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Аннотация
The relationships between generations can change dramatically as time goes on�especially when the generations are very different and time extends to the far future and beyond�
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1. A Mantis Blankness

He and Quath found the alien machine in the yawning darkness. Quath sent an emag warning, a crisp orange pinprick popping through Toby�s sen-sorium�then silence.
Toby waited. Quath moved silently to his right, enclosed in a sullen black so deep he could not see his hand without using his sensorium. The Mantis was up ahead somewhere. Senses he could not even name told him that other creatures moved here, too. They had little or no emag but they were tracking, following chemical trails left by others�scents seeping from deep glands, puffs of clinging odor released by accident or design. Everything here had mastered these chemical channels.
Toby�s natural senses were deaf to them. Humans drank in sounds and sights, the primate strong suits. Here the small noises of burrowing and scampering told him that there were other theaters, other plays in progress, and he would never be in the private audience. Yet he and even Quath had been of that theater, graduated from it perhaps to this curious shadow world of electromagnetic scents and jolting voltage deaths.
A trickle of inquiry eased into his sensorium. There: Quath. Together they moved up through snatchy brush. They took the time to slip by the snags. Even a small tear could alert the Mantis and there might be a trap, too.
Quath shivered with anticipation. Rivulets of silvery magnetic excitements came to Toby, scattershot and short-range, involuntary effusions.
The mutter of chemical life stopped. Silence. Toby could see nothing, through eye or sensorium inboards. Quath came closer, a presence he felt by a wedge of blocked air, to his left now. Then he caught it. The Mantis was a slab of nothing to the right. He could not have felt it unless he was standing absolutely still and ready.
His sense of it did not come from rich spatterings of his detection gear, sprinkled down through his nerves and bones. Those were silent. The Mantis was still well enough to make itself a blankness, an absence.
It moved by them at indeterminate range but Toby could somehow smell it. The old senses brought a stink, sour with a cool rot. He did not dare to move but the smell floating on a slight chill wind told him enough. The Mantis was moving fast and the empty patch shrank. Grey rimmed the spot now. It looked ordinary but he knew it was a Mantis blankness. Out of it could come in any split instant a forking spike. Death or injury, on emag wings.
Then it was just a point. Still moving. Toby whispered on short-range comm to Quath,�Got its signatures?�
<Several. It is wounded, as your father said.>
�How bad?�
<The eating entities invade it. They chew at its subselves.>
�Think it can shed them?�
<It has great resources. Perhaps it can cure itself.>
�Then we�ve got to get it.�
<Someone must. To be truly sure it does not survive.>
They retreated then. Carefully, at first, they went back through the still total blackness and creatures stirred in their path. The Mantis was not even a dot now and Toby let himself go, not minding the rips as they got through a wall of thorny brush. His suit would self-heal in a while but the time lost now could not be made up except by head slogging. He and Quath had tracked and searched for a long time now, and beneath the buzz of energy in his legs he felt the seep of weariness.
The wind was picking up as the ground also moved under them. Here the esty shifted and deployed with a sullen energy and they had to be careful of their footing. The terrain itself was of alien making, a labyrinth made of space-time by forces ancient and unknown, and the Mantis seemed to know it better than humans did.
They picked up the supplies they had dropped earlier. Toby had shed his weapon, a sharp-darter long and elegant with power simmering in the butt.
Quath said, <If you had carried that, it would have seen us.>
�You�re sure?�
<Nothing is sure now. Though it is crippled, it knows a thousand ancient tricks.>
�We know a few, too.�
<It lives in the electromagnetic world. We only visit there.>
�You�re half mech yourself, fella.�
<In brute fraction, true. But my mind is Natural, with all the happenstances which evolution brings. The Mantis has made itself and revised itself time and time over.>
�Seems to me that just makes it a patch job�
<I believe you are manifesting a bias born of insecurity.>
�Ha! Insecurity? When the Mantis and its kind have killed so many of us?�
<Perhaps I chose too weak a word. I do not wish to anger you.>�Family Bishop�s lost over half its members to that Mantis.�
<I know, and do not wish to excite primate responses.>
�Huh?�
<You are known for your grudge bearing and love of territory.>
Toby had only a vague idea what Quath meant, but that was not unusual. She was a blend of an insectlike organic race�her �substrate,� as she put it�and machine additions. In her bulk she carried the computing capacity to communicate with humans. The reverse path, people speaking to the Myriapodia in their digital staccato, had been a failure. Humans did not have the capacities or capacitances.
�We�re known for being hard to kill, mostly�
<That too.>
�A Bishop sights the Mantis, we go after it. Is that �grudge bearing�?�
<Never turn your face from the central fact of its alien nature. It is of the kingdom of machine. I, despite my modifications and encrustations of mechanical artifice, am of the kingdom of the flesh. As you are.>
�Uh, guess so. Right now this flesh needs some rest.�

2. Hard Pursuit

�You sure it didn�t pick you up?� his father asked.
�Yeasay.�
�Quath?� Killeen�s eyes swiveled to study the huge head of the many-legger. Toby never knew why he bothered to do that. Habit, maybe. The alien�s face was an array of sensors and Toby had never been able to read any expression there.
<It is the nature of electromagnetics that detection can never be ruled out.>
�Damn all,� Killeen said, �I didn�t ask for a lecture.�
<1 estimate that it did not know we were there.>
�Confidence level?�
< Approximately seventy.>
Killeen nodded. �Fair enough. Let�s go.�
�Now?� Toby had wanted to ease back a bit.
