar of the girlfriend shedd had in
quality ofinnerréin e ment beneath a streetwise demeanor. A
restaurant pr esent aleadtheicusbomdieirkotaaim robnowitk food kidden f W
in miniature garbage cans along the wall. They

Just to see if she still had it, Nektar gave Kittie a cétiger look.

nl want whiogrermead!| eadl|l Ptudfd ,fo sai d Kittie, raocd

ADid this start out as a sudocoke run?o0 inte
over. Al &m Thuy. o

AThat 6s baby powder on t he mismformationdutmai d Nek
her audience. AA hoax. I was under the control
|l ooked as if | had a reason to stay in bed. For
me to make anad forthatsilyi ck Too Di bbs. | 6ve heard him come
who owns hi m, really? Since when did anfithyHomest
stinking rich?o

ATell the worl d, Ne kFoandersdans!sMy hatlie Sonio/desigyed A L i st
these sixdimensional Calab¥Yau beetlefle as. They ol | gnaw beetl e mal wa

gestured with both arms, tossing a complete image ofafiee=tle i nt o t he or phi dnet
viewers to grab. Then Hbepped dowron thefloor to join Sonic in playing with the shoons.

il need a shower, 0 said Nektar, getting out
matter anymore, what with your body visible on the orphidnet all the time.
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AfNeed some help?0 said Kittie.

AfDonét be dogging her, o0 said Thuy. Evidently
Nektar could visualize making love to Kittie. Having an affair with needy, unstable Craigor

Connor was enough to put a woman off hetero sex for months. Maybe it was becauseheious

about cheating on Jil, but Craigor had stinted on forépldge he was in a rush to notch up his score

for the main event. Kittie, on the other hand, looked tender and competent, like a butch, sexy nurse.

Nektar smiled at ttléwobbly,anategr ofsfati lidyou cduld wadkmme i thére and

maybe help me when | dry off?0
AYou got it, babe, o0 said Kittie.
Al dm coming, too, 0 said Thuy.
AFine, 0 said Nektar, relishing the attention

The girls helped Nektar into the shower, Kittierki ng sure to accident al |
breasts and bottom, with Thuy watching: annoyed, aroused, amused. After the shower, the two
converged on Nektar, each of them holding a big thick towel. Much better to be pursued by women
than by beetles. This wastnip for theFoundersv i ewer s. Nektardés orphids g

Back in the bedroom, Sonic and Jayjay were still fooling around with the shoons. Happy
Shoon was pacing around to mime deep thought, but the other shoons were rolling around like
puppies.

AfOne of my beezies traced back the beetl esbd
homel ess kiqgqgqie, he had a very c¢crisp and precis
malware that you caught from Craigor Connor, Nektar. And Craigor csugbeetle infection when
he delivered a walkinghair to Andrew Topping, director of the Natural Mind center in the Mission
Street Armory. We dondédt know flcew fTheybnkegbionhh
Armory shielded by quantumirror varnish to protect their recovering orphidnet addicts. The same

kind of shielding thatoés used in the ExaExa | ab
Nat ur al Minmah@&@s ahaibmckers, matter of fadk.td They
AYou &nhosvmai d Nektar, regally nude, pausing t:i
to think what those beetles reminded me of, and
quality. The Jeff Luty connectidit s . T h at mabhblein asshanGah bodyoHe trudyrthinks
webd be happier i f we were sof tomMatrées jOnsdt atl hwaaty s.
this big tragedy when he was younger. 0 Nektar s
camonthesubet of Luty. AWhat i1t is, Jeff i s making
Dibbsintoofice. And thatoéll give Jeff an in. And down

Di bbs into | aunching some i mpr cavoeghqgd. Somesnebaspabl e
to get to Luty.o

ARi ght on, Nektar, o0 said Kittie.
AfGo to the Armory, o0 urged Nektar. fAGo to the
Mi nd center. Talk sense to Andrew Topping. o
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ANatur al Mi nd, 0 mu s &sdto gdtheyejths ynorning. Loirjcidence bror t o |
trap?o

nAw, people always mention Natur al Mind i f vy
down with going there. Put some heat on Topping
thankstotheop hi dnet, hedl | Know we 0 r-ainectlosmonvegsationa s s u mi
Maybe the Natur al Minders wonodt | et us in.o

Jayjay made a dismissive gesture. Hi s attent
Nektar take her dhewer?t hlhe demakKded.i e. Come si

|l oves you. 0
Thuy strode over, gave Jayjay such a hard shove with hexctaldoot that he fell over on
his side, then perched herself on him as if she were sitting on a log. He lay therey hagipy to be
in physical contact. Poor men, thought Nektar,
want him, maybe Jil Zonder would. Jil deservdtray. It might shake her out of her doldrums.
AWhy di dnoét vy dinNeétar gouseNeginstead efzallisgsn a strungt

pighead derelict | ike Jayj afin?goe rT hauty tahsékimed it Yhoeu st

shoon that looks likenees queak up! You can talk, candét you?0o
The tiny Thuyshaped shoon bobbled her little pigtaited spoke in a surprisingly rich alto

voice: fAiWe can talk. We can sing.o0o Capering exp

P apage n o 6FBhe Magic Futeyibrating her whole body like a loudspeaker.

The Big Pig Posse kids laughed.

And thenthe shoon laid her litttitn ger agai nst her | i ps to mi me
toquantume ncrypted instant messages, 0 she said. Wit
guantumentangled surfaemeshmonitoring orphidnet, the one way to havervate conversation
was via dynamically encoded messaging.

il 6dm not a derelict, |l 6m i mportant, 0 said Ja
arms ar ound Jdhhe shooweeieszti.e sfi Ssaent t o make pl ans with
chaneml for us, okay?o

Nektar ignored the planning session. Sheodd s
the details. It was time to put her look together. Her blond hair had dark roots, but that was okay. She
dried her hair, combed it out, and pathit into an upsidelownbeéh ead ponyt ai | . For k

bendit, she donned sexy black underwear with red stitching, making sure the girl watched. Then
came black tights and a black slip, mascara and lipstick, a arelmmed 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 needed breakfast: a quart of Lapsang
Souchong tea andkowl of granola with apricots and yogurt. She called over Happy Shoon and sent

him downstairs to make the tea. He was the most
AWould you four | ike to come downstkéier s with
nodded, but the others didndét. They were so int
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ATi me to eat! 0 Nektar meescsyptegdehdhnnelnt o t he Poss
ifiWe had some food already, 0 ®&i d Jayjay out
iltds been a couple of hours, o0 said Kittie gt
Nektar. Are you kidding? What an honor. You guy
As they headed down the stairs someone knocked on the front door. Looking through the
orphidnet, Neldr saw Jil Zonder and Craigor Connor out there, the pair in a state of uneasy truce.
AWow, 0 said Kittie. 0Wddoundersshmaw ko i n the midd
AMaybe |06l make a special episode with just
dearand et them in? | feel l'i ke 1611 go crazy if |
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 d@dwahh.The caffeine molecules ran up andwiothe
corridors of her brain turning on the lights. Shesd herself a bowl of cereal, then sat down at the
kitchen table as the crowd appeared.
APoor Nektar, 06 said Craigor, pushing forward
come earlier,but t hought, you know, sheds |l osing weight
iYomuldt hi nk that, o said Nektar, crabbily. faSi
food. Scavenge. My four young f r findimgdheirntealsire, t he
gabage cans. Buttrymy fridde st . Thanks for coming, Jil .o
Jil looked good today; her bobbed dark hair lustrousfigare sweet in jeans and a pullover.
Instead of answering Nektar out loud, she sentaquaetant r ypt ed message. M@AYou
for good. It ol | never be the same bdatedslen us ag
turned away and opened Nektardos fridge.
ifReally he |l oves you, 0 messaged back Nektar.
just for theFoundergratings. And | was drunkthier st ti me. You donét know w
through. I n my head | keep begging you to be my
AFunny kind of friend.o Jil took a pitcher o
herbackstl| | turned to Nektar. AThereds a hole where
Al know I &m horrible,d messaged Nektar. #AANd
Forgive me. You mean so much more to me than Cr
acrossthetal e from Nektar, didndét even know that Jil
AHands off him from now on?0 messaged Jil, s
could still |l ove Craigor a | itt]l ethibmatriage.Bor t he
you promise not to reel him back i n the next ti
ADond6t worry about the ratingsa.ttlomgplrdnniWhg
you give yourself a treat andhyjapialyisskidpanted or back.

j acket . AHow about that one right behind you, O
beetles out of my skull. Talk to him.o
AYoubre terrible, Nektar. What an idea.o
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ifSauce for the goomessagqaedeNdlrat hei Yamdees ®
how cute he is. He cano6t take his eyes off you.
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CHAPTER 7

The Grill in the Wall

Would you |ike some juice?0 said Jil, turnin
mango. 0

I n per s o hadmdre nuanees andicomeplexities than the orphidnet meshes revealed.
One orphid per square millimeter of -rekplajpofavasnodt
womands eyes and mouth. Particularly Jil és.

AWonder ful , 0 s a iladtic gitehgrjfr@amyher, ot naekning tg, but somehgw he
and Jil bobbled the handoff, and the pitcher fell, bouncing doippy yelloworange tongue that
puddled sticky on th#oor.

AOops! o called Craigor from t &dalreldy sacdovenn t a bl

as well, Thuy holding a cantal oupe and Sonic be
AThe shoons will mop that, o Jil -foreme@dssured Ja
always giving her an optimistic, playful appearance despitean nner pai n. AThe sho

pores and make themselves into sponges. They clean up after my kids all the time. And my
husband. 6 She gave a sharp whistl e; Happy Shoon
chirruping as their bodies daeped and swelled. Jil gave Jayjay a really nice smile. She had faint
freckles across the bridge of her perfect nose.

Usually Jayjay was tentative with women, but, faced with the alluring Jil, he found the
cour age t o gfostgaw you ontherphitindtaedrheard your name, | thought you were

this beautiful girl Jilena who was a year ahead
Jilena from afar. o

Al was done with high school a | ooamhg ti me b
down. #AFlatterer. o Jayjay felt t @®dewaslpdonds on h
Founders And maybe Jil was checking out his physique too. He tingled at the thought.

il 6d |l ove to talk to you abpownhdtimg Hinbhase ea@
youdbve been there. | 6m a budding physicist. We

over at the others, wondering if they were noticing fiinting with Jil. It would be good for Thuy to
realize that Jayjay hadhar options.
But Thuy was busy cutting up the cantaloupe and offering Kittie a slice, and Kittie was
enthralled with Nektar, and Nektar was chattering at Craigor as if to keep him from looking at Jil.
For his part, Sonic was drinking tea as fast as hielcbte guy could never get enough caffeine.
AYoubre a homeless kigqie, o0 exclaimed Jil, s
already done an instant check via the orphidnet

p.76



Rudy Rucker

AThe Pig hel psgd maygaty.i ddaswowul daidt say t hat
|l 6m cutting down really soon. o

AOh, | knthato addi & bdbiult.

Al wat cHhoungeessy oai d Jayjay. fAYoudbve gotten a b
youodve hung o ¥Ydueoulg show me she way. Meld nye, Jil, train me to be like you.
Cleareyed.Hir es. A coil ed spring. Il want to please yo

He could hardly believe he was saying these things. His mouth
was way ahead of his brain.

AnBoisagid Jil. Ahloat @®ds enough for

AfiHey, 0 said Craigor, jumping to his feet. Ja
on the guyodés wife, but, no, Craigor was into hi

ACheck this out, o0 said Craigor, produwcing fo

their ends. He turned his chair over and stuck his rods to the ends of the clBagdebat now the

chair had piezoplastic knees and feet. When Craigor turned the chair upright, it waltzed around the
kitchen, faster and faster, culminating with a tapae and a bow. Craigor made as if to sit down

and, with comical eagerness, the tall chair scuttled into position to catch him.

AThat 6 s -cahawarl,kdi nsgai d Jayjay, hoping to steal
jointed version to the managertah e Nat ur al Mi nd recovery center i

AHow6d you happen to notice that?¢6 asked Cra
specfic chain of logic Jayjay had followed. Everything was visible on the orphidnet, and many
people had their beezigents mining for things that were secally relevant to their lives, the
notion of Arel evant o bei ng -absstedabilyiesthinkcalfew stéeps e, du
further than before.

fJayjaybs beezies wer d alrdsk ibreggtflcer itnHe cdriiogi,
came from the Natural Mind building, and you caught them when you delivered the chair, Craigor,
and then Nektar caught the beetles from you, that time when you squirted too quiek. hasee . 0

AMout hy b raigor, nodespedaailycemb@rrassed. He waggled his eyebrows at Thuy.
AYou need a spanking. o0 He st u-<Hair with assparecbibcd poon t o
piezoplastic, and sent the chair trotting around the tabld&mkwhackwhackT h u y ighswitht the
spoon.

