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hello


HELLO.
YOU ARE LOGGED ON. GO AHEAD


 


got him study assignment, histry of 22nd century


SPECIFY
DATA YOU WANT, PLEASE....


 


econ, polit, socio, genetic—everything i guess


THAT
WILL TAKE YOU UPWARDS OF TWO THOUSAND


YEARS
TO SCAN. WE SUGGEST YOU NARROW FRAME OF 


RETRIEVAL


 


how


GIVE
US A REFERENT—A KEY PLACE, EVENT, OR 


PERSON


 


how about monagan burloo


**PROPER
SPELLING “MONAGHAN BURLEW.” SPECIFY 


START
DATE OR LEAVE TO PROGRAM?


 


leave to program


START
DATE WILL BE 2110. DO YOU DESIRE LINEAR OR 


ANALYTICAL
PRESENTATION?


 


linear


AUDIO,
TEXT, OR ANIMATED?


 


text


FACTUAL
OR DRAMATIC NARRATION?


 


which is more fun


DRAMATIC


 


ok turn me


LINEAR
DRAMATIC TEXT NARRATION SELECTED


APPROXIMATE
RUN TIME 3.0 HOURS


 


STANDBY


 


START








PRELIMINARY DATA FOR ORIENTATION: REFERENCE DATE 2110


 





 


The year was 2110, and Earth groaned under the
iron heel of invaders from the stars.


No.


The year was 2110. From beneath the rubble of
nuclear
catastrophe, a mutated humanity struggled upward into a harsh new dawn of
barbarism and savagery.


No.


The year was 2110, and the Bank owned everything.


Yes.


It was called simply The Bank because its full name was six
hundred and sixty-six words long. Over its first ten years it secretly gained
controlling interests in Alphabet, Disney, China National Petroleum, Deutsche
Bank, Amazon, Colombia, Fox, Egypt, Goldman Sachs, and the Mafia, among many
other international corporations, cartels, and governments. Occasional mentions
of its existence on the Internet were quickly deleted, or ridiculed as the
ravings of conspiracy theorists.


After the Last War and the intereconomicum of
the Big Overheat, it finally emerged as the strongest contender for what had
long been predicted as the final stage of economic evolution: monopoly. Caught
between the Bank’s ownership of “Doctor” Gnath Greatmother’s research and the newly
dominant rational-unitarian philosophies of Mihailovcic and
Frassatti, the remaining conglomerates, international corporations, cartels,
and zaibatsu panted to interlock their directorates with it.


By the year 2110 the Bank had owned Earth (et
cetera) for four generations. It had eliminated armies and armaments,
governments and war, cash and crime, journalism and prisons. Over the span of a
hundred years it had transformed the world genetically, scientifically,
culturally, and economically. Its philosophical and financial underpinnings
were solid as basalt. Every human transaction took place through it and was
taxed at a flat rate. It employed, was owed by, and so ruled everyone. Everyone
in the world.


Except Monaghan Burlew.


Burlew was a freelance poet. He’d styled himself one since the day
he turned fifteen, completed minimum schooling, and became of Working Age.
Since that day he had never earned a currency unit and never spent one.
Therefore, by law—and the Bank was rigidly legalistic—he paid no percentages
and owed no taxes. He owned nothing, bought nothing, owed nothing; and so the
Bank could not “assist the client in question to find the most suitable
employment, considering both said client’s talents and the needs of the world
economic community”—i.e., tell him where and at what to work.


He was the only man on the planet who was outside the System. The
only one who was free.


This, unfortunately, did not make him a heroic or even an
appetizing character.


Burlew was grossly fat. Of Class V (unknown) parentage, he had not
been educated beyond Low English and basic computing. He seldom had intercourse
or bathed. He spent a third to half his time sleeping. His one pair of green
joggies, found in a trash can in Warsaw, stank like a Neapolitan beach at low
tide. He limped because his bare toes had been chewed by dogs one bitter July
night in Sydney. He owned neither razor nor microdepilator and did not cut his
hair.


Nevertheless, Burlew was happy, in his way.
But he was also restless. He felt dimly that there was something he had to do,
although he did not yet know what it was, or how to go about it.


In 2110 he was thirty years old.








Primary Narrative Subdivision One: THE
SINGLE GRAIN OF SAND





 


 


The ten-klick runwalk,
humming coolly, bore the fat man along under the rainbowed buildings of
New Fifth Avenue.