�No point in waiting.�
Cermo muscled his way up the slope, puffing to the ledge they were all sitting on. �I get nothing from outlyin� pickups.�
His broad face furrowed with concern but he said no more. The big man settled onto the ledge and looked out. Pale gray light seeped into distant timestone peaks. It was like a smothered dawn on a world that had curled up onto itself. Above them hung a distant landscape of tawny desert. Dried out riverbeds cut that land, several hundred klicks away but still visible through a cottony haze. Those river valleys looked ancient and Toby knew they could reach them with maybe a week of hard running, through esty slips and wrack-ranges. Maybe the Mantis would lead them that way. This lane was twisted and tortured, space-time turning upon itself in knots unimaginable until experienced.
�Let�s vector for it, then,� Killeen said and stood up.
Toby felt a surge of zest as they started out and it lasted until they picked up the Mantis trail. As first he thought he was stronger than Killeen and Cermo and even got impatient with their slow tracking, sweeping the area for signifiers. Killeen halted for a rest every hour, old Bishop Family discipline, but at the very start of a pursuit it irked Toby.
�I could damn sure get ahead faster than this�he sent to Quath on private comm.
<So could I. That eludes the point.>
Quath ran on internals of huge energy. She could outpace them all.�Maybe you should go on ahead�<I know my limits.>
�What are they?�Toby was genuinely interested. Myriapodia abilities dwarfed anything human.
<I am not a primate.>
�Um. That all?�
<For the moment, for this purpose, that is enough.>
Beyond that Quath would say no more. Toby puzzled on it for a while but by then he started to tire and Killeen and Cermo were still moving at their same steady pace. They took the same short rests exactly every hour and picked up and went on. Quath herself was upping the pace too. Or so it seemed, though through his sweat-stung eyes the land was opening faster now to Toby and he plunged into it with a fresh energy bom of the fatigue itself.
They came upon the first of the Mantis loci in a slope of shimmering timestone.
Cermo sighted the small shiny hexagon. �Mantis is failin� apart,� he said, kicking at it.
<No! Perhaps I can read.>
She did. <It contains splinters of the Mantis self.>
Killeen�s weathered face tightened. �Why? What�s it doing?�
<I suspect it is shedding unwanted portions. Subminds it does not need.>
Toby asked, �What�s the sense in that?�
�To lighten up,� Cermo said.
Toby tossed it in his palm. �No mass to this thing.�
�Probably just junked a whole seg and this is a frag.� Cermo said. He had tracked mechs of all descriptions and held them in a lofty contempt despite the fact that mechs had brought down many of his friends.
�Good sign,� Killeen said flatly and they went on.
The ground began to move under them. The worst of it was in the gut-deep confusion, nausea, and sickening lurches. Toby�s eyes did not tell him true about what his feet and body felt. He remembered Quath saying once about the timestone, The defining feature is the lack of definition.�which he had thought to be a joke then.
Not now. Rock parted and pearly vapor churned from the vent. Sheets of esty purled off in gossamer sheets, dissolving as they rose. Spray rose, enclosing him in a halo of himself, somehow caught and momentarily reflected in the event-haze, as if he were both there and also flickering into the surroundings and joining them. The other self peeled away and circled to the tops of the cliffs and became a wreath in the shearing wind, soon frayed into refractive vapor.
�Gets hard here,� was all Killeen said. They went into broken country ahead.
Then he knew he should have stayed behind once he and Quath had sighted the Mantis. He was a Bishop full grown now but for this pursuit experience was crucial and he had little. The Mantis and Killeen had fought each other ever since he could remember. Toby wanted to be here but he knew he was a drag on the others, though of course they would not speak of it.
Cermo said it with his eyes, firm and black. There was nothing to be done, the pursuit was on. This terrain was too dangerous for Toby to backtrack by himself; the Mantis was not the only high level mech here. They had watched from a distance as navvys and grubbers mined and foraged for mech debris.
So he settled in. He went hard and long and said nothing. Around their passage seethed strange vegetations, curled rock and clotted air, the esty�s energy expressed in frothy plenty. To Toby it seemed some moronic God kept reshaping the land beyond any probable use. The green profusion here seemed demented, underserved. He realized only dimly that his irritation came out of his fatigue. For that there was nothing to be done and in his father�s face he saw that. He kept falling behind their long, loping stride and so was glad when they stopped suddenly. To stay on his feet as they studied something on the ground he leaned against a rock, out of fear that he was already stumble-around tired.
It was a spool of something translucent yet mica-bright. <More discarded self,> Quath said. <Note also the locomos stripped away and left.>
In a hollow were dusty locomotion parts, a whole tractor assembly, footpads�all junked. Toby looked them over and saw they were modular.
<Left behind.> Quath rattled her flanks. <Defective. Or too much mass to propel.>
Cermo and Killeen inspected the ground. They had done that all along the trail, talking to each other about the tract. Toby looked at the round depressions and flattened angular prints and saw the broken twigs where the thing had passed. The twig stems were not dry yet and Cermo fingered them around there. Crushed wild grass lay squashed but not browned as it would be soon.
�It�s doin� pretty well for broken country,� Cermo said.
Killeen frowned. �Going to be hard.�
Toby said, �If I could make it out, maybe its systems are so far down��
�You said you didn�t see it,� Cermo said. �Just felt it.�
�Yeasay.�
Cermo shook his head slowly as he looked down at the matted grass. �If we run up on it, won�t be feelin� our way.�
Of course he was right. The Mantis was invisible to human sensoria. It could deflect attention from itself, disperse telltales, turn a thousand tech-tricks. Toby scuffed at a stone and said nothing.
<I believed its abilities are diminished,> Quath said.
