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People can make great strides in social development�but the results tend to be very fragile.
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Dear Ms. Jiang:
It is with regret that we must inform you that your services as Coordinator for Developmental Methods are no longer required. The termination of your employment is effective immediately. As per terms of your contractual agreement, we are transmitting a lump sum payment of 50 percent of the value of the time remaining on said agreement.
We would like, at this time, to express our gratitude and appreciation for your many years of service�


Lisa flicked the letter into the trash icon. Oh, how polite they could be as they finally tripped the lever and the blade fell! You wouldn�t have known it was the same men and women who had presided over her hearing. Oh no, there things had been quite different. Fredrickson had practically drooled at the taste of her blood. Even the others had chimed in with the rancor this time�no doubt, having seen a bit too much of themselves to feel comfortable. Idiots!
Excuse me, who�s the idiot?
She shook her head at the answer to that question even as she called up the schedule of Earth-bound shuttles. She chose the earliest one that still gave her time to pack and pay off her lease. And say good-bye to what few friends she had left here. At least it was over.

�Good morning folks, Reed Ready here, the Voice of Reason, the Nemesis of All Things Nutty and Nonsensical. Take a deep breath, you�re about to hear some good old fashioned common sense. Ready? Good, �cause here we go�
�OK, let�s talk about it. The bugs are walkin�, the groundhogs are squawkin�, and the diplomats are talkin�. And the loonies and the grangers? Well, they�re hawkin�, even if we don�t know what yet. We will, soon as our jock straps are on tight enough, you can believe that.
�Of course, we won�t even mention the trillions we groundhogs spent to build all those colonies and stations. Or the blood, sweat, and tears. And God forbid we even breathe the fact that, if it weren�t for us, there�d be no bugs to strike. The World Court might whack our knuckles for thinking we had a right to a return on our investment. You got none, brothers and sisters, you better remember that. None at all. Take your maintenance and be happy.
�Speaking of the brothers and sisters, it�s time I turned things over to the real voice of reason. The net is officially open for your input, as of now. Woa, come down. One at a time, folks. The word�ll get through��
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The images and natter faded into background as Lisa stepped onto the platform and looked about. She sighed. New York hadn�t changed. It was still noisy, smelly, gaudy, rude, and, more than anything else, crowded. You couldn�t even walk the boulevards without continuously having to avoid bumping into people. As for getting around�the attitude of the natives seemed to be, if you didn�t already know the tubes, you had no right to be there anyway.
Fortunately, this time the stop was only several blocks from her destination. She emerged into bright sunshine, between Washington Square and the area her grandmother had always called Greenwich Village but had been Ecology Park as long as Lisa could remember: enormous domes covering the vast zoological and botanical gardens. The domes gleamed gold and silver in the morning Sun, like huge mosques.
History sluiced from Lisa�s mind as she walked. It was hard to imagine that there had once been ten times as many people in this city as there were now. Not to mention fossil fuels, crumbling sewers, bankrupt government and a staggering crime rate. Now that must have been hell. Hell on Earth. No wonder they had so many wars and other types of violence; it was a major miracle they ever had any peace at all, in any place, for any length of time.
�How we ever got this far��
�I beg your pardon, Ms. Jiang?�
Lisa popped back to reality. The soft, simian brown eyes of the shimp receptionist were upon her, that mixture of curiosity and trepidation that shimps seemed perpetually to hold for their officially equal cospecies. It made her think instantly of Allison, though this particular shimp was male.
She sat up, brushed off the slacks of her best dress suit and put on her best smile. �Nothing. Er�� much as she hated being pushy, she couldn�t resist the opening��do you think Ms. L�uboleng will be free soon?�
The shimp�Ben, according to the name plate on his desk�batted his long eyelashes painfully. It�s not easy to say no to one of your betters, is it? Lisa reflected sourly. The automatic assumption angered her, and then angered her more by her realization that castigating him for it would only reinforce it.
�As a matter of fact, I�ll see you now, Ms. Jiang.�
She twisted, toward a short but authoritative looking woman, with clipped strawberry hair, standing in the shadows at the end of a hallway. The woman emerged into full room light, glanced at Ben�who smiled back timidly�then looked at Lisa with narrow, inlaid eyes. She thinks I was trying to intimidate Ben, Lisa concluded. Great. The worse thing was, any attempt to deny, apologize or explain would only implicate her.
It was always encouraging to start an interview on the right note!
But if there were any rancor on L�uboleng�s part, professionalism overpowered it quickly enough. The two were quickly on opposite sides of an impressively equipped desk, and questions were arriving briskly. �I saw from your resume that you�ve spent the last few years on Lagrange,� L�uboleng opened. �In fact, that you got a position there right out of college. That�s not an easy thing to do; most of us have to begin our career Earth-side, and work our way up. If we can.�
There was no resentment in L�uboleng�s voice as she recited the standard groundhog attitude; it was a flat statement, delivered flatly. Which did not make it any less remarkable. Lisa herself had been shocked when the position on Lagrange was offered her. Only later had she discovered her reputation for creativity and ingenuity, a reputation she had never learned to feel worthy of however many successes she enjoyed.
Now was not the time to savor that irony. �Yes, I was surprised by the opportunity,� she said, �especially as there were so many others more qualified than myself.�
�But you left the colony,� L�uboleng cut in. �Not only did you leave, you left a fairly imposing research position�not,� she smiled, �that a classroom full of children isn�t challenge enough for anybody. But frankly, Ms. Jiang, it�s not exactly what I would call a career move.�
Lisa felt herself growing suddenly hot and sticky in all the wrong places. �I suppose that depends on what you mean by career.� It was her prepared line. �Personally, although I found research exciting, I missed the challenge of dealing with young minds directly. Unfortunately, by the time I discovered this, my old position had already been filled and there were no new teaching spots available. By then I was also coming to realize how much I missed home�I�m a native, you know�� You�re laying it on too thick.
L�uboleng frowned skeptically. �Really? Very interesting. You were born here?�
�I grew up in what used to be Chinatown. Five generations, if you go back to a great grandfather who came from Hong Kong after the Revolution�� The glaze in L�uboleng�s eyes dashed Lisa�s hopes that they would both be history buffs. �Of course, things have changed since I left. But all the things I love are still here. It�s still�New York.�
Ms. L�uboleng licked her teeth. �Mmm.� She glanced down at her desk. �Well I certainly can�t argue with your credentials. I�what can I say? From what I�ve seen you�ll be a terrific addition to our staff.� She put out a well-manicured hand, �The board will have to officially approve you, but that should only be a formality. Welcome aboard, Ms. Jiang.�
Lisa was dumbfounded at the sudden turn of events. But she took the hand without hesitation, happy to have some meaning in life again, even if it was under less than ideal circumstances. So, she had a job! After all she had been through, that had been far from a guaranteed thing.
She was happy. That became obvious enough the moment she emerged into the receptionist�s area again, and Ben turned his watchful eyes on her. �So, did you get the job?� he stopped her in mid-strut.
Lisa was so ecstatic, in fact, that the shimp�s forwardness did not make the immediate impression on her it ordinarily would have. �I start next week,� she chirped. �Of course, we still have to get all the legal stuff out of the way, but that won�t�� the incongruity of Ben�s behavior struck her then. His eyes were directly on her, in an almost flirtatious manner. Lisa had never, never, known a shimp to be so�so provocative, if that was the word for it. If he had been human, she would have actually thought he was making a pass at her.
Which was just too intriguing to walk away from without investigation. Specism might officially be dead and buried, but in the New York she grew up in, like just about everywhere else, shimps knew their places. A shimp who didn�t was a round peg in a square hole.
�Thank you for asking, Ben.�
�Ms. Jiang.�
�Please, if we�re going to be working together I insist you call me Lisa.�
Ben should have writhed in discomfort, if not outright horror, at such familiarity from a hom. Instead, it was his response that had her disoriented. A heavy, jet-black hand reached across the desk; a hand that was strong enough to crush her own to a pulp, or, for the matter, the life from her body if it got around her throat.
�Pleased to meet you, Lisa.�
When she accepted the hand she realized that she had never actually touched, even by accident, an adult shimp. The flesh, she noticed, and noticed she noticed, was warm and moist.
She felt foolish.
Ben grinned, as though he knew exactly what she had just gone through. �I had a feeling Julia would offer you the job. Most of the applicants that come in here, you can tell right away they�re unsuitable.�
At that moment, Ms. L�uboleng�s voice broke in over Lisa�s thoughts. �I�ll be out to lunch for the next hour,� it announced.
�Excuse me, that�s my cue,� Ben said, with a raised hand. He issued a terse macro to his desk. �It means I�m out to lunch too,� he explained, �for the next fifty minutes.� He stepped from around the barrier. �Care to join me? There�s this new loonie place I�ve been dying to try.�
Again, Lisa fought her disorientation. This was quite unbelievable. �Sounds wonderful. I haven�t had Lunarian in�ah�actually, I�ve never had it.�
�You�re joking. Really?�
�Really.�
The �loonie place� was a ten minute tube ride away. When they got there Ben ordered for both of them, partly because her knowledge of �green cheese� was as promised, but mostly because she couldn�t make herself think about food, any kind of food, at the moment anyway. And in fact, she hardly noticed what she was eating, except that it was largely green and cheese-like in texture, infused with artificial flavors, and was artfully arranged more than it was delicious. As though it really were made from algae and recycled wastes.
