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PART ONE

The Conquest of Abundance

Different ideas of social and political life entail different technologies for their realization.

 


—Langdon Winner, Autonomous Technology, 1977







1

LIVIA KODALY OPENED her eyes to gray predawn light. All was silence within the crumbling stone walls where she had slept.

Real sheets, not virtual, were bunched around her legs; she clutched a pillow and watched the faint radiance of dawn swing down from the eastern sky. Around and about her, within the walls and ceiling and floating on every minuscule speck of dust, a thousand other eyes watched. To them she might seem like a figure of porcelain, her mop of fair hair touched only now and then by an errant breeze. So still was she that to those ubiquitous eyes and monitors, she might seem just another fixture of the room.

When the rectangle of black from the French doors turned gray, Livia sighed at the ceiling and untangled herself from rest. She walked through the French doors onto the broad stone balcony that encircled the estate’s guest apartments. Curled up in one of the old crenels, she looked out over the manicured grounds with their posing topiary and past the indistinct forest tops. Stars still shone, Jupiter on her right, the pastel curves of the Lethe Nebula to her left. It was that time of day when the world seems to pause between breaths—the towering redwood trees that carpeted the hillside were motionless, and all would be silent if not for the chattering of thousands of wakening birds.

When the solitude began reminding her of sadder times, she looked out one last time at the empty gardens and then summoned her Society. A hum of voices welled up around her and ghostly figures began appearing above, below, all about; some seemed to stand on the air above the gardens. Each luminous person acknowledged her with a wave, a smile, or a bow. Some were engaged in conversation, some stood alert but motionless. Livia didn’t want to talk to any of the real inhabitants of the estate right now, so she excluded them from her sensorium. For now, she was alone with her phantoms.

Mother’s anima waved from an unlikely perch on one of the window lintels. “Up with the dawn today, Liv?” She laughed. “We have to drag you out of bed back home!”

She shrugged. “I need time to review my animas, that’s all.”

Livia strolled back to her bedchamber, hesitating by the dresser. She slept in the nude, and could easily eschew clothing for the day if it proved to be as hot as it was threatening; by default, she would appear dressed to anyone she met. Such informality didn’t feel quite right when she was a guest in this house. Livia donned her shift and tuned it to resemble a Tharsis corset and voluminous silk pantaloons as she walked to the bathroom.


Conversations bubbled around her as she scowled at the mirror. Some dialogues were happening now in the manor, but most were the peers, laughing and chattering in diverse places back home. Some voices were real people’s; some were imitations performed by AIs. They were filtered for relevance by Livia’s agents so that she only got the gist of what was happening today: “Devari has a new opera, but he won’t show it to anyone. Claims he’ll fall out of the manifold if he does!” (Laughter.) “We went flying yesterday. You should have seen Jon! He was practically blue.” “What, he’d never been before?”

“Livia, we all heard about your performance last night. You’ve finally mastered that Mozart aria, congratulations!”

“Have you heard? Aaron Varese has vanished!”

Livia had been crossing the room to her door. She stopped, looking for whoever had just spoken. It was raven-haired Esther Mannus, one of the most active peers; not the real woman, for she was back home in Barrastea, but rather her anima, which she regularly updated. She was laughing with an indistinct friend—someone not of Livia’s Society, but not hostile to it either.

“Excuse me.” The two phantoms swooped into tighter focus, almost becoming real enough to be opaque. Esther covered her smiling mouth with one hand. “Ah, Livia,” said the anima. “We thought you’d heard already.”

“Heard what?”

“Why, that Aaron has left the city and won’t speak to anyone.”

Livia had worried that something like this would happen. She said, “I’d wondered why he wasn’t with me this morning. What’s he working on this time?”

Esther glanced around, then said quietly, “Something to do with ‘science,’ whatever that is. He was babbling on about traveling through space last time we spoke.” She sighed. “We’re used to his provocations. But we also know that whatever he’s up to, you’re involved.”

Livia shook her head. “Not this time.” She didn’t add that she and Aaron had been drifting apart lately. Anyway, it wasn’t unheard-of for someone to isolate himself; everybody did now and then, just for sanity’s sake. Still, no animas of Aaron had appeared in her Society this morning. Not to leave one behind was definitely an affront and maybe a deliberate insult. It was disturbing.

A tiny whistle sounded from the doorway. She saw a flicker of light there, whirling in circles near the latch.

“Coming,” she said. As she went to the door, Livia kept Esther’s anima
beside her. “I’ll go speak to him,” she said. “In person. Maybe he has a good explanation for this.”

Esther nodded. “I won’t downgrade his anima until I hear from you, then,” she said tartly. Livia nodded and dismissed the phantom.

Her two favorite agents were waiting at the door. Since they were not physically real, but rather images painted on her senses by her neural implants, she could make them look like anything she wanted. She’d always had them appear as tiny faeries. The first one, Peaseblossom, said, “You were very busy last night!” in a pipsqueak voice. Cicada muscled Peaseblossom out of the way and proclaimed, “You were all over the place!” And in unison: “We think you’re in trouble!”

“Oh, great,” she said. “What did I do?”

“Jachman and his friends were scheming against Rene,” said Peaseblossom, its wings a blur. “They didn’t know you have the hots for him.”

“I do not!”

“You do. Jachman had your anima open while he was talking to the others, and you challenged him.”

“To a duel!”

Livia groaned and put her hand to her forehead. “I did what?”

“That’s not all!” Cicada puffed out his little chest in pride. “At the selfsame time, you were defending Aaron’s honor at a party across town!”

“The duel,” she pressed. “What happened with the duel?” She strolled down the manor’s marble steps, following the scent of fresh bacon that was drifting toward her.

“You fought Jachman, and he killed you,” said Peaseblossom. “It’s gonna cost you.”

It certainly would. She was bound to lose some authority over this spat. If she’d been there in person …

She dismissed the idea as wishful thinking. If her anima had fought a duel, then Livia herself almost certainly would have done so had she been there in its place. Animas might only be imitations of people, but they were very accurate imitations.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to have to visit that incident. You’ve got it ready for me?”

“Any time you say.”

“After breakfast, then.”

Cicada made an exaggerated gesture of toeing the ground (he was a meter in the air). “Well, I’m not sure you’ll have the time,” he said reluctantly.

“What do you mean?” She stopped and glared at the little man. “What else did I do last night?”


“You made a date with Lucius Xavier,” said Cicada.

She gaped at him.

Peaseblossom elbowed his companion fiercely. “Not a date,” he hissed. “Xavier’s not that kind of friend.” He cleared his throat and smiled up at Livia. “You agreed to meet him here this morning. In person, that is. You’re going hunting Impossibles, remember?”

“No, I …” Oh. Was that what his visit had been about?

To be strictly polite, Livia should not have had her Society up during last night’s soiree. After all, she was a physical guest of the Romanal estate, not just a virtual visitor. She owed her host and hostess her undivided attention at least during supper. Their daughter’s confirmation as a true citizen of Westerhaven was important to them and Livia’s own family had ties with theirs going back generations.