�Enough so it can�t ambush us?� Killeen eyed Quath�s shifting bulk skeptically.
<Perhaps. It sheds mass, then the locomos that propelled that mass, trying to move quickly.>
�Or wants us to think so,� Killeen shot back. He smiled to take the sting out of it. Toby wondered if Quath would understand the quick flash of yellow teeth in the rugged, walnut face.

3. Confusion Squall

Toby got dazed as the pace quickened with each passing hour. His wandering, miasmic mind was his true enemy now. He kept loping, inevitably behind the others, trying to go through the fog that deadened him.
They tracked the Mantis by its footpad scrapes across rocky ground. Cermo and Killeen took turns sweeping to both sides in case it was backtracking or leaving a false trail. They kept looking back to be sure Toby was still in sight. The humiliation of it was that they had done that years ago when Toby had been a boy and now he was not.
Men and women kept growing throughout their lives, so adults could outpace their children until the fragilities of old age finally caught them. There had been a time, Toby knew, when a boy reached manhood and was as strong as anyone. The competition with the mechs, who could always augment themselves further, had ended that. Humans had changed their own biology and chemistry to compete and in that way had become strangers to even their own past.
The timestone ebbed. Gauzy glows seeped up through the rough landscape. Days and nights were not evenly spaced here because the illumination came from light trapped in the space-time curvature itself. Refraction and time lags gave the radiance a hollow quality as though it had been strained through some filter and leached of its sharpness. They stopped and made camp and Toby fell asleep leaning against a boulder. He discovered this when he hit the ground and the others laughed, though of course not Quath. He made himself lay out his pad and once on it fell asleep again, and only woke when his father pulled off his boots to check his feet for blisters.
�You�re doing yeasay,� Killeen said softly in the dim dark. Toby�s nose caught the heady scent of cold but cooked vegetables and he found a plate of them next to his head. He ate them without speaking and his father brought a spicy tea hot from the fire. It was not a flame of course but a carbo-burner, so no mech could track them from the smoke or light.
�You�re holding up. Feet fine.�
�Just need some sleep,� Toby said.
�You and Quath were up finding it while we were sleeping. No reason you shouldn�t be a little behind.�
�I�ll do the sweep searching tomorrow.�
�Don�t take on too much. Have some more of those beans.�
�Not all that hungry.�
He was asleep before his father had turned off the burner and he heard nothing as the darkness waxed on. He thought of the Mantis or maybe he just dreamed that he did.

The next day he remembered the sleeping fondly before many hours of loping were done. It was bad by then. He had started fresh but it faded and he sweated more than he ever had. Quath spoke to him with some concern but Toby talked little. He carried as big a pack as the others but they also had the burner and some extra food so he was behind in that as well.
Cermo did not smile or waste energy on talk, and Toby remembered again the intensity of the man on the plains of his boyhood. That had been when humanity began to take on the mechs here on even terms and the fighting had been bitter.
Cermo pointed to each sign of the Mantis and interpreted it with assurance. Cermo was pointing to a fresh print when the confusion squall hit home.
Purple bees. It felt as if they were biting him as they swarmed inboard. Toby got down fast but the fan beam caught him and he could not see any more. He rolled downhill and fetched up against a rock. That jabbed him in the side and he rolled around it and farther downhill. That was the surest way to get away from the swarm of emag turmoil. Above him hummed a tangle of magnetic fields and orange plasma discharges. Forking energies. His inboards covering up made sharp clangs in his sensorium.
He slammed into a gnarled tree and could then see again. He lay there looking up at the others. They shared the stupefaction. Two heartbeats, three. The squall passed without any follow-on bolts.
The Mantis used these to soften targets. Not attacking made no sense. He walked back up the hill and Quath greeted him with, <It is leaving them as traps for us.>
�Good, cause otherwise we�d be dead.�
A malicious grin split Cermo�s face. �Means it�s desperate.�
�Wounded,� Killeen said and picked up his pack where he had dropped it at the first sign of trouble.
They moved faster then and it got worse for Toby. The confusion squall had robbed him of his zest and the dry air sucked sweat from him.
The Mantis was an advanced mech and thus a timeless enemy. The earliest intelligent life in the galaxy, who had produced the early mechs, knew the dangers inherent in the conflict between the two forms.
The mechs had slowly decided that the Naturals were no longer semi-di-vine forefathers. They had become competitors, using the same raw resources of energy and mass. Such conflicts were inevitable. In the long run, no life form owed another indefinite homage.
Against this certainty, the earliest organic races wanted a trump card. The First Command.
Deep in the inner design codes of those early machines, they embedded a First Command which could not, even in principle, be detected. Activated, those brought great pleasure� then, a kind of interior death by ecstasy.
If another trigger code was activated from outside�the Second Command�the mech felt the impulse to convey its sublime joy to others. Then pleasure became a plague.
Humanity had done this to the mechs in the esty, once they saw that the conflict between humans and machines would be without end. Except for the Trigger Codes.
Naturals and mechanicals had collided in the Esty, a labyrinth of lanes built of folded space-time. No one knew who had made it. It had been found orbiting the giant black hole at the center of the galaxy, and so had become a stage.
Toby could not truly conceive of the expanse of time and therefore of injury and anguish, of remorse and rage and sullen gray sadness, which had washed over the ruby stars themselves. It had cloaked the galaxy in a wracking conflict which could never be fully over, he knew. From this primordial pain there lumbered forward into his own time a heritage of melancholy unceasing conflict which had shaped all his life and had made the Family Bishop culture he so revered and would die to defend.