“Yam, New Newyork,” he said aloud. He turned
round and round on the vibrating pavement, head back, devouring the mile-tall
skyscrapers with squinty eyes. Above his head they seemed to lean inward,
almost meeting. From the narrow blue between them the sun probed toward him
with shimmering fingers of fire. “How me loves it. What a top city. It fills me
clean.”


As he pivoted, as the pavement flowed, his benignant eye glided
over the shops and druglets, the workies and flito palaces that lined the
Avenue. They came to rest at last on the tired face of the man next to him.
“Hey, fren,” he said, slapping his shoulder. “Woulj like to fill up on a pome?”



“Say what?” said the client, a clean-shaven
Class II in pink business joggies. Idpatches glittered on his chest for Bisex,
Upmid, Manuf, and Veget. He blinked rapidly, obviously disConnecting.


“Pome. You top on pomes, si? Give him a turn.”


“All right. Turn me,” said the citizen, smiling a little as he
looked Burlew up and down. At the vast green bulk; the tiny blue eyes, almost
hidden under cheek-length hair; a sunburned potato nose; the flowing, matted
beard, decorated with the remains of several recent and enormous meals.


 Burlew nodded. He spread his arms in the direction that once
had been heavenward, exposing ragged holes at his hairy armpits, and began his
declamation.


 


“Here I be in New York City


Where the load be mighty pretty.


Here I be in NorthAm State


Where it fill me plenty great.”


 


He paused for a moment, lowering his glance.
The faces round him on the moving walk were puzzled. Most had never heard
poetry before. It had no rational justification, no economic function. It was
not proscribed; it simply produced no profit for the Bank, and so was not
taught, published, or read.


Burlew returned his gaze to the sky, shook his fists at the sun,
and continued:


 


“Once the nation U S A


Like to have the world his way.


Nation now take zero rank;


Stepfather Bank.”


 


“Greatmother,” said the clean-cut man, his tired face going
suddenly white at the last line. “I don’t agree with that. No, I don’t!” He
looked around frantically, then stepped off onto the fifteen-klick walk, which
carried him rapidly away. He did not look back.


“Say, who be you?” said an overweight young girl, maybe fourteen,
not yet old enough to Work. “Who be you, saying ‘Stepfather’ out in people like
that? Maybe some Adjustor be hearing you.”


“Burlew me,” said the pomester. He looked thoughtfully after the
now-distant Class II. “Say, whaj think? That be one fine pome, rite?”


She edged closer. This was easy now; a cleared space had appeared
around the fat man, and people at the edge of the runwalk were glancing at the
two and stepping off. Some were already scratching. “Burlew . . . yam, me heard
of you. Kids talk about you. Be you really him? Yam, that a top-rate pome. That
Stepson, he not top on that.


“Say, why you be dress so poor, made fun of Bank? You get
terminated, no lie.”


“Not me,” said Burlew. From a tear in his coveralls he extracted a
blue plastron square. The girl blinked and looked away, as if he’d exposed
himself. “Gon, look at him Balance,” Burlew urged, holding it out. People
murmured around them. At last, after repeated assurances that he really wanted
her to, she took the telecard.


“Credit . . . zero,” she read in a whisper. “Debit, zero. Last
fiscal year income, zero. Accrued income to date, zero. Projected lifetime
income . . . zero.” She looked up, eyes widening.


“Stepfather can’t terminate you unless you be broke,” explained
the fat man. “That mean, got debit balance beyond what you can pay off. Burlew
got income zero, outgo zero. No tax, no Percentage. Never can be in Red; can do
what me like. Adjustors never touch me, no lie.”


“Yam, you got him wired,” she breathed, comprehension dawning. She
took his arm reverently. “Wow. Real Burlew, here. Look, where you be living?”


“Wherever.”


“Wow. Something smell bad along here . . . Look, am got student
cube.” She tucked the card back into his coveralls, looked up. “Want to stay
with me tonight?”


Burlew lowered his voice. “That be Giving, you know. Adjustors
fine you for that if they find out. Him Bank not top on giving outside of
Holiday Exchange.”


“Stroke the Bank,” she whispered. “Maybe be
like you, never Work.”


“Alrite. Where be your cube?”


“Thirty-third, level 23. We be almost there now, so—”


“Wait,” said the poet suddenly, looking around him. The buildings
were falling away as they emerged into an open, sunlit plaza. “Where be we?”