So she had gone through supper and cocktails completely present, and sung her set with her Society absent. Only afterward had she answered the urgent summons of an old family friend, to take a walk in the estate’s garden with his virtual self.

Now she made herself visible and entered the guest house’s kitchens. Here was Lady Romanal, her host, cheerfully flipping eggs on the giant gas stove in the corner. This, the real Lady Romanal, was talking to an anima of Livia herself, while her own anima chatted with another of the guests, Livia’s violin player. The violin player was a taciturn man who looked uneasy under the lady’s microscope. Livia had never really gotten along with him outside of a professional capacity. She split off an anima to join his side of the conversation and walked to the stove, quickly back-stepping through her other anima’s conversation with the lady until she felt prepared.

Then she replaced her own image at the lady’s side. “Our politics aren’t that radical,” she said. “Aaron and I simply think Westerhaven’s become too complacent. Too … calm.”

Lady Romanal sighed. “But is that a real criticism, or just youth speaking? Bacon?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“You know what kind of reputation you’ll get if you continue this pointless agitation,” continued Lady Romanal. She was sweating from the heat, but seemed to enjoy cooking for these, her least important guests. “Your mother is quite concerned.”

“Concern is Mother’s chief talent,” said Livia as she held out a plate.

“Oh, you are a handful!” complained the lady cheerfully. “Is it true you’ve been advocating that we should all abandon our manifolds and live together?”


“That was Aaron, not me. He doesn’t see why we should deliberately limit our realities.”

“Delightful!”

Livia glowered at her. “He takes his politics very seriously. So do I.”

Lady Romanal smiled as she piled food on Livia’s plate. “Maybe that’s your problem. Too serious to be serious, if you catch my meaning.” When Livia didn’t answer she said, “Perhaps it’s time to put the past behind you, Livia.”

Livia left her anima to continue the conversation and went to sit down. That was a bit rude, but only a bit. Lady Romanal should know what subjects were sensitive to her.

As the kitchen filled up with other performers and incidental guests, Livia turned her attention to last night’s adventures. She should review that duel, but didn’t relish the prospect of watching herself lose. She should also loose some agents to hunt for Aaron. Instead, she back-stepped into her conversation with Lucius.

“No, there’s no emergency,” he’d said as she sat down on a bench in the garden next to his virtual self. “But I’d like you here, if you can oblige me.”

Livia had glanced at the party, decided she was safely alone for the moment, and replaced her own sensorium with the one at Lucius’s locale. He too stood outside, but on a wide balcony a hundred meters above the city of Barrastea. The buzz of night bugs was replaced here by the incessant murmur of the city, whose glittering lights spread away to the horizon and reared here and there halfway to the zenith. Livia made the anima she now inhabited move to peck him on the cheek.

“How are you, Lucius?” she began.

He smiled at her in a distracted way. In this light he looked like a slightly shabby, careworn Poseidon, his hair and beard all atangle. “It’s been too long since we talked,” he said at last.

“That wouldn’t happen if you didn’t travel so much.” She sat her virtual self down on a stone seat near him.

“It’s my responsibility,” he said, frowning into the night. “I sometimes don’t like it much. But we’re diplomats and ambassadors in Westerhaven, Livia—all of us, whether or not we want to simply stay at home and tend our gardens.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“Sometimes.” He brightened a bit. “But not always. Sometimes an adventure beckons. Like tonight. That’s why I called you—I wanted a traveling companion for a day-trip, and couldn’t think of anybody else who might want to go with me on it.”


“No? That seems unlikely.”

At about this point Livia had been interrupted by some members of Romanal’s party spilling out into the gardens. She had severed her connection to Lucius, leaving an anima behind, so she didn’t know what had happened next.

She watched now as Lucius laughed. “You know perfectly well that most people run in tracks. We may be a manifold dedicated to bridging the gaps between other manifolds, but when push comes to shove, nobody you or I know has the courage to travel anywhere really exotic. Not across a real horizon, that’s for sure.”

Livia’s anima (which she now observed from outside) looked intrigued, but a little disturbed. “You want to cross a horizon? To where?”

“I’m not sure. But I’d like you to come with me, if you would.”

There was a pause. Livia’s anima appeared surprised and confused. After a moment it said, “Please tell me that you thought of me because wherever you’re going is a musical manifold.”

“No,” he said, looking momentarily guilty. “I know you don’t like to be reminded of the accident, Livia, but it did give you a unique perspective that—”

Her anima stood up angrily. “Lucius, how could you? I will not travel outside of inscape again for you, or anybody else! Or to any manifold that doesn’t use it. You of all people should know …” She turned away.

Lucius reached out to touch her virtual shoulder. “This won’t be like that, I swear. I’m not proposing we leave inscape, or any of the manifolds you know. I just want to take a walk along the border of Westerhaven. Tomorrow. And I think you should come.”

She turned, suspicious. “Why?”

He shrugged. “It might improve your authority. Won’t hurt mine either. You see, people have been sighting Impossibles near the Romanal estate. It’s been going on for several weeks now. So far it’s all anecdotal; nobody’s inscape has preserved a record. It’s as if they’re being seen by the eyes only, without the inscape system being aware of them at all.”

Livia’s anima shuddered. The mere idea of inscape having problems made her nervous—would make anyone raised in Westerhaven squirm. No wonder Lucius couldn’t find anyone to join him on his little expedition.

“What are they seeing?” her anima asked, turning back to face him. Livia was a bit surprised that she hadn’t turned him down outright; she
might have if she’d been there in person. Then again, she might not. Animas tended to know the personalities of those they modeled better than the people themselves.

“Mythical creatures,” said Lucius. “Bears and wolves that walk like men. Giant birds with masklike faces. They sound like Raven’s people. All I want to do is verify that the sightings are genuine and not some kind of hysterical meme. I have no intention of going anywhere near one of the things, believe me.”

“And you want me along because …”

“After the things you’ve seen, Livia, I think you’re not too likely to piss yourself and run at seeing an Impossible.”

Her anima smiled momentarily. “But I still don’t want to.”

“If we verify that there’s a problem with local inscape, our authority goes up. Not much for me—but the boost could do you good right about now.”

Damn him, he knew she was in trouble with the peers. Maybe he’d even set up her encounter with Jachman, knowing she might duel him and lose later that evening. It would be just like Lucius Xavier, who while he might be a friend, was also as sly a political player as Westerhaven had ever produced.

She smiled. “I’ll think about it. Why don’t you drop by tomorrow morning and we’ll talk it over.”

Livia skipped through the rest of the conversation, which was brief. Then, back in the breakfast room, she scowled at the slanting morning light. Inscape showed Lucius’s aircar circling the estate already. So much for the quiet morning she had been planning. She quickly finished her breakfast and walked outside.

The gleaming, lozenge-shaped aircar touched down gracefully near a checkerboard of tennis courts. Lucius climbed out of it and waved brightly at Livia, kissing her lightly on the forehead when she reached him. “Glad you decided to join me,” he said with a grin. “This should be fun.”

