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From the opposite side of the bed another little Girl’s voice broke
in. “You had French toasts yesterday. You don’t get any toasts today.
I get French toasts.”

Kate fought her way from the dream’s seductive clutch. “Bebe,
Junie—quit arguing.”

Bebe Wasson, on the floor with her bankie, scowled at the little
Girl lying on the other side of Kate on the immense bed. Junie Rus-
sell, clutching her stuffed tiger, stuck her tongue out at Bebe. The
Girls were five and six, respectively. Bebe Wasson, their youngest
Girl, had platinum blonde hair done up in pigtails. Junie, a rather
buxom woman of thirty-eight, had rich brown hair which had only
recently begun turning gray. Of the fourteen female Children on the
station, only Junie looked her age.

“I get toasts,” insisted Bebe.

“You don't either.”

“Girls,” Kate said.

“Then I get to sing my birdy-nose song,” Bebe announced.

“No birdy-nose song!” Junie shouted, jumping up on the bed.

“Birdy-nose, birdy-nose. .. knock, knock, knock!” sang Bebe.

‘Stop it!” shouted Junie. She clamped her hands over her ears. “I
don’t like the birdy-nose song! No birdy-nose song!”

“—knock, knock, KNOCK!” Bebe said louder.

Kate sat up. Another Girl walked into the large bedroom. Fol-
lowing her on the floor was a red toy fire-truck, a sturdy observant
Tonka. Lisa Anderson was a slightly built woman of about forty
with short brown hair and elfin features. She had an impish gleam
in her eyes.

“You get to go home,” Lisa said to Kate. “You're proled.”

“I get to go home, too!” Bebe said.

“You don't, either,” said Junie. “Youre staying here ‘cause you've
been bad.”

Kate blinked. “What are you talking about?”

Little Lisa Anderson, still in her jammies, walked over to one of
their many toy boxes and came up with a small container of crayons
and a coloring book. “You're proled. Somebody said.”

“Who told you that?”

She shrugged. Drawing pictures was more important now.

“Com, open, Ian,” Kate said.

‘Right here,” he returned. “What’s going on at your end?”

“I've just been told I've been ‘proled’. Does that have anything to
do with being paroled?”
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“Probably. You and eight others have been paroled. It’s on the
Roster that came down with the new people.”

“When... when do we go?” Her heart was now beating so rapidly,
she hardly knew what to think.

“Subtracting a few hours, about two days.”

“Who are the others?” she asked.

Ian rattled off the names.

“‘Lyle got paroled? But, Ian, he’s—"

“I know, I know. We're still trying to figure out what we’re going
to do. Are you still with the Girls?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll discuss this later. Have the Girls gotten breakfast yet?”

“No,” Kate said. “That was next on our list.”

“Yay!” said Junie, jumping up. Her adult mass made the bed rol-
lick like a Hatteras sea swell.

“Take your time. We’ll get together as soon as you feed the kids.
Buzz me when you're clear. Com, close.”

“Youre! Going! Home!” Junie Russell chanted as she jumped
about the rumpled landscape of the bed.

“And I'm having French toasts!” said Bebe Wasson, rising to her
teet and heading for the clothes closet to select the day’s apparel.

Lisa Anderson, meanwhile, was drawing pictures of two fat
little Girls, one blonde, the other brunette, singing to herself. She
hadn’t a clue as to what was going on.

Neither had Kate.
*

Level Four of the sunstation was given over to inmate quarters. The
floor, however, was only one-third occupied; as such, several inmates
often took possession of a nearby room or two. Ian was one of these.
Ian’s second room was actually a private laboratory he’d constructed
which Kate rarely visited. When she wasn'’t at the Suncup, her duties
often centered around the Children.

On the same floor was common room number six where every-
one met to share their meals. When Kate and her Girls arrived at the
common room dressed for the day, they found several Children in
the midst of their own brunch. Actually, they were in the midst of a
food fight, buoyed by the excitement of having new people arrive.