�All right,� she finally said it, �tell me why I wasn�t unsuitable.�
Ben looked at her as though she�d said something truly stupid. The look lasted only a moment before he broke into soft laughter. �Julia must have been even more impressed with you than I was. You mean she didn�t ask you how you felt about teaching shimps?�
Lisa almost jumped from her seat at the revelation. �As a matter of fact, the issue never came up. If it had, I would have told her� frankly, I would have told her it was an insulting question. I�ve taught many shimp children in my career.� She wanted to ask if that meant she would be teaching a classroom lull of shimps, but didn�t dare.
Ben narrowed his eyes. �You mean, up on the grange?�
�There are a number of shimp families on the colonies,� she insisted. The statement made a bitter echo in her mind: damn it, I�m not defending what happened up there! �Not as many as there should be, of course.�
Ben leaned back, and let his shoulders slump. �You know, you don�t have to try so hard, Lisa. Your body language screamed your feelings the moment you walked through the door and found yourself in a position to boss a shimp around. Most homs just take it for granted, even when they say with all the sincerity of their hearts that they�re against specism. That�s what I mean about being obviously unsuitable.�
Lisa took a few moments to absorb the words. �So, that�s your real job back there? Weeding out the bigots?�
Ben nodded. �There are some advantages to being a Pan Sapiens.� He shook his head. �By the way, I despise that term. There�s nothing wrong with shimp. These periodic language upgrades are just plain silly; can�t people see that no matter what term you use, the bigots will eventually give it an ugly connotation just by using it?
�OK,� he said, before she could probe the statement, �now that I�ve answered your question, you have to answer mine. What are you doing here, anyway? Nobody goes from a high profile job on a colony to wiping noses Earth-side. And don�t tell me it was for the challenge of teaching young minds, or that you just needed the change.�
Lisa reflexively stopped eating, and dropped her forksticks onto her dish. �You know,� she said, �I�m starting to think that you�re the one bullying me around.�
Ben chuckled through a broad, bigtoothed grin. �I am one hell of an uppity shimp, aren�t I?� The grin vanished, and he stared at her. �The way I figure it, you must have made a lot of people up there awfully mad.� Then he shrugged. �But I�ll drop the subject if you want. It�s completely up to you.�
It probably didn�t take as long to make the decision as it felt, sitting there and letting all the thoughts and emotions boil through her again. �Yes, well, holding up a mirror to people is not exactly a good way to make friends and influence people.� Well, why the hell not? What was the point of doing the right thing if you couldn�t spend the rest of your life being punished for it?
She realized Ben was handing her a napkin. �I don�t recommend crying in public,� he said, �but if you must, at least do it tastefully.�
Lisa declined the offering and pulled herself up straight. She had been close to tears, she realized. Angry tears. �I�m sorry. It�s just that I was thinking of a certain child. A student of mine��
�A shimp?�
She sat up with a start. How did he��I remember some net talk about a shimp child up on the grange getting beat up, about a year ago,� Ben explained. �There weren�t too many details though; everyone seemed to agree that it was just your run-of-the-mill kid fights.�
Lisa fought down her fury at the distortion. �Four against one is hardly one of your run-of-the-mill fights,� she revealed one of the details that conveniently hadn�t found its way into the net.
�Four against one? Oh well, that is about what it would take,� Ben said, with a small smile. �That�s the advantage of being the only shimp in school. On the other hand, you also learn very quickly not to abuse it; the shums won�t put up with a shimp who doesn�t know his place, and they�re very good at organizing. So: what did the kid do?�
Lisa started. Shum was a word educated pans, er, shimps, used: if they were supersmart chimps, then the dumb homs were sub humans. This was the first time a shimp had ever used it in her presence, however.
�Allison. The child�s name was Allison.�
�What did Allison do?�
Lisa closed her eyes for a moment. �She came in second place in the school�s annual math contest.�
�Oh, the worst kind.� Ben shook his head. �The ones who are smart, but not smart enough to play dumb. Don�t they know how tough they make it on the rest of us?�
He looked up at her, his eyes humorous with self-deprecation. �But that still doesn�t explain what happened to you,� he said. �I take it you came to her defense.�
�Worse than that. I made them see why it happened�what they really thought and felt, and how it affected the children.�
�Hmmm, oh dear, not a very good idea. And how did we pull that off?� Despite herself, Lisa couldn�t fight off the laughter that bubbled up at Ben�s sarcasm. Undoubtedly, it was how he had long ago learned to live with the realities of his own life. She told him the whole story: how she had used the cyberlink to raise her students� consciousness about historic bigotries, such as the Nazi concentration camps; about the initial outrage her methods provoked; about her confrontation with the board, and how she won them over by telling them about the girl and how the other students treated her, about being given the newly created position of Coordinator for Developmental Methods.
Ben nodded as she spoke, his eyes steadily widening, whether in admiration or incredulity she didn�t know. �That was a couple of months before the strike,� she finished her story without concluding either way.
�Ah. The Big Bug Strike.�
It hardly seemed necessary to continue. It was a widely known fact that the great majority of asteroid miners were shimps; it was also a fact, albeit not as widely known, that most of those shimps had built the Lagrange and lunar colonies, only to find themselves for various reasons ineligible for citizenship on those same colonies afterwards. �Before what happened to Allison,� she nodded. �After the�incident�I tried to set up a new program, using the cyberlink to explore contemporary forms of prejudice. Of course I knew it would only mean more controversy, but I thought�I felt I owed it to her��
This time she accepted the napkin, and blew her nose noisily.
�There, there,� Ben comforted her, �wipe your nose and dry your eyes, and Uncle Ben will tell you where you screwed up.� Then he wrinkled his chimpish nose: �You know, you have a way of taking all the fun out of human stupidity.�
Again, she couldn�t stop the laughter he seemed to find in her so effortlessly. �I�m sorry.�
�Your mistake was that you forgot why they gave you that fancy title. �Coordinator for Developmental Methods.� It was to convince themselves that they weren�t what you were exposing them as. And by accepting it, you gave them the assurance they wanted. After that, you have to understand, in their eyes what you did was treason.�
�But��
He raised a hairy hand. �No, listen to me, my dear Ms. Jiang. They know they�re not bigots. Racism, sexism, religious persecution: that�s all history as far as they�re concerned. Humans fought long and hard to overcome those things, feel proud of their triumphs, and don�t want to be told that the enemy is still alive and kicking.� Lisa put her own hands on top of his, and forced them down on the table. �But that�s exactly what I was trying to show them!�
�And you thought you would succeed. Funny: I thought you were a smart hom.�
At that moment, a bot came up to them and asked if they were finished with their meals, and, if so, were interested in seeing the dessert list. When Lisa made no response, Ben squirmed from her grip and flashed his credit strip to the bot. The bot intoned, �Thank you sir,� and vanished back where it had come from.
�Hey��
�The one mistake you must never make, is to assume that human nature has changed in some fundamental way,� Ben insisted. �That�s the mistake Arthur made at Camelot. External circumstances change, yes; internal�when that happens, you won�t be dealing with people anymore.� He thumbed in the direction the bot had disappeared. �Maybe you�ll be dealing with that. But not human beings. Or even shimps.� He chuckled.
Lisa thought for a while, then shook her head stubbornly. �No. The problem isn�t human nature. The problem is, is, well for one, it�s people like this Reed Ready jerk of yours.� She snorted her disgust. �What sewer did he crawl out of anyway?�
Ben made a face. �Of mine? Hey, don�t assign ownership of that chiphead to me. And don�t ask me where he came from. I can only tell you when: nobody I know ever heard of Reed Ready and the Voice of Reason until the Strike, although he must have been living in some little hole in the net somewhere. Now�you can�t go on-line anywhere without finding him there, waiting for you.
�What does that prove?� he cut off Lisa�s that�s-what-I�m-talking-about. �It�s a free society; the Readys don�t prosper unless people want what they�re selling. People filled with love don�t buy hate.�
�But if hate is being shoved down their throats, day and night��
�Try telling them that.�
She took a breath. �Maybe nobody has��
�Be my guest. Ready lets anyone talk who wants to. Not too many people try. At least not twice. He�s very good with facts, if you know what I mean. And the worse thing is, he�s principled too; he really believes what he believes, if you know what I mean about that too.�
Lisa knew. �At least we didn�t have that up on the colony.� Even Frederickson wouldn�t have spewed his venom all over the net.
�No, you just beat up little kids.�
The riposte cut right through her.
�I�m sorry. You don�t deserve that.�
Lisa smiled grimly. �Don�t I? I was Allison�s favorite teacher, you know.�
Ben sat up straight. �No, I didn�t know.� He leaned his head back. �Let me guess: you�re the reason why she entered that contest in the first place. Which, of course, makes what happened to her all your fault.�
�Aren�t you going to tell me that it isn�t my fault, that I shouldn�t blame myself, and all that? That�s what you�re supposed to do.�
It was exactly what she expected him to do, but instead, Ben checked his watch. �There�s nothing I�d like better than to take a crack at that no doubt invincible wall. But I�m afraid my fifty minutes were up ten minutes ago.� He stood. �If there�s anything I can do��
�No. There�s nothing. There�s nothing anyone can do. I have to live with it, that�s all.�
Ben frowned, and nodded. �In that case, Ms. Jiang, I suggest you start thinking about how to do so. It strikes me as a job you don�t want to put off too long.� He left her sitting by herself, with her thoughts and her unfinished lunch.