In Killeen and Cermo and all the Bishops there smoldered a fire that would never go out until the Mantis died of the Trigger Commands. All Naturals, even half-mechanical forms like Quath, shared that hatred. The Mantis was the last of its kind and the Bishops had sought it for years now. Toby had been lucky to find it, after reports in the area seemed to lead nowhere.
�It�s sick, that�s certain,� Killeen called as they moved.
�We�re getting closer,� Cermo answered.
<It is trying to cure itself,> Quath said.
�How you know?� Cermo asked, head swiveling in surprise.
<The illness might be arrested if portions of the Mantis, its subminds, can be shed. Once infected, they are ejected.>
�That spool?� Troy asked. �And the hexagon?�
�It hoped we�d miss them,� Killeen said, his mouth twisted with surprise. �Dropped that other gear to make us think it was just shedding mass. Yeasay, Quath.�
<The pleasure plague can operate in its higher minds, but on unconscious portions. It then spreads to subminds and becomes overt. The bliss disguises the damage for a time, despite its higher minds.>
Cermo asked, �Why not shed all the subminds?�
Killeen answered, �It�d have no defenses against us.�
<It is being hunted within and without.>
Toby croaked, �Hope it�s getting tired,� but what had intended to be a lighthearted remark came out desperate.
His father dropped back and studied his face. �Just last out a few more hours,� was all he said.
�I�ll take fore point,� Toby said suddenly.
Killeen looked at Cermo, who nodded. �Keep a sharp,� Killeen said. He went back to sweeping the right, tracking.
The navvy hit them as they came down a narrow draw. It was a fine place for an ambush and if the Mantis had done the job itself several of them would have died or at least gotten scrambled pretty badly. The navvy was a lesser mech which apparently the Mantis had assembled in flight. It looked like that.
Toby saw it just before it fired at them. Its big disks were extruded and the emag burst fried Toby�s left side. His servos froze and his legs locked, chunk and chunk and then no feeling. He went down hard.
The beam swept across Cermo too but he had been faster and blew a hole in the navvy. That saved them from a real frying.
Killeen was in the clear and took his time. He got the navvy square so that the emag reservoirs in it spilled out in one long shriek. Then it was dead.
They rested while Toby got his servos back up and running. Nobody said much but his father helped him with the crisped sockets and remarked casually, �Those nawys aren�t as slow as people think.�
Toby knew what that meant and in recollection knew that the navvy had been pretty slow. He had been loping through his own personal fog and had missed the profile when it popped up on his sensorium. Ignoring signs while on point was stupid.
�Sorry,� was all he could say.
Toby kicked the navvy in exasperation and then bent over the cowling. He popped some seals and rummaged, and brought out two smooth ceramic things shaped like lopsided eggs.
�Mag traps,� Cermo said.
�Fine.� Killeen handled one carefully. It had the usual mech slots and looked all right to Toby. �Can we use them?�
�Lemme try,� Killeen said.
�Sorry,� Toby said again.
Killeen slapped one of the eggs into a hip servo. It clicked on. �Good find.� That was Killeen�s way of answering. �Let�s eat.�

4. The Suredead

His gear used the position traps that were new and light and carried a lot of energy in a small magnetic pocket. The clouds of positions gyred in their magnetic pit and when his inboards or servos needed power positrons would snake out of their snare, find electrons, and die. Somehow that made potentials stream through him though Toby never thought of how it worked. The navvy�s mag traps they discharged into their own, harvesting most of the store. Energy stripped from mechs always had a special jolt to it.
Killeen clapped him on the back. �Just shows how desperate the Mantis is,� Killeen snorted with derision. �Threw that navvy together quick and sloppy. Put no defense in the mag traps.�
Toby felt better until he woke that night. The timestone was smoldering a dull ruby red half-light and they had all rolled their pads out to take advantage of the momentary night. Toby had been bone tired and grateful for it, a break not given as a favor by his father but simply by the weather.
But he woke up with an itchy nervousness and could not sleep, thinking it had something to do with the positron power. He got up to pee though it was not pressing, and that was when he saw it.
The lattice work did not move against the far ruddy hills, but it was not a building. It cast a shadow somehow in his sensorium that was not a blankness now. He looked for the webs of loci and motivators and subminds. They were faintly luminous and traced out the array of rods and struts. It moved then and he felt it as a positive thing finally. Not a vacancy but a presence.
He knew by legend the impossible way it moved. As he stood absolutely still and watched, the matrix shambled away from him. No hurrying, no sign it knew he was there. It was two klicks away, easy. In range, but he did not think of that. He followed to keep in view the shifting phosphorescent mainmind exposed in the tilting work of rods and the great disks swiveling.
It came to him then without a single flicker of sensorium warning. The burst was in him, before his inboards could counter. He staggered and fell. Hit hard, arms loose. The pulse skated through him and burned hot and was gone.
He lay without moving, Bishop tactics. Numbly through his sensorium he watched it go. Angular energies, vectoring into a dwindling shape. Then nothing.
He let his inboards run diagnostics and they came up with trivial overloads, easily corrected with a reset. He got up carefully. Creaky and legs shaking at the knees, but all right.
He could not explain what had happened. He knew he had to think about it but not right now. There was too much in him. A pressure seethed in his systems. Fear and a hollow longing, too. Some quality of it reminded him of the way women drew him out, but it was not that either. On the way back to his pad he decided not to wake the others.
Quath stirred elecromagnetically as he passed. <?> she sent and he answered with�.^.�which told her submind that it was just him. He envied the way she could delegate to her partial minds and fall instantly asleep if she wanted. It was a little surprising that such an intelligence needed the down time to process memories and arrange itself, which humans did by letting the subconscious levels work during sleep.