He was dressed for a hike in stout canvas safari gear and solid boots. She was glad she’d worn her shift today; it was the work of a moment to adjust it to something rugged. Lucius was already striding toward the distant line of trees that signaled the end of the estate’s manicured grounds. She hurried to join him.

“You really think there’s Impossibles here?” she asked as she caught up.

“Six people from the surrounding area have seen them,” he said. “The sightings were scattered all over, but the epicenter was near here. There,
in fact.” He pointed down the gently sloping hillside, bathed in forest, that led to a glistening blue lake.

Past the forest and meandering river the land rolled on in waves of wilderness into hazy vagueness. What looked like towering, half-visible clouds floated above the haze. These were the familiar Southwall mountains, blued to near-invisibility by a distance of over two hundred kilometers. Livia could see the white caps of glaciers atop some of the shortest peaks; snow never fell at the higher altitudes. Above them the sky was a uniform indigo.

Livia knew the lake Lucius was pointing to. There was a boathouse down there, a distant outpost of the Romanal estate. So she took the lead when they reached the trees. “There’s the path.”

They entered the hushed realm of the trees. Now that the estate was out of sight, Livia began to feel a bit nervous. That was irrational by any ordinary standard: she had her angels to protect her, and her presence in the heart of Westerhaven did not have anything to do with whether she was near some building.

Even so, she awoke her Society and let them walk alongside her as a reassuring crowd. For a while Lucius was silent, and Livia thought about how similar this walk was to her first official journey to a neighboring manifold, which had happened several months before.

It had been an occasion of sorrow. Shortly after her confirmation, the Westerhaven diplomatic corps had contacted Livia asking whether she would agree to help close out the estate of the Drummers. She had studied to be a diplomat like her parents before her, and she was a musician. So the request might seem natural; but she had given up on diplomacy when she realized she had no desire to travel to other manifolds. She suspected the hand of Lucius Xavier in her selection, if not of Mother herself. But she agreed to go, more from curiosity than any desire to improve her authority.

Livia joined the expedition on an empty road outside the city of Barrastea. There were representatives from a number of other manifolds as well as Westerhaven. Jachman was one of the other junior members of the Westerhaven contingent, and it was on this occasion that Livia first met Rene Caiser. He was acting as groomsman, caring for the stamping and proud horses that were to lead their carriages.

Trees towered beyond the carriages, but the slope here was steep enough that Livia could see past them into the deep valley below. Amid the dark, nearly black treetops lay the city of the drummers. To anyone within Westerhaven, it was invisible.

Serena Elesz, the expedition’s leader, briefed them before they set out.
“The last drummer died a week ago,” she said from her perch on the step of the lead carriage. “Officially, their consensual reality ends with that death. In fact, everyone who shared some of their values carries a template of the drummers’ manifold with them, and these templates still have some authority over inscape and the tech locks. It is up to living representatives of those values to decide the fate of this manifold and its physical manifestations.” She meant the land and those aspects of the city that were physically real.

Livia had put up her hand; she was never one to stay on the sidelines. “I was always told that Westerhaven gathers and preserves the cultures of other manifolds.”

Serena nodded. “Yes, of course; and we’ll try to do that here. We are the great integrators of the many threads of culture in Teven Coronal.”

Livia put up her hand again. “I’ve had six people come up to me and tell me that what I need to do is make sure the drummers are shut down, so Westerhaven can recover their resources.”

An awkward silence followed. Serena’s take on Westerhaven had sounded like a quote straight out of the Fictional History. Livia had been raised to follow those values, but she was learning that the truth was always more complicated.

Finally Serena shrugged. “You need to vote with your heart, Livia—but remember that everything in Westerhaven is political.”

Still chewing on this thought, Livia entered the carriage behind Serena’s just as it began to move. They jolted down the dirt track that led off from the main road. Livia reached out with her senses and will, determined not to notice anything of Westerhaven: no buildings, no contrails. Her change of attitude and attention was noted by her neural implants and the mechology known as the tech locks; where there had been impenetrable underbrush, a pathway appeared leading into the woods. The horses joined this road without breaking stride.

She listened for rhythms in the sighing of the breeze, and soon she began to hear them. She listened for patterns in the chirping of the birds, and eventually, she heard music there. Even the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves took on a complicated order, as Livia had been told it would. A sense of palpable presence began to build around the carriages, a subliminal excitement. “We’re close,” Jachman murmured beside her.

Rene was having difficulty making the transition. He began to fade even as the drummers’ city appeared around the trunks of the redwoods that walled the road. He tried to speak but no sound reached Livia’s ears. The last thing she saw before he vanished was his frustrated, embarrassed frown. She couldn’t help but smile at the boyishness of it.


He would be back, as soon as he’d managed to properly purge Westerhaven from his system of habits and responses. Meanwhile, they were at the drummers’ ruins.

Once a thriving community had come together here to worship in ways that were difficult or impossible in other manifolds. In some places, such as Westerhaven, the pace of life was wrong for the drummers’ style of contemplation; or the attitude to music interfered with what they were attempting. The ancient and powerful religions of Earth still held sway in other manifolds and would not permit any iconoclasts or experimenters. So they had made their own reality, one in keeping with their ideals. And for several generations, it had held strong.

For some reason, they had built on low swampy ground. Water had reclaimed most of the tall brick structures. Marsh grass grew between the houses and waved on their roofs. This place had been in decline for a long time. It was more of a village, anyway, thought Livia; the houses ended not more than two hundred meters away. Once there had been frescoes on the sides of the buildings, and statues, but they had been weathered away long ago.

The drummers’ microcivilization had run its natural course, and now uncomprehending outsiders had come to lay it to rest.

The expedition left the carriages and walked, sometimes wading, out into the city. They split up and began to poke about. The place was desolate, like something out of a historical sim. Livia’s feet were soon wet and she found herself shivering. When she met Rene coming around the side of a large (and empty) public building, she said, “Why would anyone stay here?”

He shrugged. “There were never many of them. But apparently it was quite the religious center once. Reaching the divine through music. You’re a musician, you’d have loved it here.”

“But they never wrote any of it down. And they didn’t perform for pleasure.”

They walked on for a while, but whatever possessions the drummers had once had, they were gone, toppled into the swampy water or taken away by those who had abandoned this place’s values. Rene shook his head at last. “They’re dead. I dunno about you, but I agree with the others. We should shut it down and reclaim the land.”

Livia shook her head. “And just replace their reality with ours? Better if we could all learn to travel here. That would be diplomacy.”

“But they’re all dead. So what’s to stop us?”

Livia opened her mouth to reply, then stopped. She couldn’t explain why, but she felt there was still a presence here, however tenuous. It
felt wrong to simply wipe the place away—but it was hard to justify preserving it; doing so would go against her very public political stance.

She decided to change the subject. “We lost you for a while back there,” she said at last. “You’re not very musical?”

He grinned. “Maybe I’m not. And you are not nearly as scary up close as I was told you’d be.”

Her heart sank. “Who told you I was scary?”