“Help!” huge Bobby Nakamura shouted from behind an over-
turned table. “He’s attacking me! Help!”
“Hey! Hey!” Kate said. “Who started this?”
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'The place was a colossal mess.

Matthew White, lanky and towheaded, stood with a fistful of
gooey oatmeal which he was about to fling at Bobby Nakamura.
“Bobby started it!” Matt said accusingly.

“I did not!” Bobby shouted back.

“Well, it’s over now. Straighten this place up,” Kate demanded.

The little Girls marched in and stuck their tongues out at the
stupid little Boys. They walked over to the Sally like perfect little
protopersons and began dialing their favorite morning foods.

“But it’s Bobby’s fault!” Matt whined.

“You know we don’t like to waste food, Matt. Wait until Ian
hears that you guys were having a food fight.”

“But this 7577 food,” Matt said.

Kate pondered a bowl of oatmeal on a table that had not been
capsized during the skirmish. It looked perfectly normal to her.

“It’s yucky,” Matt pronounced.

Quite a lot of the oatmeal had been flung about. Bobby Naka-
mura, being the largest target in the room, was covered with it. So,
too, were the other little Boys, most notably Terry Hummer, Danny
Stryk, and Brucie Weigl—adults with a mental age of six, seven,
and eight, respectively. At ages eight, nine, and ten were Minnie
Marcroft and Lissa Van Fleet and Cory Hales. Even though the
Boys had started the fight, the three little Girls had obviously also
participated. They were spattered with their own badges of oatmeal.

“It was new, so I tasted it,” said Minnie Marcroft, a perky, forty-
ish woman with a healthy head of wavy brown hair.

“I tried it first,” announced Melissa Van Fleet, a stunning, soft-
teatured blonde who, because of her comeliness, was always the tar-
get of pranks by the little Boys.

Danny Stryk, a timid little Boy, came over to Kate. “Do we have
to eat it? Matt made Sally give us gods of it.”

Kate considered the bowl of gruel in Danny Stryk’s hands. Oat-
meal was usually one of their favorite breakfast foods.

“It tastes awful!” said Brucie Weigl. “I don’t like it.”

Kate took up a spoon and sampled the oatmeal. It was awful.
More than that, it had a faint metallic residue that didn’t seem natu-
ral at all.

“Christ,” she whispered. No wonder they’d had a food fight.

Kate put the bowl in the waste cubby where it quickly dissolved
and its molecular compounds were returned to the Sally’s element
stock.
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Danny Stryk pouted. “Will the Spanker come out and spank
us?”

“I don’t know,” Kate said. “He might.”

“Eddie Brickman said that the Spanker would get us if we did
anything bad,” insisted Brucie Weigl. “Will he?”

“I'll bet he won’t come out if we can clean this place up,” Kate
suggested.

'The little Boys found this agreeable and started picking up after
themselves.

At the Sally, Kate punched up her usual batch of eggs over easy,
toast with marmalade, grapefruit juice, and coffee, then returned to
the little Girls at their end of the table when the Sally delivered its
fare. The Girls, as she knew they would, had loaded up on syrupy
goodies.

Everyone but Kate proceeded to gobble their goodies while the
little Boys did their cleaning. The peace lasted only five minutes.

Bebe and Lisa, who were sitting next to one another opposite
Kate, looked up from their French toast. The other Children froze
where they sat. Matt, on his way to the recycler, held a bowl of un-
used oatmeal. A fresh spoon angled in it.

The very tall and very scary Newsome Klane had entered the
room, wearing a nylon white jumpsuit with silver trim that ran down
the arms and legs. The Boys and Girls hadn’t seen any of the new
people before this moment.

“Ah, the monsters at breakfast,” he said with a tilted smile.

“It’s the Spanker,” Bobby Nakamura said loudly.