It was the dreams that told him. He saw the long procession of Bishops in their Citadel, then on the plains, in battle, and at peace. Many of the momentary shimmers of saved experience were of their last moments. That must mean that these were salvaged slivers from the lives of doomed Bishops. Eyes wide with surprise, or slitted by pain. Mouths gasping or else hardened against what they saw coming. But there was more to it than such externals. He felt the moments, lived through them in a way impossible to get from a mere image.
These were the records of the sure-dead. Bishop minds, ransacked by mechs�by the Mantis�in age-old conflicts. Like volumes to be kept on a shelf and taken down and browsed. Or read intently if you cared.
The Mantis had sent these shards of the suredead into him. Discarding them? Radiating away data as it executed its own subminds?
He rolled sweaty in his sleep and woke sandy-eyed and ragged. At breakfast Killeen said, �I got some diagnostics on my morning screen. Said there was mech near us last night.�
�Me too,� Cermo said.
Toby said nothing and did not know why. The Mantis was probably going to die anyway. The two men looked at him and still he said nothing.
�I can pick up right now some pretty weak echoes that way�� Cermo gave a thumb-jut uphill��but not moving.�
Toby could see nothing in his sensorium. When they started off he took rear point. They lost the Mantis trail in a place where overlapping mech signatures reeked in Toby�s sensorium, coded as stinks. He caught rotting leaves, a sharp pungency, something damp and musty. �Smells funny,� was all Cermo said.
They followed the smells, all really just electronic prompts but no less exciting for the fact of their knowing it. They found the cause in a rugged narrow gulch.
The mechs had died in convulsions. Disease programs had gotten into them and they had ended in an agony of pleasure, capacitors flashing over, mag traps sparking and searing their gray mat finish. That was what made the Trigger Codes so good. They brought intense ecstasy and the desire to share that with others, and so the mechs sent it on electromagnetic wings to each other, all in a delighted delirium. Toby knew it was supposed to be a pleasant way to die but the convulsed limbs and ripped matte-carbon skins were ugly, terrible.
�Mantis was through here,� Cermo said.
�I pick it up,� Killeen said and then Toby did too, a faint tangy odor that wound between the mech bodies. These were far lower order mechs than the Mantis of course and they crammed the little gorge. The Mantis had passed by the fallen and gone on.
�Paying its respects, maybe,� Toby said. The men laughed although he had not meant it to be funny.
Toby touched one of the wrecked carcasses. �You suppose mechs have, well, families?�
Cermo shook his head vigorously. Killeen said. �Not so�s you�d notice.�
Quath had been nearly silent since the navvy attack and now she said, <They appear to have intricate relationships, but not genetically based.>
�If not family,� Killeen said, �what?�
<Links of their minds. Or shared models of the world.>
Killen frowned. �Models?�
<Frames for comprehending experience.>
�Seems to me you either ken things or you don�t.� Killeen grinned at Cermo as if this were a private joke. Toby didn�t get it.
<They seem to order themselves in social strata, based on capabilities. Within those classes they form close working associations.>
�Not families, not at all,� Killeen said bitterly.

5. Stalking

�Why doesn�t it fly?� Killeen asked during one of their short breaks.
Toby had been wondering, too. The Mantis could jet across lanes. Men didn�t have flying gear. They couldn�t generate the thrust to deal with gravitational stresses, not and be able to walk, too. �Maybe it can�t any more?�
Cermo swallowed some water and spat it out again, an old ritual to get the dust taste out of his mouth. Then he cocked an eye at the distant emerald roof, the folded terraces of land far overhead. �Could be it threw away its propulsions first thing. We just didn�t run across them.�
Quath murmured, <Perhaps it does not wish to fly. Being foot bound and pursued is a different experience.>
The men looked at each other and shrugged. Toby wondered what Quath could mean but she ambled away then, combing the area. He did not get a chance to think further because Cermo was looking up at the foggy Esty again and frowning and then pointing. �Matterfall,� he said quietly.
Masses of green and brown ripped away from the landscape above. Silently they shot up in a geyser. Lumps tumbled and smacked into each other. �Coming fast,� Killeen said nervously.
There was nothing to do. Sometimes the esty fissured. Along its surface gravity would abruptly vanish as stretched lines of space-time snapped back, like rubber bands releasing energy. Matter would find itself suddenly released, free.
�No pretty li�l arch this time,� Cermo said.
Sometimes the trajectory of a matterfall made an arc and the mass slammed back down nearby. Once the freed debris got high enough, though, it could just as soon spray all the way across the vast space between Lane walls. This time it had more than enough energy. It seemed to speed up and still there was no sound.
�Coming close.� Toby stood with legs tight and ready to run. But which way?
The clotted stream of mass shot toward them. It swelled and Toby saw trees and rocks clearly. The leading edge was a little to his left, he saw, and then very quickly the whole sheared mass came down toward them.
Close, but not right smack on. It slammed into the esty unslope. The shock wave bowled them over. Thunder followed it. They doubled up against a spattering rain of pebbles and silt. One hit Toby in the shoulder and hurt but broke nothing.
It was over in a few minutes. They brushed themselves off and looked up at the damage. Some hills had fresh cover and boulders were still tumbling down and crashing into ravines.
�Be bad footing over that way for a while,� Cermo said.
�Wonder if the Mantis will go that way on purpose,� Killeen said.
Cermo frowned. �I spect so.�
That was what happened. Their tracking told them so within an hour.