“Lennon Square coming up.”


“Get off.”


“What?”


“Gonna talk.”


The square, once they stepped off, was narrower than it looked,
edged with uptubes to higher and lower levels. And it was crowded. Thousands of
people were crossing it. Their haggard faces looked ahead or at the pavement,
each closed, intent on its own concerns, its own tiny facet of the enormous
jewel of the Perfected World Economy. Unnoticed, Burlew climbed to the top of a
flight of steps, inched from there to the apex of a dully-gleaming right
pyramid. From each of its faces the features of a long-dead musician peered out
from the metal.


The girl hung back, looking upward. Her stringy hair fell over her
face, making her look to Burlew, staring down at the hurrying crowd, like a
frog awaiting a shower.


He spread his arms. “Clients!” he shouted.


A few faces turned toward him, then away; the people hurried
onward.


“Frens! Fellow Banknotes! Account numbers! Pop
me the ear.”


At last a few sullen, tired-looking citizens detached themselves
momentarily from the crowd by slowing down. Men and women, in the varied
clothing of several Cons, bearing the idpatches of many persuasions, many ways
of life. They glared up. Burlew took a deep breath. He knew from long
experience that he had only seconds to hook them, to get his statements so deep
under their skins that they would disConnect and listen. He lifted his arms
higher, higher, till he had as much of silence as there could be in the crowded
street.


“Anybody here work for the Bank?” There was a ripple of surprised
laughter. “Sure, couple of us,” someone called.


“Anybody here not be?”


“Helno.”


“What him be saying?”


“Be there anybody here, not be a Greatmother client?”


“Everybody’s a client, fren,” called up a severe-looking older
woman. As she spoke two identical twins, stocky, handsome men in neatly-cut
gray joggies, appeared at the rim of the crowd and stood, watching the man who
balanced alone on the slippery metal.


“You be wrong, frenita,” Burlew shouted. “You be looking at one
that idn’t rite now. Me.”


“Now ask me if I’m impressed.”


The crowd laughed. Burlew grinned; he loved hecklers. But there
seemed to be fewer every year. People seemed more tired, more submissive—he
shoved the thought aside. He had an audience to attend to. “What I be looking
like up here?” he called, turning so that they could all see him.


“Like a complete fool,” said the old woman.


“Like a cockaroacha on somebody’s nipple,”
called someone else.


Burlew roared a delighted laugh. Somebody had a remnant of wit.
“No. Me be looking like a free man,” he shouted.


“Free? What be that?” he heard them asking each other.


“That be old word. Means got no Credit.”


“Sir, do you need help getting down from there?” called one of the
men in gray politely.


“No way, Stepson,” said Burlew.


That got them, he saw. The crowd muttered uneasily. The gray men
looked at each other. One raised his arm to his mouth.


Burlew turned from them. “Got me one question for you people,” he
cried. “One question. Be you all healthy?”


They nodded, more or less silently, listening in earnest now. The
crowd was growing at the edges in that peculiar coagulating way crowds do when
something is going on in a public place.


“Yall got plenty prot?”


“Not plenty.”


“But enough.”


“Yam, mam.”


“Like to flit-flit that flito?”


“You bet.”


“That’s three questions, not one,” shouted the old woman.


“Stroke can count,” cried Burlew, in mock surprise. “Must be a
Class One.”


The crowd tittered. The woman flushed and looked at the pair in
gray. They stood patiently, arms crossed now, the same expression on both
identical faces, watching Burlew.


“Then be got one more,” he shouted out over their heads. “Be you
all happy?”


There was a pause. “Why shouldn’t we be?” some anonymous voice
called at last.


The men in gray both smiled, dimpling in
exactly the same place.


“Got all we need.”


“Got plenty Smile, plenty Happy.”


“Got top flito.”


“Everything under control.”


“Who be this nut? He gets paid for talking in squares?”


“No, I don’t get paid for this!” Burlew screamed.


The girl, below him, picked that moment to sound off. “This is
Monaghan Burlew!” she shouted. “For real!”


“Who?” “So what?” said several voices at once.


One of the gray men now stepped up to the base of the cone.
“Breley,” he called.


“Burlew me, dammit. Not ‘Breeley’. ”


“We have a question. Are you happy?”