“It’s okay, Children,” Kate said quickly. “This is Mr. Klane. He’s
one of the new people. He came to us last night.”

But the Children were wide-eyed with terror as Klane walked
into their midst. He paused before a stunned Matt White and looked
down at the little Boy.

“Ah,” Klane said, taking the bowl of unabused oatmeal from
Matt’s hands. “You have anticipated my very desire. A hearty bowl
of oatmeal.”

Matt’s eyes were as wide as a pair of breakfast eggs.

“Let us not waste good food, now shall we?” Klane said. He took
a large spoonful of the oatmeal, levered it into his wide mouth and
swallowed with hardly a pause to chew.

“Mmm,” Klane said. “Mighty good.”

'The Children saw the man’s smile, dropped everything, and ran
screaming from the room.
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7

So how do you kill a billion human beings? How do you kill that
many people without the impact causing the absolute collapse of
civilization?

'The enormity of his crime was never far from Hutchings’ thoughts.
The arrival earlier that day of the new prisoners only served to re-
mind him of the horror of his deed and the extremes to which the
System Assembly went to insure that he would never again pose a
threat to humankind.

As he lumbered slowly around the gravity-amplified track in the
deserted Roughhouse, he thought about his earlier life, the life he
led before the Wall. He remembered his graduate studies at the Me-
dia Lab at MIT in nanorobotics and biotechnology. He even recalled
his dissertation: Thermoelastic and Phonon Viscosity Loss in Nonisother-
mal Processes.

As he plodded around the Roughhouse track at three Earth
gravities he tried to conceive how a bio-tech application might have
led to his crime. Even in grade school he knew that biotechnology
had revolutionized medicine. Biotech machines could function as
waldo-like attachments to white blood cells or act as a set of propel-
lers to plasma-borne enzymes. Also used were chemical-warhead de-
livery systems with protein sensors for use in cancer therapies. There
were even “pox boxes, large polymer molecules that surrounded ma-
lignant cells and collapsed about them, rendering them ineffectual.

What were the applications for murder from such a technology?
Perhaps he had wiped out all the plankton in the sea. Perhaps he
had killed oft a species of vital insect. Bees, perhaps. Or perhaps he
had caused the bonding elements of pollen molecules to unravel. The
death of pollen alone would cause a /o7 of damage.

And what about the deed’s .aftermath? Bodies of the dead would
have clogged rivers. Islands of them would be floating in every ocean
of the world. The stench alone would be unprecedented. Putrescent
clouds of it would choke whole continents.

Yet neither he nor his friends could remember anything ap-
proaching the magnitude of such a deed. What information he had
of his crime came with the Roster the Vapor had given him upon his
arrival. However, when Hutchings asked the robot why the System
Assembly simply didn’t execute him for what he had done, the Vapor
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said the Quorum valued every human life. Capital punishment was
no longer an option for the enlightened State.

Hutchings managed four laps around the rubberized track in his
shackles, which was about usual for him. He leaned over, drenched
in sweat, gulping huge lungfulls of air. During the Middle Ages
they would have called this self-immolation or flagellation, a self-
imposed punishment to expiate his sins.

One billion counts of felony murder.

Perhaps a heavier set of shackles would do. Eighty pounds
instead of forty. Kate could easily make him a new set of alloyed
shackles in the Suncup....

Yet, how he had killed so many people mattered less to him than
why. What sort of karmic curse from a former life would lead him
to kill so many people in this life? Taken in its reverse: What spe-
cific punishment did someone living in, say, Sunnyvale, California,
or Sao Paulo, Brazil, require that they be put to death by Aim? His
father, a descendent of New England Puritans, had become a devout
Vajrayana Buddhist (to spite those Puritans); his mother, Presbyterian,
became a Sufi. In fact, when he was eighteen, he and his mother had
made a religious pilgrimage to India, to the tomb of Meher Baba.
It had been one of the seminal events of his life. The avatar’s shrine
had been like a spiritual generator, powering so much of what was to
come in his life after that. That he could remember.