She was still shaking when she got back to her compartment, where she collapsed onto the divan. �News update. The Strike.�
The housepad defuzzed into life, and images from across a billion kilometers flooded into her compartment, along with the newscaster�s easy monologue. She grimaced at the impact. The UN was still denying the legitimacy of the strikers� demands, and insisting on full compliance with the �84 contract. The Lagrange and lunar colonies agreed with this position, which didn�t quiet the loudmouths on Earth who claimed the colonies had instigated the strike in order to control the terrestrial markets the Belt had generated. Lisa sighed again: she�d heard the same allegations, victims and villains reversed, on the colony. Everyone took it for granted that he was the one getting the shitty end of the stick; and that the miners, who were in fact truly holding that end, were greedy, selfish usurpers of a public trust who were abusing the power of their position and needed to be shown that they couldn�t get away with having their grubby hands in the cookie jar all the time� You got that right, brother!
She shook her head at the spectacle. The only positive thing that could be said is that things couldn�t possibly get any worse. The only way they could get worse was if war broke out.
Which was, of course, unthinkable.
Then she thought of Allison again. War, after all, was that, on a much greater scale.

At least next week came quickly enough. Lisa donned her best Qi Pao, the one her grandmother had given her, and combed her black hair out long and straight in the old way, the way she�d learned long ago made a very good first impression on children. She used just enough makeup to look pretty, and to mask the sleepless night she�d endured the night before. Then she took a deep breath, and let it out slowly: here we go again.
Once upon a time, a long time ago, the Powers That Be decided that bots could be used for teaching, thereby freeing human beings for higher and nobler purposes. Not any old bots, of course, but specially equipped and programmed bots, bots designed by the elite of the educational establishment, bots which would contain in their neural networks every rational teaching technique and skill ever discovered. Bots that were the result of years of meetings, conferences, symposiums, discussions, debates, editorials�even before the first one emerged from its assembly tank they had become the most complex, and expensive, bots in history. Or most expensive nonbots, as someone put it. However described, they were a glorious failure. Within a few years of their introduction, they were gone: returned, junked, cold-stored, deliberately or �accidentally� damaged beyond repair.
Why? Nobody had ever really answered that question, though that same establishment produced CDs full of theses in the attempt. Indeed, with the development of the cyberlink, it wasn�t clear why teachers mattered at all anymore, human or otherwise. The kids should have been able to plug into the net, and had their educations personally spoon fed to them by a sufficiently intelligent Arty. But such an Arty had preceded the bot experiment, and it had failed too. Again, no one knew why.
�Children! Children! Pay attention, please�Erin, stop making faces at Minh right this moment, and look this way. Very good. You too, Iwao. I want you all to say good morning to your new teacher, Ms. Jiang.�
Lisa smiled as prettily as she could. �Good morning, class.�
A dozen decidedly human faces. And silence.
But I thought�
A dozen pairs of eyes studied her with that mixture of hope, awe, fear, wonderment, curiosity, amazement, feigned indifference and three or four other emotions that only children could brew in one kettle. Lisa walked over and sat down behind her desk, and perused the surface casually. It was an ordinary desk: there was a pad, a keyboard, mouse, light pen, and a cyberband, which would need some adjustments. For a moment she was back on the colony, about to address all those eager faces she suddenly could see so clearly again. She swallowed what the vision brought up. �Begin recording,� she told the pad. A whispered titter rose in the back of the classroom. She silenced it with icy eyes. Then she folded her hands on the desktop, and leveled a warmer version of the same gaze at all. �Well, now you know my name. It�s going to take a little longer for me to learn all of yours, I�m afraid. You can help me by putting your hands on top of your pads. Erin, that includes you.�
The day went about as well as could be expected. Lisa put the children through a medley of more-or-less standardized tests (to a twelve part harmony of whines and groans), and reached preliminary assessments about their relative skill levels; assessments that matched up well with those she had been given, but she�d learned to rely on her own judgments. None of this told her anything about the individual personalities she was dealing with, of course. That would take time, and, unfortunately, a certain amount of trial and error. But she felt, by the day�s end, that all was going to go well. At least, they all smiled at her as they filed out of the classroom. Even Erin.

The Trial: Day One.
She was just starting to enjoy that relaxed feeling one gets when an ordeal is finally over, when she realized she wasn�t alone. Her first thought was to wonder if Julia L�uboleng had a habit of lurking in hallways and scrutinizing people unawares.
The shadow emerged into room light. �They certainly seem enthusiastic,� it said.
�Yes, they do.�
�Of course, children are always that way. Easily excited.�
Lisa had an unpleasant sensation about where this conversation was headed. But she saw no way of avoiding it. �That�s why teaching is all I�ve ever wanted to do, ever since I was a little girl. I can�t imagine any occupation as challenging as��
�They�re living, feeling beings, you know.�
Lisa wasn�t sure what jerked her harder: the statement itself, or the manner in which it was delivered. Again, there was nothing hard or hostile in L�uboleng�s voice or expression; it was as though she were describing the weather, or a hat she�d seen in a store. Which only made the words� impact that much harder.
�You have no right to use them as laboratory animals,� she continued. �No matter what your motives are.�
Lisa fought to gain control of herself, but she could not stop from reeling under the assault. �What are you talking about?�
�You know what I�m talking about. The shimp girl. What you did to her.�
It was several moments before Lisa could compose herself to say anything. �If you know all the facts of the case you know I did everything I could to protect her,� she tried. But the words sounded weak, insincere and tired, as they always had when she recited them to herself.
�Sure. After you set her up as a bull�s-eye for every bigot on the colony.�
Lisa bit on her words, and her lip. It was the ugly, inedible truth, the type that sits in your guts like an iron ball. The type that sends up biles of guilt every time you forget to make yourself not think about it. She had used Allison�had used all of the children, for that matter�in order to reach the adults. She had done it believing, or at least hoping, that the end would justify such means, that her guilt would be worth the burden. A hope that had been crushed.
�There�s just one thing I want you to know.� The words were harsh now, hard and resolute. �You aren�t going to do with Ben what you did to that girl. I won�t let you. I hope you understand that.�
Ben? What does Ben have to do with�
With that, L�uboleng checked her watch, turned, and made a brisk departure, as though she were leaving an empty room. As soon as she was alone again, Lisa was aware of her hands; they were wet with cold perspiration. Other parts of her body also weren�t as dry as they�d been a few minutes ago. And she could feel her heart wailing away in her chest.
What the hell was that about? What does Ben have to do with it?

�Reed Ready here, ready to let reason reign. Are you ready? Well you�d better be, �cause you�re in the net, startinggg now��
��Bots and other machines to do the work, the cyberlink for entertainment, and when they get lonely. What more do they want? They should be grateful for what they�ve been given, if you ask me.�
�If it weren�t for the loonies and the grangers wanting all of space�s resources for themselves��
��Must have put them up to it. I mean, don�t get me wrong, but let�s be honest: your average shimp isn�t exactly Einstein. Somebody��
The pad buzzed. �Yeah?�
�Your first day was that bad?� a sympathetic voice answered.
Ben. She shot up straight on the divan. He laughed: �I was going to ask you to join me for an evening in the park. Maybe some other time?�
She rubbed her face. �Central Park?�
He gave her a look like �Where else did you think I mean?� and shrugged. �I thought you might find the new Solaria exhibit interesting. Most newcomers do.�
�I�m not a�� the Solaria exhibit had been built after she�d moved to the colony. A lot of things are new around here. �I�ll meet you at the Columbus Circle gate in fifteen minutes.�
She was there in ten minutes, still in her Qi Pao. He was waiting for her. A bot read his credit strip with a smile, again before she could protest, and he led her through the gate with a strong hand.
�Sooner or later I�m going to pay you back,� she threatened.
�Paybacks are a bitch,� he agreed. Then he pointed ahead of them. �In fact, here�s your big chance. I came here betting that you haven�t had any dinner either.�
Her stomach churned, and she almost balked this time. �You can�t be serious. Frankly, I�ve never been able to figure out how those things stay in business.�
�Nostalgia. People like to imagine how wonderful the good old days were. Besides, this one makes the best dogs in the whole Park. Promise; you�re speaking to a hot dog connoisseur.�
The bot served up its wares with lickety-split efficiency. The steamy aroma of boiled meat swirled from its cart and filled her head; despite her misgivings, it did make her hungry. �So where�s this S�laria �xhibit,� she said, in mid-munch.
Ben laughed. �Patience. One does not hurry through Central Park. Central Park is not a net order catalog. It�s a shopping mall. A shopping mall of history. Of the past. Of the future.� Ben spread out his arms. �Take this first level. A faithful reproduction of the Park the way it was in the late twentieth, early twenty-first century.� He chuckled. �Minus, of course, the stuff nobody wants to remember, like the vagrants and garbage.�
They sat on a bench in the playground, and watched a group of playing children while they finished their dogs. One of the children was a shimp, not that this appeared to make any difference. Lisa wondered how long that situation would last.