Trouble came immediately. The Mantis trail led into the shifty new ground. They labored upgrav toward majestic, brooding slopes. The rock here was bare, thickly folded esty. The matterfall had liberated fresh energies. Events curled out of it, sliver-thin instants from the past which splintered off and then evaporated. Going uphill was like climbing a full, heaving wave that crested and was always about to break its sharp peak into roaring foam. Bowls formed in the slant timestone. In them were lakes not of water but of some chipped gravel that flowed. It was easy to mistake for a water lake because the granules of shattered esty were a pale turquoise, as if blue with chill. Toby dipped his hand in and jerked it back scalded. He danced around, flapping his hand and feeling stupid and angry with himself.
He was not paying attention so was surprised when the ground trembled and opened. Toby fell into a cleft with edges sharp as tom tin. He scrambled and got out just as quick.
Neither Cermo or Killeen noticed any of this because they had just heard the Mantis ahead. Quath had vectored on it.
Toby ran to catch up to them. Abruptly the Mantis disappeared from his sensorium. It left not even the Mantis blankness.
�Get it on visual!� his father called so he knew that the others had lost their sensoria traces, too.
Toby plunged upslope. He had to use all his power to manage it and he could not see the others. Thick cover festooned the ground here and shook and rattled as timestone gave way downslope. He heard crashing and explosions below. If a piece of the esty slipped into instability it carried off everything. The shaking got worse and he fell.
�Cermo!�he sent on hushed comm. Nothing came back�.^.�he sent to Quath, but again nothing.
Still, he could smell the Mantis somehow. It was not a sensorium cue but a flavor cool and metallic on the dry air.
He understood this last desperate move. The Mantis had led them into unstable territory to throw them off. He wanted to cling to the trembling ground but the smell was strong. Fronds rattled above him as he picked his way upslope and into a divide. He knew it was up ahead but did not know how he knew.
A brilliant white flash went by him and the second smacked into him. The pain snapped down his spine. He hit and rolled. Only then did he register the quick rapping bursts that had come before he was hit and recognized his father�s emag rifle. Cermo�s booming reports came right after.
His systems convulsed. His legs had curled up with the pain and he could not brace himself against the time-stone as it cracked beneath him. Sharp shards peeled off and shattered and cut his face.
His world clouded up with the pain. Cermo�s punching booms and his father�s rap-rap-rap came cotton-soft in the hollow air. The two men were shooting steadily now. Toby still could not see their target though the metallic smell was stronger.
Quath sent her characteristic whoom whoom echoing through his sensorium. She was using her weapon that scrambled up interlinks and could dissolve a mechmind if it went in just right. They shouted now in his comm but seemed far away. They had not gotten visual of the Mantis either and their calls got fainter as they moved away.
He got up painfully. No broken bones. A wad of cloth from his pouch stopped the bleeding in his scalp and cheek. More hollow firing. Then he saw it. The blankness rippled in his sensorium.
A shot caromed off him. It hurt but did not get into his inboards. Something else did before he could react.
�the two lines of running figures met on a dry plain. Here men laughed wildly as they grinned through filmed helmets, slapping each other in salute. The two Families had not met for years and now to come upon each other, Rooks and Bishops colliding. Only taste and touch mattered, the press of warm and pungent flesh, rank and salty. Hugging and patting. Sobs as old friends saw each others� lined, worn faces. A babble river of talk, hoarse cries, guffaws�
It came in so fast he got only a stinging sensation. A nose-wrinkling itch, a furious sneeze. So fast he was all reaction, no thought. Then he saw the matrix of rods moving in the clattering fronds nearby. No more than a hundred meters.
Slow, underwater slow. He shot at it and missed. Mantis fields deflected nearly anything except a direct pulse. A shot had to be shaped just the right way to defeat its layered minds of defense.
He ran down a gully that snapped and cracked beneath him. The esty energies played in blue-white arcs where his boots struck. He knew he was not seeing quite right from the pain.
More booming reports and a crashing and it was all going steadily away from him in the fog-thick clotted air.
Cermo screamed. His shriek sliced the comm.
The Mantis reek came stronger.
Toby scrambled out of the gully. Timestone frayed upward here like spores blowing. It fractured, split. Big zigzag lines ran back into sour-smelling bushes.
He ran toward the thrashing sounds. Uphill. Tripped and got up and went on.
�in the celebration came a hard spang and then streaming talk turned to shouts. Screams. Bodies falling, others trying to catch them. Shocked, bleached faces. The stinging notes were emag shots and the Mantis was a speck on a far rise aiming into the reunited humans, being very careful to focus on a single fleeing form at a time. It brought down more and drew the essence out of the primates as their little lights flickered and began to go out. Pain, remembrance, joy, gray defeat, soft dreams�all siphoned into it. All was saved�
He staggered with the hard-blown intensity of the burst. Where was it?
The bushes were high here and scraggly trees hung above them. On his comm he got a pip from his father and Cermo beyond. On the topo display Cermo was on the hillside and highlighted. Killeen was moving away from Cermo and headed farther uphill.
Toby angled up a ravine. He had to cut his way through some of the wiry bush and came upon his father suddenly.
Killeen was white-faced. �Got Cermo pretty bad.�
�You tracking it?�
�Hit it pretty solid and it�s trailing smell.�
The stink was metallic and oily now. Toby knew the true data his systems compiled were not smells at all but the scent blended with the memories it had projected into him and together they reverberated in him.
There were plenty of other signs. Scattered loci had spattered the bushes with burnt orange and crimson. Mantis castoffs. A seared cowling lay cocked against a tree. �Careful of it,� Killeen said. They went by cautiously but the piece was dead.