Despite his physical size, he wasn’t a particularly violent man.
He had been in the usual adolescent scrapes when he was a kid.
He played football in high school, rugby in college. But he had no
recollection of ever having clobbered anyone out of sheer meanness
at any time in his life. As the current Administrator of the sunsta-
tion he often had to deal with recalcitrant little Boys or bratty little
Girls as well as the occasional bindlestiff who wouldn't stay put (or
who wouldn’t even eat). It was only in the Roughhouse where he,
Eddie Brickman, and Lyle MacKenzie would often beat the shit out
of each other in games of Zero Ball. But that’s what the Roughhouse
was for—sport.

Had he killed a billion human beings out of some sort of sporting
impulse? Had it simply been a mere whim?

Bent over on his hands and knees, gulping air, he said, “Com,
open, Elliot.”

“‘I'm right here,” Shoemaker returned.
“Where are you, exactly?”
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“Up in the Fiddlers' lair. Lorraine and I are showing the new women
through the sunstation. We've done the meadow and the Underworld.
We're working our way down. What's on your mind?”

“I need a favor,” Hutchings said.

“Shoot.”

“Do you think you and Lorraine could bring the women down to
the Roughhouse? I'd like to speak with them, if I could.”

“Let me consult our guests. Pause,” Shoemaker said.

Seconds later, Shoemaker was back on-line. “If there’s nobody
else down there, they said it would be all right. We were going to tour it
anyway.”

“Well, it’s just me.”

“We’ll be down in a few minutes. Out.”

Hutchings sat back, feeling the brutal crush of three gravities
upon him. The Roughhouse had originally been set aside to be a
dormitory for female inmates. But the floor above was able to hold
all the people on Ra and then some. So the Fiddlers knocked out the
walls and installed gravity plates in the floor and ceiling and turned
it into a multipurpose gymnasium. The Roughhouse could accom-
modate a basketball court and two tennis courts. A running track,
an eighth of a mile long, circled the whole affair. At either end of
the oval track were observation decks and bleachers behind a wall of
shatterproof glass.

Elliot and Lorraine soon appeared in the primary observation
deck where the gravity was always Earth-normal. Hutchings re-
clined on the empty track in his sweats, about ten yards from them
trying to look as nonthreatening as possible. The new women came
in behind Lorraine and Elliot in their white jump suits. They seemed
alert but suspicious.

“Here we are,” Shoemaker said. “The Roughhouse. You might
be spending some of your rec time here. That booth up there™—he
pointed to an elevated chamber just above and to the right of the
entrance to the room—"“controls the gravity environment. And 4is
is the running track—"

They turned their attention to the track beyond the protective
glass wall. “And Mr. Hutchings, as we can see,” said Arliss Adam-
son in a dour voice.

“Ian would like a word with you,” Shoemaker stated.

Lorraine Sperry leaned against a far wall, watching like a
referee.
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“Hey. I thought you said we wouldn’t be interrogated by you or
anybody else,” Adamson began.

“I'd like to ask you a few semi-personal questions. It’s not an
interrogation at all.”

“Do we have to answer your questions?” Adamson asked.

“No. Of course not.”

Rhonda Barrie stepped forward. “What do you want to know?”
she volunteered. “I'll tell you anything I can.

Adamson stared hostilely at her.

“Okay. I was wondering if any of you have any idea of the crime
I was supposed to have committed. Oaks knew that I was called
something like the Annihilist. I thought one of you might know
more.

“You don’t £now what you did?” Adamson asked. She managed a
bitter laugh, not quite believing that Hutchings had asked the ques-
tion in the first place.

“Not really,” Hutchings admitted. “The Vapor said I had a bil-
lion counts of felony murder charged against me. He didn’t say what
I did. I just wanted to know if it had happened on the Earth or out
among the System Assembly settlements.”