He waggled his fingers in horror-show fashion. “You and Aaron Varese are the biggest political critics of the generation. You fight duels over ideas, for God’s sake! And you … they say you blink out during parties, come out with odd pronouncements at odd times, have strange notions … You’ve Seen Things We Were Not Meant To Know. You’re the one who led the survivors out of the crash zone, right? They say it changed you.”

“But I don’t remember doing it,” she said seriously. “How can I be a hero if I—” At that moment they both heard the drumming.

It came from somewhere ahead: a single, steady beat, deep and confident. Livia and Rene looked at one another.

“Not dead after all!” Rene sprinted in the direction of the sound; more cautiously, Livia followed.

She found him staring up the side of a ten-meter mud-brick tower. The steady drumbeat sounded from somewhere overhead. He looked at her uncertainly. “Do we go in?”

She looked around for footprints on the muddy ground; there were none, not even at the shadowed entrance to the tower. But she would not look weak in front of this young man. “Of course,” she said.

Inside, the tower was divided into three levels with ladderlike stairways leading between them. They found large clay pots filled with grain and dried fish; firewood and the hardened, cold remains of a fire; blankets and a crude pillow. But there was no other sign of life. The sound obstinately continued above. “A recording?” Rene whispered. She shook her head: recording equipment of any kind was forbidden by the locks in this place.

Cautiously, they climbed the creaking steps to the top level.

Someone had rigged a barrel on a tripod here to catch rainwater. From the base of the barrel, a spigot dripped steadily onto the taut skin of a large bass drum. The skin was discolored and worn where the water had been hitting it for days—weeks, probably. But the sound was steady, and impressively loud.

Huddled beside the drum was a half-skeletal body: the last inhabitant of the drummers’ manifold. Livia couldn’t be sure whether this had
been a man or a woman. But it was clear he or she had died alone.

It stank up here so they retreated down the ladder almost immediately. Neither spoke until they were outside again. Rene waved to Serena and some others who were walking nearby. As they came over, Livia stood looking up—and listening.

“Why didn’t he leave?” Rene asked after a while.

And of course, that was it: to leave this place, all you had to do was wish to be somewhere else. With a little concentration Livia could return to Westerhaven, and these towers would turn into trees, or rocks, or otherwise leave her sensorium. Barrastea’s skyscrapers would appear over the crest of the hill. Inscape reticles and Societies would blossom all around her. This person, this last drummer, did not have to die alone. He or she could have chosen, right up until the last second, to abandon the Drummers’ ideals—to join another manifold.

Yet the drum still sounded above, slow and steady, like the heartbeat of the world. Livia could not have answered Rene’s question; she did not have the words. But, for a moment or two, as she stood within the realm of that beating heart, she thought she understood.

When Serena and the others came running up, Livia announced, “The last drummer may be dead, but the Drummers are still alive. We can’t shut down this manifold while the drum still beats.”

Unanimity was required for the manifold to be closed. And so the absorption of the drummers’ resources into Westerhaven had been postponed—and while Livia’s reputation had grown, her authority had begun to deteriorate.

 


“I DON’T KNOW why I did it,” she said to Lucius as they walked. They’d seen nothing impossible in the past hour and she was getting tired. She had dismissed her Society, however, and was enjoying this rare chance for a solitary talk with an older male friend. “I think it was just to spite Serena.”

He laughed. “A fine reason by itself. But is that all?”

“I don’t know. For years now I’ve felt like an outsider. Ever since the accident. People look at me differently, you know. Since only Aaron and I survived …” She kicked at a fern. “It’s like it was our fault, somehow.”

She was used to people trying to reassure her on this point, but Lucius nodded. “It’s hypocritical,” he said. “People here talk about valuing other manifolds, but really Westerhaven is a culture of butterfly collectors.”

“How do you mean?”


“You catch the butterfly alive, then you stick a pin through it and mount it on the wall. That’s what we do with other cultures. Like your drummers. You were right to leave their world alone, Liv.”

“Well, thank you! Practically nobody else has said that.”

“We outsiders have to stick together,” he said. “That’s why I invited you along today.” He hesitated. “Livia. There’s something I have to tell you. It’s about—”

She threw out her hand to stop him, practically falling herself. Raising a finger to her lips, she pointed ahead along the path.

He scowled, then turned to follow her gaze.

“Lucius, I think something impossible might just be happening.” Standing nonchalantly about ten meters ahead was a tall, bronze-skinned man dressed in tanned hides. A dozen beaded necklaces hung around his neck.

He was carrying a spear.
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IT WAS HARD to tell the man’s age; his face was lined and weatherbeaten, his brow sunburnt and his eyes narrowed to a perpetual squint. But he was fit and strong-looking, and Livia had no doubt he could throw that spear with great accuracy and force.

But he hadn’t spotted them. He was staring up into the trees with a puzzled expression on his face. Livia took the opportunity to start backing away.

“What is he?” she whispered.

“Not an Impossible,” said Lucius. “More likely a warrior of Raven. Their manifold overlaps ours in most places. They can visit us, but they rarely do.”

Livia had known that for years, of course, but somehow, despite her experience with manifolds, seeing this man was a shock. She thought of invisible warriors ranging through the Romanal gardens, firing arrows at deer on the tennis courts.

“Aren’t we … well, sort of at war with Raven?”

Lucius shook his head. “Only in the gamers’ submanifold. It’s purely voluntary—” He froze, because the man had spotted them.

For a while neither he nor they moved a muscle. Livia’s heart was pounding, but her mind was clear. What was he doing here? Had he
stepped out of Raven’s people into Westerhaven? Or had she and Lucius strayed the other way?

Finally the man snapped out of his trance. Carefully, he leaned his spear against a tree, then walked toward them. Stopping four meters away, he cleared his throat.

“You have come to celebrate with us,” he said.

“Yes,” replied Lucius.

“What?” said Livia.

The warrior strode forward, extending his hand. “I am King Ghee,” he said. “Do not be afraid, I was sent to find you. I am … you would call me a diplomat, I believe.” He smiled at Livia, showing white, perfect teeth.

“I am Lucius Xavier, and this is my friend, Livia Kodaly,” said Lucius. “So we are not too late?” Lucius seemed anxious.

King Ghee glanced up at the sky. “No. But we must hurry.” The warrior set off up the path, snatching up his spear on the way.

“Lucius? What’s going on?” Livia tried to keep her voice controlled, with some success, but anger and fear made her hesitate as the other two walked ahead.

“Come, Livia.” Lucius waved to her. “This is important. You’ll see why.”

“But why didn’t you tell me that you were meeting someone?” She verified that her angels were still around her, then reluctantly stepped after him. He had not replied.

“I am pleased to meet you,” Raven’s warrior said to her as she caught up. “You must be highly prized by your own people to be given this opportunity.” Livia opened her mouth to ask him what he meant by that, then noticed Lucius making a warning gesture behind him. She smiled.

“Thank you,” she said. “I am honored, yes.” She needed to know what was happening, so she summoned an anima to replace her in this dialog, intending to split off and ask Lucius just what he was playing at. But inscape signaled an error: this warrior of Raven could not perceive animas. They walked now, it seemed, on the very edge of Westerhaven.