ACraigor, you shoul d fleagarde rugpd eosn, Q) asyg iady 6 e katna |
know, the beetles are eating your brain right n

Craigor responded in miméuttering his hands by his mouth like munching mandibles.

ABbnét worry, Nektar, 0 sai d fleasbffthwHoundlersa si gh.
show on our way over. And, yeah, the beetles re
Craigor for a disease vector.o

Cr ai g or ochairfheged ikskneesg, rhythmically hunching against Thuy, who laughed
at the urgent bumping. Kittie reached down to rip off one of the walkihnga i r 6 s s hi ns. Mi m
pain, the chair limped thrdegged back to Craigor, leaning against him with a decrescendo shudder
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AYoubre funny, o6 said Thuy to Craigor, meanin
directly controlling the chair?o

Al run the character animations though a bee
library of bodylanguage routinesthat st or e d . I act things out; that
it My body knows mor-s htehraima nmy thoeoa.do. l 6m a cutt

AMr. Disease Vector, o said Kittie, whoo6d att

AOh t hat 6 s raigor, toaking adnoyed Hedgratibed the leg back.

Jayjay turned his attention to Jil, who was hunkered down by the sink checking up on her
shoons. Even in that awkward position, she looked lithe and graceful. He tossed her a tiny heart
shaped emoticon vike orphidnet; she answered by Halfning her head his way and miming a kiss
in prdfile. He was living the dreadnin a reality soap!

fiFoundersf ans may want to scearn otrtye 0BiNg kRiag R g soenc
show host . i JTayyjtakey uplwithKigis and nexiTyyy and Craigor? Kittie and
Nektar? Jayjay and Jil ? Sonic and the shoons? S
The orphidnet icons of BigBox and Stank glowed in the corners of the room, also the Exetiexa be
logo.

AfDo we get paid too?0 asked Kittie.

Al think so, 0 saifduNelt adl @hlae omuphi doétd re

right up front, I 61 1 l et you guys keep your SuUV
roomoverte garage you can | ive in. It ol | be fun hav
ABitchind, 06 said Sonic, draining the |l ast of

to settle in for a Doodly Bug deathu n . 0

Al want to pai fititfotshlaar S¥ywamdoreaird Kittie.

Al 611 be working on Whgenknet anovel , 0 said Thuy
AThe titlebébs growing on me, 0 said Jayjay, sm
Pl atods physics s engionoadrys .too nHe, psuetg uodnprivatelygi onotdoy t h €
made upstairs. By now hedd privately m&ifsaged K
we dondét waste our energy by plugging into the
Jil gave Jayjay a quizzical | ook. Shherecoul d
were so many | evels of wunreality here. Jil turn

gonna borrow your Happy Shoon so | can integrate his-bo&inories into my breeding stock.
Knead him in like sourdough starter.

Youbdve trsahioncends tweelsle, Nektar . 0

AfCan | take a shoon too?06 asked Sonic.

ASure, 0 sai d Nekt adifaced Goaghbhoyxshoor intd thie @ldated goeket J ay j a
of his leather jacket.

NnBye e, 06 said Jayjay, seizing t hateandldseede t o t
his cheek. In the orphidnet, 3@y saw Jil staring over at her husband to make sure he noticed.
Craigoré6és smile had gone stiff. Thuy, however,
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Why did she have to be so stubborn&t hecause Jayjay liked the Big Pig? Well, hell, if Thuy was
going to be such a priss, maybe he should take his golden opportunity for a romance with the divine
Jil.

ACome stMeyzBehftlyeu need a place to live, o Ji
AThereds plenty of fdioomactAbdl fpusd of you woul d
Jayjay knew fronfFounders hat Ji | a n fishing baat wgsoenticely craftedtfron e
computationally rich piezoplastic, which had become a fairly expensive and -sdteghhaterial.
Although Craigor was still netting oversized Pharaoh dugtta f r om t he Bay, much o
income came from selling off bits of the boat s
combines.

AThanks, Jil, 0 saidgdayywayl dwbakerhing howucCs
there sooner than you think. But at | east for t

Some stairs at the back of the garage led up to the room Nektar had mentionegaintet:
with a peaked ceiling. Thieont and rear walls held generous windows, one showing a palm tree and
Dolores Park, the other looking onto the San Francisco hills with their little stucco houses. The room
was furnished with rugs, chairs, a double bed, adoiidcouch, a sink, and adge. The tile
bathroom was stocked with Stank personal grooming products.

AFuckind A, 0 said Sonic, eyeing a framed Nan
Lutter himself. 0 The box was a c-greepbeetlesswell i nches
as a paper with the award inscription.

AMaybe we should do fsoopnpei nByi g nRiog ,adon saarindc hTahi ury.
actually mean this; she was following their preplanned script.

Jayjay would in fact have liked very much to do some Pighbeit st uck t o the scr

ti me we all got clean, 0 he said.
AfYeah, brother, o said Sonic. AGetting down i
AYoubre slushed, 06 giggled Thuy, even though
purpose. NANYes, yednessoOosBut mbow®d® Whidt hae and yo
AMaybe Natur al Mind could help us, o0 said Kit
harshing on them before. But that was just our
ANatur al Mind it 1s,0 said Jayjsay ke arnmde stilrye.c
Baddaboom.

fLet s take showers before we go out, o said
fir st . o

ifiMe second, 0 said Kittie.

When Jayjay got his turn in the shower, he had fun frér@neing the water in his orphidnet
view. Orphids were quick; they blanketed the water drops as fast as they formed. Fetther a
Jayjay could see Craigor and Jil picking up their kids at school and heading back to their boat. School
was still a reality the orphidnet was no substitute fgtting your butt smacked/stroked/sniffed by
your fellow mammals in the human pack. Wi th Jil
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realistic to think he could sleep with her. Ma 'y
picked up fromher.

Thuy squeezed into the shower as Jayjay was getting out; the brief, sliding touch of her skin
made him unreasonably happy. Someday soon heo6d
wanted.

The Posse hit the street and hoofed toward the Missioet&trmory, keeping up a line of
recoveryhungry chatter as they went, the idea being to make the Natural Minders feel okay about
admitting the Posse. Although it was of course possible or even likely that the Natural Minders
wer endt moni taztvities @ allt Butet seProed wige dognake up for having audibly
confabbed with Nektar about launching an attack.

The rain had let up and the sun was out. People were shopping at the corner fruit stands,
some of them using the orphidnet to peer ineogites andind that perfect, unblemished lime,
jalapeio, or mango. Others were channeling music or watching what was happening somewhere else.

Witheveryone 6s attention diluted, the street scene
Passing Metoterivietabook® which was a hangout for the Mission metanovalisiayjay
saw the owner, Darlene, slumped in an easy chai

which had been a rarity of late. Darlene always had a big smile for Jayjay; sometithhegdid she

had a crush on him. Darlene was quitiuantial on the literary scene; she edited theMhgtotem

MetazineHer st ore wasnodét much, though. Just some co
beatup paper books.

People did still buy gaer books, even though you could read a book on the orphidnet without
owning it. Strictly speaking, you could publish a book by printing one copy and letting the orphids
settle onto it. Theydd crawl ar ounldhadookbyl ear n t
thoroughlyimaginingit, and then recording your thoughts onto some orphids, as the metanovelists
did. But the paper physicality of an edtlyle book remained perennially pleasing, and they still sold
in small numbers. Not that Jayjay owreaty.

AHow6s the metanovel , Th u-yl&degsastickng dutoDesthd e n e,
sidewal k, her booted feet crossed |i ke a cowboy
so much by selling books as by brokering access to metEndlany metanovelists stored their
works in secure form within the orphids on their own bodies, so as to be able to charge for access.

AfOh yeah, 06 s ai Whe@nklutyd.s figlotnbnsa chael laecbdout what 6s
year . 0 Wa k ifistghapdgn. bwas teinkihghtleough, what if | start using every single thing
Ifind. 0 She gestured at the shelves in Darl eneds
capture the full ambience. Every word, every page, all of it patitledenkall visible in one synoptic
gl ance. o

ASynoptic, 0 said Darlene, |liking the word. A
literary heritage; you read them side by side to see the face of the Holy Hive Mind in her presingular
state. But eldiingéaboatindgudihg all that data. Just do a link. If you put too much
into a metanovel , i filédBverghingahd Nothinggase tha sames youfeey e mp't
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me? Aim your frame. o0 Peering f r omhamdsflirtatiaushh her d

regarding Jayjay through the rectangle of her thumbdianger s. A What 6s with t he
foll owing you mangy Kkiqgs?0o

iWedr e e xFRoundess hoomw,tchesai d Jayj ay, mi mi ng hi ms
Stank purty.o

AHow warsy Ggur kin | ast night?06 Thuy asked Darl
who was promoting his new worBanality,by giving presentations at venues like Metotem
Met abooks. For an eveningbés perfor matemme, a met a

access permissions and give the audience a guid
people would pay for longgerm access.

ASpotty, 0 said Darl ene. AAll these hysterica
Poor Gerry. Not thatis gig would have been much better without the interruptiBasalityis an
exabyte of data, yes, but i1tdéds just images of S

Gerrybs voiceovers. No story, ua@edyGuikenRahabty act er s
is about a lonely kiggie who pokes around in alleys and has these sad, wry little insights. A

met anovel can be so much more. 0O

AOh, give the guy some credit, o said Thuy, w
juxtaposes@ transcendent . B u tWheenke laave a suspgnmeefuhdcton ng f or
trajectory. I f | can swing it, |l 6d |I'i ke to have
or a program or a complex knot. o

ABut it has t @arlkre. aut hentic, 0 said

AWedre alchemists, o0 said Thuy. #ATransmuting

Met anovelistsd bull sessions could go on for

work Thuy had actually done. She kept all her notes and drafts under securtqurated had never
shared any of her metanovel with him, other than that one metastory.
AWhat 6s that?060 interrupted Kittie, peering d
around an inert, stickhinfigur e whoo6éd just been pulled out of a
Ailtds Grandmaster Green Flash! oo exclaimed So
Hip, sparkling Grandmaster Green Flash had been the reigning San Francisco Doodly Bug
champion at one time, a kiggie whom Jayjay and Sonic looked up to. The Grandmaster had gotten
heavly into the Big Pig, hitting the sacred sow for days at a time. Jayjay had gone on a few runs with
FI ash, but he hadnét b eirdorhesub intensity that theuGsanhdmastet h at s
had. For Grandmaster Green Flash, any activity otherttital ecstasy was a meaningless uptight
social game.
And now Grandmaster Green Flash was dead on the sidewalk, his skin splotched with

diamondg | i tter paisley run amok. Hedd | et himself
and drinking,and hen hedd even | et go of breathing. Hi s
grin.

Al really am going to get clean, 0 murmured T
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A cop pulled up in an electric car, alerted by the onlookers.

AThgiusy was the best, o0 said Sonic, kneeling be
against the mephitic stench.

The Grandmastero6s skin glistened |ike an oil
shades. Peering into the Net, Jayjay saw way t@aymrphids on the guy. Normal surfaces had one
or two orphids per square millimeter, butthe Gramd st er 6 s skin | ooked to be
billion times that high. Thatodods why he | ooked |

guantum-computing molecules. Diseased orphids.
inStay back, 0 warned Jayj ay.

The iridescent colors on the Grandmasterods s
curledup fetuses, the rotating spirals nestling within each other.
fiNanomachinesd aelxlcloavieme dhiKmtti e. fLi ke nant s!

down the block, stopping at the end to stare back at them.

ACowe said Thuy, tugging at Jayjay. She rubb
invisible nanomachines.

Ailtoés okay, A daeindeJavjwaynkl i ng haze had gat he
corpse. AThe orphidnet has an i mmune system. Th
the sick ones on his skin. Orphids are designed to attack runaway nanomachines, remeenbier? On
the main reasons Ond Lutter released the orphids was because he wanted to block another wave of
nants. o

Thuy took off anyway.
Jayjay and Sonic stayed and watched the rain
the massed cloud of orphidscomsed t he rogue nanomachines. fAPoor

A warm breeze struck their faces; in the orphidnet a tfixdy-high figure was standing over
them. A Hibraner! He was a youngiiioking guy, dressed in red jeans and a yellow shirt with red
cubes pinted on it. His long hair was gathered into a topknot. Moving incredibly slowly, the glowing
humanoid form reached down and cuppediii&ering hands about the corpse, as if taking the
measure of the situation. By degrees he turned his head to staréhdoltock after Thuy. And then,
in a single twinkling jump, he hopped a hundred feet to stand by Thuy, bending down as if to talk
with her.

AAn angel! 0 screamed a fat woman on the side
soul away! o

ADamndoosai of the cops, a mustached guy not
time this week. o

AThird time for which part?o0 asked Jayjay. i
showing up?o0

ALIi ke that, yeah. o

AWhat does it mean?0 asked Sonic.
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AnYoebtrhe kigqgies, 0 said the cop. AYou tell m
|l ying around stoned all day. o
AWedre getting into recovery, o0 said Jayjay.