�Dad, back there it sent memories to me.�
�Tryin� to confuse you.�
�I don�t think so.�
�You look to be woozy.�
�I�m OK.�
�Been hit?�
Toby nodded and gasped for air.
�Maybe you should stay back with Cermo.�
�I can keep up.�
�Not what I meant.�
�He�s not good.�
�I�ll head back for him in a little while.�
Toby saw Quath on topo a fair distance off. She was blocking the Mantis�s retreat. �It�s close by. Smell that?�
Killeen said, �We got the bastard now.�
�It wasn�t trying to get me solid.

�Its body�s shot,� Killeen whispered.
It was. A heavy odor of something like suffering layered the air as they came into a stand of gnarled trees and thick undergrowth. They trotted as quietly as they could although speed mattered more now.
The Mantis was leaning against some trees. Branches stuck through its open spaces. Coming up on it slowly, Toby thought the thing looked as though the trees had grown in the Mantis body itself and it was now a work both organic and mech.
He could see the back of it, jet black and soft gray and huge, lattices united with complex angularities. He followed his father along flanks that sighed and settled as though something was going out of the Mantis. Something was�fleeting wisps of data hummed and buzzed in their passage.
It was as big as a house and Toby saw now the way energies had held it together and would no more. More slabs of data emitted from it like blood running out and Killeen raised his emag and fired. The Mantis had antennae and disks in their own enclosed bays and one of these focused on them. That was its only reaction. There was no need to do it mechanical damage, to use explosives or bolts. The intricate information web that made up the Mantis was frying into nothing. Programs from the Trigger Codes fed with a crackling intensity that Toby could hear eating like flames through the whole gray sensorium of the Mantis. Three parabolic antennae swiveled to look at them. His father fired again and the whole thing shook like a house about to come down.
Toby backed away. �Plenty done now,� he said.
�No.�
The Mantis fell. Parts popped free and rolled and the intricate crystalline layers smashed. Some beautiful arc struts popped from their collars and the complexities they had supported spilled. The ground rumbled but the two men did not back away from the unspooling masses.
�It�s done,� Toby said.
�No.�
Toby did not like it but his father was right. Quath came up behind them and said nothing. They all heard the thin cries of the subminds as pleasure-pains slipped into them. The Trigger Codes at work.
The Mantis had been trying to stop the spread of the disorders all this time, and its despair and agony came intensely to the men, released by constellations of subminds which had finally given up. The thing was letting itself go in a final burst of bliss. Patterns danced and flared in its sensorium, spilling out filigreed and rich and meaning nothing to humans.
Toby stepped back and his own aching pain made him suddenly weak. �It�ll be gone soon, Dad.�
�No. Prang it once yourself.�
�Let it go.�
Cermo limped up suddenly behind them, one ear tom loose and blood down his face. His left arm dangled uselessly and showed white bone but Cermo�s face was whiter. Toby remembered instantly when Killeen had lost arm function to a mech long ago, and the way Cermo had paid it no attention out of respect, except when Killeen truly needed help.
Cermo�s sensorium rang with medical alarms. Cermo paid them no attention and Cermo did not look at Toby or Killeen or Quath either. He hobbled up and took Toby�s weapon in a hand caked in brown blood. Cermo staggered with the weight of it and nobody said anything.
There was no sounds except the Mantis still stirring. From it whirred smears of information and into Toby came one clear voice.
Here is all I can give.
�Kill it,� Killeen said. Cermo blinked, dazed. His right arm halflifted Toby�s sharp-darter. He seemed stunned by the sudden intensity of the voice.
I am more than the sum of all memories.
Cermo lifted the sharp-darter and pointed the snubbed snout at the center of the still seething Layers. The mainmind was in there somewhere. He weaved, unsteady. The moment hung in the air.
I saved so many Bishops.
I have the greatest collection of you.
And you are the most splendid of all the lesser forms.
Cermo jerked into life. He fired three times. Even singlehanded, at this range each shot found its way into a submind and sparked a hard yellow flare in the Mantis sensorium. Each time Cermo swore angrily and the Mantis rocked with the impact.
The third one made the parabolic antennae whirl around very fast and faster and then stop. Toby knew he would remember the silly look of that.
Every sliding rod and servo in the Mantis halted and the dignity went out of it in a way he could not voice. One moment it was huge and suffering and then it was just a big pile of shattered parts. No whole.
Cermo fell then. He came down completely slack, arms loose and knees buckling. Toby saw that the Mantis had done some last thing and the aura of that burst hit him, too. It gave him a prickly jolt all over. His sensorium fused, tilted, flashed with working veins of amber. He staggered but the pulse did no damage.
By the time he reached Cermo the heavy-lidded eyes had closed.
�Damn!� Killeen said.
<He is suredead,> Quath said. <The Mantis stripped his self away in the last moments.>
�Why?� Killeen demanded. His voice was strained.
<I do not know.>
�Revenge,� Killeen said.
<It had finished with you.>
�With us? Other way around,� Killeen said bitterly.
<It played out its own end by allowing you to express one of your embedded patterns. One it had not experienced.>
Toby�s voice was a croak. �What� pattern?�
<Your species hunted long ago across far terrain. In groups you large mammals mastered language and the rituals of pursuit. It led to your intelligence�a particular kind of mind.>
�It wanted to see us do that?� Killeen was quiet now, kneeling with his hands uselessly rubbing Cermo�s shoulder.
<I suspect it wanted to be part of it. The only part it could play.>
Toby thought about the stored memories it had shed into the air, its treasure evaporating. But memory was not yourself, he saw. It could not drive forward, act. Memories just sat and waited.