�Thanks for asking me out,� she said.
Ben pulled back from a bite and stared at her. �Please be careful where, or at least how loudly, you use that expression. Unless you want to get me lynched�I�m sorry, did I say something wrong?� He looked perplexed for several moments before comprehension crossed his face. �I am a stupid shimp. I didn�t mean� I swear, Allison was the last thing on my mind.�
The statement took Lisa aback. How did Ben know about her confrontation with Julia L�uboleng this afternoon? No, of course he didn�t know. He didn�t have to. It was just a coincidence. �I wondered how long it would take to get back to that subject,� she said.
�I thought you were going to handle it yourself,� he answered.
She slumped. �What is there to handle? I�m guilty, that�s all. Nothing you or anyone can say is going to change that. The only thing lacking is a court to pass sentence.�
�If you wanted a sentence, why did you come back here?�
Go on, say it. To seek asylum, that�s why. �Sounds like a pretty cheap guilt trip I suppose, doesn�t it?�
�Most guilt trips are. Must be why so many people take them.� Ben raised a hand as she opened her mouth: �I suppose now you�ll tell me that, as a hom, you share the guilt of your whole species for what they�ve done to my people. If you do that, I swear I�ll abandon you here and now, to the muggers and rapists.�
�To the�� she coughed violently.
�Muggers and rapists. Central Park used to be famous for them. It�s one of those unpleasantries they haven�t tried to recreate. Sometimes I wonder why not: it might fix our eyes on the future better if the real past were thrown up to us once in a while. Most people today seem to think that their parents had it better than they do. A dose of reality might wise them up.� Ben took the empty hot dog wrapper from her hand, and deposited both recyclables in the bin next to the bench. Then he twisted to face her more directly. �But back to your alleged guilt. I find the prosecution�s guilt by association argument, however vile the species in question, specious and irrelevant. It�s almost as bad as Original Sin, although I admit to a lack of experience in this area�that is, in feeling guilty about it.
�Does the prosecution have any other articles of evidence it wishes to introduce? Any further arguments? I didn�t think so. Therefore, by the power invested in me by the state of plain old fashioned horse sense, I find the defendant not guilty of all charges.� He reached out, and touched her lightly on the head. �Now, let�s go see that Solaria exhibit.�
They left the children, still playing peacefully if exuberantly. She wasn�t sure exactly when or where her hand slipped into Ben�s; maybe it was right after they started walking, or perhaps it wasn�t until they�d almost reached the gate to the lower levels; but she wasn�t really conscious of the contact until the latter.
They descended into darkness. An entire new level had been built to house the exhibit; they glided into it like a shuttle gliding through silent space.
Ben�s touch on her arm startled her. �Are you all right?�
She sensed him watching. �I�m�OK. It�s just a little creepy. I�ve never liked darkness.�
The elevator stopped, and the doors opened with a soft whoosh. To reveal�
Ben waited for her to reclaim her senses before explaining, �Supposedly, this is what you would see if you stood on the surface of the Sun and looked upwards. Pretty amazing, isn�t it?�
She looked down reflexively, and pulled in a breath so sharp it hurt her lungs. An ocean of hot plasma boiled sullenly beneath filters that permitted only the alpha hydrogen light through. Ghostly prominences and solar flares swirled around her.
She gazed upwards and outwards. All around them planets shone with the reflected solar fury. Venus was the brightest of them, a yellow gem Lisa felt she could reach out and pluck out of space. It was followed by the only slightly less brilliant jewels of Mercury, Earth, and Jupiter. Beyond that�she could not pick out Mars and Saturn from the backdrop of stars and the broad pale river of the Milky Way.
She left the breath out. �You could have warned me.�
�What kind of sadist do I look like?�
�We can stroll around, can�t we?�
Ben nodded readily. �It�s all just a great big hologram. Things aren�t as far away as they look. Here, I�ll show you.�
He took her by the hand again, and they stepped off the platform and started towards the jewel of Earth. The sapphire grew into a blue world with churning white clouds much faster than she expected. They even passed directly through the Moon; maria, mountains, Moon bases and all, as though they were all made from vapor. A hundred thousand kilometers high, they hovered over the graceful sphere, two omniscient aliens studying mankind�s home like a biologist studying a drop of pond water.
Similar reverence was paid to the other planets. They spent several hours, neither speaking, each seeming to know the other�s thoughts simultaneously. Finally, they returned to the elevator, and rode the silent shaft back to the world they had come from. That world was close to night itself; twilight had already begun to distort its solidity into shadows and murky shapes.
�Well? What did you think?�
Lisa shook her head at the impossibility of answering that question. �I used to wonder why people bothered going out of their compartments at all; why they didn�t just cyberlink into the net, and have anything they wanted that way. But somehow�I�m sure we�ll never do that. We have to get out of our homes, out of our own selves, at least once in a while. I suppose it�s biological. Something we�re driven to do.�
Ben pursed his lips. �Biology is destiny? What a depressing thought.�
They were walking past the same bench they�d ate at. She made them sit down again. It suddenly felt cold in the gathering evening, and she huddled up next to him. She said, �I keep thinking about the Strike. You�ll never convince me the issues involved couldn�t be settled in a single hour if all sides wanted to. Instead� every time I think about where it�s heading� maybe it was inevitable that once there were enough shimps we had to start thinking of them as a threat. It�s like there�s this territorial part of our brains that we can�t ignore however hard we try.�
Ben had been listening intensely. Now he pulled away and rocked back on the bench, and looked to be chewing hard on her observations. Finally he said, �So, what you�re saying is, homs can�t share the Universe with another species. Even one of their own making.� He silenced her objection. �That is what you just said: Homs have to expand their territory, no matter what alternatives are offered them; and they can�t co-exist with other species.�
Lisa couldn�t argue. That was exactly what she had just said, in almost as few, blunt words. It was shocking to hear such a concession from her lips.
�Then I retract everything I just said.�
�Why?� he demanded in sudden heat. �Because the only logical conclusion is too horrible to contemplate? That�s a stupid reason. Or�don�t you have the stomach for a real fight?�
She realized she was shivering hard, despite her best efforts. The Qi Pao was not much protection against the night. �It�s getting late��
Ben stood up abruptly, in a jerk that made her start. �I�m sorry. I wasn�t trying to frighten you.� He smiled easily again. �I�m afraid that was the cynical part of me getting out.�
He put his hand out, but this time she refused it. They walked back to the Columbus Circle gate in silence, a walk which seemed to take hours. When she passed through it she felt as though she were entering sanctuary, although it was just as dark outside.
Ben put out a stiff hand. He said, �Well, thank you for going out with me, Lisa Jiang. As usual, I had a most enlightening time. I hope to see you again some time.�
Then he vanished into the night.
��Ready here, the Voice of Reason, the Defender of Decency, the Trumpet of Truth. It�s time to let the little guy toot��
��Have everything they need. Not everyone can say that. There are still millions of poor people down here��
��Made it all possible anyway? Us, that�s who. We did. And now they think they can lord over us. Like we�re sub-human, or something. I say it�s about time they started considering how they got where they are in the first place.�
�OK, maybe it is partly our fault. Or even all our fault. The point is, you can�t designate certain groups victims, and then give them all kinds of special privileges just to make up for..�
Strange, that she hadn�t dreamed about Allison before. Of course, perhaps she had, but didn�t remember. This dream popped her wide awake, the girl�s crying echoing from the walls around her. A moment later the ugly metallic thing would have come down�
The sheets were damp, and her compartment smelled of animals fighting; sweat and fear and the musky scent of hormones. She sat up and ordered the lights on. Civilization surrounded her again, driving out the barbarians. She pulled herself from the sticky sheets, went to the bathroom, and then walked around for a while, fighting to calm herself.
She made some tea. �Ouch!�
�Are you injured, Ms. Jiang?�
�No. I mean, yes, I just burned myself. Medical attention isn�t necessary.� She flicked on the faucet and plunged the angry flesh into a cold stream of water. Where was that salve?
�Are you certain you don�t require medical attention?�
�It�s only a first degree burn.� The shrieking pain vanished at the first touch of the salve. It would be healed in an hour.
The whistling kettle disrupted her thoughts. She poured, with extra care, and sat down with the dark liquid. Chinese dragons, glowing red and yellow from the heat, romped playfully across the ceramic surface of the cup; another gift from the past.
The pad was whispering softly in the background: Reed Ready�s slivered voice cutting through another victim. �What we owe them? Perhaps I should remind you of certain facts about our shimp �brothers.� It was the World Court which ruled that ending shimp production was a violation of their rights as a sentient species; that we had to increase their population to the point where they could threaten us�excuse me, I mean �Participate as a significant faction in society�� An opportunity they promptly took advantage of by muscling out the hom belt miners. So, so much for your greed argument; that�s just another feel good guilt trip.�
�Turn that crap off!�
The voice slithered back into the city noises outside. Lisa sipped the tea, still scalding hot. When? she wondered. When will the powder keg blow? Tomorrow? Next week? Year? With enough fools like that caller, sooner was a better bet than later. Strange as the alliance sounded, both Ben and Ready were right on that point: species guilt, hom or otherwise, was an irrational concept that only obscured the real issues. And Ready was perfectly correct in his facts, as Ben had warned her, shimp production was being phased out when the Court made its bizarre ruling. As for the hom miners being �muscled out,� strictly speaking that also was true. Of course, if Ready knew that he also knew how those shimps came to be in the position of muscling anyone.