Seeing his look of pained hesitation, the crowd, compassionate as
New York crowds have always been, began to howl in derision and throw things.
Most fell short; Burlew danced about, trying to dodge the rest without losing
his balance. “No, not be happy, exactly,” he bawled out. “But then . . . Burlew
at least be. . . .”


“What are you trying to say, fren? Exactly?” the old woman called
up. She glanced at the men in gray. “Is it something. . . against the Bank?”


“Not ‘against’ him Bank. Bank do plenty good things, no lie. But
me just be wanting you to—well—think about things.”


“Things be thought out plenty fine.”


“Got him Cons for that.”


“Be real, fren.”


The crowd was dispersing. He opened his mouth to shout, raised his
hands once more; then let them drop. Below him the two gray-suited men smiled,
waved up to him—each with the same hand, in the same way, exactly—and melted
back into the hurrying thousands. In moments the plaza was chaos again. Burlew
looked sadly after them, then sat and slid down the side of the cone. Cloth
ripped as he passed over one of the faces. The girl came up to him and they
stood looking at the people for a while, the fat man chewing at the corner of
his beard.


“Anyway, I be’d listening,” she said at last. “Come on.”


She not only took him to her cube, she fed him for a week. She was
frightened by his sleeping and taken aback by his smell; but mostly she kept
silent. For that week he seemed content, but then one day she returned from her
classes to find only a crudely printed pome.


Monaghan Burlew had moved on.


 


***


 


The Board was scheduled to meet in Singapore that week.


The room they convened in was anonymous. Quietly luxurious,
well-appointed, in the finest taste, certainly, and with powers and functions
all its own; yet in general it was exactly the same as forty other Boardrooms
in the penthouse levels of forty other World Cities.


The Board had never felt obliged to deny themselves luxury or the
trappings of power. But like most people their age, they did not like changes
in the furniture.


In 2110 the Board had five members. They now sat waiting around a
long table of clear cast glass. All were dressed in conservatively-cut Bank
gray.


Hakamaro Nagai had always said he was Japanese. He was the senior
member, a slight man, shrunken (though he had once been tall); with bright,
surprisingly green eyes that missed nothing, with jet-black hair that belied
his age. He half-leaned forward in his carven chair, hands folded in his lap.
Nagai watched the others with half-amused tolerance, as if they were children
and he the only adult.


C. Bertram Boatwright was British. Still erect, still tall, with
snowy hair and eyebrows above a seamed ruddy face, he carried his age like a
fading banner. He held an antique calabash pipe, and was searching the pockets
of his double-breasted suit, frowning down at the table.


Amitai Muafi was swarthy, still dark-haired, though with seams of
silver showing in his thinning hairline. He was Israeli and Arab, one of the
vigorous mixed race that had grown up in the long-contested Sinai. He rubbed
his mouth, glancing around at the others with an air of slight uncertainty. He
too was old. Those who sat nearest him were conscious of a strangeness in the
air, a humming, barely loud enough to hear. But that was only one of the
strange things about them; they were all old, that was evident; but their age
seemed hardly congruent with their keen eyes, the expectant, tensed way they
held themselves, by an oddly anachronistic look of health and vigor and
intelligence.


Lady Lakshmi Dawnfair was not old. Twenty? Forty? It was
impossible to say. The cascade of shoulder-length hair was the color of autumn
maples. Her forehead was wide and rounded, her skin pale and faultless. Her
triangular face was ethereal and at the same time sensual, as Botticelli might
have painted an Athenian hetaira. If her eyes had been closed she would have
been lovely. But they were open, widely spaced and icy violet under golden
lashes. The three men, when they crossed glances with her, smiled quickly and
looked away. She sat with long legs crossed, tapping an exquisitely-worked
necklace of violet jade with a long fingernail.


“What are we waiting for?” said the old Asian, breaking the
silence at last.


“He’s not on yet,” muttered Muafi. He stared doubtfully at the
thing that sat motionless at the narrow end of the sheet of blue glass.


The fifth member of the Board had no name—or, rather, had 666
names. He was a bankrupt science fiction writer who had waived Termination to
have his cerebrum replaced by a psitelechiric interface. In other words, the
fifth member, for which the others now waited, was the Bank itself, the
worldwide paraelectronic mind that controlled the largest, most efficient, most
perfectly integrated and logically administered economy in human history.