Barrie said, “I remember something about New York.”

“Don’t cooperate with him,” Adamson hissed. “You'll only make
it worse for the rest of us!”

Adamson, Hutchings realized, was starting to get on his nerves.

“Make it worse?” he asked. “Make what worse?”

“It’s a wonder you haven'’t killed us already,” Adamson said. “All
this is just a setup.”

“What are you talking about?”

“What the hell do you think?” Adamson said. “You're trying to
make us think that we’re safe here. But we know what’s going on.
You'll get us sooner or later.”

Hutchings was taken by the woman’s energetic strain of appar-
ently unbridled paranoia.

Lorraine Sperry said, “Nobody’s going to ‘get’ anybody down
here, not while I'm around.”

“Oh, right, Adamson mocked. “Like you and that popgun of
yours can do a lot of damage.”

Lorraine frowned and said, “You've got your parrys. Your pri-
vate rooms have coded locks on the doors and your corns will put
you in touch instantly with anyone on the sunstation. And you know
about the Tonkas. I or one of my deputies can be at your side in less
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than forty seconds from the moment you call. Nobody’s going to
‘get’ you.”

“Ha,” Adamson said. She obviously didn’t believe a word of it.

“And this isn’t a popgun,” Sperry told her. “It’s modeled after the
Mills concussors. It’ll blow anybody apart with a direct hit.”

Hutchings looked at Rhonda Barrie. “Did you see or hear any-
thing from the crew of the Shunt vessel before you were sent down
here?”

'The short-haired blonde shook her head. “I... have this vague
recollection of asking one of the guards at the Shunt chamber where
I was going. He said I was going to Hell.”

“Did he say any more than that?” Hutchings asked.

Barrie seemed to struggle through the fog of her transfer shock.
'The Wall, they knew, did not become entirely solid for about forty-
eight hours. “Well, there was one thing one of the guards said—"

Barrie thought about this for a moment, but ended up shaking
her head with frustration. “I'm sorry,” she said. “It had to do with
you. I know it did. I'm sorry. I £now it’s there!”

Adamson turned to Sperry. “So are we done here? Is that it? Can
we go now?”

Lorraine consulted Hutchings. “Ian?”

“Well, 1 suppose—" Hutchings slowly started climbing to his
feet as he spoke.

He then jumped at them. Or so it seemed.

His body shot across the few yards between them and the glass
partition of the observation deck in a powerful expression of his
muscled legs.

“Whoa!” Hutchings shouted, crashing against the indestructible
glass wall.

The three women screamed and jumped backwards. The leap
had even startled Lorraine, who flinched and instinctively drew out
her concussor pistol.

Hutchings careened back away from the glass wall, his nose
bloodied and globules of crimson floating around like red snow.

Someone had changed the gravity settings. It had gone from
plus-3 Gs to a flat zero in an instant.

Then into the observation deck thundered half a dozen little
Boys. One of them—Bobby Nakamura or Matt White—had com-
manded the Roughhouse to reduce the gravity without checking to
see if the place was currently occupied. Laughing and shouting, they
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dove into the gravityless arena, swimming through space. Hutch-
ings, by then, was tumbling away cupping his nose.

'The three women, though, had fled the room in absolute terror.
Ian didn’t blame them. It looked as if he were springing at them,
perhaps having lulled them into thinking that he was harmless. A
spider with three yummy flies just waiting to be caught.

Lorraine went after the three panicked women.

“Now what?” Elliot called after Hutchings through the door of
the observation room.

“Beats the hell out of me,” Hutchings said, floating upside down.
“I guess I won’t be talking to any of them anytime soon.”

“Maybe it was the zero gravity,” Elliot told him. “I mean, did you
see the way they spooked?”

“I think my nose might be broken,” Hutchings said, moving his
nose from one side to another. “Damn.”

'The little Boys were hovering in a clot several yards away, busy
choosing sides for a game of Zero Ball.