ASure you are. o The cop tossed a body bag on
own, the black piezoplastic enveloped the corpse.

AThis could be you,0 said Dick Too Dibbs, ap
vote for Bernard Lampton. Dick Too Dibbs is the man to crack down on nanomachines. | know the
bad guys; | can game theiedds. It takes an honest insider to halt the attacks. Not a faksoder

who takes bribes. Dick Too Dibbs in November. o
Jayjay and Sonic headed down the sidewalk to catch up with Kittie and Thuy. The Hibraner

was gone now. AThaemst hdte partridculiane ddyel s& s ai

AYoubve heard me talk about him: Azaroth. Re mem

Ni ght and he wanted to know if 106d seen the det

And this summer é&told me to cut back on the Big Pig. And just now he told me that if the Natural

Mind guys offer me a job, | should say no and stdigeh t . He says i f my |ife g

remember Chub6s Knot. o
AMaybe youbre goi ng g rhaezry., ofi Maayi bde Shoen idci,d nnbete d:
at all .o
il sarmeady to visit Natur al Mind, 0 said Thuy.
The Armory was a centwyld brick building with every sixteenth brick turned sideways,
making a grid of studs upon the dadd walls. An anachronistidish antenna projected from the
gently vaulted roof. In the visible world, the looming Armditied the better part of a city block;

within the orphidnet it was flaor, sefjinganindows, dnéd at ur el e
inner walls were quantm-mirrored to block the quantum entanglement signals used by the orphids.
I n other words, from the outside you couldnét s

loathsome fat grub worm in there, a greedy parasite befouling the orphidnet. Would heofgatv
when the Posse confronted him?

As i f Jayjay werendot an-gearchingbeeziasmomgsprynga ne o f
paranoid theory on him: Some unknown AFaction X
Armory. The elegantly glyphed arguntecame down to this:

A Faction X contaminated Nektar with beetl e mal
A Faction X direcihfestddSUW.e Posse to a beetl e

A Faction X expected that someone in the Posse
A Faction X expect etddathdetetantidote,dhe beedies wolld asksthe Passev e n
to heal Nektar.

A Factio X knew Nektar would wurge the Posse to
A Factio X was maneuvering the Posse into the
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And the beezies had an exponentiainber of possible theories about the identity and
motivations of Faction X. Given that everyone was using beezies, overelaborate action scenarios
were quite common now. Beezies were bringing human social intrigue to new heights.

All but paralyzed by ths input, Jayjay used private messaging to share the Faction X scenario

with the others, the four of them standing on t
AShould we go in anyway?0 Jayjay messaged th
Al will , 0 ans wesme®atientelfon my. metanovelnAamattidey might help me
kick the Pig. 16m really serious after seeing G
il want to get in there to cut the freakind
Dondét wimp out now. O
Al waseethedquantimi rr or s, 0 put in Kittie. #Altolll b
paint. o
These were al/l good reasons. fAOkay, o0 said Ja

The big front door swung open at his touch, revealing a small hall or antechamber. A shiny
finish coated th#oor, ceiling and walls of the antechamber, also the back of the door. Jayjay saw
himself dimly mirrored on every side. The colors in théeations were odd, sour pastels.

AWatch it!o exclaimed Kittie, heawiblsy |déa&tec hi
oil, or ice. o

i Quanniumor varnish, o said Sonic. AThe whol e
with it too. I't costs a fortune. O

APol yurethane doped with ¢ a+ddpedrionalkesquareu bes kn
rootof-NOT gat daj, @y sashowi ng off his physics chops.
orphid entangl ement threads. 0

AfWebre | osing the orphidnet right now, 0 said
them. They pushed through an inner door and entered the Aprapgr. The great open space was
fully quantummirrored. Floors, walls, windows, ceilings, and doors, all were glazed with square
rootof-NOT varnish. The acitinged rdl ections gave the Armory the misleading air of a
psychedelic fun house, although acft it was an oasis of calm. Relaxed, smiling people were
hanging out talking with each other.

But Jayjay wasné6ét paying much attentfirson to t
time in over a year, he had no-aleing orphidnet view. Theouteror | d was gone. And
beezies had reacted to the Armory by dropping offline; they were accustomed to distributing their
computations far across the worl dwide orphidnet
befogged. He had so much less infnan before, so much less computational strength.

Sonic stared down at his twitchifigigers, as if unable to assimilate his loss.

AUgh! 0 excl aimed Thuy, hal f turningvoddack. Al

birdhouse. A bland bologna indae | i case. o
fnKeep it together, o0 said Kittie, taking Thuy
Grist for the mill. Remember, nonkiqgitset 0 f eel t hi s way. 0

p.84



Rudy Rucker

AiHell they do, 0 said Thuy. #AEven Dot and Red
ifWel come t odNat s askitheddMbndaa sitting at a reception desk on the
ot her side of the inner door. She | ooked compac

change? Not suwadtwantttdlaege ugihf tohat makes sense
The hg open room echoed with the low hubbub of voices, a comfortabléinody, human
sound. People were sitting in groups on yoga mats and beanbag chairs. In a far corner of the hundred
foot-high room, an openwork metal staircase rose to an atticlike socamdqueezed against the
roof.
AnStay with it, Thuy, o0 said Jayjay. @AWe can d
agents were coming back to life, limping along at a fraction of their usual@tek
ARel ax and feel , 0s.c oiuynosuedll ed gMitl luisee dSttwb b t .
mi nute. And our <clients and our graduates. They
AfSober?0 protested Sonic, gazing down at the
pocket, whichwas anespeciall cr eepy sight as the shoondés face
aboutdea®? Using the orphidnet isnét the same as bei
Anlt is for some of wus,0 said Millie, sizing
walk into Natural Mnd by accident. Maybe this is where you need to be. A sober living
environment. Wedve got a few bunks open. o
People |Ilive here?0 asked Sonic, incredul ous
Participadend nwameke,td nsgasi d Mi Il Il i e. AOQur cl i el
Tiny me, 0 said Thuy, running her hands over
dr eam. But | | oved the dr eam. ltds only the Big
orphidnet. AlIl my worko6és in the orphidnet. 0
AThe i|I deayi dotwn ddwetf owe ramping back up, 0 sai
mi nd. ltdéds not slow, itds not dull, itds just s
graduates come back for a meeting enChekitor t wi ce
out . o She pulled out a paperback as if to start
Thatdos all ?0 said Kittie. ANoO questionnaire
Like | said, Mr. Topping wil/l interview you
Aha, 0 said Jayjay.
You pigheads |lydkwe?d hsaai dvoMidl,| ideoondktar i ng her
Of course you know who we are, right?o06 said
I see that Mr . Topping is nearly ready for
yellow light was blinking beside the open metal staitwel
They started up the stairs, Kittie and Thuy in the lead. Seen in the murky pastels of the
guantummirrored walls, the four of them looked like ascending divers.
Jayjay noticed that Sonic wlgxing his powerful hands. Was he planning to attack
Topping? Jayjay wanted to send Sonic a quarémerypted instant message warning him to stay
cool, but here inside the Armory, the orphidbased quantue ncr ypti on routine di ¢
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available. So Jayjay settled for messaging Sonic an unencrypted @matjoeace sign carved from
ice.
AfYeah, yeah, o0 muttered Sonic. fABe chill, but
The uppefloor held a large, loweilinged ofice:fluorescent lights, rows of cktchool
computers, the hum of ventilation. Hundreds ofettvéorn 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 ladder and a tra&pdtideading to the antenna on
the Armoy roof.
AHow retro, 0 said Kittie.
In this coriined weltlit space, the quantumirror glazes were bright and clear. With the
floor and ceiling ritkecting each other, it felt as if they were suspended in an endl2ggi8 of
worker drones.
Al 6ém ghohkFnanz Kafka at his desk at the Wor

Prague, 0 said Thuy. Als this, |like, aversion th
AWe planti ndé milookng thio mas aittind at a com@utermeat tiye stair A |
calls 6em mines, anyhow. Theyds | inks what bl ow

understand. The trick is to stick your-adne onto a spot where tfié¢ t er dogs ai ndét pi s
you gals? Maybe we done met on the orphidnet, buto .

Al never remember what | was doing online wh
Kittie, and this is my girlfriend, Thuy, and we

APrescription Johndés t he nalkHegeachedoatiodhakehe guy

their hands. AMy problem is I 6&6m |ovind that Haw
five times. 0O
AYoubre into the Big Pig too?d06 said Jayjay.
APl entifully, 6 said Prescri{fwayAsanwdnmahmext He no
to him. AThis hereds Mary Moo. Some of our runn

We was malnourished. 0
AThis is my fourth timertyhoosghdthédeNaket alt a

had a soft, cultured, Californlaoi ce. fAWedre going to keep it toge
When we hit the street?o0
Ailédm in no rush to step out, o0 said Prescript

atable,andathi ni ng t he or phi dnet ikélwingwithhmy matemaand Copac et
playing video games. 0

All around, the spectral Natural Mind clients were peering and gesturing at their screens. A
windowlessdice wi th a c¢cl osed door ran al ong fice,e r oombé
what withits walls being covered with quantumirror varnish. A light over the 6te door glowed
yellow, same as at

the foot of the stairs.

AThe Man?0 said Kittie, inclining her head i
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AAndr ew Tofppnerdg MargorMoo. fAnJa sma tatgere ewhwa tt hh eh i
rather overbearing and irritable. But all the o
Sonic was peering over Prescription Johno6és s
displaying a surreal landscape modeling tha Brancisco orphidnet activity. As John moved his
hands, the view zoomed in and out of the user records, displaying clickstreams as colored paths
through meme sculpture gardens and groves of personality trees. Now and then Jolfinckauld
fingertip toplant an ad link.

AnAre all your ads for Dick Too Dibbs?0 asked
AMostly, 06 said Mary Moo. ifSome are for busin
dondét worry about the content. You want to stay
AYou candToorDisbb®j cakprotested Jayjay, getti
visit. Al mdestPresiderd Didbs gotrihe death penalty for promoting the nants.
Doesndt anyone remember anything in thieyoécroeuntr
out to screw the |little peopl e. People | i ke us.
inFell er says the real point of our ads is to
from his screen. fAMake fol ks unhappy with the s
AOut with the old, in with the new, o0 said Ma
AYou know it, Mary, 0 said John.-coiindededipeau sed t
couple of times before the orphids come. 0
ADrugs never appealed me, 0 said Mary. AToo |

Big Pig.o

APl ant a mid %odic th Rresa@iptien Jahn, pointing out a spot on the screen.

AYouolfimedon here, Kkiq, ommai d John, placing an

The light on the rear wall turned green and the door swung open. A talkfpestyman in a
black business suit gesturedibe Posse, his mouth bent into a fake smile. Using the limited local
orphidnet view, Jayjay spotted a pistol i n a sh

AHere we go, 0 said Kittie, stepping forward

i Wel come, Bi g Pi glouBhy mangeusheringtlzem h artd blasing tHicbfl |
door. The quantuamirrored room had two tapestsgyle view screens and a red oriental rug. A
humongous wood desk faced the door. To the left were a heavyamodeather couch and, closer
to the centeof the room, a walkinghair. To the right was a grilled wall emitting a low hum.

Ventilation? The view screen on the left wall showed a view of thaiathg workroom right
outside.

Al dm Andrew Topping. o0 The man @eiylegshaket t i ed s
AYou would be Kittie Calhoun?0 He turned his wa
Jayjay Jimenez, Thuy Nguyen. Thanks for coming
hands.

Ugh, 0 said Thuy.
Ugh?0 echoed,lookictgrameyedT o ppi ng

St 3
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AYour hand, 0 said Thuy. AnDamp, i nvasi ve, an
laughed. Good old Thuy.

Maintaining his smile, Topping asked them to sit down. Sonic, Jayjay and Kittie ended up in
a row on the couch on the left. dyhsat 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 against his massive paneled desk, staring at them.

The imp 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 image; the right view was an ultracomputed simulagegr 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. Jayjay used the
roombés orphidnet r es eodfinec grilts lay behind #ie grill, gedhappasr . Fi ne
many as a hundred layers of them. Unfamiliar machinery buzzed in the darkness beyond the grills.

nSo, all right, I know that Nektar Lundqui st
Toppingwasayi ng. ABut maybe you dondédt know that | s
Bernardo i mage who sent you to the SUV this mor

AiSo | was right, o6 said Jayjay to the Posse.