Suddenly the woman leaned forward and slapped
its face. The crack made the men present start. “Lakshmi—” said Boatwright.


“Turn yourself on, damn you.”


“READY,” said the face. It had come
alive at the slap; yet not, in a curious way, awakened. It was a smooth face, a
blank face. Once it might have been handsome, in a rounded, cowlicked,
ineffectual way. Now the lines and tics of whatever rage or joy had come to it
in life had been dissolved from beneath by an unhuman passionlessness. Now it
was merely . . . there. “ON LINE. ARE ALL VOTING MEMBERS PRESENT?”


“Yes. And have been for a full five minutes,” said Hakamaro 


Nagai softly.


“THIS
MEETING WAS SCHEDULED FOR 10:20 AM ZONE TIME. IT IS NOW 10:20:23.”


“We’re here. Why keep us waiting?”


“All right, all right. Let’s not argue about it, please,” said
Muafi, looking around at the others.


“Shut up, Amitai,” said Lady Dawnfair. She uncrossed her legs. One
hand caressed the necklace between finger and thumb. “Let’s proceed with
business.”


“THERE
ARE FOUR ITEMS ON THE AGENDA TODAY. THE FIRST—”


“Had better be Hades,” said Nagai. His voice was so quiet as to be
barely audible. But the last word, spoken a little louder than the rest, was
clear.


“THAT
HAPPENS TO BE THE SECOND.”


“We must deal with it first,” said Nagai. “Make no mistake. We are
in a race with Death himself for this planet—and I have always felt uneasy that
we have only one means of winning it.”


“YOU
MEAN THE BLOSSOM.”


“We have only two years left. You must complete it and it must
work.”


“AS
YOU WISH: WE WILL ADDRESS ITS PROGRESS FIRST TODAY. THE INCREASED COMPONENT
QUALITY AND QUANTITY ORDERS RECEIVED FROM BLOSSOM IN THE LAST SUBTASK PERIOD
HAVE BEEN FILLED, THOUGH WITH CONSIDERABLE STRAIN ON PRODUCTION FACILITIES AND
WORKERS. CRITICAL WAYPOINTS ARE BEING MET. WE THEREFORE BELIEVE WORK IS ON OR
SLIGHTLY AHEAD OF SCHEDULE,” said the Bank tonelessly.


“You believe!”


“THERE
ARE NO GUARANTEES WHERE THE BLOSSOM IS CONCERNED.”


“But you say—there’s no reason to worry, is
there?” said Muafi.


“NONE
THAT WE KNOW OF.”


The boardmembers seemed to relax a bit. “Very well,” said Dawnfair
after a moment. “Go on.”


The next item on the agenda was a proposal to begin large-scale
mining of the chromium and agamemnite deposits at Syrtis Major, Mars, a task
that would take years, billions of currency units, and hundreds of lives. The
Board approved it. The third was a proposal from ResCon to close down
Antarctica, which had lost money for the third year in a row. This was defeated
three to one, Boatwright joking that the United Kingdom had been losing money
for almost three centuries with no apparent ill effects. The last item for
discussion was a Gray report on the activities of Monaghan Burlew.


“Terminate him,” said Nagai instantly, as he did whenever Burlew’s
name was mentioned.


“HE
IS SOLVENT AND PRESENTS NO GROUNDS FOR TERMINATION,” said the Bank, its face
smooth and expressionless as always.


“What’s his balance?” asked Muafi, sounding as if he already knew
the answer.


“ZERO.”


“That’s solvent?”


“BURLEW
HAS NEVER PARTICIPATED IN OUR CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE SYSTEM. THEREFORE, HE IS
NOT IN DEBT. THEREFORE, HE CANNOT LEGALLY BE TERMINATED OR OTHERWISE PROCEEDED
AGAINST.”


“Round and round,” said Boatwright, shaking his head.
“Legality—are we not the law? Salus rex suprema lex esto. That’s where you differ from us. You’re
inflexible, not adaptable to changing circumstances. Can’t you compromise a
little, just once? Terminate him illegally!”


“WE DO NOT COMMIT ILLEGAL ACTS,” said the Bank.
“WE HAVE LIVED WITH THIS MAN FOR THIRTY YEARS. WE FIND NO HARM IN HIM. AS YOU
KNOW, THERE ARE FAR MORE IMPORTANT PROBLEMS TO DEAL WITH. IS IT NECESSARY TO
ACT AT ALL? CAN WE NOT LEAVE HIM ALONE?”