Someone ought to speak up�
She closed her eyes and saw Allison.

�We interrupt to bring you this special report. The United Nations Security Council voted this morning to recommend economic sanctions �Against all non-terrestrial trade organizations, individuals and states�� a resolution that was quickly ratified by the necessary two-thirds majority of voting members. The resolution further stated that� it was emphasized that �although this should not be construed as a military or in any other fashion hostile act, its provisions will be enforced by appropriate instruments of defense.� The resolution was swiftly denounced by��
The worst thing was the way everyone seemed to carry on as if nothing had happened. If anything, there was an enormous relief, like a giddy fog, swirling about the people she passed. Relief that the inevitable had at last happened. That something was finally being done�good, bad or indifferent didn�t matter anymore. It was a fog the people seemed to breathe deeply without even being aware of it.
Even the children were intoxicated. Lisa had to be cross with Erin three times before the morning was half over, finally banishing the boy to the hallway. He soon had company. It was as though hyperactivity had become a contagious disease. One after one, the innocent faces were evicted. Finally, she found herself screaming at them.
She�d never lost her temper with her children before.
A day�s torture later, a torrent of small bodies exploded from the classroom, and she was left alone with her thoughts. What thoughts? What�s left to think about? All her life she�d wanted to teach, and now�why? What was the point? There was an invincible, if transparent, door between the student called humanity and the lessons it needed to learn: transparent because you could see through it, but invincible nonetheless. Sisyphianly invincible.
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�He isn�t very important now, is he?�
She jerked toward the doorway. Julia L�uboleng walked in and sat down at one of the tiny desks. Strangely, she seemed to fit in it.
If the woman had had fangs��They came for him this morning, about an hour after the vote. Ben was one of the first. They�re all pretty well rounded up by now.�
It was like having your neck broken without any warning. Everything from mid-thorax down went instantly numb. �Wh�what are you talking about?� Lisa felt the world swirling, and grabbed hard on the edge of her desk to steady herself. �What do you mean, rounded up?�
The fangs glinted in the room light. �I thought you were an historian. What�s the first thing governments do alter they declare an emergency? Arrest the enemies of the state. Spies and saboteurs are everywhere, you know. Even your neighbor, or best friend, or loved�� She stopped in mid-choke. �Meanwhile, I do have some pleasant news.� She stood up, and brushed the wrinkles from her cramped clothing. �I�m here to inform you that the board has voted to release you from our employ.� She paused, to let the news sink in. �As an ex-citizen of one of the sanctioned states, it has been decided that you represent a potential security risk; too much to be entrusted with the education of children.�
Lisa didn�t know how to react. She knew her mouth was half open, but it would neither close nor emit intelligible noises. What she was being told was impossible, utterly impossible. Ben arrested? On what grounds? By whose authority? Under which laws? How�
The dying rap of Julia�s heels echoed through the emptiness of Lisa�s mind. In her most frightening nightmares she�d never imagined something like this happening. People weren�t arrested simply because of who they were anymore: that was one of those horrors which really had been done away with, like dictatorships and labor camps and�and yes, now that it came to mind, war. Arrested? Ben might as well have been sent to the guillotine.
Lisa realized her heart was racing, pounding thick blood into her brain. She shook off the coma that was starting to settle on her like a blanket, and fought to think about what she should do. But she couldn�t think, ideas flared and faded out before she could focus on them.
Closing her eyes, she breathed deep full cycles, over and over again, until her senses returned to clarity enough that she could think. What could she do? She had to speak to someone. The proper authorities. Demand that they release Ben� remind them that there was no clause in any article of any constitution in the entire Solar System which gave anyone the authority to hold a citizen against his will. And if they didn�t listen, take it higher. All the way to the World Court if necessary.
New York blurred by as she raced back to her compartment. She practically screamed at the pad, her throat already hoarse from the sobs she�d been fighting.
The pad could give her no information on shimp detainees or their whereabouts.
The claim didn�t register at first. It was just sounds in the air which made no sense. Even when it did coalesce, it took several moments to compose a response. �Withholding information on government activities is a violation of the UN Constitution. I order you to tell me!�
The pad�s voice seemed to crack under the strain of conflicting internal logic: �I�m afraid I cannot comply with that order, Ms. Jiang. I�� it could continue no longer.
She blinked back disbelief, and forced herself not to hyperventilate. The idea of not being able to contact or locate someone, or learn anything about his status or fate, was so inconceivable she could find nothing in her experience to deal with it. You mean, he just doesn�t exist anymore? She didn�t know what to do: whether to cry, laugh hysterically, go on a murder rampage, commit suicide or huddle in a corner, rocking autistically. Or carry on as though everything were normal.
There was only one thing she could think to do.
�Call Julia L�uboleng.�
She was just about to cancel the call when an indignant face and clipped, strawberry hair appeared. �What do you want?�
Lisa almost blurted out, but stopped herself in time and measured her words cooly. �You said they came for him. Who came for him?�
�What do you mean, who? Men with uniforms and weapons. I didn�t get their names. And no, they wouldn�t say where they were taking him. Now, if you don�t mind, I am very busy.�
Lisa didn�t hear the last three sentences. �The uniforms must have had something which identified them. Insignia or labels or something like that.� How could you have missed that?!
L�uboleng looked blankly astonished at the suggestion before answering, �I confess, I was too upset at the time to notice anything like that.� She cleared her throat. �I don�t see how it would do any good if I had. What are you going to do, call them and politely ask them to release Ben? You have some very amusing ideas, Ms. Jiang.�
The woman�s coldness, not to mention sense of hopelessness, was infuriating. �It�s better than sitting around doing nothing!�
Julia closed her eyes. When she opened them they bored directly into Lisa�s, delivering the thought her mouth would not yield. She said, as terminally as possible, �If you have a proposal, I�m willing to listen.�
Lisa broke the eye contact. Put up or shut up: I couldn�t have said it better myself.
�I rather thought that. You�re wasting my time, Ms. Jiang. Good-bye, again.�
�No!�
The connection remained alive.
Lisa knew it wasn�t much. But it was all she could come up with. �I�ll make you a deal: I�ll keep you in formed of anything I find out, if you�ll do the same for me.�
She wouldn�t have thought it possible for that face to get colder. �Why�should I cooperate with you�on anything?�
That�s a hell of a good question. �Because�because you care about him, and because you know I care about him, too.�
She was sure Julia would have spat at her if she were standing there in person. �I know about your kind of caring. It�s not as admirable as you think it is.�
Lisa felt her chest twisting in on itself, crushing the life out of her. �I�m not going to sacrifice Ben for some cause,� she pleaded, �if that�s what you�re worried about.�
Julia leered her disdain. �Not going to? You�ve already sacrificed him. Why do you think he was one of the first arrested? Did you think a shimp cavorting around in public with a foreigner wouldn�t be noticed? Or don�t you believe in discretion?�
Lisa rocked backwards with this fresh attack. There was a frightening amount of truth in this one, too: she had been so impressed by Ben�s forwardness that it had never occurred to her she might be endangering him by indulging it. Perhaps the right thing to do would have been to turn away, even if it meant looking like just another bigot. Instead� Allison, all over again.
�Do us all a favor, Ms. Jiang. Lock yourself in your compartment, take your maintenance, live to a ripe old age, and die in obscurity. You might manage to not hurt anyone that way.�
The connection was broken brusquely.
Lisa looked down at her hands. They were wet, and not very steady either. They seemed to rock in a rhythm with her heart. Now what? She squeezed all her emotions into a tight ball, into a furnace of fear and rage and helplessness, not knowing who to damn first, or the most, but knowing that it needed someone to direct its fury at before it detonated.
Reed Ready popped into her mind first: if it weren�t for egotistical bastards like that, feeding off of the mass frustration of people caught up in forces beyond their control, perhaps the situation could have been handled in a civilized manner.
She sighed and released the ball. Of course it wasn�t really true: the Readys of the world were only the plexus of that world�s nerves, not its chemistry; not what fired it. Indeed, perhaps things would even be worse without him: you certainly couldn�t listen to him without learning something, or argue with him without being forced to think. Which was a hundred moral light-years beyond the rabble rouser he seemed to like pretending he was. And there was a lot of potential in that: if people were forced to think, then there was always the possibility of them thinking the right way�
There was a thread she could grab hold of and hang onto. If enough minds out there had been primed�if she could just find the lever to move them in the right direction�if she could just reach enough of them�
She bit her lip, while hope and fear spun through her mind.
The Voice of Reason was a man of principles. That was the answer. The only question was: which principles?