“So you will come with me to the city of Skaalitch?” asked the warrior. “It is not far, but it is under Raven’s wing; your people would not normally see it.”

Lucius grinned. “I’d be honored, Kingy.” He said the name as if it were one word. Livia did still have access to her internal inscape systems, so she called up a database of Raven names. Qiingi—that was it. And Skaalitch? The database had a listing, but she had no time to examine it as the warrior spoke again.

“To come to us, you must open yourself to the sacredness of living
things. Walk with me, under Raven’s wing.” He stepped off the path.

“So the real adventure begins,” said Lucius. “Sorry I kept you in the dark, but you might not have come otherwise. Well, Liv? Are you up for it?”

She opened her mouth to chastise him, but somehow his enthusiasm was infectious. And, she realized, she was enjoying her surprise. “All right,” she said with a laugh. “But there had better not be any more tricks. I need to be back by lunchtime.”

Qiingi wavered in and out of existence ahead of them. He often paused, instructing Livia and Lucius in what they should look for. Livia tried to forget about Westerhaven—her Societies’ intrigues, the arcing aircars and glittering cities—and instead focus on spotting the creatures of the forest. With Qiingi, she paused to gaze at tracks on the damp ground, and consciously drew in the scents of pine and moss. It was a game she’d learned as a child, not knowing its significance at the time; only later, when her ability to shift manifolds was unlocked at puberty, did Livia understand. Now, she stopped, staring at an owl she’d spotted on a branch. She concentrated, frowning, and the bird suddenly changed, its face momentarily becoming a shaman’s mask. Livia laughed out loud. Follow, follow the warrior of Raven, she told herself, as she dashed after him. As she went, the bark of the trees shifted from randomness to patterned design. The birdsong ceased to be incoherent twitters, and became tiny, piping voices whose words she could understand if she concentrated.

So, by degrees of wonder, Livia left the world of Westerhaven behind, and came within the realm of Raven.

 


“THEY ARE HERALDS of the ancestors,” Qiingi said. Livia had asked him about the Impossibles. “The ancestors are returning to us, so all things change. You should not be surprised if the walls of your world are beginning to crumble. The elders told us to expect it.”

“Who are these ancestors?” she asked. She really wanted to grill Lucius about what he was up to, but the man kept cagily near Qiingi, and as they crossed the border into Raven’s country, her normal inscape resources had shut down. She couldn’t call upon Peaseblossom and Cicada to run sims of Lucius, nor could she ask her Society what he might be doing.

The term for this, she mused, was working without a safety net. Most of her peers prized the stability of their reality above all else, and she had no doubt they would have run screaming back to Westerhaven long before now. In that, at least, Lucius had judged right: Livia was unfazed by
this journey. Or so she kept telling herself, while her pulse pounded and she jumped at every strange sound coming through the forest.

Qiingi smiled at her; he had been very impressed to learn she was a singer. He had taken to calling her Wordweaver Kodaly. “A time is coming when what you call the horizons of the world crack and fall,” he said. “The ancestors wait beyond the horizons. They are returning to us to bring us the wisdom of centuries that they have gathered during our long isolation in this place. Our best have come to Skaalitch because this is the first place where the walls of the world will crack.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know what to say to that. But it sounded like some new myth was being born in this place. Myths and stories were a common spark for birthing new manifolds. Was a new reality being born within Raven’s people? Was that what Lucius had brought her to witness? If so, it was a momentous occasion, and a tremendous coup for both of them.

“You have followed me well,” Qiingi said. “Behold the city of Skaalitch.”

Livia knew where they were. They had come to the shoreline of the lake that spread sinuously through the valley below the Romanal estate. The air here was cold and damp, full of the mist that hung around the redwoods. Livia drank in the sound of waves lapping on the shore of the dark water. She had been here many times; the Romanal boathouse should be right over … there … Where the boathouse should be, a jagged mound of boulders thrust up out of the ground.

Of course, that was the boathouse—or how it appeared from within Raven’s country. She looked the other way, and gasped.

The lake was ringed by gigantic trees and backed by low mountains. For hundreds of meters along the shore, long canoes lay upended on wooden frames and tall totem poles presided magisterially over scores of men and women who were working near the water. Behind them, receding half-seen into the maze of trees, were dozens of log longhouses, their roofs adrift with woodsmoke. Bright things like flying banners flitted half-seen in the deepening green of the forest; birds and animals laughed, and out in the lake, something huge and dark breached the surface momentarily, then sank away.

Livia had sunbathed on these sands many times, and canoed with friends on those net-strewn waters. She had never imagined this place existed parallel to the lake she knew.

Drumbeats started up somewhere among the longhouses. “We must hurry now,” said Qiingi. “The potlatch of the ancestors is about to begin.” He hurried into the city, greeting people left and right as he went.


Lucius and Livia smiled and nodded at Raven’s people, who grinned and talked about them as they passed. Children raced alongside them, laughing and screaming in mock fear. Ahead, a crowd was growing.

“You’re a very bad man,” Livia said. “Bringing me out here on a pretext, then kidnapping me!” But I am having fun, she was about to add, when she saw that he wasn’t laughing. Indeed, he looked tired, and maybe even a bit frightened.

“Lucius, what’s wrong?”

People were now appearing from all over—some blinking into view from whatever submanifold they had been inhabiting. All were converging on the great open circle that lay ahead. Lucius shook his head, and looked away from Livia.

“I had no one else I could trust with this,” he said. “Nobody I knew who might understand. Except you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at this!” He waved at the fabulous totems and rearing longhouses that surrounded them. “It’s wondrous, isn’t it—and you never knew it was here! Livia, don’t you feel even the slightest bit claustrophobic living in just one manifold?”

She nodded, eager to have someone agreeing with her for a change. “Everyone says that Westerhaven is the most cosmopolitan place in Teven. We visit other manifolds, sure—but how many of them? What you were saying earlier about us being butterfly collectors … I know what you mean. We see the world only from our own narrow perspective. We’re tourists in other people’s realities.”

He nodded enthusiastically. “I heard your friend Aaron Varese speaking in Barrastea last week. He was proposing that we eliminate manifolds altogether.”

She laughed, a bit uncertainly. “He’s just trying to stir things up. It’s just not possible. Worldviews don’t mix.”

“Don’t they?” He stared at her with an intensity she had never seen before, as if he were about to start yelling—or running. “Are you sure about that?”

“Lucius … I don’t …”

Livia heard pounding feet, shouts. The noises came from the plaza they were approaching. People were crowded around its outskirts, all talking at once, some hopping up and down to see over others. The drumbeat was seductive; the musician in her responded, analyzing its meter even as her imagination half consciously wove melodies and patterns around it.

Qiingi waved to them. “The potlatch begins!” He was obviously
excited, but from the way he kept looking about himself it was clear he was a bit nervous, too. By now the crowd was pressing in on all sides. Lucius grabbed Livia’s arm.

“Stay close,” he said. “I don’t know how far this will go.”

“What—” But he pressed on ahead through the crowd, and she followed. Livia had never been in such a strange situation, surrounded by people in buckskins and beads, permeated with the smells of woodsmoke, chicken fat, and tanned leather.