“No. We must eliminate him.” Nagai scratched at the glass with a
withered hand. “He defies us constantly, in speech, in gesture, in the very way
he lives when at last we are all working together. He is a single grain of sand
in the perfect planetary machine, a fly crawling on the banquet we have made of
the world. His so-called ‘poetry’ spreads a hideous virus of disrespect and
noneconomic behavior. I am convinced that it must inevitably impact production
and therefore the Schedule.


“Do you know”—he aimed a bony finger suddenly
at the Bank, which stared back unblinking—“what he calls you? Stepfather Bank!
It’s a code word, like ‘off the pigs’, or ‘foreign devil’!”


“WE
DO NOT MIND NAMES.”


“You don’t? Don’t underestimate their power. Those memes are
spreading. People say things like ‘Stepfather is watching you’—sometimes right
in the Adjustors’ hearing! There are anonymous comments about you addressed to
the user banks. Obscene comments. Have you scanned them? The top tune among
preteens in Morocco is something called ‘I Owe My Soul to the Stepfather’s
Store’.”


“There are other ways,” suggested Muafi. “Ban the word. Trademark
it and sue those who infringe.”


“That’s treating the symptoms,” said Lady Dawnfair. Her hand rose
from beneath the table with a small gold tube, engraved to resemble a Sumerian
cylinder seal—to be precise, that of Ibil-Ishtar. She placed it to the interior
of her wrist. Her hand trembled for a moment. When she opened her eyes again
the pupils were wide, and droplets of fine moisture had appeared on her upper
lip. “The Senior Member has a point. Production is steady. We approach Hades on
schedule. We are secure, save for this man. He’s a center of infection, and
we’ve let him circulate for far too long. There must be something you can convict him of.”


“ALL
CRIME IS BY DEFINITION ECONOMIC. ANY MALFEASANCE NOT ECONOMIC IS VICTIMLESS AND
THEREFORE NONCRIMINAL. THIS IS A PRINCIPLE DATING BACK AS FAR AS THE NINETEENTH
CENTURY. BURLEW DOES NOT ENGAGE IN ECONOMIC ACTIVITY. THEREFORE, HE HAS NEVER
AND CANNOT NOW COMMIT CRIME.”


“Then how does he live?”


“THAT
IS NOT PROPERLY OUR CONCERN.”


“This obsession with legality sickens me, frankly,” said Nagai.
“Can’t you convince yourself to use extralegal procedure? Say . . . the
Manifest?”


Boatwright, Dawnfair, and Muafi glanced up at the name. It seemed
to echo in the room for several seconds as they sat without speaking.


“YOU
ARE AWARE,” said
the Bank at last, “OF
THE CONSTRAINTS GREATMOTHER FOUND IT
NECESSARY TO IMPOSE ON THE USE OF PSITELECHIRIC METAREALITIES.” There was no trace of
reproach, no trace of any emotion in its voice. The mouth, the eyes, the soft
pale hands remained unmoved, void of expression.


“THOSE
CONDITIONS ARE NOT, IN OUR JUDGMENT, ANYWHERE NEAR OBTAINING IN THE CASE OF
MONAGHAN BURLEW. AND IN FACT, OUR MACKAY FUNCTIONS INDICATE THAT A DECISION TO
PURSUE HIM MIGHT LEAD TO MORE TROUBLE THAN WE ANTICIPATE.”


Another pause. Dawnfair yawned. “Let’s forget it,” said Muafi
suddenly.


“Terminate him, I say,” Nagai’s whispery
voice crackled again.


“Wait,” said Lady Dawnfair, lowering her hand
from her lips. They turned in their seats to look at her, even the Bank. The
cold eyes were fixed on their reflections in the deep blue glass.


“I don’t like it when you smile like that, Lakshmi,” said
Boatwright.


“You may this time, Bertram. I may have thought of a . . . viable
means of dealing with this situation.”


“IT
MUST BE LEGAL, LADY DAWNFAIR.”


“I know, I know. It will be, even by your impeccably asinine
standards.”


Still smiling, fingering the necklace, she explained. The other
three humans nodded. When she was done the old Asian chuckled like a pile of
brush catching fire. “I like it,” he said. “We trick him into destroying
himself. Excellent!”


“DO
YOU THINK HE WILL DO IT?”