��The enemy of enigmas and mental enemas, the usurper of unreason, destroyer of docility. Well folks, they�ve finally done it��
The figure in the doorway didn�t look like the one she�d seen on the pad so often these last few months. Oh, it was Reed Ready all right: there was the thinning brown hair, the furrowed forehead and drooping eyelids that had dispatched �the enemies of unreason� with such frightening regularity. But here, arrayed before her as a live human being, those same features gave a different impression. It was immense guilt and inadequacy before the world�s suffering.
�Mr. Ready?�
�Ms. Jiang.�
She was led to a vast sitting room in the old Victorian house, where a bot politely offered her a selection of refreshments, bowed deferentially and disappeared when she declined.
�They are very much like real servants, aren�t they, Ms. Jiang? So much so that it frightens me: the World Court may someday discover that we�re violating their rights too.�
Lisa restrained herself. This was Reed Ready all right. �I want to thank you for giving me your time, Mr. Ready. I realize you grant few personal audiences.�
Ready squirmed in his chair. �Not too many people have ever requested an audience the way you did, Ms. Jiang. It left me�breathless is the only way I can describe it. I decided I had to bring you here, so I could convince you in person just how wrong you are. I�m not a bigot.�
The man was shaking. He was doing his best to control himself, but the convulsions were visible beneath the tweed and the measured breathing. Like the patient endurance of injustice about to explode. Only his voice was in command; it sounded as right and confident as always.
Lisa fought to keep her own trembling invisible. �You don�t understand, Mr. Ready. I didn�t think you�re a bigot. It wasn�t my intention to make you think I believed you were.�
Ready raised an eyebrow suspiciously. �Then what, exactly, was your intention?�
She steadied herself with a breath. Here it goes. �Have you ever heard of busing?�
Ready pondered a moment. �That was a scheme used in the late twentieth century to end racial segregation in the public schools. Students were transported to schools outside of their neighborhoods in order to achieve integration of the school systems.�
To the extent that history is facts, the man did know his history, Lisa had to grant that. She nodded. �People thought busing was necessary because the neighborhoods themselves were segregated. The problem was, in the eyes of the parents, busing meant having their kids dragged off to schools many miles away. It meant losing control of their children�s education. The fact that it was often done by force, by a court order, only made it worse.
�The result was, a lot of people opposed busing�sometimes to the point of violence. But to the scheme�s proponents, the opposition was seen as pure racism; white bigots who didn�t want their children mingling with non-white children.�
She thought Ready was going to interrupt her. But he remained in his seat, listening intently, his trembling down to a thin shiver.
�The thing is, both sides were right,� she continued. �Some of the resistance was racist. And some was legitimate. Worse, no one could really separate the two anymore. And all that did was to legitimize racism; to let it hide behind real, understandable fears.�
She folded her hands on her lap. �The point is, the result of an attempt to end racism was to strengthen it. Neither the proponents nor the opponents of busing intended that result. But that�s what they got; because it was the logical consequence of their ideas and actions. Every historical analysis I�ve seen has concluded that racial prejudice lasted longer than it should have as a result of the attempts to end it by force.�
She ended the lecture there. There was no point in dragging it out further; either Ready got the message, or he never would.
Ready didn�t respond at first. Finally he asked, �Are you sure you wouldn�t like something to drink, Ms. Jiang? I have some very good wines.� The house bot appeared, as though a law of nature, at his side.
When the bot was gone Lisa started to say more, but Ready stopped her. �There�s no need to labor the point, Ms. Jiang. It was well made. You think what I do has the effect of legitimizing prejudice against shimps, even if I am not prejudiced myself.� His trembling had disappeared, and he was in command of himself again. He even had a little smile, a smile that made Lisa squirm inside, that suggested she�d made a fatal tactical mistake and handed Ready ultimate victory. �It is a far more flattering assessment than I get from most of my enemies.�
She sat up, hopeful for the moment again. �Then�you agree?�
Ready folded his hands across his stomach. �In theory. But your little history lesson has overlooked something; namely, that it is history.� He blinked immense eyes at her. �The analogy between racial minorities in the twentieth century and shimps in our own won�t hold up. First, the cyberlink recording you sent me aside, we�ve come a long way from the Ku Klux Klan and Jim Crow. Second, shimps are a different species; they�re not just human beings with different cosmetic features. They wouldn�t exist at all if it weren�t for us; which ought to give us some right to a return on our investment.�
The bot reappeared with their orders at this point. Ready dipped a finger in the red liquid and ran it around the rim.
Things were getting out of hand. Lisa knew that if she started arguing she would not get what she had come for. She had to force the situation back on course. �Some right,� she said. �But not an overriding right. You agree that shimps have rights too.�
Her host�s hackles shot straight up. �You�ve never heard me say that they don�t. That�s one of those lies�� he calmed himself with some wine, then went back to rubbing the rim��I refuse to dignify the charge by denying it.� His eyes smoldered and consumed their sympathy. �Where have their rights been denied?� he demanded. �No one ever points to an example where they have been. If someone ever does, I�ll join in the protest too.�
�What about their denial of citizenship on the colonies?� Lisa pointed.
Ready shook his head. �That�s a textbook example of muddled thinking. Those shimps were paid highly for their labor. As for the colonies, what they needed was a highly intelligent, educated citizenry, not simple laborers. Let�s be realistic; few shimps fit the bill. Those that did, stayed; those that didn�t used their high pay to start the mining companies that pushed the homs out of the Belt. Incidentally, nobody ever calls that a violation of anyone�s rights.�
Again, Lisa had to refrain from what she wanted to say. She had to keep Ben in the front of her thoughts, no matter what provocations he threw at her. �Actually, that�s not the issue I had in mind.� She put her own glass on the table beside her. �Are you aware, Mr. Ready, that the UN government has been arresting shimps and holding them incommunicado?� Ready stopped his rim-rubbing. Anger flashed momentarily on his face, then an icy calm descended. �May I ask, Ms. Jiang, who told you this?�
History crashed through Lisa�s mind. Of course, the existence of victims must be denied The Holocaust was a Jewish hoax. Slavery was good for the African. Here there would be no escape, however. �I�ll need your pad to answer that question,� she baited him.
�My pad?�
�Yes. Or are you afraid?�
�Afraid? Of what?� Ready scoffed at the suggestion. �Your accusation is absurd. The government can�t arrest citizens and conceal their whereabouts. Even shimps.�
Even shimps. How many people said it, thinking it was an enlightened attitude? �I�m not asking you to believe me, Mr. Ready.� Despite herself, Lisa couldn�t resist a grin. �Believe yourself. You keep telling us how foolish the government is. How we can�t trust it. Well, do you believe your own words or don�t you?�
Ready tried several replies before, lips tight, conceding the skirmish and turning to his pad. He quickly made the same discoveries Lisa had made earlier; the only difference was this time the pad went blank and silent when he ordered it to divulge the information.
A cold fury condensed on the man�s features. That the pad wouldn�t tell him what he wanted was obviously too much for him to accept. More than it had been for her, even.
Lisa knew she shouldn�t say it, but did anyway. �Ready to join in the protest?�
Her host turned back to her. He practically spoke through clenched teeth, as though he wished he could bite his words in half. �I agree this is highly irregular, to say the least.� He added, �It would seem worth investigating.�
�Investigating?� She couldn�t believe what she was hearing. �The question is, what do you intend to do about it?�
�Do about it?� Ready looked at her in incomprehension.
Lisa mentally pinched herself as hard as she could. �If there was ever prime material for the Voice of Reason, this is it. A perfect example of government acting like it can do whatever it wants, and get away with it.� And you know it.
The way her host looked away, she knew he did.
�I suppose�� Ready fingered his chin thoughtfully. �I could fit it into my next show. You�re right: we can�t allow the government to get away with hiding what it�s doing with shimps from the people. Who knows what deals are being cooked up behind our backs?�
It took a moment for Lisa to ingest the words. When she did, all the could do was form her lips and emit a silent, �What?!�
She got no further, for Ready had already stood to dismissal. �Yes, I think I will make use of this new outrage. I can�t believe I didn�t think of the angle myself: they�re only pretending to finally be doing the right thing, while they�re really screwing us. It�s the ultimate con job.�
The bot was beside him again. �I want to thank you for bringing this to my attention, Ms. Jiang. I assure you, I will find an appropriate way of expressing my gratitude. Now, if you�ll excuse me, I have a show to prepare for.�
To her own chagrin, she accepted the handshake. A moment later the bot was showing her the door; and she was doing nothing to stop it�

She sat on the side of bed, her head cradled in her hands. Periodically, she ran her fingers through her straight, black hair, pulling it hard at the roots.
If Julia L�uboleng had stepped into the room right this moment, pointed a gun at her and pulled the trigger, she could not say it wasn�t justice. All you�ve done is stick your nose in where nobody wanted it, and all that�s come of it is more misery. She was starting to understand how a certain character out of cartoon history, who walked around with a black cloud following him everywhere and bringing ruinous luck to all he encountered, including himself, must have felt. Everyone she�d touched was worse off than before she walked into their lives and messed up working, if less than ideal, arrangements. The only good thing that could be said was that at least she�d suffered too, if losing a couple of jobs amounted to a measure of suffering compared to what she�d inflicted.
And the worst thing is, all I�ve tried to do is the right thing. Somewhere, malicious gods had to be laughing at her. That was the only possible explanation.