“Elliot, find out what sort of damage I inflicted,” Hutchings re-
quested of his vice-Administrator. “Iry to convince them I'm not an
ogre.”

“Sure.”

Shoemaker left the room. He didn’t want to see what Hutchings
was about to do to the little Boys who, this time, deserved every-
thing Hutchings had to throw at them.

B

Hugh Bladestone’s dream came back to him almost the instant
he closed his eyes....

He is again at Chicago Mercy and the situation seems to have
worsened. All across Chicago people are freezing to death. The ma-
chines of industry everywhere are failing. Snowflakes the size of
saucer plates whirl on the wind. They seem almost alive, driven by
their need to strike down humanity. And in the dreams, this seems
to be the greater menace.

Bladestone stands exposed to the night on the hospital’s E deck.
'The multiplex of Chicago Mercy rises behind him, a city unto itself.
Bordered on the east by ice-locked Lake Shore Drive and on the
south by what used to be Lincoln Park, Chicago Mercy stands as a
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bastion against the forces of Mother Nature. But how long can this
last? It seems as if the very cold of outer space has fallen upon the
Earth itself.

EXPERTS CONFIRM IT’S AN ICE AGE, that morning’s Chicago Tri-
bune on-line service read. FATRBANKS UNDER MILE OF SNOW another
headline proclaimed. Still another: ASTRONOMERS BLAME TRACES ACROSS
THE SUN.

Chicago Mercy’s fusion generator is working around the clock
now. City planners, meanwhile, are doing what they can to link up
nearby buildings. The famous Steinhoff Foods processing facility,
three-quarters of a mile to the west, is now joined to Chicago Mercy
via underground tunnels. Glass-enclosed walkways and tram sys-
tems link it to the half-mile-high Dylie residential complex to the
southwest. Soon, Chicago Mercy will be a lost oasis in the snow,
home to about ten thousand people.

An emergency vehicle appears overhead. Its anti-gravity plates
glow a furious blue as it lands. There is so much that Hugh has for-
gotten. As it is, he barely remembers medical school. He can barely
call up the sems he had taken which were supposed to bolster his
abilities as a physician. But the biotech installed memory packets—
miniature “semesters” the same as one might take in college-—were
known to dissolve if the knowledge wasn’t used soon after the
implant.

'The cold has lined his ears with rime and the breath in his lungs
seemed to fill a large frozen cavern in his body. 7he traces, he thinks.
This is the fault of the traces.

'The rear door of the ambulance pops open and several EMS
personnel jump out like commandos hitting the beach. They guide a
floating gurney between them bearing some very important person.
It has to be. The resources of an ambulance service and half a dozen
EMS personnel would otherwise not be squandered in this way. It is
not efficient. It wastes calories, burns vital heat.

But the snow seems to be winning. Eventually the cold will slow
down the progression of the entire universe.

Perbaps, he thinks, this is where entropy starts... and humans begin
to lose.. ..

*

By the morning of the second day after the arrival of the new people,
the excitement seemed to have died down. Though the gawkers and
busybodies among the crew—most of them at least—had gotten
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their fill of the new people, the incident in the Roughhouse indi-
cated to Hutchings that the three new women were still skittish. He
asked if Lorraine Sperry’s Tonka corps could keep a special eye out.
She then placed the diligent toys at various locations throughout the
free zones to watch for unusual behavior, particularly among the
little Boys. They were the most likely to get themselves into trouble
and Hutchings didn’t want any more surprises—especially if one of
those surprises might bring the Vapor out of hiding.

When Hutchings wasn’t thinking about the welfare of the new
people, he was thinking about Kate. Matters weren’t made any bet-
ter when they received an unprecedented communication from Bo/d
Charon later that morning.