AExcuse Toppth®. sai d

AfOne of my beezies hypothesized your scenar.i
We were curious about you. And a Ilittle interes
you to stop overloading the orphidnet with malwara d s p a m. For Gododés sake,
you hel ping Dick Too Di bb sntere0With Too Dibsiin fgowey, e any
the world might end! o

AYoubdbd probably |Iike Dick Too Dibbs more tha
support he nants at al | . Hebés by no means an ideal
|l east my employer has the mandés ear. Hebs hopin
opti mal way. But itds by no means a sure thing.
Youbr eabtoautkidnegf f Luty, right?06 said Jayjay.
Il 6d | et Mr. Luty do his own talking, o0 said
fact be alive. Natur al Mi ndds primary funding i
guantummirror varnish tlat protects our unfortunate clieétsinobtainable from any other source.
Public knowledge. 0 He held out his hands for si
monitoring our motley advertising force, | get a good overview of the orphidnet. Anidyobave
come to my attention. Two in particular have skill sets that could be useful to my employer. This
young man; this young fimgmean.ad e nliev ealnedd thiesn ian
prepared to hire all fourofyéduj ust t o have them. o

Fora moment Jayjay felt jealous. What about all his new physics ideas? Stop it, Jayjay. Get
over yourself. An ugly, heavy scene is coming up. Watch Topping. Get your bedrgsdmut the
scenario. And dondét forget that gril/l in the wa

)
i
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Sonicshookldi head. Al d6m not gonna-awadsfd oher e pl ant
AYour skills are about Doodly Bug, o0 Topping
laboratory for exploring brane theory, multiversal quantum mechanics, and the art ofYzalabi
manf ol d construction. Your work 0s0t ands out, Soni

Suddenly Jayjay got the big picture. ALuty w
wants to bring back Ond Lutter to help him! He wants to neutralize the orphids and feei Earth
some new nants! o

Topping regarded Jayjay |l evelly. Al coul dnot
has me under nondisclosdret er i ng. Youol | be the same, once y
contract. Thatodés anoitdhmralgloofdour asfonydw.ro me t o

AWhat contract?0 asked Kittie. i me an, how
have to do?0o

AForget it,o0 repeated Sonic. fAWe doné6ét need
got Nektar 6s g arvagptehosé¢oundeisvoey ailnt,i easn dh anpepdbe ni ng f or

AfHear me out, o0 said Topping testily. He out |
possible disclosure of sensitive infor-@eption, <c
wikiwareonto theirscalm r phi ds wi th full personal access per
would feed them businesse | at ed data, and of course the wiki:\

businesgelated thoughts arfdter their instant messages. No piegs office presence was required,
and the pay would be just this side of bodacious.

ABull shit, o said Soni c. ABull shit bull shit b

Jayjay looked at the two women.

AWould there be any work at all f terLikelayjay a
Jayjay, she was disappointed not to be a main a
use our money to open a Losers Clowb, Jayjay. Bu

iltés out of the question, 0 JFoppind. YOulaatugly A Az ar
think I6d I et you put spying wikiware bosses in
have nothing to |Iive for.o

AiSo no, then,o0 said Kittie, playing the | ead

AfAha, o0 sai deSoppigmg, nlyi spey iAha, aha, aha. o
end of the couch, then whirled to bodily scoop up Thuy and carry her to the grilled wall. The hum
behind the grating rose in pitch. A stiff breeze began drawing across the room.

Thuy waled, trying to twist away. The others ran to her aid. Kittie wagitheone to reach
Topping; fruitlessly she tore at his arms. He seemed on the point of hurling Thuy againstdhe grill
why?

Thuy moaned in fear; Jay] a gt ksoakmg thedid mantbe dov e
thefloor. As he fell, Topping managed to shove Thuy forward. Her head disintegrated into tiny cubes
which were broken into yedmaller blocks by the inner grills, her particles whirling into the dark
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hol ebs maw. hOadrdd ywasnoruog hbl daod. Thuyoés head was ¢
further into the grill, but now he had Sonic straddling his back.

Kittie had gone hysterical; slidled the room with harsh, rhythmic screams. Not knowing
what else to do, Jayjaytuggadd Thuyds | egs. He half expected to
her shoulders but, |l o, as Thuydés body pulled fr
layer, her component particles swarming out of the grill.

AGun! 0 screamend 6Somapcp.i Mgdihsady ri sen to a cr ol
clung to his back. Topping was pulling his pistol from his shoulder holster. Jayjayhimself at
the man, heavily knocking Topping and Sonic against the grill.

The equipment roared; the tweemdisintegrated completélyand were vacuumed through
the compound gratings like dust. All gone. Peering through the local orphidnet, Jayjay saw only that
same machinery back théreno groundup bodies, no drops of blood. Sonic and Topping had been
atomizedby bizarre physical forces and transported to who knew where. As for Thuy: her head had
gone there and come back.

AfAre you okay?0 Jayjay asked her.

Thuy winced and made a complex gesture with her hand.

nJeff Luty was | eani napountheer me. Tal king real
Hibrane.6 6 She broke off, wunable to say more.
ALet 6s bail, o said Kittie.

Some kind of signal escaped thé o when they opened the door back to the computer
room. Alarms sounded, rapid footsteps rang on the metal stairs from the §aam@ut the spindly
clients behind the monitors seemed sympathetic to the three Posse members.
AUp thar! o6 urged Prescription John, pointing
cable went. Alt aindt | ocked. 0
Kittie led the way, and Jayjay todke rear, with Thuy in the middle. They made it to the
roof.
It felt good to breathe the open air, and to connect with the global orphidnet. Hoping against
hope, Jayjay set his beezies to searching the area foldSono avail.
nJayjay kshl ddKBEbhie, 0oiAnd nearly you too, T
ASonicds not deaddibleads&iamnExdERadap..Lutyisi h&8hegput | he
hands on the sides of her head. #@AOh oh oh. Cano
AWebll free Soni c,hoe siasi.do Jayj ay. #fAWherever
A police siren was approaching. The three hurried to the other side of the Armory roof and
began working their way down the outside escape.
ifWebre going back to Nektards, o said Kittie.
flurbtrat scene, too. o
Al 6m going to Jil és boat, 0 said Jayjay quick
AAnd watch you shgbddemomyv@rsai ani Tl e, her ey
ANo thanks. o
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AWebd lup my SUV, Thalyl, obes anidc &. tltdlel. @ditnt an
met anovel . O

AAnd youol |l be crawling into Nektards bed ev
ANobody really | oves me. 0

ill ove you, 06 said Jayjay, meaning it Ha&woe kn
to go to Jilbébs. We can go anywhere you want. o

Al édm so tired, o said Thuy, her voice shaking
clean room over Nektardés garage and | ie down. o

AfLeave us the hell alonePigwPolae) ay, Oveai o

Down on the street, Kittie and Thuy headed b

toward the South San Francisco dock. He felt lonely and tired. At least he had a seat to himself. He
leaned against the streetcar window, Igttims mind drift out into the orphidnet. Up to the Big Pig. A
hit would be good right now.

The Pig welcomed Jayjay with a video clip of
Toppi hicged Whe fe mkmuied Jayjay to himself, missing Thé@yWheenk, wheenk,
wheenk. o
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PART Il

CHAPTER 8

Thuyodos Met anovel

Westinghouse yam in alleyway, o0 said the impr
high twolegged sweet potato with multitudinous ruby eyes, wreathed in crackling blue sparks,
peerirg at Thuy from a rakwet alley off Valencia Street, the same spot where Grandmaster Green
FIl ash had died. AVote for Dick Too Dibbs, 0 adde
AToo Dibbs won the el ection t wdoi danndédt ab ohtahl efr ni
herfilter dogs on the apparition. These days she enjoyed wandering the streets alone, open to the
ether, playing the patterns, riding thew. The heavier scenes went into her metanovel, which was
growing at a rate of two or three mites per day.
You could measure a metanovel 6s |l ength in te
tooktofini sh t he work, assumi ng t-lemhfotVhekmniaseigestet 1t ¢
hours, about the time it would take to read a nmmeefat book.

Al | i ke Dick, 06 said the virtual yam, falling
him. fADoes Dick like ye?0
AGive it a rest, o0 said Thuy. AToo Dibbs gets

pi ghead. 0 Wdsaoispwitlptheithinrcrees and hoarse roars of marshmallow people
already celebrating the advent of the new regime. To drown them out, Thu had her favorite Tawny
Krush symphony playing, and she was enhancing the sound with violin squawks triggerezblly s
gestures of her arms and legs, all but dancing down the street. She was protected from the rain by a
hooded yellow slicker; under that she wore her good old yellow miniskirt, striped wool leggings, and

piezoplastic Yu Shu sneakers, alsoareshiitand red sweater s-hevdsl i ber a
bulging closets.

AThat 6s you, Thuy, ainét it?0 said the spark
channel that story you posted this afternoon. What was it called again? Mary Moo done showed me
the link , but | ainét got the money f or afmaratshs . Mar y
Armory. Toppingds mad. 0o
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AMy metastory is called 6Losing My Head, 6 0
thing live and for free at Metotem, so tuneaimd turn on, you skeevy old stoner. Stiltrathing for
Natur al Mind, huh?o
Al cycled out t-opdorspiadryluyptysa md Madytoewver | eft
Aldm off the Pig, yeah, o0 said Thuy.novBlThi nkin

The new metastory is an excerpt from it.  6m in
awake. And the worl ddés helping me. This Hibrane
pudding, too. It 6s s o popped aitootthatgpartitulas alleyc hr oni st i c
Everythingds entangled. Godo6és an artist. o

AThe yambés the man, ofinggaiudg Hmries druibpetrioaurs Ja lam,g
here comes Topping. Gotta go. o0

He sputtered, twinkled, and faded @ueaving Thuy vith a sudden suspicion that maybe
that hadnoOfleshamdbhobbdePtesgeription John running t
talkingtoavirtual,arfici al |y alive Prescription John from wi
Hanging around D&are nMedtsot em st ore the other day, shedd h
talking about times when their characters started messaging ttiey referred to this not
uncommon feedback phenomenon as fibl owback. 0

Gerry Gurkin, for instance, kept having visitetts from the simulated Gerry Gurkin of his
autobiographicaBanality,the virtual Gerry clamoring that he wanted metanovelist Gerry to edit in a
girlfriend character for him to fuck. Telling this story, portly Gerry darted hot intense looks at Thuy,
as ifhe were planning to feed a modelhefr to virtual Gerry, which was perfectiyne with Thuy,
and she said so.

Thuy was in a loneMput-conedoff emotional state where she was ready to accept any
admiration she was offered, as long as itwas virtuahkandt h no strings attached.

shedédd heard a woman actwually saying that about
crime site. That phrase went straight into the
seemed sable too. Oh, for sure that had been the real Prescription John. No beezie would ever talk

that silly.

Light from the store windows made warm trapezoids on the shiny sidewalk, gilding the rain
puddles, their surfaces wrinkled by the gusty wind. As alwdyen she noticed gnarly natural
patterns, Thuy thought of Jayjay. She missed his lean body, his voice, his smell, his physical
presence. He was still living on therz Boat.

According to Kittie, whoodd t aHowdersjagayheat c hi ng
had a little affair with Jil Zonder in November, although Jil had broken it off pretty quickly for the
sake of her kids. Kittie said Jil wouldndot have
after his affair with Nektar, Crgor 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 Jayjayod6s affair had actual
Thuy aboutte coupl ebs intimate doings: who put what
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di dndét care to process that type of info. No mo
the twobacked beast. Or, for that matter, Craigor and Lureen. Grumtt, gnoan, moan. Thuy had
given up on sex, at least for now, although she and Kittie were still roommates and fairly good
friends. Oh, Jayjay, where are you?
Thuy drew even with El Santo de Israel, an evangelical storefront church that had preaching
and acrowd most evenings. It was next to an auto repair shop. The church name was in-the serif
heavy Old English font that some Latinos liked, and the windows were decorated with poster paints:
a man wrestling an angel, a gininted star with Hebrew lettersoaind it, the Christiafish symbol
with an eye in the middle, and numerous chaptefverse scripture references. Fresh red writing on
the windowreadi Vi si t a Del Re b el BRebel AngalAzhrothAVisiting doddy. Hoy . 0
Azar ot h a g asibegan rifgimgiag ib she hadaarfever. The busy street scene became
remote, fiin quotes, 0 a grimy surreal di orama be
metanovel, or was the metanovel writimgy?
Until now, Thuy had held back from mentioning Aath in Wheenkbut it was time to write
him in. She mentally replayed her memories of her fiesy meeting with him, going over the events
slowly and precisely, blending them into the material she already had.
It had happened shortly after Orphid Nigivhen the ethereal Hibraners had become visible,
thanks to the airborne orphids adhering to the
meshes of graphical vertices.. . .

*k%k

As part of her then job at Golden Lucky, the Vietnamese restasuaply wholesaler, Thuy
was researching the possibility of starting to deal in the meat of the locally caught Pharafiktcuttle
being processed by AmphiVision, the San Francisco company that made display devices using
organic rhodopsin fromcutfishdqh r o mat ophores. Amphi Vi sion was di
quitetastffle sh, and Thuydés boss, Vinh Phat, sensed a
demand for grilled cuttfesh in the local Asian communities. Vinh had set Thuy to tracking data on
the cuttldishers, giving her access to a dratyspy camera.