Sure, that�s right: it isn�t your fault. It�s God�s will. Destiny. Karma.
It was hard to believe that all her efforts should backfire so completely and spectacularly by accident. It did seem as though she were fighting some perverse law of nature, which said that the evil accomplished was in direct proportion to the good attempted. Or something like that. What was that phrase they used to use? Murphy�s Law? No, Murphy was supposed to be an optimist. So who�it didn�t matter.
So, maybe I should try evil. No, somehow she was sure that wouldn�t work either. Ready�s tactics could not possibly lead to good end, however perverse the Universe was. Murphy�s Law, or whatever it was, was not symmetric. In fact, that was part of the law, now that she recalled.
Or was it? Lisa sat up straight suddenly, her head slipping through her fingers.
�It�s a free society; the Readys don�t prosper unless people want what they�re selling. People filled with love don�t buy hate.�
�But if hate is being shoved down their throats, day and night��
�Try telling them that.�
�Maybe nobody has��
She was breathing too fast. She squelched her thoughts long enough to make tea, and sat down at the kitchen table with long, contemplative sips. Oh, how she wished Ben were here! He would know exactly what to do, she was sure.
��Nobody I know ever heard of Reed Ready and the Voice of Reason until the Strike, although he must have been living in some little hole in the net somewhere.�
So what was stopping her? If Reed Ready and his Voice of Reason could come from nowhere to being heard by millions, why not hers? If he could use the net to poison minds, why couldn�t she use it to cleanse them?
Who are you fooling? It�s always easier to sell hate than love. Or even simple tolerance. People enjoy hating too much.
Maybe that was because they hadn�t been shown the consequences of hating yet. The German people enjoyed it too, until they were shown the pictures from the concentration camps. Maybe if the people of Earth were to see the dead end of the road they were being led down�if enough of them saw, and understood, then maybe: they might slow history down, slow it down just enough to keep hope alive. Enough of them, working together or even alone, might divert, distract, and delay the inevitable long enough to raise the possibility of postponing it even further. Long enough to get a movement going. Then, perhaps�perhaps they would postpone it forever.
And if it did happen, it would have to start with one person. Someone, somewhere. A desperation that no amount of defeat was able to prevent it from trying again.
Why couldn�t that person be her?
Why not?
Even when there�s no hope?
That was the beautiful thing about it. You didn�t need hope. Only life.

She sat cross-legged on a grassy hillside, in the bright sunshine. A warm breeze tugged rivulets of long, black hair; the silk of her Qi Pao billowed and flowed in the same river. Her hands folded across her lap. She smiled easily; but her face was deadly somber and serious, the face of classrooms and earnest lessons.
�I want to thank you for giving me the time to speak with you on a very important issue. But first, let me tell you who I am: I am an elementary school teacher. Excuse me, I was an elementary school teacher. I taught for seven years on the Lagrange colony; what you would call the grange. But for the last few months I have been Earth-side, where I was born and raised.�
Lisa shifted uncertainly in the grass, hoping that her words would sound as good in her mouth as they had in her head. �By now, many of you have noticed that I am of Chinese extraction. But others, perhaps most of you, haven�t noticed it, even though I have emphasized the fact by wearing what was once known as traditional costume. Indeed, you probably find it incomprehensible that anyone would notice something like that; there is nothing remarkable, and certainly nothing frightening about it, you would say. We�re all human beings, after all.
�But there was a time, not too long ago, when you would have noticed it instantly; and when many would have been disturbed, or even frightened or angered by it. To a number of you, I would have been seen as a threat: a threat to your prosperity, to your security, perhaps even to your neighborhoods or families. Or even to your own lives.
�If such a reaction seems barbaric to us now, that is because our predecessors worked hard to overcome it. They literally rebuilt civilization, to where consideration of anything other than an individual�s abilities and character was repugnant. We�re all one big, happy human family, thanks to them. And the result has been a Pax Humana, that first spread across the face of the Earth, and now is reaching to the edges of the Solar System.
�Or is it? The recent strike by shimp miners in the asteroid belt, and the reaction of our UN to it, has clouded this bright future. And there have been other events connected to these developments: events not as dramatic, but perhaps even more indicative of the dark side of our shining civilization. Events that show how many of the old evils are still with us, and still hungry to grow back into the horrors they once were.�
Lisa shifted again, and licked her lips nervously. Reed Ready was out there, somewhere, watching and listening. He could denounce her afterwards, twist all her words and make the millions who�d heard them forget what she really said.
But he couldn�t steal her words from her. She took a deep breath, let it swirl around in her lungs and recharge her blood, then let it out gradually. She continued, �But first, I want to share something else with you. I said I taught on the Lagrange colony for seven years, up until recently. In fact, for the last year, I held a highly prestigious position in research. I am here today because I was dismissed from that position. When I say here today, I literally mean that: where I am at this moment, speaking to you. Because I must share with you the reasons for my dismissal; the events which led to it.
�The reasons involve the strike, and how I came to hold such a position in the first place,� she told them. �But, more than anything else, it involves a young girl, a child. A person who paid the ultimate price because she was too innocent to know the rules.
�Her name, if it matters, was Allison. She was a bright child, not the brightest I�ve known, and not in all areas�her language skills were a year behind those of her classmates�but she had unusual facility in mathematics and the sciences. I should add that there was a time when such abilities in a girl were frowned on, or worse, cause to regard her as something evil. But we live in enlightened times; no one is treated as something depraved or foolish merely on account of sex�that is primitivist thinking, straight out of the medieval age.
�Or is it? Every year there are colony-wide academic competitions among the schools, to see who is the best and brightest in the different fields. It�s meant to be a friendly competition; none of the children are forced to enter, and no stigma is attached either to those who decline or who end up low in the final standings. The sole purpose is to encourage academic excellence.
�Of course, that is an idealistic description. People being people, in reality the competitions are not as noble as we might like. Where there are winners there must be losers: those who know they didn�t measure up, who must be content with the left-handed compliment of having tried their best. Much as we would like to deny this unpleasant aspect of competition it is always there, bubbling beneath the surface in hot, if carefully hidden, resentment.�
Not bad. Maybe I should go into this trade full time, she thought. Instinctively, she stood up, turned to the side and faced the sky. �That resentment is always greater when the winner is different in some basic way. When she is like us, we can identify with her and her triumph; we can say �we won�and feel that superiority that is always the real reward of victory. But let her be different enough, and we have nothing. We will simply have to take our back seats. We will have to sit on our resentment, and let it smolder painfully, with too much fuel to go out completely but too little air to flame up and satisfy itself.
�But what if there are only a few of her, or even only one, but many of us? Then we might decide that something is fundamentally wrong here. And what if, in addition, we have always taken her kind to be inferior to us? Then the idea that this person has committed some kind of crime is even stronger; after all, she has disturbed the natural order of the Universe�Things As They Ought To Be. She becomes an invader. An alien who will destroy everything if we don�t cast her out. Or destroy her first.�
She struggled to contain her tears, but they rimmed up and eased out onto her face, blurring her makeup. �The child I am speaking of�Allison�was destroyed in just this manner. Destroyed because she scored highly in a field where her kind was not even supposed to walk.
�She was destroyed by the other children. Of course, those children didn�t know what they were doing; they didn�t realize what a hard object can do when brought down on a skull with all of even a human child�s strength. All they knew was that they hated her, too much for the why�even if they had some dim awareness of what I�ve described�to matter. They hated Allison for stealing what they regarded as theirs by right. Hated her because she didn�t know enough to play by their rules, or even what those rules were.� Because you wouldn�t teach her those rules, a voice screamed at her from inside. �They hated her because she wasn�t human in their eyes. She was a pan. A shimp. That was enough.�
She allowed her words to sink in. �That is why I am here today. Nobody on the colony wanted to accept the real reasons for Allison�s destruction. How could they? They were the cream of humanity, the elite of the elite; it was impossible that they were guilty of such things. Groundhogs, perhaps; but not them�not the heirs of humanity�s bright future. They were too far beyond such Neanderthal mentality.
�So I returned to the world of my birth. I tried to put Allison behind me. To forget. A cowardly act, I suppose, but�
�But you cannot escape evil. Evil is never dead, and it is always hungry. Feed it, even without meaning to or even realizing that you are, and it will become a monster again. I came here for sanctuary, but what I found instead was the same monster, albeit in a different form, feeding away right under the noses of the people.
�That�s right. It�s here, too. Even as I speak to you, it is exercising its claws; raking them over its first victims, to see whether they�ll hold fast. And it has selected those victims well: it knows that between your fears and your confusion over the issues involved in the strike�confusion it has carefully nurtured�you may be tricked into thinking that all pans are a threat.
�That�s the way Hitler got started. Eliminate the undesirables. Of course, we all know that the list of undesirables never stops growing, until it has found our neighbors, our loved ones and ourselves. Everyone becomes a threat, eventually. Because the monster is never satiated. It won�t stop to lick its claws until civilization is one vast prison c& and even then, it will hunger for more.�
Her voice had begun to roughen. She cleared the phlegm that had gathered in her throat. �I realize I am not telling you anything you don�t already know. But sometimes we lose the difference between knowledge and knowing. We start taking things for granted. Like the disease we cease to inoculate ourselves against, thinking it is a thing of the past. That�s the most dangerous time. That�s when the evil turns out not to be dead at all but merely dormant; waiting, watching for the chance to live again. The history of war is filled with battles that were lost because the would-be victor enjoyed his triumph too soon.