Silence fell suddenly; then a collective gasp rose from the crowd. Lucius let go of Livia’s arm and she staggered to a halt. She was close to the front of the circle, and peered past a tanned shoulder to see what was happening.

All across the earthen plaza, ghostly figures wavered into existence. At first there were only a handful, but in seconds there were dozens, then scores of them.

The ancestors filled up the plaza, and they came bearing Impossible gifts.

 


THEY WERE TOO perfect to be human. Of course, in her lifetime Livia had seen people wrapped in many guises—as idealized sexual objects, as animals, as fabulous mythical beasts. She had seen people pretend to be angels. These ancestors didn’t seem to be pretending.

She could see a kind of shimmering arch above and around the plaza; outside it, the world looked ordinary—that is, it was filled with wise trees, hollow-eyed birds that might in the blink of an eye transform into lynxes and bound away into the underbrush. Raven’s world. Within the arch the plaza was still there, and in it stood beautiful, smiling men and women. That was fine; people could appear in mid-manifold like that. But in their hands, and around and above them, were things that could not exist here.

One woman stood next to a man-sized, chrome robot that looked around itself curiously with big lens-eyes. Substitutes for human labor were limited even in technophilic Westerhaven, yet here a robot stood where properly it could not be. Another of the strangers held up a big device Livia recognized as a laser saw; at least, she hoped that was all it was. Piled around the strangers’ feet were all manner of machines, livedevices, and mobile bots.

The tech locks should be disabling, removing, or hiding all these things. Livia kept waiting for the gifts—for if this was a potlatch, then that was what these things were—to flicker and go out, the way that Rene had on the road to the drummers’ city. It didn’t happen.


She found herself blinking again and again, and backing away. Around the edge of the circle other people were doing the same. It was like looking at an object and it refusing to come into focus, even while everything around it became sharp. Control of reality should be as automatic as sight; it had been that way for Livia all her life.

Except once.

She found she had turned and was trying to run. Stop! she commanded herself. You mastered this fear! Or she’d thought she had. With an effort she turned back to look at the circle.

The closer she looked the worse it was. Some of the strangers were suffused in a golden glow that came from the clouds of programmable matter that suspended them as if they were weightless, ten or fifteen centimeters above the ground. The quantum dots composing the virtual matter swirled and glowed, making them appear like pillars made of countless infinitesimal stars—ostentatious, that, even gauche, given that the ordinary angels of Westerhaven were composed of just such fogs, but were careful to remain invisible. Embedded in the fogs were many strange objects: globes and rods of crystal and metal, things with hand-grips that might be weapons; and humming, flittering things that could be alive but for the fact that they gleamed like bronze.

At an unspoken signal the strangers began to walk toward the crowd.

She became aware that Qiingi was standing next to her. “I didn’t really believe it would happen,” he said softly. “They have broken the walls of the world.” He didn’t sound happy.

It’s not like after the accident, Livia was telling herself. This isn’t a crash. It’s controlled, somehow.

As the first of the “ancestors” stepped outside the earthen circle the crowd came to life. A sudden madness seemed to sweep them and Livia found herself getting caught up in it. Some people were shouting, shaking their fists. Others were laughing and crying. Was this a miracle or a nightmare? No one seemed to know.

As she edged back through the crowd, Livia realized that Lucius was missing. He was taller than most of these people. He should be visible.

Someone jostled her; she grabbed Qiingi’s arm so as not to lose him, too. “But what are they? What are they doing here?”

He shrugged uncertainly. “Our founders have blessed their presence. They call them ancestors; so I must accept that this is what they are.”

“But where did they come from?”

He looked at her and for a moment his composure almost broke. He was frightened, she realized with a chill. “Wordweaver Kodaly,” he said stiffly, “if they are our ancestors, then they have always been here.”


More of the strange people were appearing by the moment; as each waded into the crowd, he or she would stop to speak to people. As the ancestors spoke, they reached about in a leisurely way, picking now this, now that item from their belts or materializing it out of the fog of virtual matter, and handing it to the person they were talking to. The one closest to Livia was male, and had a sonorous voice; and it was a real voice, not processed by inscape. He turned his head and his eyes met Livia’s. She felt the gaze as a shock.

“Livia Kodaly,” he said. “This is a day of gifts. What would you like to receive from us?”

She backed away, suddenly aware that her only countryman had vanished and her Society was inaccessible. “I don’t want anything,” she said.

“Perhaps that is your problem,” he said. “You want to want something. We can help you with that.”

“W-what?”

The ancestor laughed, a rich and reverberant sound. “There is something new under the sun,” it said. “There has never been anything like us before. We extend a hand of friendship to all in Westerhaven, through you.” He did extend his hand, and she found herself staring at it as though it were a snake.

“Come with us,” he said. “We have much we could show you.”

“How do you know my name?” she asked.

“You wear it in your aura,” he said.

“But that shouldn’t be visible here,” she objected. “We’re in Raven’s manifold.”

He shrugged. “There are no more distinctions here. Come, I’ll show you.

“No, please.” She stepped outside of his reach.

The ancestor nodded, as if he’d expected this reaction. “You do not wish to see how other people live, because it might pollute your culture.”

She bristled. “I don’t know what you—”

“You have chosen not to see rather than to see wrongly,” said the ancestor. “I understand. But there is another way of seeing. We have come to show it to you. Raven’s people understand; I hope you will, too, soon.”

The ancestor turned and spoke to someone else while Livia was trying to think of some reply. Livia turned to talk to Qiingi, but Raven’s warrior had vanished in the throng. Without pausing to look for him she made a break for the edge of the crowd. Everything felt unreal; she was dizzy.


And where was Lucius? He should be visible even if her Society was quiescent; in Westerhaven his authority would make him a magnet for her sight. The sudden sense of aloneness was frightening—anything could happen to her here, and her audience and supporters wouldn’t see it. It was like that other time, years ago, when reality had torn and Livia found herself with only the dead for company. Outside of inscape, she knew, was a world that would not talk to her or hide its ugliness under a veil of Society. She would not go back there again.

Fleeing blindly, she ricocheted from person to person until she reached the redwoods and then she kept running through them, enduring scratches and twisting her ankle.

She stopped when she came to the shore of the lake, and knelt panting in the shadow of a giant grinning totem pole. The beach was nearly deserted. Sounds of the potlatch echoed weirdly through the brown pillared ways of the city, but there was no one nearby to speak to and none of the spirits of the woods approached. Maybe she should go back and look for Lucius.

The sound stopped her. The murmur of the crowd seemed to be building in intensity, as if the mob were changing somehow, losing its human mind. Even with the distance and the renewed presence of her angels, Livia began to feel really afraid, not just spooked as she was a few minutes before. She had to get out of Raven’s country, get back to the Romanal estate.

An angel—a physically manifest inscape agent—alighted next to her. “Let me treat your ankle,” it said. With a wary look in the direction of the potlatch, she sat on the feet of the totem pole and let it wrap her foot. The physical form of this winged entity was actually her shift changing shape to brace the ankle, but inscape gave it a soothing human appearance.