“I assure you,” said the woman, still smiling, “he will. I have
some knowledge of the nature of men . . . and women. Something, I might add,
that will forever be denied to you.”


“NOR,
WITH ALL RESPECT, DO WE MISS IT, LADY DAWNFAIR.”


“Are we agreed, then?”


“Yes,” said Nagai instantly.


“I’ll go along, if . . . if you’re sure it’s
necessary,” murmured Muafi.


“Bertram?”


“Of course, darling. In fact, I may be able to contribute just the
person we need.”


“Excellent,” said Dawnfair. She produced a pair of long gloves and
glanced around the table. “That’s settled, then. You—is there anything else to
discuss?”


“NO.
WE HAVE SETTLED ALL PENDING BUSINESS.”


The meeting was over. The old men, the woman, touched hands and
left, each to his own corner of the world. They did not say farewell to the
Bank, which had stiffened and sat now staring rigidly into a corner of the
ceiling.


They agreed to meet again, in a month, to celebrate the fall of
Monaghan Burlew.


 


***


 


Three hours later that same day, some seven
thousand miles to the west, Jesus y Maria Ramirez realized he was running
early.


Jesus (y Maria) was one of the billions of average ordinary
working people who lived on Earth, etc. in 2110. He did not think often of the
Bank, despite its omnipresent impact on his life. In many ways, it was too
large for him to see, as no ant has ever comprehended the Sphinx. He thought
about his jobs; he thought about his wife; about the few free hours he could
find each week for his hobby, which was zippers.


This morning he was occupied primarily with his schedule, and with
a slight hangover from too much oporto the night before. He took an escalator
up a flight from his cube and stepped out onto the platform. As his runwalk
segment accelerated, humming, he blinked in the flood of cold sunlight and
leaned into the fresh Atlantic wind. A gull, trying to pass him, dropped
rapidly astern.


At fifty kilometers per hour J.M. Ramirez, tubetech second class,
moved down the mile-wide strip of made land and machinery that had once been
the Gibraltar Strait Bridge-Tunnel; and before that, long before, the open sea.
It was March 20, 2110; and it was 0720 in the morning; and he was ahead of
sked. “Don want get head that sked, mam,” he muttered half to himself, half to
the cold wind. “Him TransCon not be paying a single CU before eight.”


As he neared the middle of the strait he cast a practiced eye over
the sea that whipped by on either side. Whitecaps. He Connected. As he listened
to the weather schedule he wondered if, perhaps, WeaCon would give him a good
sailing day for a change.


At 0749 he strolled into the lower power room of the East End
NorXlantic Frateline, Incoming. Still a few minutes early, he paused on the
balcony, looking over the railing at the black maw of the Tube.


The Frateline was the reason that, in 2110, the merchant marine
was only a memory; why there were no more aircraft (the few passengers moved by
suborbital); why the rails were only fading lines of ink on the curling paper
of old maps.


As he looked down he heard the distant 100-hz hum of an incoming
freight.


The first transocean hyperloop, the NorXlantic
had been laid fifty years before. Ten meters in diameter, over five thousand
kilometers long, it it stretched straight as a string from St. John’s, NorthAm,
to the East End Portal, below him. At midocean, four hundred clicks northwest
of the Azores, it was five hundred miles below the ocean bed. Laser-bored,
titanium-shieldringed, electronically evacuated, through it sped trains of
earthmetal canisters propelled by gravity and electromagnetic force.


The warning light above the portal came on. He covered his ears.
Around him the hum became a scream as the coils fought the enormous kinetic
energy of the incoming load, converting it to power and storing it in the
immense capacitors that lay stories down, hundreds of feet below the bottom the
anchors of Nelson’s fleet once gripped.


He blinked. Too fast for eye to follow, jolting the concrete
beneath his feet and blasting air against his face, the load bolted from the
dark lumen of the tunnel: forty or fifty rusty iron cylinders thirty feet in
diameter and two hundred long, each weighing more than one of those ancient
battleships.


When it had disappeared, switched automatically on its way into
Asia at two hundred and fifty miles an hour, he turned from the empty rings and
went down a flight. The concrete walls were streaked with old graffitti and he
read them absently:


 


BRING BACK THE NUBILES


DEKAINA NON SOHTE WIATE MWAHUKI


 


 . . . And along with the familiar, a new
one. He stopped and reached up to touch it. The burnt words on the wall were
still warm.