�I pray that will not happen to us. But whether it does, depends on all of us. I am just one person; I haven�t the strength to move history by myself. No one person has. But together, we can move it, against any force. We can choose a hopeful future, or a hopeless one. But whatever it is, the choice is ours. I can only pray that it is a wise choice.
�Thank you.�

The swirling blue and white orb of the Earth swam in space before her. A beacon of intelligence in an otherwise dead, though beautiful, Solar System. The orb was completely dark nowhere: even the side away from the Sun throbbed with bright energies.
Lisa felt as though she could reach out and embrace it, as though it really were the great mother Gaia of mythology. But she knew, rationally, that that was impossible; that the chimera would evaporate at the touch of any sense save sight. An Earth like this could only be envisioned, never loved. Never felt. That was what was wrong with it. In the end, it wasn�t real. It didn�t have grass between her toes. It didn�t have life.
She sensed the presence behind her, and turned to meet it. She squinted in the sunlight.
Julia L�uboleng emerged from her silhouette, and walked up to the sapphire world. She pushed her hands into it as though it were a cleansing wash.
�It is so much like the real one, isn�t it?� she observed. �Not at all like children. Children you can touch easily. This�� she dropped her hands��requires long term commitment.�
Lisa stepped backwards, disoriented. �You�how did you know I was here?�
Julia looked at her probingly. �You really can�t figure that out?� She sighed, and shook her head. �All right, I�ll spell it out for you. Despite outward appearances, the relationship between Ben and myself is not that of boss to underling. Verstehen Sie? Do certain things suddenly make a lot of sense all of the sudden?�
Lisa felt her mouth falling open, and shut it. Yes, a lot of things make sense now. Her mind swam in a maelstrom of absurdities, a vortex which threw a wall up against the world. They�re lovers? She had heard of such things, had even suspected on several occasions, but�
But what? Are you saying it�s immoral, unnatural, perverted? Why?
�You don�t have to work so hard not to look horrified,� Julia said, without emotion. �To be honest, until I met Ben, I would have reacted the same way. And seeing how hard Ben was working you over�well, never mind that.� Her face was dark with pain momentarily. �I didn�t come here to fight you for Ben; I came here to fight with you for him. If that deal you offered before is still good, that is.� She put out a hand. �If it is, I�m officially accepting it.�
It was not easy to focus on the real issues, but somehow Lisa forced herself to. To her surprise, Julia�s hand was not ice cold.
�I was wrong to blame you for what happened to Ben,� Julia suddenly confessed. �It was no more your fault than what happened to that girl. The fault is with the people who go around preaching hatred. And with the people who, knowing better, are afraid to stand up to them.�
Julia L�uboleng, mea culpa? If Lisa weren�t hearing it with her own ears, she could not have brought herself to believe the words.
Believe them or not, however, she would not accept them. �If I had known what was going to happen, I wouldn�t have stood up to them either. If I could go back and do it all over again�� But you can�t go back. You can�t undo what is done. And you can�t escape responsibility, one way or the other.
�Maybe the trick is to be naive enough that you never suspect the worst,� Julia observed. �That�s what�s wrong with me: I always take the worst for granted.� She laughed bitterly. �And when it doesn�t happen, I�m amazed things turned out as well as they did. Take that little lecture of yours; I�m surprised you haven�t been publicly lynched yet. Instead, I just checked its audience rating. Would you believe it�s up to a twenty-three?� Lisa�s heart practically leapt out of her mouth at this revelation. A twenty-three! Only in her dreams had she even gotten half that. �Are you serious? You must have read it wrong.�
�Twenty-three and climbing You�ve touched a real nerve, Ms. Jiang. Arresting shimps has turned out to be a real blunder for the government; even Reed Ready is condemning it, even though he�s trying to make it look like a conspiracy between the miners and the UN bureaucracy. He doesn�t realize how badly he�s hurting his case: people don�t know who they�re scared of more now, the bugs or the men in uniforms. Add to that the magnificent way you played the groundhog resentment against grangers angle.� Julia grinned wolfishly. �That was when I realized you weren�t quite the innocent you like to play, Lisa Jiang,� she concluded. �Either that, or you�ve got a born instinct for politics. One thing is for certain: the world is going to be demanding a lot more of you, a lot sooner than you think.�
Lisa�s mind spun in its cocoon. This has got to be a dream. Or maybe I cyberlinked into virtual space and got lost somewhere. She fought to breathe steadily, to keep herself from hyperventilating. To keep focus on what was important. �Does that mean� have they released Ben yet?� she demanded.
Julia gave her the same look that children give adults when they ask truly stupid questions. �Don�t be ridiculous. It isn�t that easy. But I do expect to start hearing pathetic rationalizations for the arrests soon: how it�s for the shimps� own protection, and how it�s only temporary, and so on. Evil always has to pretend it�s really only dumb first, before it makes a strategic retreat.�
I don�t care about that. All I want is to see Ben free. Let others fight the war.
She knew it was foolish even as she thought it. Lisa Jiang stay out of trouble? She might as well lock herself into her compartment, strap herself into bed, and feed and relieve herself by tubes. Even then, she�d still manage somehow to end up facing the Fredericksons and Readys of the world.
�I�m not sure I find anything amusing in it, quite frankly.�
Lisa realized she�d greeted her realization with a wry grin. She wondered momentarily if she should tell Julia what she�d been thinking. Or if it was necessary to tell her, for that matter. Instead, she said, �Isn�t that sort of an old-fashioned word, evil? No one seems to use it anymore; at least, I haven�t heard it since, since I was little.�
Julia pursed her lips. �Maybe they should start using it again. Maybe with all the so-called progress we�ve made over the last century, we�ve also progressed away from some basic concepts. Ones we should never have forgotten.�
Lisa nodded. �Hmmm. Maybe.� And maybe it�s a concept we should resurrect. She turned toward the phantom Earth again. It suddenly seemed smaller, and simpler, than it had before. She put her hands out, and watched them vanish in the bluish haze.
Julia was stepping backwards, as though to leave. �Well,� she said, �I think we know how to reach each other, if anything comes up. Is�there anything else you need, Ms. Jiang?�
Without turning, Lisa answered, �I could use a job. I�m a teacher, you know.�
Sure. Just look where that has gotten you!
She didn�t quite hear Julia�s reply, but it was something along the lines of, �I�ll see what I can do for you.� When she looked again, she was alone.
��Of Reason has returned, with another rollicking, frolicking session of UN follies. Only we�re not having any fun at all; it�s hard to laugh while the knife is sliding in between your shoulder blades. Not easy at all. But they�re trying, grant them that. They�re working our funny bones over as hard as they can.
�Serious, folks. I mean, what else could they possibly be trying to do, by telling us they�re keeping the shimps in protective custody? Repeat after me: pro-tec-tive cus-to-dy. Sounds like a secret mantra. I think I�ll try it next time I�m at the dentist�s, instead of laughing gas. Imagine: all those poor shimps having to be protected from the likes of us? I don�t know about you, but it makes me feel real dangerous.
�But never mind my delusions. The net is open for your input. I want to hear the roars from all you tigers out there� wait a moment, let me get my whip first� yes sir, you�re speaking to Reed Ready and every mind on the planet. What�ve you got to say?�
�Allison.�
�Uhh�sure. Well thank you very much, brother. And speaking of brothers��

�Do you wish to return the call, Ms. Jiang?�
Lisa sighed heavily. It was the third legitimate interview request this morning. Add to that the less than legitimate requests, not to mention the inquiries into her political ambitions, the bizarre ramblings whose point was utterly beyond her, the straightforward crank calls and, last but not least, the threats to life and limb, and she decided that hell must consist of being asked that question over and over again.
�No, not now. Hold it in the queue, with the others.�
Her phone icon was flashing again even as she answered.
�News. The Strike. The UN sanctions.�
The smiling newscaster told her nothing new, nothing she didn�t already know. God�s in His heaven; all�s right with the world. Julia was right. It wasn�t going to be that easy.
�How about the shimp detainees?�
�The government believes it would not be wise at this time to release the terrestrial Pan population from protection. However, it is considering permitting limited contact at some point in the near future. Stay linked for details.�
Lisa wanted to cry out for joy. No, not easy. But possible.
�Do you wish to return the call, Ms. Jiang?�
�No. Put it in the queue. Open my mail. I want to read Julia L�uboleng�s letter.�
Dear Ms. Jiang:
It is my pleasure to extend to you the opportunity to return to the position you previously held in our employ, with the same status and salary. This opportunity is effective immediately. If you do not find this offer satisfactory, we will be happy to negotiate another position more in agreement with your abilities and interests. Please do not hesitate to contact me, at your earliest convenience. Thank you.

She went into the kitchen, and made tea. Angry dragons flared on the sides of the cup.

EDITOR�S NOTE: This is a sequel to �Never Forget,� which appeared in our February 1992 issue.
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