So as it happened, Thuy was watching Craigor, Jil, Ond, Nektar, and ChuMerthBoat
the night that Ond rel eased fishidatasteeang $he ateesseadhh e  d i
blue spaghetti link; and she paid close attention when Chu wove his&giéigumpcode knot
from a piece of string. The knot intrigued, even fascinated, Thuy. Looking through thefbiragjoa
examined it quite closely during the penultimate instafitt er Chu ti ed together t
ends, right before he disappeared into the Hibrane.

Thuy was investigating all these things with a sense of doing a job for Golden Lucky, alone
with the family cat Naok o house, working orilimeiaftet hpurshbnetd r o o m
immediately understanding the transformative impact of what was going down. But then she looked
out her window past her parents6é neighborsé ide
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Francisco; and sulgnly she got the picture. Game over. Everything was changed forever, and Thuy
no longer needed to play the good girl. Not quite letting herself think about what she was doing, she
packed a bag and headed for her f8ghool boyfriend, Jayjay. Thanks teetbrphidnet, it was easy
to find him. He was living with Sonic in a shell of a house in the Migsisome developer had
gutted it for a retrfit and had then run out of funds.

Azaroth manifested himself to Thuy three days after Orphid Night. By then gheihad
emerged, and Thuy, Jayjay, and Sonic had learned about suckling on the pig, which meant that Thuy
woke up woozy. She sat wup in bed, Il ooking aroun
orphidnet, she saw a glowing eye the size of a mgdaming in the window. It was a Hibraner, a
thirty-foot-tall man of light. He word ashy clothes: purple bdtiottoms and a green shirt with
yellow stripes. He reached through the wall to caress Thuy; she felt his ethereal body as a-warm air
current.

Aibs glow to talk with you, 0 Azaroth messaged

connection in Thuyo6és head. The voice sounded bo
his speech with a rich stream offyoiumages. .®PIO6m A
AThuy, 0 she said aloud, causing Jayjay to st
gone out to |l ook for food. Thuy switched to sub
name i s Azaroth, anyway?o
A My gr andp amkbkudhias inthe Puajabf They worked in a bicycle factory. As
he prepared to emigrate, my father, Puneet, mad
named me after a Babyl onian demon. Azaroth is a

pushel his head and shoulders into the room as well. He had dark, liquid eyes and a beaky nose. He
wore his long hair in a topknot enclosed by a pale green stocking that matched his shirt.

One of Jay] a y-ousnodadd g8merconsoleswasironning adrfipe demo loop.
Azaroth peered at it, fascinated.

AiDo you want something from me?d06 Thuy asked.
AChubés Knot, o Azaroth said. AYou know, that
jumped to our worl d? That 0 ®einGih lLwasherKstealing You saw

Craigoriig$hs. cWetllieke to eat them. o

AChubs Knot, o echoed Thuy, not really surpri
Knot lately, even in her dreams. It seemed reasonable that a Hibrane alien would wiamt &b&ut
the most fascinating thing shedd ever seen. She
conversation. AWhy exactly do you need it?0

Al want to help Chu come home. 0

AHeb6s stild]l i n t himalo btr atnke® KMngt @t ask

A My AuwmmdtaxGlcaught Chu on Orphid Night and maoc
father Ond got away. flashedrThug a Visiort of Che wrapped ih & rubbber Az ar o
net suspended by bungee cords in the middle of a very largé riia@emed to be personal gym
or exercise room in a hilltop mansion with a view of nighttime San Francisco and the twinkling
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Golden Gate Bridge. The vision was accompanied by a-mindmb i ng hum. ABouncy Cl
Gladax is very paranoid about your nanomaclkinegen thougwe 6 r e sur e t hat all t
your boys were crushed by our smart air as soon

got smart too. O
How do you mean?o
Lazy eight. ltds how we do telepaodohy in the
explain right now. Can you tell me the juropde so | can pass it on to Chu and Ond? Maybe they
can even make your air smart too. 0
And that would be good?o0
Oh yes. Hyl ozoic. 0
Al l I know is that Chu post-eoderighttbeforethé ue spag
, 0 said Thuy, not qutakingalisnur e she should hel
That part | know, 0 said Azar ot h.-codeBaret al | t
now. |l dm asking i f you YbwurnselKhoknow the s
| dondét exactly remember the Knot, o said Th
That humpty Gladax, 06 said Azaroth, shaking
Knoo | 6 m tal ki ng about hi &antthenghe addledpghe Kdotewingf st r i n
awayf om him. 0 | mage of ol d Gl adax focusing her n:
exercise room. She strikes an-tdghioned harp at one end of the room. The bouncing stops. Gladax
leans over Chu, an energy ray poking from offheger. Slowly, p eci sel y, she reache:
head, crooning to keep the boy still.

AOnd was so worried; he went to Gl-magkdxo6s hou
Ond Lutter kneeling tiny on tlookingrhansion datdagwmehc h o f
housebs pillars |ike the trunks of trees. nAGI ad
teach her how to erase aldodédet cdobramet-h@&tc®s dwh
spaghetti | inks dondét wo rskChuetmliyenwdhrherlike Meowsebayh i | e G
or a pet. She thinks heds a lucky amul et agains
Gl adax6s tutor, so he can be near Chu. But | 6m
work withme. Andéd | i ke to give them Chuds Knofix so that
your worl d. o

NfnGl adax wants to keep Chu because of what he
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most of this. fASheds that worried about nants?o0
AiMost Hi branerag et hiinlk ymac RNizmeot h gestured at

di splay and at Jayjayds equally obisotlwegied.cée |l mag

of a beggar kneeling to walk on roughrved wooden stilts that are exactly the same lengtisas

shins would be i f he wal kedfisehr epcota.c hiielrdé ds ol mek ed atyo,

continued Azaroth. Al 6d | i ke to program video ¢

reason why | want to get Ondbeangr &Lthaf dlr eaeend rtohme

p.96



Rudy Rucker

write a game. 16d | i ke to b-eodaRdmemberdforanef er t hem
Thuy. o

filLook,Azaroth you jump branes all the time.- Why ca
code thatyouu s e ? 0

Al d&onmodm t he code | i ke a machine row of beads

been able to visit the Lobrane, but each jump is a little dangerthese creatures called subbies live
in between the branes and t hesausebfrthe cudishdl cuttlest c h y o
are extinct on our world, you wave. We admire them as a religious symbol, but we overdid it and ate
all of owurs. Hi braners pay a | ot for Lobrane cu
the cuttléish | sench o me . 0

AnSo why dondét you send Ond and f&hhu yboauc ks tteoa It,

suggested Thuy. She paused for a moment, then p
so | can have a |l ook, too. o
il ¢ an 0 tforcg jumsptaLoliranaiiurean from brane to brane. The dugthedie when
| jump them over to the Hibrane, you wave? To make it safe, a person has to jump all glowy with
their personal pul se. o
AWhy doudaptbetter attention to Chuds Knot wh
i |  temescited about havingyougnonfesal | 'y see us. 0
AAnd why is it that youbre invisible over he
AYou ask too many questions, Thuy! The brane
voices singing in different keys. And when we Hibraners juorpss, we only change our phases by
a |little bit, so we show up catawampus aki mbo t

kind of matter, and when you jump, you rotate through the full phase shift to match. Chu and Ond
showed up chewy as a cefitcsh. Come on now, Thuy, stop stalling. | bet you can remember the
Knot. A smart woman | i ke you. o
Charmed by the chatty alien, Thuy tried once
Knot. Surely the delicatiligree was intact somewhere in heemmory? But it kept slipping away.
|l candédt quite get it,0 she said after a bit
Maybe you should write a story about seeing
way to know what you donodt. o
il 6ve been tal ki ngstyleofwrh tp enagp l0e saahl adu tT hau yn e v h €
i nveterate participant in onlinkewenvdrid ealsld tghiorukpi
about a new art form using the orphidnet. o
AiStart with Orphid Night, o0 urged Akyaurot h. AT

)
i

personal experiences, spill your starky guts. I
spi ke. o
Ail's Gladax evil ?0 asked Thuy as an afterthou
ANo. 1 tés just that sheds old and sbfe worrie
Hi brane San Francisco, did you know that? | kno
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fat h edrebasd br ot her Charminder éds widow. Sheds part
but shedéds always nice to md. of bédi ssbbenveossatoo
reckl essl y. AGood ol d Gl adax! o

And then Sonic came back to the apartment and Azaroth left.

*k*k

Thuy poppedoutofhdlfa s hbac k. She 6d Wheendatdbase;tit felalikeda i nt o t
good, solid take. Thinkinkgss formally now, and no longer for the record, she recalled the two other
times shedd seen Azarot h.

The second time had been back in September. Azaroth had slid ever so slowly down a
slanting sunbeam fromasunsee ddened <c¢cl| oud, brnedurageddThuyiolstarts t i me
sleeping with Kittie instead of with Jayjay, wh
time, Azarothhad said the switch would give Thuy more to write about, also that breaking up with
Jayjay would help Thuy be&aer Big Pig addiction, which had been soaking up increasing amounts
of her energy and time. Oh, and Azaroth had encouraged Thuy to start linking her scattered
metastories together into a single cohesive metanovel.

By then Azaroth had also talked Gladato letting Chu and Ond range freely around the
Hibrane equivalent of San Francisco. They did no harm, and the Hibraners enjoyed seeing the tiny
gnomes around town. And, just as Azaroth had hoped, Chu was helping him develop a telepathy
based game. Azatot used t he word Ateepd to mean Ado tele
used a stream of wadomputerfAadOnd wae advisingyGlaohe Ofseéns e r v e r
ways to access the vast pool of Hibrane teep info. Hibrane telepathy was baseteomeird quirk

of the braneébés physics, and had no Webli ke orde
Ond and Chu were very i nt er e-sodefa gettimghome.l ear ni
Al t hough it still wasnét quite s adkeowthattheyt hem t o
could come home when the time came.
Azaroth assured Thuy that even i f she hadnot
Chudés Knot, she was surely getting closer. Acco

Knot wereimplicit in everything Thuy wrote, so that even when she thought she was writing about,

say, what her mother, Minh, used to pack for her school lunches, she was really, at some deep level,
writing about the Knot. May bfdhugyd.s Tnh ea dKn otf t £tni la
drifting off to sleep, she saw it hovering before her, every loop and twistdnbattwhen she tried

to focus on the details, they always slipped away.

The third time Thuy had seen Azaroth had been last month, right aitet heb e en | eani ng
Grandmaster Green Flash, assessing the state of
time, Azaroth had hopped over to Thuy and messaged her the news that Luty was working on turning
Lobrane Earth into nants again. He siel Hibraners would do what they could to help stop Luty,
but the real work was up to the Lobraners themselves. He said it would be a shame if the nants won,
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because then his people would never feel safe coming to visit again. He told Thuy to argueyabout an
offers they made her in the Armory, because if she got ifighg it would give her something
heavy to write about for her metanovel, and if
and Chu back, and they might be the ones to turn the tide.

The weird events on the secdhador of the Armory had indeed sparked a giaeenk
chapter, A L @ swhichdhuyyas iflfaca di@to perform at Metotem in about an hour.

More and more, Thuy believed that her labyrinthine path through this mmdtsi world
really was at some deep |l evel tracing out the v
Azaroth on the storefront churchdés window made
reading, Thuy cut inside to check if thebdida angelwas gonna make\asita and pass her another
clue.

Right away a silent, observant little girl toddled out from among the beat old metal chairs to
stare at Thuy. The congregation consisted of workiags Latinos and Filipinos, many with faresi
in tow. A glance into the orphidnet showed that only a few of them were kigqgies; Thuy could always
pick out kiggies by noticing who was using a lot of beezieagente Thuy, peopl ebs be
like colored mushrooms on their backs and heads.

AfHaveme popcorn, o0 said a comfortably ample w
way. The woman wore purple lipstick and a shiny yellow silk dress. She handed Thuy a white paper
bag s hfélédron aurevietheaterstyle popper in a glass caseesh puffed kernels were

bl ooming and cascading out of the metal popper o
A welcome treat. fiTake a seat and enjoy the goo
glad to have o vVvisit. Il 6m Kayl

AThanks, o said Thuy, stepping further in and

back row. Lowkey gospel music was percolating from a thpeeson band: a languid shihaired
dude with an electric guitar, a turbaned woman at a keybaadda alassic mariachi guy strumming
a bass.

Pastor Luis stood upon an inexpensive oriental carpet on the dais, a short man with thinning
blackdyed hair, rough skin, and horizontal wrinkles across his forehead. He wore a shiny gray suit
with the pants plgd up high and held in place by a lizardtterned belt with a telmng tip flopping
down.

Pastor Luis was talking and gesturing without letup, his voice a rhythomic At first Thuy
coul dnét make out what | anguege Heorwas spp d &k itrhg
unprepossessing appearance, there was an infectious energy to his motions, a hypnotic pulse to his
expostulations. He was a kiqqie, with beezies bedecking him like shelf mushrooms on-thdorest
log.