She felt a bit calmer as she set out again; her angels were with her after all. She was ashamed of herself. Livia had thought herself healed of those old wounds. She was an independent woman; of all her generation in Westerhaven, only she and her friend Aaron had ever lived for months outside of the protection of inscape and the tech locks. That was years ago, though—back in a blurred time between luminous childhood and painful rehabilitation. There was a small seed in her that treasured the fact of having once been beyond all horizons, however traumatic the experience might have been at the time. Today’s panic had been … unexpected.

Grimly, she found her way to the pile of boulders along the shore. There she planted her feet and willed the stones to become wood. Gradually, the rocks faded and the boathouse of the Romanals became visible.
Behind her, Skaalitch dissolved in the mist like a dream. And when Livia was once more alone on the lakeshore, with only gulls crying overhead and her heart slowed to a sane pace, she turned and walked up the path she’d known her whole life, back to the courts and libraries of Westerhaven.
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THE TWO PEOPLE Livia most wanted to talk to were missing: Lucius was gone, and Aaron Varese was nowhere to be found when she returned to Barrastea, the city of her birth.

Late in the afternoon of the day following her strange adventure in Raven’s country, she walked toward the ballroom where her parents were throwing a party. The towers and gardens of the city lay in tumbled glory about her and her laughing, bickering Society. The Kodaly family had their estate here in an amorphous set of submanifolds that overlapped numerous other Great Family lands.

The ballroom abutted one of Livia’s bedrooms; the whole complex lay just ahead where several crumbling, ivied walls nearly intersected, leaving a gap where one could walk. Sunlight dappled through leaves and warmed the stones. Livia wore her shift today, but hardly needed it in the warmth.

Barrastea was the physical home of the diplomatic corps, who had a keen interest in Lucius Xavier’s disappearance. The grilling Livia had been put through today by the senior members had been long and intense; it had started before her actual arrival there, as the members appeared in her Society and began demanding to know what had happened at Skaalitch. She could not explain it to them, beyond the obvious: the tech locks had failed somehow. Livia was tired, angry, and frustrated, unable to quite get over what she’d seen. She had even dismissed her Society for a while, since without Aaron in it, it seemed empty anyway. Now the sweet air and sunlight were beginning to revive her.

The towers that shimmered in the heat-haze were two hundred years old. Here at least was stability; here was the tangible proof of Westerhaven’s faith in cross-cultural mixing, a riot of styles and traditions that made it the most vibrant city in Teven Coronal.

She strolled down familiar avenues of soaring stone and stretched tenting. The high pillars and curving walls served as attachment points
for the sweeping wings of translucent tenting that roughly divided “inside” from “outside” throughout the parks and avenues. They also held up the various polygonal platforms that made up the floors of buildings implied, but not fully described, by the tenting. Vines, trees, and liana sketched processional ways and plazas throughout this riot of color and shape; even private spaces often had walls made up only of foliage. It was always warm here where no mountains moderated the gaze of the suns; and one’s angels could be relied upon to provide personal shelter from any truly inclement weather.

Livia’s two faeries suddenly dive-bombed her from somewhere above. “Danger, danger, Livia Kodaly!” piped Cicada, waving its arms to get her attention.

“Hang on, Mom,” she said to the anima that had been speaking to her. She scowled at the little glowing figure. “What’s the matter with you?”

“It’s the peers! They’re setting you up—”

“—for a fall,” finished Peaseblossom. “Somebody snuck into the drummers’ city and replaced the drum with a fresh one! While the drum beats the manifold still exists—”

“And nobody else can move in,” said Cicada. “Jachman’s blaming you and Aaron. After all, you stopped them from shutting it down in the first place. And Aaron’s snubbing everybody—”

Livia groaned. “That’s all I need. Okay, thanks, I’ll deal with it on my own.”

“But it’s an attack on your authority!”

Livia half smiled. “And what’s new about that?”

“Well, firstly—”

“Go away!”

They spiraled up and away, muttering in bell-like tones.

She rounded the stone and green intersection, and entered the Kodaly ballroom. This presented itself as a public park, open to the sky, surrounded by hedges and dotted with trees and ivied walls that stood in isolation like planned ruins. The place appeared completely empty and peaceful, save for several couples strolling enwrapped in the scent of grass and sound of buzzing cicadas. On the far side was a giant crumbling stone archway, its far end walled up except for a small door at the bottom. Invisible to everyone but Livia were several platforms attached under the top of the arch. For years chests of real cloth apparel, dolls, and books had sat on these platforms; various paintings and ceramics she had made as a child adorned the curving stone of the arch; and there sat her bed. That place was where she often lounged and usually slept—directly
above the heads of public traffic through the park. She could lie on her stomach and kick her bare feet in the air while staring straight down at strangers strolling through the archway. This was how the Kodalys liked to live—in the interstices of the public world.

As she stepped onto the lawn the park was suddenly full of people.

She sauntered now between hedgerows festooned with centuries’ worth of portraits and statues, and under long crimson and gold banners displaying the Kodaly crest. Knots of revelers were scattered across the grass, with children running back and forth between them and tables piled high with food. The strolling couples, having not been invited to this party, were invisible now.

This place was familiar and comforting to Livia. She had played here as a child, as her mother had before her. High overhead, giant parasols of tenting cunningly filtered sun and rain to indirection; the luminous light, the fine geometry of the distant parasols, the paintings—they were not furnished with alternatives, but were pleasant constants in an otherwise turbulent world. Westerhaven knew time intimately, after all, both in its fluidity and its fixedness. It was the Westerhaven Great Families’ ability to live simultaneously in chaotic inscape and changeless tradition that attracted so many other manifolds as supporters and clients.

“Aren’t you going to announce yourself, Livia?” asked Mother. She stood on the other side of the field, under a grotesque bronze statue of Shakespeare’s Feste. Livia had once kissed Jachman’s older brother behind that statue.

“I’ll join in when I’m ready,” said Livia. She draped herself across a comfortable leather armchair that she remembered playing hide-and-seek behind as a girl; this was a Kodaly chair, impervious to weather and imperceptible to any public visitors to the park. For a while she watched through a filigree of leaves as the peers danced, but she didn’t yet want to merge them with her Society.

“Why isn’t he here to support me?” she asked her Society.

“Is that who you’re moping about?” Natalia, an old friend and former rival, came to perch on the arm of the chair. “Aaron’s not your lover, he’s just your friend. Livia, how you cling!”

The rest of the Society all made various pooh-poohing noises. “Why worry about such things?” asked Sebastian, who stood next to her as well as fifteen meters away in the heart of the party. “He’ll turn up. And this authority thing will sort itself out.”

“It’s not even proper to talk about,” said Natalia. “But you’re a strange one, Livia, so we indulge you.” They all laughed.


They were probably right. Even if she and Aaron had been an inseparable pair for years, working parties like this one as a team … They could exchange a nod from across a crowded room and know whom to talk to next, whom to convince or cajole to support or censure some mad plan of the peers. Until recently, they had shared a silent understanding of how the world worked, and more important, how it should work. Until the most ridiculous arguments, over abstracts and impossible dreams, had begun to separate them.