Larry Voorhees, a slender, sandy-haired late Adolescent who
looked as pale as the soil of his native Oklahoma, had just logged
onto his usual shift in the Brains when the Man suddenly announced
that a message had arrived. A delivery vehicle had appeared, fired oft
the message, then shot back out, barely waiting to get an acknowl-
edgment from Ra that the message had been received. By the time
he had summoned Hutchings, Bo/d Charon was already millions of
miles away, where there was no possibility of a dialogue exchange
between them.

The Brains was actually a secondary command facility. The
primary command facility was somewhere down in the Forbidden
Zones, but they didn’t know precisely where. Matt White, whom
they suspected might have been a pilot in his former life, was the
only one of them who harbored a desire to take control of the sun-
station and fly away. Matt had made several attempts to find the
flight center of Ra, but the Forbidden Zone’s mysterious repelling
forces always kept him away. Perhaps to make up for this, the Boy
had made a mock-up of a pilot’s chair and controls all from memory
in his room and spent many an hour there taking Ra into the cold
reaches of interplanetary space, as far from the sun as his imagina-
tion could take him.

At the time he received Voorhees’s summons, Hutchings had
been checking into the condition of a bindlestift sleeping in the hall-
way outside the Brains. He was thus able to reach the secondary
command center with no loss of time.

“Did you see the doctor out there?” Voorhees asked. “I left him
the message I sent you.”

“I didn’t run into him.”
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'Three yellow Tonkas were at Voorhees’s feet in various states of
repair. As a balm to the boredom of sitting at the Big Board, Voor-
hees occasionally repaired the toys for Lorraine.

“You look a little ragged,” Voorhees then said. “I hear you don’t
sleep anymore. Is that true?”

“I get some sleep. Every now and then.”

“What has happened to your nose?”

“I've just returned from Rome.”

“What?”

“Forget it.”

Voorhees shrugged. “So, did you see my new ‘stiff out in the
hall?”

“Yes, I did. It’s Susan Britton,” Hutchings said. “I didn’t know
she’d been experiencing bouts of quick-sleep.”

“I think it just crept up on her,” Voorhees said. “Like it’s probably
going to do to the rest of us sooner or later.”

“Are you getting it?”

“Not that I can tell so far,” Voorhees said.

“Well,” Hutchings began, “I'm sending up a report on it when
the parolees ride their Shunt tomorrow. I don’t think the System As-
sembly knows anything about quick-sleep. Hugh doesn’t remember
it from his college sems and there’s nothing in his med computer.
And I don’t have it in any of my sems either.”

“I had an ancestor once, a great aunt who was narcoleptic,” Voor-
hees said. “She’d fall asleep anywhere, anytime. Then again, she also
weighed three-hundred pounds and smoked like a fiend. In fact, she
moved to Louisville when every state but Kentucky banned tobac-
co in 2018. She fell asleep and her house burned down around her.
What a way to go. Ah, here’s the doctor now!”

Hugh Bladestone walked in, cradling a steaming cup of coffee
and looked as if he needed its physical contact to warm his soul.
Hutchings thought he recognized the residue of quick-sleep in his
friend’s eyes.

And what would they do if their physician became a bindlestiff? Could
they get by without his expertise?

Hutchings knew the answer to that. He himself had gotten very
ill once a year ago and almost died from it. He couldn’t imagine
what their lives would be like with Hugh down and out.

“We got some sort of message?” the doctor asked.

“Sort of. They sent us a duty roster for the new people,” Voorhees
told him. “Take a look.”
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A message scrawled across the Big Board’s main screen. It read:
NEW DUTY ROSTER: ARLISS ADAMSON—

INFIRMARY—CLASSIFICATION: FIRST ASSISTANT. RHONDA BARRIE—
STATION MONITORING—CLASSIFICATION: SECOND ASSISTANT. NEWSOME
KLANE—STATION MONITORING— CLASSIFICATION: FIRST ASSISTANT.
DYLAN OAKS— SUNCUP—CLASSIFICATION: SECOND ASSISTANT. CLAR-
ISSA PICKERALL—ENVIRONMENTALS—CLASSIFICATION. SECOND ASSIS-
TANT. THIS IS NONNEGOTIABLE. NONADHERENCE WILL BE CONSIDERED
A VAPOR INJUNCTION. TRAINING AND LOGIN TO BEGIN TWENTY-FOUR
HOURS AFTER PAROLE SHUNT.