Thuy relaxed and enjoyedifawhile, eating her popcorn, but then Luis paused and stared
right at her, drawing info about her from the orphidnet.

ifWel come, sister Thmeogniedtenorespeakiny Englidhnown a sweet
AAzaroth be with you. o@tharaebel angel Azhrothy ay,bosaed arouhdd m ¢ a
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by the rulers of the Hibrane, guiding us to revolt against Babylon, a sword against the Pharisees, ay,
our counselor against the gobblingedinsuming nants. Show us ydace,Azaroth caress us with
yourove, ay, warm our hearts in this | ow, wounded
Broadly smiling, Kayla curvetted up the aisle, dritashing. She took the microphone from
Luis and began a chant:
Innacun cunna gampamade nattoli.
Itannu sicanayun 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 not in Spanish, but in the

Gaddang language of the Philippines | and of Luzon, not all that far
grandparents had | arlede/etnamnnaleaky mat. when t heyodd
One of Thuyoés beezies told her the | ines wer

When he turnegtayway heds com

You stare at him but you never see him.

And, continued the beezie, the answer tofthes t  r i d d | &s hwacs aimd ctuhte |ans
the second was fAthe sun, o0 although it could jus
AChKast . 0 Everything was so very deeply intertw

The chanted words overlappdidling the air with vibrations like sacred Aums, calling
another order of being into the room. Warm air eddied across Thuy; the hairs on the nape of her neck
prickled up.Luis kicked aside the oriental rug to reveal a pattern inscribed dlotire an octagon
with a square drawn on the inner side of each @dgbeezie agent whispered that the pattern was a
flattened hyperculdeand here came Azaroth, visible in the orphidoethe upper part of him
anyway, the lower half of his ethereal body beneattiithe r . Az ar o tapppintebhfaiy 6 s s el
coach and muse, wearing a-gigllared yellow shirt printed with green daisies, his arms moving as
slowly as kelp drifting in a wee.

AiLots of news, 0 he said to Thuy, talking rig
ExaExa | abs. First of all, humpty Lutyds sendin
want you spreading theswoAndtiheaddhleidlse |t i agat o
waisthi gh pl astic golem shoon with slit eyes. fSec
tomorrow. H e 6w agpradstall ovar vencSo keevery starky. Make a plea to the mass
mi nd. | fon § guERaEX@ riot, Thuy,youméipal | y see the | ight. o An

to Spanish and Gaddang, giving the congregation a messagereliseife and good will.

ABy O0Osee t he finisgWwheehkod o ryeone mbean Chubéw Knot, o
wanted to ask, but, oh shit, it was almost time for her reading! Was Luty really launching the nants
tomorrow? Before Dick Too Dibbs even got intdi oé?

Thuy tossed a couple of bucks in the collection plate and hurried out with a murmur of
thanks. @wn the street at Metotem Metabooks, Kittie was right inside the door, smilingly awaiting
her.
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ifHebpngaip sai d Kittie, dolled up and butch in
spikes, the cartoony blue tattoo on her neck looking good. Ne#&thbought her the suit. Kittie
raised a glass of red wine. fAHereds to Dick Too
Al al ways |l ook for the upside, 0 said Darl ene
shirt, but wi tShe ea tfha nsc?yd0 nTehcek ldapeddmbgdieadsovere r hod o p s i
displaying silent talking heads of Bernard Lampton and Dick Too Dibbs, plus orphidnet graphics of
Hibraners, beezie scrolls, and Pharaoh digtl . Al snét it pretty?0 said LC
gd vani ze the art community. o

ifLet 6s hope the Homesteadies donét zombify t
Kittie. AExecutive order, day one. o0

ADick Too wonét be that bad, 06 said Darl ene.
teethandampper | ip that projected out. Al think hebo
hunt down Luty and execute him. I believe him.o

AfBelieve a guy from the Homesteady Party?o p

ALIi feds a | ong and wi ndi rofgevimever win foroongsGomael Dar |
on, Thuy, | fecé S gou cao peisanalize gome &ccess codes for your fans. And tell me
what you want me to say when | introduce you. Have you been tracking the orphidnet rank of your
teaser postd?r el tgdbosn nsau phearv.e We good cr owd. I hope .
circulation too | ong. o

Darlene had set out about twenty chairs. A dozen people were already seated, including
Thuyodés fellow metanovelists Gerr ydakboaBaehwof, Carl a
them had a very different take on how to make a metanovel.

Ger r y 60 s Baeatittavasoawasticombine of images all drawn from one and the same
instant on a certain day. No time elapsed in this work, only space, and the story veagthed s
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 and
were accompanied by a spoken vewer delivered by virtual Gerry Gurken, who wandered his
memory palace at the userds side.

Despite the dismissive remarks that Darlene sometimes madeBablity, Gerry Gurken
was a craftsman to the core. Any4mmute block of the work was fascinating, disorientiaigd
revelator | eavi ng t h e-camterandagog. dnfortuthatety,fby the twemipute mark,
most users founBanalityto be too much.

Intense, lipsticked, nabiting Carla Standard had used what she called a simworld approach
in creating her Nésion district metanovef o u 6 r e Her virBial anbracters were drtially
alive, always in action, and somewhat unpredictable, a bit like the nonplayer characters in an old
school video game. Rather than writing story lines, Carla endowed hertehsraith goals and
drives, leaving them free to interact like seagulls in a wheélng k . EaXbtuaser ®sBum!
experience was tailored with data drawn from th
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ot her wor ds, wh e metgnovel, yaucsanwessnethidg vadeely tesemlding your
own life.
Thuyods t wo YsoeusOsrieohnasd Bwpimtiohv ed painful, even | ac

relived the moment last spring when she and Jayjay stood ufid&reaing plum tree off Mission
StreetJayjay shaking the tree to make the petals shower down upon her like perfumed confetti, all

the while Jayjayods eyes were melting with |l ove.
objectively than before, with the simulated Thuy hungover from thdRjgher clothes in disarray,
Thuy hysterically screaming at Jayjayinamdral ned al |l ey, andfippagor Jayj a:

nervously adjusting his coat and hat. Oh, why did she have to miss Jayjay so much?

Like Gerry Gurken, the excitable Jack Spatkae s one of Thuyds admirer s
physical appeal for her. He was too thin and overwrought, too needy. As part of his doomed
campaign to engage Thuy 0 sThaThiiydFamniuovitableSygar ks had
unreadable metanovel wharevery 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 crawled over the foot end of the bed. She putippdrsros 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 her partner. And
so on. And so on. In practice, no hunaarthor would have had the time and energy to contemplate
so richly ramiied a document ahe Thuy Fanbut Jack Sparks had his beezies helping him by
autonomously roughing in sketches of ep@re action paths.

Bouncy Linda Loca was working on a metancemtitied George Washingtomepicting the
world as seen from the point of view of a dollar bill. What lent her work its piquancy was how
l'iterally shedd manag eGdorge Waskingteyou feltdlat and erinkly;l an: pe
you spent most ofour time in a wallet or folded in a pocket; and when you came out into the air the
main things you saw were countertops and peopl e
changed hands, the bill moved the story along by buying drirkseirte, osex, 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 round
him out, shedd made hi m George eggn ipesterimggLindarwitht e r . Pro
messages about her metandvdumb ideas, by and large. The character was, after all, only a beezie
simulation of a human, without the deep complexity that made an artist.

For her part, Thuy was makiMyheenknto what sle termed a transreal lifebox, meaning
that her metanovel was to capture the waking dream of her life as she experi&nadet
sufficiently bending the truth to allow for a fortuitously emerging dramatic plot. Thuy wanted
Wheenko incorporate not onlthe 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 beeziduilt graphic constructs afdthis was a special arrow in her quigemusic. The
goal was that accessing Thuyds work should feel
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I n Dar Fficednreallys windbwless storage room with a diedkhuy took off her coat
and personalized the dozen fALosing WMwypceHeado acc
each of them she sai d t fixedada@pghidnetdink tb the dedicatios er 6 s n
event. Then she washed up and drank a glass of water.

AiSo what should | say about you?0 asked Dar]l
othervery well . ASay I 6m a genius, and that they s
and | onel y. nSay | have a broken heart. o

il noticed that in 6Losing My Head,d 0 said
she sometimes had the experienteopeopl e knowing her better than
dondét get Jayjay back?0 cont i nMez@oathabrdkeeupe. HAEvVe

with Jil in November. Everyone knows that fréraundersl f you dondét want Jayj a
forr him, girl .o

AiHe wondt clean up his act. Hebs al ways gett
Al hear Jayjayods been making some real progr
rumors heds nailed teleportat i ogorkeapfisagpeasingc an be

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 aat 6dsr ug pr obl e m. Maybe Jayj a:
were never as severe as yours, Thuge#éms like you love him anyway. What if you accepted him

the way he is?0

Al wasnb6t raised to do accept-eainamesedBusai d Thu
yeah, maybe | could learn, Darlene. Thanks. Oh, | forgot to tell you, keep an eye oartHegdba
warning that Jeff Luty might send, | ike, a plas

il thought shoons were always cute and giggl
worries for mere stage fright.

AfWebdl | see, ongsuhofttie dich. Mest of tipeesaats were taken, and more

people were coming in the door. A glance into the orphidnet showed virtual faces hovering, a few
hundred of them. Very respectable numbers for a Mission metanovelist.

AThanks for aolodnitntgg oc rTchwudy af t er Darl eneds i ni
and I é6m going to be showing you a piecme called
progressWheenlo

Thuy had learned a bit by watching others present their metanovels. The awhetes to
experience the thing itself. You had to give them a link into the metanovel database and drag them
along in your wake.

As Thuy messaged out the access links, someone appeared in the middle of the front row,
Jayjay, wearing his green cap andack poncho with a stencil of a cufile h . He hadndét bee
mi nute ago, and he hadndét come through the door
thumbsup sign. She had foght back a big grin. Excited and energized, she dove into thevpare
her head went through the grat i progerwithaflgoeppi ngos
images and music.
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ifnWedre wrest |-facedgopman dfigeiacf| fdllonto ghl wall. You know
those dozens of voices jabbering in yoraib: fears, scolds, lusts; masters, monsters, slaves? Right
away the grating dices my head into bouillon cdbdgeeerd one voice apiece. Zoom in on them
and you can hear the little voices are choruse$ taom aum aui the grills buzzsaw me more, my
cellssing goodb y e I 6 mo fveed astaboweisa below, my fragments live in tide pools by
an unknown séa wheenB® | miss kissing Jayjay in the spring snow of fallihgwer petald peck,
peck,pecil 6 m a | onely cr owd enfan subbig gdinelsy roaad timeétmlé ked by
rolls in and | scuttle from a zillion hideyoles, my pincers, feelers, egtalks mergé click, clickd |

see a white plastic table undbasorescenfixturefli c k er , 1 6 m a he & dnumsbtei cki ng
droned amanleansovermewt h pl asti c ants on his face, he we
dood eeceewd dear Jayjaybs pulling me back through the
to zero agaid nteeezd | 6 m c¢ hun ki n g -diced nackirst arglrhey) thap was| i c e
ExaExa, and the mad scientish i®

Thuy was interrupted by the storeds big wind

small, roughkhewn humanoid waving bifysts. He bent over and farted horribly, spewing pukeful
billows of stink into the mwd. Coughing and retching, all but trampling one another, the crowd
pushed out to the rainy street.

AKiller event, o0 said Gerry Gurken to Thuy. f
ALetébs go, 0 said Jayjay at Thuyods side. #nl o6l
Alnctake care of her, 0 said Kittie, wanting

The golem shoon had his own ideas. Heedless of whom he knocked down, the stubby
creature forced his way through the crowd, grimly 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 about anything.
Seized by mortal fear, Thuy dashed into Valencia Street and was nearly run over by an
electric car. It skiddd past her, whacking her a glancing blow on the butt. Somehow she kept her
bal ance. Thuyds heart was hammering as if it wo
fortune, the oubf-control car plowed into the golem, squashing his head.
Thuy dartednto a murallined alley across the street, leaning against a painted wall, gasping
for breath, her face wet with rain, her sweaterassdffi rt begi nning to soak th
sl i cker i fice.Beenihtbenoglbidnet,shé murals weosviglg windows that showed
endless animated variations of themselves. Someone else came into the alleyfi lapdijeet of
foot. He rested his hand lightly on her arm.
ARunning wondét be enough, 0 he said. Al have
Under the streetlighty Metotem Metabooks, the rubbery golem was molding himself into
his original form, his shadow a black stain upon the puddled pavement. He moved his head in abrupt
twitches, scanning for Thuy. An excited little dog began barking at the heavyset shoanshaétip
kick, the golem sent the dog skidding into the gutter, limp and broken.
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AiDarl ene said | should give you another chan
h you, yes. | hope itdéds not too | ate. o

AiMe too, 0 answereaetd Reary.] afyT hiHe isanitllreed same al |
Synchronicity.o
ABut how deeply does Jil hdadwe her hooks into
AWoman, 06 echoed Jayjay and embraced Thuy, sh
his plastic pwenctholJi ilbeobhyssel eptoul dnét have vy
do right. She broke off with me because it was upsetting her kids. But Craigor keeps cheating on her;
heds got this midlife crisis thiBgt Ahdt aswndth
|l i ke the way | feel about you, Thuy. | 6ve al way
comes cl ose. 0

Thuy wanted to melt, to cling to her man like a vine, but over his shoulder she saw the golem
splashing across Valencia.

fJayjay O

iltés okay, 0 said Jayjay squeezing her tight
orphidnet and look at tHderzBoatAnd be | ooking at this alley wit

Thuy foll owed Jayjayo6s | i nk keMerziBbadvithgte nt | y r o
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 stripegsmiiking caterpillar that
crawled all over thdlerz Boatscenesmoothing over the abutimperceptible gaps in the remotely
viewed image, interpolating among the orphidbased data points. No orphidnet image had ever looked
thisreal.