 


IF WORK BE MANDY


AND SLEEP BE SIN


THEN WHEN WE WAKE UP?


WHEN LOVE BEGIN?


 


He frowned for a moment, pondering, and then went on. The rhyme
jingled in his hung-over brain. It meant something, he almost understood it . .
. Something he wanted, but he could not quite remember what it was.


 Odd, he thought, and dismissed it with a shrug. Two flights
down he waved the door of the conroom open. “Hola, Jesu. Ready to take him,
mam?” said his supervisor, sipping at a mug of seaprot and glaring out from the
cocoon of light that surrounded her.


“Si. Whazup?”


“Just took fifty cars New Chicago-Beirut. Next in: twenty-two from
Kinshasa to Edmonton; then a big one, 150 thin-wall to Malakal. DuLangle says
they be heavy, so monitor coil loading on AL.”


 AL was the mid-Atlantic segment, the deepest. Subterranean
heat made the propulsion/braking coils there less efficient. “Roj,” he said.
Slipping into the lightwebbed seat, he nodded to ask the trafficomp for a
brief. As it began to chatter he saw the woman he’d relieved reach up to the
wall dispenser. He made a face as she closed her eyes and shuddered; he could
use a shot of paranorepinephrine and orgasmopoietic himself.


But for now, he had to Work.


Six hours and 962,000 metric tons of freight later, Jesus was
relieved. “What be that smell?” said his relief, sniffing the air. 


“Ganja.”


“What’s that?”


“Never mind,” said Jesus. “It be a kind of old-style Smile.”


When the turnover was complete he went up thirty flights to the
roof. He lit another bone in the clean fresh air and looked out over the
meeting of strait and ocean.


A hundred years before—he liked to watch historical flitos—this
had all been open water. But fill and turbines, the massed economic power of a
united humanity, had long since deleted the Pillars of Herakles from the
waterways of the world. A solid bridge of earth and metal stretched from Europe
to Africa. To his right, low on the northern horizon, glittered the solar
arrays, heat-exchange towers, and dikes of the Farms. Once shallow water,
dangerous to seamen, now the fusionheated ponds produced seaprotein. Most
Europeans lived on it, in various forms. Jesus tired of it sometimes. But once
in his zipper he had caught a wild fish; and it had tasted very strange. The
seaprot, he’d decided then, was better.


The Bank managed Earth for the good of all.


“How be weather looking?” he asked his Connection.


“WINDS
ARE NORTHERLY, TWENTY-TWO KPH. SEATEMP 24 DEGREES, AIRTEMP 30.5. SEA STATE TWO.
GOOD ZIPPING WEATHER, JESUS.”


“Sound like it. Will it be staying like this, mam?”


“TILL
MIDNIGHT. WAIT ONE . . . RIGHT, RAIN WILL BE DUE IN FROM SEAWARD FOR THE FARMS
THEN.”


 “Got him,” said Jesus, deciding suddenly. He had three hours
till his night job started. Normally he spent them flitting, or just sitting in
his cube, sleepatch prickly on his rump. Today he’d sail. “Get me Avien,” he
said.


“CALLING,” said the Connection, and
then his wife came on. “Jesus? That you?”


“Hey, stroke. Top on sailing?”


“Wait . . . Yes, can do. For couple of hours, anyway.”


“Roj. Meet you at him pier.”


He decided to go there right now and get the
zipper rigged. Stepping into the downtube, he dropped fifteen stories to sea
level and walked out a floating platform to the pier. Strictly speaking it was
reserved for Class Is, but as he worked here he could shift his own boat from
berth to berth as necessity demanded.


Halfway along it he stopped. A fat, brown-bearded man in dirty
green joggies was looking pensively down at his boat. Jesus hesitated. Trouble?
But he looked like anything but an Adjustor. In fact . . . the model of the
world he carried within his brain adjusted itself subtly. It had never
contained anyone who looked like this at all.


The man glanced up, and gave him a strangely charming smile. “This
be your boat, fren?”


“Uh . . . yam.”


“Top looker. These others, low class.”


“Thanks,” said Jesus, growing even more puzzled; his instinctive
check for idpatches had found none.


“Sail good?”


“Plenty fast,” said Ramirez. Zippers had been clocked at over a
hundred kph. “But she be mucho hell
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