6. Paths of Glory

The timestone tossed and broke and they spent a long time then just clinging to whatever stable places they could find. They did what they could for Cermo but that wasn�t much. Killeen opened Cermo�s spine and swore. �They�re burned.�
�How?� Toby asked.
�Mantis must�ve worked down through all his inboards.�
�I thought our chips were protected.�
�So did I. But our tech is old and mechs never stop learning.�
Killeen said this heavily and with the respect a combatant had for another. Cermo�s cylinder spinal chips had carried the older Aspects and Faces from Bishop history. A suredeath reduced the present, subtracting one life. Chip charring carried that loss far back into a dim past, plundering the origins of the Family itself.
It was hard finding enough real ground to bury Cermo. They stripped away his gear and divided the mass out for taking back. Most of it was useless but to leave it would draw mech scavengers.
Utter darkness came for a while and they slept. It did not do much good for Toby and when he woke a gang of scavenger navvys had found the Mantis. He heard them cutting and clattering around and went up the slope to where they worked in the sprawling shambles. He remembered how the parabolic antenna had spun around like an eye searching madly and how the majesty had gone then. The flanks of it were gone too now, carried off by the scavengers. The mechs had their own ecology of a sort, recycling machined parts and whole intact auxiliaries. There was no more Mantis, just intricate assemblies slewed out of their mounts, and gear he could not understand fried by vagrant pulses. The navvys picked over the carcass where crystalline lattices had carried the Mantis intelligence. There were navvys of all sizes, scooters and jakos mostly, and they worked remorselessly in teams. When they were done they would leave nothing.
He shot three and that scattered them for a while. The anger in him had boiled out and he felt stupid when Quath and Killeen came running, their sensoria projected out in a defensive screen. He just shrugged. His father nodded. Killeen looked at the Mantis for a while with nothing in his face and then pulled a few of the arc struts free.
When Toby walked past the inner cells of the Mantis he saw a mag storage kernel hung partly disconnected from the frame. He took it. He told Quath he wanted the energy store, but he carried it with him on the long march away from there without discharging it.
<You have something more than that,> Quath said as they headed downslope.
�The memories it sent?�
<I received none.>
�How�d you know I did?�
<By your actions. It chose you.>
For a searing moment he wished that he had never seen the Mantis. �I don�t want that.�
<They are in you now.>
He walked on in silence.
His father carried some of the beautiful arc struts strapped to his back despite the weight. Killeen was smiling and tired and said, �Plenty Bishops will want a piece. It killed a lot of us.�
�How many?�
�It�s cut through generations of us. Nobody can do the count. None of us has lived through the full time of it.�
�We were trying to kill it, too.�
�Yeasay. Had to.�
�Murder on both sides.�
�Now there is, yeasay.� His father squinted at him and looked away.
Toby kept pace with Killeen behind Quath. They loped across timestone that had settled down. A golden glow seeped up through it and cast shadows up his father�s face from the chin. The silence between them simmered until Killeen said, �It made art works of us. Hunted us. Sucked us up as suredead.�
�Cermo made a mistake.�
�I suppose.�
�Coming on close to it at the end like that.
�Have it as you like.
They walked a while with the excitement going out of them and the only sound was their servos.
�It cared about Bishops, y�know.�
�Cared plenty. Cared enough to hound us.�
�Not what I meant.�
�I know, son.�
The Bishops had lost something too when the Mantis went out of their world but Toby could not say to his father what that was. He would be a full man before he came to understand it or to know that he had brought away from the Mantis not only the magnetic kernel�which he kept for years and never got around to discharging�but also a discord of loneliness which would go with him even when he was surrounded by Bishops.
After some hard marching they found a Bishop camp. The news spread quickly and more Bishops came hurrying across the stretches of timestone. They saw the curved Mantis struts that Killeen had carried out on his back and insisted on standing them up in an arch for display. Together like that they looked fine in the smoldering ruby glow of the time-stone.
People crowded around the struts and touched them carefully. Killeen had a liquor toast from some of them and then another and talked freely. Toby stood back and watched as his father and himself and Quath were transformed into heroes by the excited chatter of the crowd who had not been there.
They had lifted a burden and legend from the Bishops and he knew with one part of himself how he would feel if someone else had done that. But it was different to have done it yourself and nothing in the talk could change that or even explain it Especially not explain it.
Killeen said to him a little later, �Wish Cermo could be here.�
�He is,� Toby said and in that moment felt what the Mantis had sent into him in its last moments. Cermo. Truncated, flattened, seeping in spongy interstices of him, slivers and rivulets flowing in his sensorium and flavoring the liquid light, forever, Cermo.
He sent a whisper to Quath,�Why?�
<It was not from our kingdom of intelligence. We cannot know why.>�Something like this��
<You can see it as a gift or a curse.>
�Or neither one.�
<You are two handed, two legged. Your minds favor dichotomies.>
�Not always.�
Toby said again to his father, his voice raspy, �He is.�
�I s�pose,� Killeen said. He squinted at his son and looked puzzled and took a drink.
They sat on little camp stools near the arch of fine struts and Toby had a drink then too, not wanting it but knowing that the moment needed it. He and Killeen drank from trail cups brought by a woman and her husband who had lost two children to the Mantis a long time ago. They wanted to talk to the brave ones and maybe to the heroic Quath, only Quath was not around anywhere. Toby drank carefully to hold onto the moments that were softening in him already, dropping away down the funnel of time and memory. He hoped he would not remember any of this last part of it and thought of the parabolic antenna instead, and the silly way it had spun so fast, and to his surprise saw it now with new deep eyes.
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