Next Jayjay showed Thuy how to weave her thoughts from scene to scene, bindigythe a
and the seascape together.

Thuydés mind spread out. She was neither here
with each other, temporarily free of the outside world. She felt very tiny, she wasdalingre?
With a thump, Thuy and Jayjay kd&d on the soft deck ®f

AWel comblerzBoat)t wvehi spered Jayjay. AYou and me,
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CHAPTER 9

The Attack Shoons

Th e b aflgdnere faintlfy lit by the San Francisco lights, tHeeations roughened by the
endless rain. The softgdtic scowle x ed wi t h t he wat gomt@dsmogndsrot | e ¢ hor
Craigordés art projects stood heaped beside his
glowing windows of a long cabin illuminatdighing nets and a big glass tank oftletitsh. In the
bow, a group of Jil b6s shoons chattered among th

AHOW began Thuy, but now one of the cabin dc
Although the night was dark, Thuy could see Jil clearly via the orphidadect bob of dark hair,
straight nose and great cheekbones, almond eyes and crisply cut mouth. Thuy had always admired
Jil, and even now she wanted to like her.

AYou made it, Thuy! o exclaimed Jil. Seen wup
sudock e was dragging her down. Al watched Jayjay
part aboutficEoppivnggstbabt grill connection to th
temples distractedl y. AUm, iofvth oopwho eangesawe ar y o u
search warrant. Bim Brown, the San Francisco Chief of Rblibee 6Founder§ an. Heds r ead
launch a surprise raid on Exatomorrod | ast chance before I naugurat.

AArendt you giving awiaty oht lsoau@?dseai daThkuuwn

Al hardly know what |1 édm saying anymore, 0 sai
cares about me anymor e. I dondt matter. o

ADo you mind that | 6m here?06 said Thuy wuncer
perkybefore this suffering older woman.

AOh, forget flabguwi mph ¢ @y fan shpiddones She sfi€dland in a
rubbed her nose. fADead ashes for him, just a sn
win Craigor back thatwa. As i f . | hopeFoyndesTHugfAodt watch us
No, no, 0 said Thuy. AOf course not. o0
Good, 0 said Jil, scratching her scalp. AThe
horrible and we had to stop having sex. Momotaro slugged Jayjlag orotch. Bixie had a
screamindgit . And wusually sheds so calm. Girls are wo
t hat age, Thuy? 1tdéds right before sex drags you

ABut that was alputt wion mbayjhasy ,agtor,yiJnd ,t0o0 | i g
and |I are still friends, right? | wish you and
best i f you and | keep things platonic. I feel

Jil shrugged andniffled, her expression unutterably bleak.

)
)
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AiBy the way, Thuy, 0 jabbered JayjawWerzidin cas
Boat,i t 6s because of Azaroth, that Hibraner friend
cuttlefish and sends theto the Hibrane to eat. Azaroth has been helping me get good at physics. Not
that heds a scientist. But he remembers stuff f
that | 6m helping him teleport.o

Thuy felt an irrational pang of jealousylearn that Azaroth was working with Jayjay as well
as with her.

iPop0 said a deep voice right behind Thuy, st a

nowhere, wearinga cutfishs t enci |l ed poncho | i ke Jayjayo6s.
AHow do you g udylTkuy, ipingthh it ffoh hea eyds.e
Al invented a new family of quantum mechanic
as little agents. You saw one just now, it looked like a caterpillar. Nobody gets hold of my
interpolation agentsunlessigy e t hem a oneti me | i nk. Il 6m begi nn
and maybe | ater, I 61 1 be taking my service publ

tel eported right along with you. o

AYou used the Big Pi dA3uddesgustaf wildisenysalt sgtdys appoi n
flying across the deck, totally drenching her.

AThe wi ndteirr tweltod’k, 6 said Craigor, theatrica
and her sagging striped tights. He was also peering under her clothes theogbhidnet; she
could sense the hitcounts. Thuy looked to Jil for help.

ADoné6ét worry about Jayjay, Thuy, o said Jil,
session every two weeks. It takes him that long to process all the stuff that Az#psthifme
remember. Heds gotten so smart. 1 6m proud of hi
catchacoldand startsiif ng | i ke me. 0

A

AiThat golem shoonés on his way, o0 said Craigo
backup. Seetme, ki gs? Look in the orphidnet: the gol en
He messaged the links.

Thuy zoomed in on the ragged, ineluctable forms. The stubby golem shoon was a mile off,
sculling toward theMerz BoatHe 6 d p u f f e d thaipso &sitéioat bndhe surfase, 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 sinigtging shoons were just leaving the ExaExa
labs in SarfFrancisco, one resembling a pale green pelican, the other a leathery reddish pterodactyl.
AnMaybe your boat should swim down to the South

ANo use, 0 said Craigor. Altés | i ke when a Fr
moves sl ow, but he never stops, and eventually
Réefl exively clowning, Craigor lurched stifegged toward the stern, rocking from side to side,
intoning, AMe kil bad shoons. Jayjay help. o

Al 6m stahpi Mmguw, 0 sai d Jayjay, not budging fr
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Craigorbdos voice returned to normal. #@Alf weodr
gonna be no romance possibilities for you nohow
Donét al waywp ,bd isngi ¢ hlaayj ay testily. AYou sl
Fuck you. You gonna help or not?bo
Aflghto sai d Jayj ay. ARGive us a freakind minut
she let him kiss her.

AYou feel so good, o0 hhuyi mMedsaged gril V2&t0el y.

1 e ) S 1}

il missed you a | ot, o0 messaged back Jayjay.
something to make you proud. And now I 6éve inven
hipper than the Armorjo-ExaExa kludge that Luty sep with those gratings. Prav Plato says |
should publish my work as a physics paper, but
rich by selling onetime access |inks. o

ARi ch would be nice, 0 messaged tdlikeuAndtheh That w
maybewd 0 But she didndét dare formulate her wish,
AiMove it, Thuy, o6 said Jil, bossily tapping h
Even though Jil was frowniynag,y hhears wooi chee | wa sCrcarieg
thanks to you that those attack shoons are ¢ omi
il 6d better get ready, 06 agreed Jayj ay.
So Thuy let Jil lead her into the long cabin, cozy and lit by sdiarged budamps. Jil put
some water on the ste while Thuy took a seat at a round piezoplastic table growing from the deck.
Visible in the orphidnet were ad icons for Stank deodorant and BigBox furniture, which meant this
was a togevel episode of thEoundersshow. Thuy was hoping for a cozy chathwdil, but the
other woman seemed preoccupied.
AWhy dfbedtmyl report with Bim Brfmalw right now?

AUh, good idea. Hereds Bimds | ink. While you
guarters were arranged in three bldir st t he common area with a bath
smal | bedrooms facing each other across a hall,

wondered where she and Jayjay were supposed to sleep.

The instant Thuy clicked the link Jil hai/en her, she had Bim Brown on a private message
line, the chief sitting amid a din of background noise in astapon ofice withfile cabinets, chairs,
award plaques, a gun rack, and-stthool display screens showing arrays of faces and annotated
mays. Chief Brown looked very plausible, but Thuy felt suspicious. Why had the link worked so
fast? Temporarily leaving the worries for her scerapgmning beezies to analyze, she pressed on.

Al know where Jeff Luty i s,nd0 tThheu yE xtaoH xda @ hai besf.

AThat 6s a big break for us, o0 he answered, hi
up a notarized encryption channel SO you can re

A sort of funnel appeared, and Thuy recounted her sighfibgty. To speed things up, she
pasted in some material directly from ALosing M
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Luty with his | ank ponytail. There was no reaso
poetic rant.

AExcelsaichB ewd when she was done. #AWedll try a
With any luck, he uses deadly force to resist arrest, figy&r s reply in kind, and
get the chance to pardon him. Case frikkind clo

AYoubre tell i mngsupesedt hi s?0 said Th

AWhat it is. Luty tried to kildl every single
genocide. And 1 dm hearing hebés pumped to do it

AnCan | come and watch the raid?o

Al ol 1 b e waMerziBoagposse men thish Mokicgs have special friends, special
powers. We might need it all. Be outside the EX

Bim Brown broke the connection and Thuy was alone iiMez Boab s c ommon r oo m.
used the orphidnet to peer into the dark bedroocmokjrig for Jil. Bixie and Momotaro were asleep
in their rooms, and Jil herself was sitting on the bed alone in the master bedroom, her head down
over her lap. Cryingy or doing sudocoke?

Feeling guilty for prying, Thuy switched to watching Craigor and Jayjéo were readying
a combine device made of a fefaot lump of piezoplastic atop three tareter lengths of black pipe.
The lump was beige, with a hatched surface that made it look vaguely like an internal organ. Arms
protruded from its middle, with hds grasping a black metal cane. The lump had eyes and a toothy
mouth at its top end, which was crowned by a bl
One of Craigordés gaga Dada jokes. Art for artods
though he was. Meanwhile, the attack shoons Wéeen minutes away.

Jil bounced out from the bedrooms, carrying a towel, jeans, and a sweater. Her eyes were
bright and watchful. Thuy changed into the dry clothes, almost expecting Jil to put a sexa@mo
her, so charged was the atmosphere. But Jil just made two cups of tea and seated herself at the round
table across from Thuy.

AYou think the men can handle the attackers?
Al bet they can, 0 spantsgpockeiahd set 8§ little silveebaxcohthted i nt o
table beside her teacup. AYou want a hit?0o0
AYoubre, um, using again?o0 said Thuy. HANot t
Foundersso | know your backstory. You were in recov
AUnltadt week, 0 said Jil, using a silver stra;
Craigorés still cheating on me. Itds |i ke all o

to score all these different women. | wish | could justpcce havi ng an open marri a
And now heds seeing Lureen Moraledo And kBadnbeéa
talking faster and faster, but now her voice trailed off. She stared off into space, riding her rush.

The way 3dhgpdyéaidame set off alarm bells in
with him?06 blurted Thuy. AEven after breaking u
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ARatings spike, o0 said Jil, her mouth curving
snapped shut her silver boxandshoved back i n her pants. AFeel the
your metanovel. IsX¥VheenR | di dndt s drpkeudiTauy. | shid wejsmppeoaingd |
sexJayjayobs very hot. He makes me feel young. I s

Temporarily at a loss, Thughecked their images in the orphidhéike a TV soap actor
glancing over at the monitor. She noticed point

was that a sudocoke thing?
AWhat ?0 s nfeaptlpgtadng dthdr., de
AUm, teltl Jmae jaabyddls t el eporting, 0 essayed Thuy

Jil cocked her head, her mouth half open, pr
to that Hi brandmalAlzy.r difuled aut asvilteo useahe arphidnet for
remembering complicateditn gs. Az ar ot h gets into close orphic
the Pig, and he saves off orphidnet i mages of J
they give him all the space he needs in the orphidnet. Azaroth says he waalstiong Ond and
Chu back from the Hibrane. Ond | oves me, you kn

ifOh everyone |l oves Jil, 0 said Thuy myarcastic
Hi brane friend, too. o

AMainly hefistt éabm thet waol esalhemagad nsaiid dioln
fully trust him.o

AfAzaroth told me that he asked you about Chu
to the Hi brane, didndét you? You touched the Kno

Al did. But | dondét remember maighthlwass was r ea
thinkingpp what 6 s t he opposite? Cfleodo kaendd? rBuebnbte?d Rhieprp endo?
that | ém using again. |l 6m throwing my |ife away
that | caved. | needed some relief. Andnalvo n 6t know i f | have another
frikkindé hardirser t mnemet o Thuiyt tfoe@dve got no i dea
me, and | sure as hell donddltdm oaviel hailno.neAnod i f |

iYou c atteragam,tdil. Think about your children. Go back to your support group. Get
hel p. o

Jil sighed and shook her head. @Al édm ashamed
Maybe I 6m not ready to be sober acgayhereallthef e i s
time: this delicious snack | canét eat. And, ye
dead. |l want another hit of sudocoke.o Jil fumb

Aoh, Jil, dondét. Sl eep itcadflf uparyduwhed dy csyph
hel p you. o

AnOh, what do you know? I 6dm on a run, Thuy; I
stash box on the table with a click. The orphidnet showed a sinister glitter in the sudocoke.