It did no good to think about it now. She stretched and stood up. “All right,” she said. “Let’s enter the lion’s jaws.” She changed her shift into a ball gown and with a single gesture entered the party at its center.

 


LIVIA’S TWO PIPSQUEAK agents watched her join the submanifold from a vantage point high above the city. Insofar as they had any consciousness at all, it was an imitation of Livia’s own; they soared the virtual thermals and vortexes of the city with delight and abandon, because they thought that she would have in their place.

Spread below them they saw the whole panoply of Westerhaven life, a mazelike throng of people walking, gathering, talking, and working together—single-minded in the results of their labor, though all of them might be seeing a different city. Some would be cruising sexual submanifolds invisible to the majority; others would be meditating in plazas empty of all people. Some had only their own self-made phantasms for company; these mediated between them and the real people in their lives, who had forever gone beyond their horizons. And then, interpenetrating all of this, thousands of visitors from other manifolds walked in half or full immersion in their own realities. Some could be seen, some could not. Who knew what they were experiencing?

Yet all of this was merely the tacit, superficial reality of Barrastea. Cicada and Peaseblossom saw something few others bothered to see. Overlaying the city within inscape were hundreds of other Barrasteas, most containing the same citizens going about very similar activities. These were sims; and in any given sim, some citizens were making sims of each other too, until the ghosts and might-have-beens redoubled and re-complicated in an explosion of possibilities.

While this went on, Livia danced with an old friend; Livia hesitated at a drinks table, scanning the crowd for evidence of cliques forming and alliances shifting; Livia scowled in anger at a delegation of the peers who had come to confront her.

Her physical self—her Subject, as it was called—was talking to the stars
of the party, six visitors from a distant manifold that had recently opened its doors to Westerhaven. Mother introduced them, saying, “Livia is continuing the family tradition of seducing strangers into our ways.”

“Mother!” She grinned at the visitors. “She makes it sound so … prurient.”

“Our founders might agree,” said one, a handsome youth who represented himself as older, with silvery hair. His accent was stilted; his manifold had successfully invented its own tongue and he was obviously unused to speaking in Westerhaven’s Joyspric. “It is only with our generation that our people have stopped feeling threatened by … manifolds like yours.” He gestured around. “Big, uh, big cultures that eat little ones … for lunch.” They all laughed.

“Your mother said you have a good singing voice,” said another man. “We like to sing in our—at our home.”

“Really?” She called a quick anima to serve as her mask; scowled at her mother from behind it; then dismissed it. “Would you like to hear something?”

“We would be delighted.”

She considered, then smiled wickedly at her mother. “All right, since we’re talking about how we lure people away from their realities … You may know this one, because it’s a traditional, older than Teven: it’s called ‘The Stolen Child.’”

She sang for a while, only the song was real.

Under the shadow of the great stone arch, another version of Livia had been cornered by some friends. “Westerhaven has no existence unless we continue to create it, every day,” one peer said as he hooked his thumbs in his ornamental belt and glared at her. He was one of the Golden Boys, a mover and shaker in the New City movement. “I think you’ve forgotten that. You think we can live with a foot in two worlds—be of more than one manifold at a time. But you know perfectly well that unless we all work together, all of this”—he gestured around himself—“will dissolve as if it never existed.” He shook his head dismissively. “You’ve let down your generation, Livia Kodaly.”

Livia’s face went white with anger. “How dare you—”

Not that one. Peaseblossom pointed out another sim to Cicada. This has more authority.

Two young women sat with Livia. One held her hand. “We understand that you advised the committee according to what you thought the drummers would have wanted,” she was saying. “But what makes you think that you knew them so well? You’d never visited their manifold
while any of them were still alive. And yet you chose to speak for them in a situation of great ambiguity. That, I’m afraid, is what we can’t forgive.”

The real Livia Kodaly had finished her song and was laughing with both these women; their conversation had nothing to do with the drummers’ land and their mutual affection was obvious. But as the agents watched, the authority given to this sim continued to grow. Cicada was trying to minimize it, but throughout inscape the animas of the other peers were rushing to the node. Any minute now this scenario would hit the tipping point, and what was now part of the artificial imagination would become reality. Livia would be chastised, and some of her authority revoked.

We must warn her!

She’s blocking me. I can’t get through to her.

Indeed, as the party wore on, Livia felt less and less connected to it. People began to vanish from her sensorium, starting with the ones she liked least. Eventually she put a stop to that, but at the same time she drifted into the shade of the stone arch. Climbing a ladder no one else could see, she sat on the lowest of her platforms to watch the party. Insects buzzed around her, and birds wheeled above the treetops. Music and pleasant voices came from the revelers, and it all would have been relaxing had she not been nagged by a sense of dissatisfaction.

She watched while the peers strutted and posed. The young men challenged one another constantly; their swords were not for show. For the peers, arguments about manners or fashion were far from academic: they were the building blocks of their own generation’s civilized future. Westerhaven’s existence and development depended on the excellence of this generation, and these youths knew it. They were all deeply passionate about such things and she loved them for that. But they felt it was gauche, at least, to express an interest in something outside their circle. Mysterious disappearances or upheavals in nearby manifolds were not the subject of polite conversation.

“You’re not mingling,” said Mother.

Livia shrugged, and leaned back so that an errant beam of sunlight could rest on her face. “It’s just a party, Mother.”

“You’re worried about losing your authority? Well, don’t be. It’s a minor issue.”

“Oh, Mother!” She scowled at the anima, tempted to dismiss it. “I just spent the past hour and a half engaging a dozen or more peers in idle chitchat to remind them of my position. I know what’s going on here. I’m on trial for the drummers thing. Well, I’ve made my defense.
It’s the prosecution’s turn—let what happens, happens. Meanwhile, I’m going to enjoy this little sunbeam I’ve found.”

A loss of authority wouldn’t be the end of the world, she mused. She might not be able to requisition aircars quite so cavalierly, or count on the best guests for her soirees. Rene and Jachman might get diplomatic assignments instead of her for a while. Life would go on. She could always sing for her supper.

Livia was a bit surprised to realize that she wasn’t just telling herself that—it was true. I’m turning into Aaron. Though he was as adept a political player as anyone in Westerhaven, he had contempt for the great game. They had argued about that recently, too.

What had he said at the time? “Nobody here has the balls to effect real change in the world.” She smiled despite herself.

She knew why she was thinking about this now. Lucius’s disappearance and the weird potlatch of the ancestors had served to remind her of a time of blood and pain and loneliness—a period when authority had been meaningless. She recalled the electric emotions of the crowd at the potlatch. That had been the moment when carefully suppressed memories had started to boil up in her again.

Like it or not, traumatic and ineradicable experience marked her as different from these careless people laughing and dancing a few meters below her. So maybe that was why she finally stood up and said, “Cicada, Peaseblossom, bring me an anima of Aaron—even a sim will do.”

“We’re going to find out where he’s gone.”
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