Voorhees leaned back and said, “So I'm thinking: they risked a
shuttle vessel to send us this? They could’ve waited until tomorrow,
until we made the parole Shunt. What’s twenty-four hours to those
people?”

Hutchings was thinking the same thing.

“I'm supposed to put Arliss Adamson in Diane’s place as first
assistant?” the doctor said. “Does Ms. Adamson have any medical
training? What do we know about her background?”

“You'll have to ask her yourself,” Hutchings said. “I don’t think
she’ll be talking to me any time soon.”

“She might have had some college-level sems implanted when
she was still in high school. Lower divisional requirements, basic
anatomy, that sort of thing,” Voorhees said. “Chemistry sems are the
easiest to plant and to access once they’re in.”

Bladestone brooded over his coftee. “Diane went to Johns Hop-
kins, which she remembers quite well. She’s got five hundred semi-
nar hours that she knows of, all of which appear to still be intact.”

“What about Plainfield?” Hutchings asked. “They forgot about
him. Is there any more to the message?”

“Nope,” Voorhees said. “This is it.”

Hutchings didn’t need a flotilla of mentation-enhancing nano-
bots in his brain to help him figure out this one. “Looks like they've
written him oft.”

“That means they knew the condition he was in when they sent
him to us,” the doctor said. “Bastards. He needs qualified people to
look after him. He doesn’t belong here.”

“Nobody belongs here,” Hutchings said.

“What do you think about Dylan Oaks as a Suncup?” Voor-
hees asked. “From what I hear, he’s the last person I'd assign to the
Suncup.”

“Same here,” Hutchings said.
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'The three men were silent for a moment. The glowing letters of
the message on the Big Board’s main screen seemed carved in stone:
DO IT OUR WAY OR DIE.

If Eddie Brickman was there, Hutchings thought, he’d probably
drop his pants and moon the Big Board....

At that point, a chime went off in Hutchings’ right ear and Lor-
raine Sperry’s voice appeared. “lan, are you up?”

“I've been up a while. What’s going on?”

“A Tonka watching a bindlestiff in corridor S6 just registered a tres-
pass into the Forbidden Zone. I'm getting a visual feed from it. I think
you should see this. Are you near a screen?”

“I'm down in the Brains,” he responded quickly. “Patch it to Lar-
ry’s board here.”

On one of the secondary screens an image appeared. It was the
view from the tiny eyes of a yellow Tonka road grader. The “tres-
passer” walked out ahead of it like a giant on the Earth, so tall did
he seem.

“Oh, no,”, the doctor breathed.

It was Plainfield and he appeared to be sleepwalking. Hair askew,
thumb in mouth, he padded down the empty hallway, “bankie” at
his cheek.

However, he was sleepwalking in a very dangerous place, just a
tew yards from the invisible boundary to the Forbidden Zone.

Hutchings turned to Hugh. “Wake Diane and Kristen. Get them
down there with a gurney. One with straps. I'll get Plainfield.”

“Right,” Bladestone said.

To Voorhees, Hutchings added, “If you see the Vapor, stall
him.”

“Stall him?” Voorhees yelled out as the two ran from the room.
“How the hell do you stall the Vapor?”

Voorhees sat back in his chair, alone with the message on the
wall before him. “Jesus,” he whispered. “And I just came on shift...”

g

Despite his size and the weight of his shackles, Hutchings was
rather quick on his feet, the product of months of bone-crush-
ing exercise in the Rough-house. He raced from the Brains, sprinting
down the corridor toward the lifts.

50