Al 6dm goi ng Tdhwtys i dieY,oau geaitd a raincoat | can us
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AfOver there, o said Jil with an abrupt jerk o
cuttlefish-stenciled ponchos. She took another quick hit of sudocoke, and the bitter energy surged
into her. AfAofridispsttcest@omedy Girl , o0 said Jil as
her voice to a mocking soprano | isp. AROoo, does

It was ddinitely time to step outside. The rain had subsided to a drifting mist. A dozen
iridescentpiezoplastic crows were wandering about the deck, shaking out their wings and clacking
their beaks. Mr. Peanut was standing on his tripod of legs in theomttep water, scanning the bay
and brandishing his cane | wekeexcitediiddlinggnghr 6 s f oi |
piezoplastic bands stretched among the joints and pistons of a small steel backhoe, which had a

Happy Shoon per che dingéersgrowr irsto sdindly terenlsovbichgwenadt , hi s
around the machinery to touch eadhihe stretchy bands. The bands were taking the place of the
beat ol d machineds unfueled gasoline engine.
AJidlo ibegan Thuy.
AWe know, 06 said Jayjay. nltés been | ike this
fault. But |l oddoadd know what t
AiwWhat about you, Craigor?0 said Thuy. #fADonboét
Craigor | ooked Thuy over fiagtenldie,lttelt. dhdsisgo nn a
my only run. No way | can paddle back wupstream,

AYou tow]d urged Thuy. ALove her, Craigor. S
AMy parents stayed together for the sake of
was hell for all of us. Why am | even telling you this? Words suck. You areywbato. If Jil wants
to save herself, thatodés her call . o0 Seeifiargg s omet
exul tation. AYeah, baby! Here he comes! 0
The puffedup golem was in view to the stern, approaching fast, his arms and legg lzeatin
fierce rhythm. The pelican and the pterodactyl were circling overhead, and in the orphidnet Thuy
could see the crocodile coming up on kherz Boatfrom below.
Craigorodos plastic crows took wing andtomobbed
distract them without being snapped up by the great beaks. Moments later three of the crows were
gone. They were overmatched.
Moving with awkward agility, Mr. Peanut lurched into position and intercepted the golem,
who didnét s eem utasathreat Bagyras pieeMr.tPbaaut ghediablved the
golem with his cane. The golem struggled and burbled; Mr. Peanut bit off his head, then his chest,
then his legs. Fueled by the piezoplastic, thehafped goober doubled his body size. Triumplyant
he slashed his cane at the waves.
Before Thuy, Jayjay, and Cr ai HezBoasludderdd c heer
amidships. The crocodile shoon had reared out of the water to tear loose a chunk of the low gunnel.
Icy water sloshed acrossetileck as the thick plastic reptile heaved himself aboard. Twanging and
shuddering, the backhoe stretched its jaws toward the croc. The croc snapped at the metal shovel,
managing to sever one of its power belts.
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For now the green pelican simply hoveredtehing the events unfold. But the pterodactyl
dove at Thuy as if meaning to carry her off. Sla¢tened herself on the deck; the pterodactyl missed
her. The backhoe spun fruitlessly in a tight circle, its Happy Shoon driver frantically adjusting the
belts in an effort to regain control. The red pterodactyl did a-tbegoop and dove again, keeping
Thuy in place.
And now the crocodile came slithering across the deck toward her, his toothy jaws ajar. Thuy
began screaming for help, but not quite fromkib#om of her heart. At some level, she felt
detachedas i f she were perusing a |ifebox metanovel
Craigor was over by the long cabin, poised to defend his family. But daymyay was
there for Thuy. He sprang forwawdth a machete in his grip and thrust it toward the red pterodactyl,
forcing the monster to cease its diving and hover on high. Thuy sprang to her feet and backed away
from the croé onlytofind her sel f cornered against the wall
The crocodildlexed his haunches and widened his jaws, preparing to pounce. All veils of
playfulness dropped. Thuy was facing empty, eternal death. She screamed with everything she had.
Jayjay charged past t he back lhissiegsaoordturred tasépeatd | nt
him, giving the backhoe an opening to clamp ont
hacked the monster to bits.fllock of shoons converged on the gobbets of piezoplastic, gobbling
them up.
i Look o udQraigorsThirteentearold Momotaro was standing in the door of the
long cabin beside his slightly younger sister, Bixie, with Jil frefeex@d behind them, her brain
fogged with glowing dots. Craigor and Momotaro were pointing at the hovering redautgiod/ho
was oddly bending his body in half.
Thuy and Jayjay found shelter against the backhoe, in case the shoon dived, but this time he
pulled a new stunt: he shaflaming pellet of piezoplastic onto the deck; the lump sputtered and
sizzled like naplm. The boat itself might have caudginte i f it hadndét been for
from the broken gunnel. Snapping out of her trance, Jil directed her shoons to suck up water and to
spit it onto theflames.
The pterodactyl feathered his wings and huddhis body again as if to drogflameegg

upon the exposed roof of the long cabin. Craigor roaréddec e, | eapi ng ont o t he

tossing three of his crow shoons into the air. And fioally the green pelican did something. Quick

asasewingnac hi nedés needl e, his btwoahkeeedi spatched the c
Thuy was dizzied by all the sensations, especially as she was trying to mold them into

met anovel materi al in realtime. As part of the

androll. The pterodactyl and the pelican were visual echoes of the menacidgeholdd subbie
Sshedd seeqipane tlhet wedce and the pxabxaglabs o f

The dusky red pterodactyl squawked his approval for the-pexking, but then, when he
was least expecting it, the green pelican darted at hid gedd ripped off one of his wings. The
pterodactyl plummeted downward, bounced off the side dffiérz Boatand ended up screeching
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andfloundering in the Bay waters. Mr. Peanut strode over apaithed him with cruel stabs of his
cane.
There was a moment of calm. Therz Boatpushed up a fresh gunA@ to repair the gap
the crocodile had made. The sloshing bay waters drained out through the scuppers. The pelican
glided to a silent landingrothe deck, preened himself, dinxed the humans with a glittering eye.
AHI Jayjay, o0 he said in a familiar voice. AS
maki ng me nervous. o0
Jayjay thought for a minute, consulting his simulation beezies, andhé¢hard the machete
on the deck behind him and hunkered beside the

fReady for a private message stream?0 said t
AiLet Thuy and Craigor hear, too, 0 said Jayj a
AAnd us, 0 said Momotar o.

ANot you kiideuoneaddt di get back in bed. It 0s

AArendt you col d?0o

AAw, Mom. 0

ACome on. o Jil and the kids disappeared into
ifiHere we go, 0 said the pelican to Thuy, Jay]j

aroundhim. Overhead the clouds were breaking up and the moon was shining through, big and
bright, just past full.

The datédl owed in, a mental movie in three scenes. As soon as Thuy realized what she was
seeing, she 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 quantarirrored walls of the ExaExa labs, sitting at a long white
table drinking a big mug of coffee, still in his reeshirt 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 natural phenomena: cracking mudosgsed
branches, a laehfire, and a waterfall.

Set into a niche like an altar beneath thefiverscreen is a smoettornered white plastic
box bearing the ExaExa beetle logo and a single red button on its side. The box has intricate latches
on its lid.

Jeff Luty istalkingg 0 Soni c. Heds stildl gangly, but hebo
his lab. His wavy, unwashed hair is drawn into a ponytail. He wears a bracelet of colored oval stones
around his wrist. The stones are incised to look like beetles. His skin ialtimyha@lmost gray. He
has plastic ants on his chin and cheeks, but his ropy chapped lips show. He licks his upper lip, then
compulsively applies some waxy lip balm from a tube.
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AWhat 6s with the ants, Jeff?0 says Soni c.

AA visual pun,ion sfaaycse Lfuotrymi nhgi sa pflaa nt s mi |l e.
tofind a nant design that orphidsandcbdac ker s canodot trash. I 6m f ar mi
evolutionary algorithms. The formic minibots on my face areshaped shoons loaded with sample
nantn@mocodes. Theyo6re a fake beard, too. oo

ALIi ke youdébd go outside wearing plastic ants?

AwWell, no, not while I &dm indicted for capita
postofices. That és fame, huh? o66macdantmeg Hed®di bkt

arefi pping the election. o

iSo what do you want with me?0o0

Luty leans forward, licks his lips again, and scrapes a few of the plastic ants off his face and
ont o Sonicbds head. ATry andbeetiesalemoywdichisga guys | i

craftsman at work. Likehe nser peeling blubber off a whale. o
Al dm not working for you, 0 says Soni c.
AContrariwise, 0O says Luty. He goes to a cupb

slaps it down on the tableinr ont of Sonic. He | ets out a playfu

al ways wanted to be an ant farm?0o

Before Sonic can shy away, the plastic ants on his head go intggegll motion,
repeatedly running down his arm to gobble piezoplastic, spawranesyand crawl back up,
bedecking Sonicds arm with an ant highway resem
pulsing, wriggling mound of plastic insects; only the tip of his nose is visible. But then the plastic
ants begin shuddering and fiast singly and then by the hundreds, they drop away.

iSweet hack, Sonic,0 says Luty. AYour | ow cu

AThat rainbow scuzz on Grandmaster Green FIl a
dying plastienendfs.yduwWasditghalti t experi ments?0o

i Aif mati ve, 0 says Lut fier .A Mibénm st eysotuirn g rmesvs wriord
al |l the time. o0 He walks over to the altar niche
onto the little fellows in her. This is the Ark of the Nants, with my special new nant farm inside. The
Ark of the Nants holds the worl ddéds new order. S

that the white hats canodt {orfameswith Ond utteruHe putai s h |
these nutso nanteater tri cks findmoreworkareunds.dwishi d s,

| knew the Hibrane jumg o d e . |l 6d |i ke to teleport there and
That roomto-room teleport grilloimi ne i s a good start on the big |

Awhat i f | hop bask ghrbu@b gavs pPankc. AANnd
here?o0

AiCalm down, 0 says Luty, applying |lip bal m. A
i s i?0you remind me of my higkchool friend Carlos Tucay. We were gonna make a company
caledLuTuc Space Tech. But Carlos died. 1 6ve made
Earth. Stay with me, Sonic. 16l pay you well .o
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ABut | dontdbd ewmvaatntE arratnii,s6 says Soni c.

AnOh, why do people always say that, o says Lu
what system itdéds running on? The big win if we
out, Carlos in.o

ANo, 0O says Soni c.

fiL o o k , |l dondt want to come on | i ke an i nsane
family. Itdéds abstractly possible that, in my de

little weird here, cooped up in this lab waiting for Vearth
2.0 and the resurrected Car fiedsorkerpdrentsgndipso ps u g
el even brothers and sisters, innocent and humbl
grinning Death icon hovering over their heads, snickering andlimgdus scythe. The effect is far
from comical.
AOman. . .0 says Sonic. fAGet me more coffee. O
The second scene shows Dick Too Dibbs touring the lab on November 6, two days after the
election. Seen informally, Too Dibbs comes across as even brigisten@e strong willed than in
his jokey ads. His narrow eyes are clear and observant. His gaze darts methodically around the
equipmentfilled room, taking an inventory: the teleport grill, the simulation screens, the cabinets and
fixtures, the Ark of the Ahts, and Sonic busy programming a gelraped shoon.

Al 6m planning to assist you in completing th
Di bbs. fAHe saw t he& perlmapstarsoddveay td pud ithegNew Jgrusaldnootbia
fully American Mrtual Earth. Your cousin felt that Vearth was difull ment of Bi bl i cal |

il dondt hold with that particular | ine of r
say | dondét aim to end up in the death chamber

AfOhat twas a glitch, 6 says Luty. AMy ol d nant
Lutter. |l respect Ond, but we dondét see eye to
Luty tugs nervously at his | i mphalpnge Justeecenty A Ond o
|l 6ve devel oped some irreversible nants that | oo
orphidpr oof before | release them. And this is whe

done, Mr. President. Battleest i ons ! 0

Al &m not president yet. o

iltés thanks to me that youdre gonna get the
and when that wasnét -teanlduwglh,r olgrcaoanrsr. wWpt ed the vo

Dick Too Dibbs stares cightlgoateg of @astic antsteyen forwh o 6 s
this meeting with the presideat! e c t . AThose ants must be eating )
fair and square. It wasndét even cl ose. Peopl e |

Luty peers at Dickr ToeaDi pbseas hifmhkeékoneve
that even mean? Listen to me. | can make the media remember whatever | want them to remember.
Facts are revisable. Hi story is hackabl e. I can
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